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Three Narratives of Civil War:
Recurrence, Remembrance and Reform
from Sulla to Syria

David Armitage

For most of their history, from the“ancient world until the nineteenth
century, civil wars were a subject primarily for orators, poets, historians
and novelists. They have been of pressing concern to lawyers for barely a
hundred and fifty years, for social.scientists only since the 1960s and for
literary scholars mostly durihg the twenty-first century. Civil wars have
accordingly been absent fromisocial theory and from interdisciplinary
study more generally: there is as yet no great treatise on civil war to sit
alongside Clausewitz’s OmWar or Arendt’s On Revolution, for example.!
Civil War and Naryative is therefore especially welcome for joining fields
that have been put asunder and for bringing practitioners and scholars
together to examine the centrality of narratives to the experience of civil
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2 D.ARMITAGE

war from the mid-seventeenth century to contemporary Rwanda and
South Sudan, among other locales torn by civil war.

I have argued elsewhere that the experiences of civil war—the efforts
to understand it, to mitigate it and even to prevent it—have shaped con-
ceptions of community, authority and sovereignty and continue to inform
them to this day. Without the challenge of civil war, I contend, our concep-
tions of politics, sovereignty, revolution, international law, cosmopolitanism
and globalization would have been very different, even poorer.’ Indeed,
civil war may have done more than interstate war to shape ‘our conceptions
of politics—*“the continuation of civil war”, in Foucault’s'teasing revision of
Clausewitz—than war itself.> And, pace the argument$ of Arendt and oth-
ers, civil war may have contributed more to the making of our world than
revolution, that species of which civil war was the longer-lasting genus.*

To illustrate these contentions, I here trace briefly three narratives of
civil war told sequentially from republican Rome to the present. I have
called these three narratives, in shorthand form, “recurrence”, “remem-
brance” and “reform”. The first narrative; “recurrence”, tells of the seem-
ingly eternal return of civil war, a narrative first elaborated by Roman
historians and poets, then transmitted and transmuted by early-modern
political thinkers and more recently transformed into a paradigm within
the modern social sciences. The second narrative, “remembrance”, arises
from the first and relates the role of historical memory, but also of his-
torical amnesia, in shaping the expectation and the experience of civil war
up to the present. And the third narrative, “reform”, imagines ways of
breaking out of the first/two narratives by “civilizing” civil war through
the application of legal norms, especially the laws of war and international
humanitarian law. TakKen together, these three narratives can help to illu-
minate the contribution of civil war to the making of the modern world
and to understand deeper patterns in the history of civil war that might
otherwise be invisible.

FIRST NARRATIVE: RECURRENCE

Let me begin.at the beginning: with the Roman invention of civil war
and the enduring narrative of recurrence it generated. The Romans were
not, of course, the first to experience what we now call civil war but they
werethe first to experience it as civil war. “The Athenians had great dis-
cords,” wrote Cicero, “but in our commonwealth there were not only
seditions but accursed civil wars [ pestifera bella civilia].”® Cicero provided
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THREE NARRATIVES OF CIVIL WAR: RECURRENCE, REMEMBRANCE ... 3

the earliest Latin attestation of the term civil war—b&ellum civile—but
he was not its inventor and it was clearly already in circulation when he
dropped it without any fanfare into a political speech in 66 BCE.%. Two
features of the idea were novel: that it was csvz/ and that it was/a war.
“Civil”—civile—meant literally among fellow citizens, or cives; that it.was
a war—bellum—indicated that it had the features different from those of
other, less-organised or smaller-scale, kinds of violence: armies headed by
generals, ranged in martial formations, and accompanied by the signs typ-
ical of regular forces, such as drums and trumpets.” The Romans intro-
duced two elements of civil war that would create a_family resemblance
among later conceptions. The first was the idea that the war takes place
within the boundaries of a single political community. In the Roman
case, this community was ever expanding, from’the/city of Rome itself,
to the Italian peninsula, and then outward into the Mediterranean basin
as Roman citizenship itself encompassed more and more peoples. The
Romans also knew that there should be at least two contending parties in
a civil war, one of which could claim legitimate authority over that com-
munity. These elements would be transmitted through the multiple narra-
tives of civil war the Roman historians, both/in Latin and in Greek, spun
to explain and to understand their commeonwealth’s serial calamities.’

The Romans were the first to/try to understand civil war through nar-
rative. They saw the links between occurrences of civil conflict and likened
them to natural phenomena/such as volcanoes: they could fall dormant
after an eruption but that did‘not' mean they would not explode again.
Seen in this light, Rome’s history came to appear as nothing less than a
history of civil wars and the brief moments of calm between them. This
created a narrative—in fact, a'set of narratives—of civilization as prone to
civil war, even curseduby it, that would last for centuries and inform later
understandings of civil war across early-modern and modern Europe.

By general agreement, the narrative sequence of Rome’s civil wars
began when the consul Lucius Cornelius Sulla marched on the city at the
head of an army in/ 88 BCE and thereby broke the ultimate taboo for any
Roman magistrate or military commander, as Julius Caesar would do, yet
more famously, when he crossed the river Rubicon forty years later in 49
BCE¢ Civil war erupted repeatedly over more than a century of Roman
history from the 80s BCE to the 60s CE and beyond. Sulla’s first civil
waragainst Marius in 88-87 BCE led to a second series of contentions
between them five years later in 82-81 BCE. Two decades later, impov-
erished veterans of Sulla’s wars supported the Senator Catiline’s conspir-
acy to take control of the city in 63 BCE.
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4 D.ARMITAGE

Almost twenty years later still, Caesar started a civil war that inaugurated
a cycle of intermittent armed violence that engulfed first Rome, then the
Italian peninsula, and ultimately much of the Mediterranean world as far as
Egypt. In this cycle, the followers and descendants of Caesar and Pompey
continued to fight out their differences in a series of wars that culminated
with the victory of Octavian over Mark Antony and Cleopatra/at the bat-
tle of Actium in 31 BCE. With Octavian’s elevation to the emperorship
as Augustus in 27 BCE, one sequence of civil wars ended but the seeds
for another were laid in the dynamics of succession to imperial authority.
The fires of civil war stirred back to life in 69 BCE, the*“Yearrof the Four
Emperors” (Galba, Otho, Vitellius and Vespasian). As Tacitus'put it at the
start of his account of these bitter disputes, “The Ahistory on which I am
entering is full of disasters, terrible with battles, torn/by seditions, savage
even in peace. Four emperors fell by the sword; there were three civil wars,
more foreign wars, and often both at the sanic time.” The wars over the
succession to imperial authority would not beithe last Roman civil wars—
which, by some accounts, lasted into the fourth century CE—but they
did bring to a climax the historical narratives of Rome as a commonwealth
peculiarly prone to civil war.

Civil war came to define the history,of Roman civilization itself,
as a curse the commonwealth could not shake off or even as a purga-
tive that cured the republic of its popular ills and allowed the restora-
tion of monarchy. It became as)inescapable as it was unspeakable and it
seemed Romans could talk of almost nothing else for centuries because
civil war would never disappear. “These sufferings await, again to be
endured,” laments a character in Lucan’s anti-epic poem The Civil War
(60-65 CE): “this will be the sequence /of the warfare, this will be
the outcome fixed for ¢ivil strife.”!? Rome’s heirs in the Latin West
then perceived theirown internal troubles with the help of the reper-
toire of examples and images drawn from the Roman corpus of writing
on civil war.

Three major narratives emerged from that canon. The first was what
might be‘calledsthe republican story, told by Sallust and Tacitus, among
others. This-narrative was sympathetic to the supposedly selfless civic val-
ues of the Roman republic, which portrayed the endlessly repeated civil
wars that sprang from the very roots of Rome itself. On this account
of Reman history, to be “civilized” at all was to be prone to civil war:
to suffer only one civil war seemed impossible, as others would inevita-
bly follow so long as Roman civilization itself lasted. Then there was an
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imperial narrative which followed much the same trajectory but towards
a very different conclusion. Civil war was a persistent disease of the body
politic and it had only one cure: the restoration of monarchy or the,exal-
tation of an emperor. This was a story that culminated in the creation
of the Roman Empire under Augustus Caesar: “In this way,” wrote,the
Greek-speaking historian Appian, “the Roman polity survived All kinds’ of
civil disturbances to reach unity and monarchy”; “an evident demonstra-
tion,” agreed his late sixteenth-century English translatory“That peoples
rule must give place, and Princes power prevayle.”!!

Finally, there was a Christian narrative in which-civil ‘war was the
besetting sin of a city or commonwealth dedicated to. the things of this
world rather than to the glory of God, a narrative that’ provided the
backbone of Augustine’s monumental—and monumentally influential—
City of God. Augustine’s account of Rome’s pagan history was a cata-
logue of “those evils which were more infernal because internal,” a series
of “civil, or rather uncivilized, discords.” This.worldliness was the source
of its self-destruction and ensured it could not be an appropriate vehicle
for salvation: “How much Roman blood/was shed, and how much of
Italy was destroyed and devastated,”/Augustine lamented, “by the Social
War, Servile Wars and Civil Wars!™ The first civil wars, of Marius and
Sulla, led inexorably to all Rome’s other internal wars until the advent of
Augustus, the civil warrior (according to Augustine) in whose reign Jesus
was born: “But those wars bégan long before the advent of Christ, and a
chain of causes linked one ¢rime to/another.”!2

The Romans and their heirs discovered what contemporary political
scientists have more recently rediscovered: that civil wars are much more
prone to recur thanany others. As the development economist Sir Paul
Collier has put it,“the ‘most likely legacy of a civil war is further civil
war.”13 From the Beginniing of the twentieth century until the Syrian
conflict in 2011, almost every civil war was the resumption of an ear-
lier conflict. The emotional and physical wounds of civil war heal slowly
and can easily be fe-opened.'* The result is that wars within states tend
to last longer==some four times longer—than wars between states, and
that in.the second half of the twentieth century they have generally lasted
three(times longer than they did in the first half.!> The inescapability and
interminability of civil war may seem like contemporary problems. In
factyithey form one of the most enduring narratives of civil war, as the
narrative of recurrence became a narrative of remembrance and a story of
forgetting, even the repression, of civil war.
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6 D.ARMITAGE

SECOND NARRATIVE: REMEMBRANCE (AND FORGETTING)

“Forgetting is the best defence against civil war.” So thought the Roman
orator and historian Titus Labienus, according to the philosopher Seneca
the Elder who preserved his words.!® Yet civil war would not—=g¢ould
not—be forgotten for as long as its writers, from Cicero and-Caesar to
Lucan and Augustine, continued to be read and imitated. Rome’s| ora-
tors, poets and historians aided the remembrance of civil .war, for their
own people and for centuries to come. They struggled to make sense of
the collapse of the commonwealth, not only by narrating, the destruc-
tive cascade of events but also by trying to account for.them. They
chewed over the question of blame for the civil wars; because surely they
explained something about Rome’s moral health®or debility. They were
transfixed by the possibility that civil war would repeat.itself after periods
of apparent calm.

The Romans bequeathed to later readers‘a vision of history structured
around an ethically challenging, appallingly recurrent narrative of civil
war as the paradoxical mark of civility,‘even (to take a much later term
for it) of civilization itself. The European inhéritors of Rome’s traditions
would see their own internal troubles as the culmination, or the repeti-
tion, of a narrative cycle that followed the pattern of the Roman civil wars
and that played out across Europe since the fall of the Roman Empire.
Italy had had its civil wars in the fifteenth century, followed by the French
Wars of Religion and the Dutch Revolt against the Spanish Monarchy in
the late sixteenth century<~England alone had been through the Barons’
Wars of the thirteenth cénturyythe Wars of the Roses in the fifteenth cen-
tury and then the civilawars of the mid-seventeenth century.!”

If the Roman writers on-civil war had taught anything, it was that the
cycles of civil war,oncetbegun, were likely to remain unbroken. ““Tis in
vain to seek a Government in all points free from a possibility of Civil
Wars, Tumults, and Seditions,” warned the seventeenth-century aristo-
cratic English republican, Algernon Sidney: “that is a Blessing denied
to this life, ‘and reserved to complete the Felicity of the next.” Sidney
showed this distinction by a detailed breakdown of all the violent distur-
bances across history: in Israel under its kings, in the Persian monarchy,
in Rome, France and Spain, and concluded with a litany of the civil wars
that had ravaged England since the Norman Conquest: “the Miseries of
England on like occasions,” he wrote, “surpass all.” From the contested
succession after the death of William the Conqueror to the troubles of
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the Tudors, English history appeared to have been an almost continuous
time of troubles for five centuries.!®

The most famous version of this narrative appeared in Thomas Paine’s
Common Sense (1776), a pivotal pamphlet in the American Revolution.
Paine tried to shake the colonists out of their complacent attachment to
the British monarchy by reminding them that it had not brotght peace
and stability, as its defenders claimed, but only civil wars over the suc-
cession to the throne: “Thirty kings and two minors have reigned in
that distracted kingdom since the [Norman] conquest, in which time
there have been ... no less than eight civil wars and nineteen-Rebellions.
Wherefore instead of making for peace, it makes against it;"and destroys
the very foundation it seems to stand on... In short, monarchy and suc-
cession have laid (not this or that kingdom only) but the world in blood
and ashes.” Paine used this narrative to argue positively in favour of non-
monarchical government, or republicanism”in an early version of the
democratic peace argument later expressed classically by Immanuel Kant
in his “Toward Perpetual Peace.”!?

The Romans and their descendants’had joined specific internal strug-
gles into collective narratives that, for the most part, assumed that civil
wars would form a destructive sequence of events; only monarchists and
writers in favour of empire could put a positive face on that cumulative
horror by depicting it as the disease for which autocratic rule would be
the cure. Yet the historical storyyof a series of violent upheavals leading to
fundamental changes in authority and sovereignty was never abandoned;
it was only transformed. It endured as a history of revolutions stretching
across the centuries whileleaving behind a past marked by civil wars.

Starting in the late eighteenth century, a new narrative began to
emerge, also composed ‘of a succession of political upheavals, also link-
ing past and future;yet now ripe with utopian possibilities. This would
be the vision of history in which a sequence of revolutions rather than a
series of civilwars formed the central story of modern liberation, starting
with the American and French Revolutions and unfolding throughout
history. The naseent category of revolution was designed, in part, to sup-
press previous.narratives of civil war and to replace them with something
more positive, more hopeful, and more oriented towards the future.?’

The accumulating prestige of narratives of revolution helped to sup-
pressy even repress, older narratives of civil war, lending very different
evaluations to each. Civil wars have generally been assumed to be ster-
ile, bringing only misery and disaster, while revolutions have often been
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seen as fertile with innovation and transformative possibilities. Civil wars
hearken back to ancient grievances and deep-dyed divisions, while rev-
olutions point the way toward an open and expansive future. Likewise,
civil wars are local and time bound, taking place within particular, usu-
ally, national communities. By contrast, revolutions occurred across.the
world—at least, across the modern world, defined as “modérn” along
the very timeline of revolutions—in an unfolding sequence of human lib-
eration. Civil wars, the conventional understanding might imply, reveal
the blighting and collapse of the human spirit, while revolutions display
its revelation and self-realization. Revolutions were definitively modern,
novel, and forward looking; civil wars were archaic, traditional and back-
ward facing, as Arendt and others would argue.?!

These preconceptions, prejudices even, about civil war would ren-
der it abnormal, even an abuse of the noble name of war itself. In this
regard, it is notable that Clausewitz, like /e€very, other major modern
theorist of war, hardly mentions civil war, ‘even in his writings on “small
war” (kleiner Krieg).?? His contemporaty sand fival, the Belgian baron
Antoine Henri Jomini, wrote of civil wars; that “[t]o want to give max-
ims for these sorts of war would be/absurd.??? Such attitudes prevented
the extension of the original Geneva Convention (1864) to civil wars:
“international laws are not applicable to them,” asserted one of the
Convention’s original drafters, ‘Gustave Moynier in 1870.2% And vyet,
as the narrative in which revolution replaced civil war among human-
ity’s serial political transformation gradually unfolded, another started
to emerge. This was a progressive narrative in which civil war could be
gradually ameliorated by the restraining force of law.

THIRD NARRATIVE: REFORM

Narratives of recurrence and remembrance had brought with them the
apprehension” thatvit“was impossible ever to escape civil war and that
its horrors would lalways be unlimited. For example, in his “Perpetual
Peace”, Kant 'wryly observed that a Dutch innkeeper had painted just
those words-on his tavern-sign alongside a picture of a graveyard: this
implied that the only truly lasting peace would be the eternal sleep of
death. Yet Kant was more optimistic that peace among states was not
“just,an empty idea” but “a task that, gradually solved, comes steadily
closer to its goal.” Cosmopolitan law (the ius cosmopoliticum) would be
one means Kant recommended for taming war, and the dream of using
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law to 7eform civil war has endured in the history of the laws of war and
international humanitarian law.??

The reform narrative of civil war has its roots in the mid-eighteenth
century but flourished a century later, during the US Civil War. The
modern tradition of natural law, beginning with the writings of Hugo
Grotius in the early seventeenth century, paid only intermittent atten-
tion to civil war as an object of legal definition and regulation tather than
as a specifically political problem to be overcome or diminished. It was
only in the work of the Swiss jurist Emer de Vattel, writing in the 1750s,
that civil war became the subject of specifically legalvattention. Vattel
wrote of the state as splitting into two distinct bodiesy each*with a claim
to autonomy and sovereignty, even if they occupied or claimed the same
territorial space. The distinguishing feature of this conception of civil war
was the elevated status of both sides in a civil war—the former sover-
eign, whether a monarch or a republican assembly, for instance, and the
former rebels—*“constitut[ed], at least for aitime, two separate bodies,
two distinct societies”—or, as Vattel putit, two distinct “nations.”?% This
conception was a matter of law, not fact.

Vattel’s construction of civil war,in this fashion was original and
would shape arguments about civil wartin the context of international
law well into the nineteenth céntury, His great breakthrough in the
juridification of civil war was_his argiment that it fell under the law
of nations rather than domestie.law, and that its prosecution could be
regulated by international 'law . rather than simply suppressed by inter-
nal police action. The applicable rules were those of the law of nations,
including the laws of war.This raised the possibility of civilizing civil war
by treating both parties as equally possessing belligerent rights and each
equally entitled to legal protections as well as liable for infractions of the
laws of war.

Even a century after Vattel broke new ground in this way, his account
of civil war as thefunctional equivalent to interstate conflict met with
resistance. For example, Henry Wager Halleck, an American interna-
tional lawyer and general in the Union Army, agreed that both parties
in a civil. warsshould be subject to the laws of war but not that this fact
allowed external powers to recognize or aid both parties as if they were
independent states. Halleck also sought to distinguish mere “rebellions”
fromycivil wars, in order that they would be subject to municipal rather
than international law. To accord every rebel group the full panoply of
protections guaranteed by international law to legitimate sovereigns
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“would be both unjust and insulting to the government of the state
against which the rebellion or revolution is attempted.” Writing in 1861,
the belligerent status of the secessionist states of the Confederacy. was
clearly very much on his mind as he refuted Vattel in the context of what
Abraham Lincoln would later call “a great civil war”.?”

That conflict—the US Civil War—would be a forcing-house of innova-
tion in the laws of war and Halleck would be the agent of the reformist
impulse to bring the conduct of the conflict firmly under the laws of war.
It was Halleck who formally commissioned the Prussian-born lawyer and
American political science professor Francis Lieber to produce the first code
of the laws of war in 1863 for the Union Army. General-Orders no. 100,
better known as the Lieber Code, which became th¢ lineal ancestor of the
Hague and Geneva Conventions and therefore the foundation of the mod-
ern laws of war. The Code systematically specified for the first time such
matters as the treatment of prisoners and the/measures that could be used
against guerrilla warfare. That it did so in the context of a civil war that was
also a rebellion helped to mainstream civil'war as war while also sharpening
a line between the two kinds of warfare that would become bright[er] line
across the course of the nineteenth and.twentieth centuries.

Lieber attempted to define civil war at the very end of his Code and
came up with a definition that svas at once traditional and novel. Civil
war is war between two or more portions of a country or state, each
contending for the mastery of the whole, and each claiming to be the
legitimate government. The term/is also sometimes applied to war of
rebellion, when the rebellious provinces or portions of the state are con-
tiguous to those containing the seat of government.?® The first—“war
between two or more portions of a country or state, each contending for
mastery of the whole”~—could be traced back to the Roman tradition.
The second conception—“sometimes applied to war of rebellion, when
the rebellious provinces or portions of the state are contiguous to those
containing the-seat-of government”—was unprecedented, both legally
and historically. Lieber had made it up out of whole cloth tailored to the
circumstancestof‘the North American conflict, in which the “rebellious
provinces” were indeed contiguous with the seat of sovereignty. In fact,
by Lieber’s own reckoning, the American Civil War was not a civil war at
all; it was in fact a rebellion. This accorded with the wording of the US
Constitution, which provided for the means to “suppress Insurrections”
and permitted the suspension of habeas corpus “in Cases of Rebellion,”
as Lincoln had done in 1861.%? Lieber’s conception of civil war nonethe-
less had an afterlife. Later US Army field manuals made no attempt to
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replace Lieber’s definition of civil war and only updated their approach
after the Geneva Conventions of 1949 to cover “armed conflicts not of
an international character”.30

The 1949 discussions led to Common Article 3, built on propes-
als set forth by the International Committee of the Red Cross in 1948
in Stockholm to make application of the existing Geneva Conventions
“obligatory on each of the adversaries” in “cases of an armed con-
flict which is not of an international character, especially cases of civil
war, colonial conflicts, or wars of religion.” After much discussion,
the revised draft presented in Geneva in 1949 omitted,the last qualify-
ing clause, and specified only “armed conflict not"of an“international
character.” That became the preferred form of words thereafter among
international lawyers and international organizations, despite early
objections that it could cover too wide a range of violent acts within
the frontiers of a single state: not just “civil” wars, but the deeds of
any enemies of the state, whether legitimate'freedom fighters, brigands,
or even common criminals—in fact anyone engaged in riots or coups
d’état rather than actions recognizable as’ “wars”. Did they all deserve
the protection of the Geneva Conventions, even if their actions were
illegal according to domestic lawz ‘All civil wars were wars “not of an
international character” but only some wars “not of an international
character” were civil wars.3!

When Common Article 3/was.drafted and approved in 1949, much of
its work was retrospective, responding to concerns raised by the inade-
quacy of the existing Geneva Conventions to conflicts such as the Spanish
Civil War (1936-1939). In the decades after World War Two, the pro-
liferation of “non-international” conflicts demanded greater precision
in the application of'the"Conventions. Amid the proxy wars of the Cold
War, and the wreckage of dissolving empires around the globe, interven-
tion into internal conflicts became more common and tarnished the lustre
of the Long/Peacerthen emerging in Europe. Between 1974 and 1977,
the Geneval Conventions were further updated. The outcome was a set
of additional “protocols, of which the second—Additional Protocol II
(1977 )—applied to conflicts of a non-international character. Additional
Protecol™l excluded riots and also wars of decolonization, which were
coyeredinstead by Additional Protocol I, which brought international
humanitarian law to bear directly on anti-imperial struggles for the first
time. This second Additional Protocol expanded the range of protections
and prohibitions relevant to civil wars and remains in force today as the
major component of humanitarian law relevant to such struggles.3?
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The application of those protections depends on the judgment that
a conflict “not of an international character” is in progress. If the con-
flict is held to be “international”—that is, between two independent
sovereign communities—then the full force of the Geneva Conventions
applies. If it is “non-international” then it will be covered by Common
Article 3 and Additional Protocol II. But if the violence has not been
deemed a conflict of either kind—perhaps because it is a riot or an insur-
gency—it remains within the scope of the domestic jurisdiction of the
state concerned. In these cases, a great deal hangs on the determination
of whether or not a conflict is “not of an international“character”; or, in
general speech, whether it is a civil war or not.

Take the recent case of the Syrian civil war. Ordinary’ Syrians knew
very well throughout 2011 and the first half of 2012/that what they were
experiencing amid contention with the regime of Bashar al-Assad was
civil war. Outside Syria, interested parties across the globe were debating
whether or not Syria has descended into_civil war. In December 2011,
US White House deputy spokesperson’ Mark Toner demurred when
asked if he agreed with a UN official that Syria was experiencing civil
war: “We think violence needs to end.in Syria. And that includes among
the opposition elements,” he said. “But,there’s no way to equate the
two, which, in my view, is implied in using the term ‘civil war.””33 The
Syrian regime saw only rebellion. The opposition said they were engaged
in resistance. And powers like¢ Russia and the USA held the threat of civil
war over each other’s heads as they jousted over intervention and non-
intervention.3*

It took the Internatiomal Committee of the Red Cross until July
2012—more than a year into the conflict, and after as many as 17,000
people may have already perished—to confirm that what was taking place
in Syria was, in factjan “armed conflict not of an international charac-
ter.”3> Only when it had made that determination would it be possible
for the parties to be“covered by the relevant provisions of the Geneva
Conventions.*® The reluctance to call the conflict a civil war has become
typical of international organizations in the twenty-first century because
so much—politically, militarily, legally, and ethically—now hangs on
the use or withholding of the term. A set of legal protocols designed to
humanize the conduct of civil war—to bring to bear humanitarian con-
straints on its practice, and to humanize some of the terrible human cost
of civil conflict—served only to constrain international actors in their
attitudes towards the conflict in Syria.
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Controversy over the meaning of civil war could be illustrated from
other recent conflicts, most notably the Second Gult War and its after-
math in Iraq.3” Our present discontents are, as always, the produce of
many contested histories. Layered into contemporary conceptions/of ¢ivil
war are narratives from the past as well as the surrounding discourses—
of history and politics, law and literature, for example—that/laid down
its various strata of significance. From history and from literature, espe-
cially from the Roman canon, came a narrative of civil war as .recurrent
and sequential. From history politics, sprang narratives of civil war’s links
with civilization and sovereignty, rebellion and revelution="From law
arose a new reformist narrative designed to overcome. the effects of the
first two through the effort to regulate civil war according to legal pro-
tocols. Narrative gave shape to each of these understandings and carried
them forward into the present. Accounts based on recurrence, remem-
brance and reform continue to shape contemporary conceptions of civil
war as enduring evidence of its arduously accumulated and ultimately
competing narratives.
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