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Population displacement is a devastating feature of armed con�ict 
with far-reaching political and humanitarian consequences. This book 
demonstrates the extent to which displacement is a deliberate strategy 
of war, not just a consequence of it. Adam Lichtenheld draws on �eld 
research in Uganda and Syria; case studies from Burundi, Indonesia, 
and Vietnam; and an original dataset of strategic displacement in 166 
civil wars to show that armed groups often uproot civilians to sort 
the targeted population, not to get rid of it. When combatants lack 
information about opponents’ identities and civilians’ loyalties, they 
can use human mobility to infer wartime af�liations through “guilt by 
location.” Different displacement strategies occur in different types 
of civil wars, with some relying on spatial pro�ling rather than ethnic 
pro�ling. As displacement reaches record highs, Lichtenheld’s �ndings 
have important implications for the study of forced migration and 
policy responses to it.

Adam Lichtenheld is Executive Director of the Immigration Policy 
Lab at Stanford University. He has previously worked as a senior 
researcher at Mercy Corps and a consultant for the United Nations 
Refugee Agency, the World Bank, and the United States Agency for 
International Development. He has designed and evaluated policies 
and programs on migration and displacement, violence prevention, 
and con�ict resolution with governments, donor agencies, and 
nongovernmental organizations around the world. His articles have 
appeared in a number of academic and policy journals, as well as the 
Washington Post, and Foreign Policy, and the Conversation.
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We are witnessing a paradigm change, an unchecked slide into an era 
in which the scale of global forced displacement as well as the response 
required is now clearly dwar�ng anything seen before.

António Guterres, UN Secretary General

I could never understand those that left, how they could just leave like 
that, leave everything behind, all that life, all that living … how were we 
supposed to go when we had so many commitments, so many respon-
sibilities?

Paul Lynch, Prophet Song1 

The doctors of this neighborhood might also be informers who would 
consider Abdel Latif a terrorist if they knew where he’d been these last 
few years – stubbornly clinging on inside that besieged village …

Suspicions alone were enough to lead to corpses lining the streets. Sus-
picions alone were enough to cause someone to disappear without a 
trace.

Khaled Khalifa, Death Is Hard Work2 

 1 Excerpt from Prophet Song copyright © by Paul Lynch. Used by permission of Grove/
Atlantic, Inc. Any third-party use of this material, outside of this publication, is prohibited.

 2 Excerpts from Death Is Hard Work by Khaled Khalifa; Translated from the Arabic by 
Leri Price. Copyright © 2016 by Hachette-Antoine. Translation copyright © 2019 by 
Leri Price. Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux. All Rights Reserved.
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This book is a work of scholarship: clinical, analytical, data-driven. But 
ultimately it is a deeply human story. During the decade I spent working 
on this project, I met extraordinary people who had endured unimaginable 
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opened up their homes and allowed me to trespass on their lives. The dif�-
culty of being a social scientist studying con�ict and displacement is know-
ing that your work will never adequately convey the anguish, courage, and 
resilience of those who participate in your research. The search for expla-
nations can seem futile (as my grandfather liked to quote from a Gertrude 
Stein poem: “There ain’t no answer”) or ethically dubious (by explaining 
mass violence, one can be accused of rationalizing it). Still, I hope the fol-
lowing pages do some justice to the experiences of the dozens of refugees, 
displaced people, ex-combatants, and other war survivors whom I inter-
viewed during my time in the �eld. While I fear they do not, I am deeply 
grateful for the willingness of these individuals to share their stories. So I 
must �rst and foremost express my gratitude to them.

This project also bene�tted from the assistance and encouragement 
of numerous friends, colleagues, mentors, and students. First, I am 
indebted to the faculty and graduate students in the Department of 
Political Science at the University of California, Berkeley, for giving me 
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in a department that pushed its students to ask big, bold, interesting 
research questions, even at a time when there are growing pressures to 
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the style of being a scholar and showed me that the best in our profes-
sion excel as much in their teaching and advising as in their research. 
Aila Matanock and Leo Arriola read various drafts of my work and pro-
vided healthy doses of constructive criticism, thoughtful suggestions, 
and much needed reassurance. My fellow graduate students were also 
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maintain my sanity – particularly Rachel Bernhard, Gabrielle Elul, Jake 
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