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The Argument

Moments of Decision explains how individuals react to situations of emerging and ongoing violence.
The manuscript is framed by two broad questions: When confronted with violence, why do some
people choose to flee their homes, while others find a place to hide and wait, and still others ingratiate
themselves with armed actors or even join violent groups? In conflicts around the world, why do
similar-seeming people often pursue different strategies in response to violence? I argue that civilians’
decisions during violence are based, to a large and under-appreciated degree, on individual perceptions
and interpretations of a violent environment, which I call situational appraisals. Existing social science
theories do not give us a clear understanding of whether and how individual appraisals matter. I show
that they matter greatly for our ability to explain civilian’s responses to chaotic, pattern-breaking
violence which I term “moments of rupture.”

To ground this argument, I develop a new typology characterizing the strategies civilians can
choose when responding to violence. Grouping civilians’ options into strategy categories and examining
contrasts between them provides clues about how different individuals might come to perceive one
or the other as “the best bad option” when facing violence. Surveying the literature, I posit that
civilians’ strategies for surviving violence belong to one of four categories—fighting, fleeing, hiding,
or adapting—and that we can contrast these categories based on whether they involve approaching
or withdrawing from the source of a threat, and whether they are highly or moderately disruptive
compared to an individual’s normal patterns of life.

I argue that individually-varying interpretations of violent environments are fundamental to the
way civilians decide which strategy will keep them safe during a “moment of rupture,” an episode
of violence where the logic is objectively unclear or rapidly shifting. I theorize that two particular
dimensions of interpretation—two different situational appraisals—explain how people weigh survival
strategies that vary along the dimensions of approach/avoid and disruptiveness. Appraisals of pre-
dictability or patterning influence how people judge strategies that are highly vs. moderately disruptive
to their daily lives, and appraisals of control or agency influence how people judge strategies that in-
volve approaching vs. withdrawing from threats. People who appraise themselves as “in control”
against violent threats should be likelier to approach those threats. People who feel like the future
evolution of violence is highly predictable should be likelier to make modest changes to their behavior,
rather than massively disrupting their lives to increase their safety. The interaction of these two si-
multaneous appraisals explains what category of strategy people will find most attractive: a disruptive
and drastic approach strategy like fighting is most attractive to individuals who feel in control, but
also feel a sense of un-predictability, and so on.

The Evidence

I test the argument that appraisals of control and predictability shape civilians’ decisions about how to
respond to violence using a range of methods and data sources—interviews, machine learning text and
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video analysis, statistical analyses, and qualitative case studies—from two important conflicts in South
Asia. One of the manuscript’s marquee contributions in this realm is a new method for combining
machine learning tools and qualitative analysis to learn from oral histories and other testimonial data.
Oral histories are a time honored and widely used method for recording the testimony of ordinary
people. For many important conflicts in the 20th Century, oral histories are the only large-scale
systematic record of ordinary people’s perspectives and interpretations, which are unlikely to appear
in elite-focused documentary or news archives. Oral histories are also uniquely suited for studying
emotions, perceptions, and other psychological processes that are not reflected in sources typically
used by scholars of political violence.

The first source of evidence I use to test situational appraisal theory is an archive of over 500
oral history interviews that document the exposure of Sikh civilians to two episodes of violence in
the 1980s in India—the “Punjab Crisis” and a series of urban pogroms in 1984. I analyze these
testimonies as qualitative evidence, and also use cutting-edge machine learning tools to detect and
label expressions of situational appraisals in the interview transcripts. Combining these tools allows
me to answer questions that often elude researchers using traditional evidence and methods: What
emotions, thoughts, and reactions do people report experiencing during violence? Of all the available
information in a violent environment, what do people focus on, and how do they ascribe meaning
to it? Mixing qualitative and machine learning methods makes it possible to answer these questions
at unprecedented scale, and provides high-quality evidence showing the importance of situational
appraisals to civilians’ decision-making.

I complement the findings from this oral history archive with a series of my own original interviews
with survivors of the Punjab Crisis, fine-grained opinion data from the U.S. War in Afghanistan,
and descriptive data drawn from surveys in the United States and Kenya. I select these sources
of evidence to first go deeper and then to go broader. Long, in-depth interviews with people from
the same population as the oral history archive provides crucial evidence about mechanisms and the
limits of the theory. Interviews show how people use situational appraisals to make decisions, and
when/how those appraisals are overwhelmed by other considerations. Evidence from Afghanistan
first shows that situational appraisal theory is capturing a fundamental human phenomenon, not a
conflict-specific fluke, and, second, that appraisals can be used to form and test hypotheses in near-
real time, and in settings where in-depth psychological interviews and retrospective testimony are
not available. Finally, I add survey evidence from over 4,500 experiment participants in the United
States and Kenya to data from India and Afghanistan to explore important questions about where
situational appraisals come from. I show that demographic and contextual variables help explain some
variation in individual appraisals, but also that they emphatically do not provide the same predictive
or explanatory power as individual interpretations.

Contents

I organize the manuscript as follows. Chapter 1 introduces the scope of the book and previews the
main argument. Chapter 2 develops the typology of strategies and the situational appraisal theory
framework in more detail. Chapter 3 introduces a new method (and justification) for analyzing oral
histories as testimony, text, and video data, and lays out the broader research design of the book.
Chapter 4 introduces the Punjab crisis as a major case in the book, before Chapter 5 begins to
implement the research design, drawing on dozens of original interviews to provide process evidence
about how situational appraisals work, and laying out the process by which I developed coding rules to
recognize and label appraisals in other types of data. In Chapter 6, I apply those inductively-developed
rules to test situational appraisal theory using the oral history archive described above. Chapter 7
then turns to Afghanistan, and shows further evidence that situational appraisal theory helps explain
patterns of civilian behavior in the waning days of the U.S. war. Chapter 8 examines the origins of
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appraisals—adding data from thousands of survey participants in the United States and Kenya to
show how appraisals relate to identity, context, and culture. Chapter 9 concludes by considering what
implications situational appraisal theory has for humanitarian and conflict stabilization policies in
ongoing conflicts like the Russian war in Ukraine.

Chapter 1: Moments of Rupture, Moments of Decision

I open the manuscript with the main puzzle—how do civilians make decisions between objection-
able options when facing violence?—which I illustrate with a series of short anecdotes that present
“puzzling” civilian decisions in ongoing and historical conflicts around the world. I then lay out a
conceptual model for thinking about how civilians make choices when all the options seem bad or
risky, and introduce the scope of variation—the “moments of rupture”—in which I aim to explain
civilian behavior. I use ideas from the cutting edge of research in political violence to try and answer
the manuscript’s main puzzle, and show that existing answers fall short because they overwhelmingly
focus on the objective structure of a conflict environment and assume that variation in the way indi-
viduals interpret that structure is mainly noise. I then preview my core argument that perceptions
and interpretations are core to civilians’ decision-making processes in the chaos of political violence,
and that focusing on individual-level perceptions helps us account for puzzling variation in the choices
that people make.

Chapter 2: Theory - Situational Appraisals and Decisions about Safety

In Chapter 2, I begin by asking: what is special about decision-making during moments of rupture,
or violence more broadly? I observe that violent environments have four characteristics that upset
the routines that we normally use to make choices: Time pressure, existential consequences, unusually
poor access to information, and inapplicability of precedents for decision-making. I argue that these
characteristics are likely to lead to an unusually high amount of divergence in the way people interpret
their environments. I then turn to a new typology of survival strategies—fighting, fleeing, hiding,
and adapting. I use this typology to draw contrasts with the existing literature on civilian behavior
during violence. I then introduce situational appraisal theory as an idea to resolve the puzzle of
variation in civilian decision-making despite similar backgrounds, similar violent environments, and
similar resources.

Chapter 3: Methods - Analyzing Oral Histories as Testimony, Text, Video, and Survey Data

I begin Chapter 3 with a research design conundrum. Investigators who want to understand how
people make choices can either design studies in which they create a contrived, un-realistic decision-
making environment and are able measure the causes of different choices very precisely, or they can
observe choices made in vivo, and deal with messy proxy measurement of individual motivations. I
propose triangulating across a number of sources of evidence—pairing retrospective accounts of real-
world violence with data from artificial but carefully controlled surveys and laboratory studies. I then
turn to a new method for using machine learning and qualitative analysis in tandem to test social
science hypotheses on testimonial data like oral histories. I present the new method, detailing its
strengths and weaknesses, and then conclude the chapter with a “roadmap” describing how I will pair
my new oral history analysis method with traditional tools to test situational appraisal theory.

Chapter 4: The Punjab Crisis

Chapter 4 provides context on the Punjab Crisis, a series of interconnected episodes of violence span-
ning the late 1970s through the mid-1990s that I study in depth in Chapters 5 and 6. I argue that the
Punjab Crisis is not only an important case in the history and politics of India, but an especially rich
case for testing Situational Appraisal Theory because it featured episodes of violence that operated
under different logics, with different perpetrators and targeting patterns.
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Chapter 5: Civilian Safety Seeking - Interview Testimony of Sikhs in India, 1984-1993

Through dozens of interviews with survivors of the Punjab Crisis and 1984 pogroms, conducted both
with individuals in Delhi who remained after experiencing violence, and with individuals in California
who fled India in the 1980s, I provide direct evidence about how situational appraisals factor into deci-
sion making. I first focus on interview evidence connecting appraisals to survival strategies. Interview
testimony also yields important insights about how social hierarchy—especially power relations within
extended families—can limit the explanatory power of situational appraisals. I use the evidence in
this chapter for three purposes. First, first-hand accounts of appraisals and safety-seeking decisions
demonstrate the plausibility of situational appraisal theory as an explanation for the choices people
make during moments of rupture. Second, in-depth interviews provide some insight into mechanisms:
how exactly do appraisals influence the decision-making processes of people facing violence? Third,
I show how patterns that arise in the way interviewees discuss appraisals can be turned into coding
rules, that I then apply in Chapter 6 to analyze appraisals and decisions in oral histories.

Chapter 6: Civilian Safety Seeking - Analyzing Oral Histories of Sikhs in India, 1984

Chapter 6 turns to the second major source of evidence: hundreds of oral history testimonies describ-
ing victimization and survival during “1984” a metonym encompassing Indian Army operations in
Punjab in June as well as pogroms across India after the assassination of Indira Gandhi on October
31. These oral histories cover the same political and historical terrain as interviews in Chapter 5,
but the scale of evidence allows me to demonstrate the broader applicability of patterns identified
in interviews. I describe the oral history collection—the 1984 Living History Archive—discuss the
strengths and weaknesses of retrospective accounts of the Punjab Crisis as social science evidence,
and then present results from two types of analysis. First, I treat oral histories as “observations” for
quantitative analysis, and show that situational appraisals measured by human coders, by large lan-
guage model classification, and by image analysis of facial expressions all supports hypotheses about
the connection between situational appraisals and chosen survival strategies. Second, I use the re-
sults of the quantitative analyses to identify individual oral histories for further analysis as qualitative
sources, and present case studies of those individual testimonies to show how situational appraisals
produce the patterns found in quantitative analysis. I conclude the chapter by using oral history evi-
dence to directly address a range of alternative explanations—showing that structural characteristics
like violence intensity and resource access do not account for the variation I attribute to situational
appraisals.

Chapter 7: Accounting for Civilian Behavior in the Twilight of America’s War in Afghanistan

Chapter 7 looks west to Afghanistan, where I apply situational appraisal theory to a markedly different
conflict: the multi-party struggle for control of Afghanistan during and after the security transition
from the U.S.-led coalition to the Government of Afghanistan in 2014. Drawing on qualitative research
and journalistic reporting in Afghanistan, I first argue that the major strategic shift around the end of
the ISAF mission in 2014 fits the scope of a “moment of rupture” in which we would expect civilian’s
survival strategies to be dictated in part by their appraisals. Using over 100,000 survey responses
originally collected to evaluate the success of U.S.-backed development and stabilization initiatives
from 2012-2014, I show that appraisals of predictability and control explain local-level variation in
displacement in Afghan districts, and that local violence patterns contribute to variation in those
appraisals. After finding support for the key hypotheses of situational appraisal theory, I turn to
case studies to show how civilian perceptions and survival strategies affect and reflect local conflict
dynamics. Results in this chapter not only provide a new perspective on the U.S. drawdown from
Afghanistan after the widely studied “surge”, but also show that situational appraisal theory can
be used to formulate and test policy-relevant hypotheses even in the absence of rich, retrospective
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testimonial evidence.

Chapter 8: What Shapes Appraisals?

In Chapters 1–7, I argue that situational appraisals are an important variable for explaining civilian
behavior during political violence. In Chapter 7, I turn to the origins of those important percep-
tions and ask: where do situational appraisals come from? I use evidence from survey experiments
conducted with 4,500 participants in the United States and Kenya, plus already-introduced evidence
from Afghanistan and India to explore the demographic, social, cultural, and environmental factors
that shape appraisals. I show that appraisals are not random—if they were, then situational appraisal
theory would have little relevance for policy makers—but that the drivers of appraisals vary sub-
stantially across contexts. I also argue that some of the more robust correlations between appraisals
and contextual features like violence type can explain interesting patterns identified in other studies;
for example, showing that even relatively light-touch and highly targeted violence by U.S. forces in
Afghanistan had outsize impacts on civilian well-being.

Chapter 9: Conclusion

I then close the book with an argument about the practical implications of situational appraisal
theory for academic research, and for conflict stabilization and humanitarian policy-making in the
21st Century. I argue that situational appraisal theory introduces a set of mechanisms that intercede
between the conflict environment civilians face, and the preferences they form. I argue that these
mechanisms provide a new way to explain within-group variation and variation over time, both of
which are important frontiers in academic research on civilians enduring conflict. The book, I posit,
also highlights interesting future directions for research on when appraisals are socially transmitted
and widely shared, and when they are not.

Projected Audience

The book’s projected audience includes: (1) Political scientists, especially but not exclusively scholars
of political violence, political psychology, South Asian politics and international relations; (2) Schol-
ars and practitioners in fields like humanitarian work, conflict stabilization, counterinsurgency; (3)
Scholars of Punjab, Sikh studies scholars, and scholars in South Asian studies across various social
science disciplines including Sociology and Anthropology. In terms of course assignment, the book
fits advanced undergraduate or PhD courses on South Asian politics, political violence, migration,
political psychology, civilians in conflict, or text analysis methods. My 2024 APSR article introducing
Situational Appraisal Theory is already assigned in these types of seminars at universities including
Princeton, the University of Chicago, and Northwestern.

Contribution vs. Comparable Books

In the past decade, there has been substantial academic interest in topics like forced migration, partic-
ipation in violence, and civilian agency during conflict. This book engages these different literatures,
but is distinguished by a few important features. First, Moments of Decision is among a small num-
ber of books that addresses the full range of strategies civilians might pursue, rather than focusing
exclusively on migration, resilience, or fighting. Second, the book introduces a novel theory linking
perceptions to behavior during conflict—the first book-length political psychology contribution to the
literature on civilian strategies during conflict. Third, Moments of Decision improves upon previous
historical contributions to this literature with a new method for analyzing oral histories and other
testimonial data. Fourth, the book’s focus on South Asia broadens the range of key cases in the
literature on civilian behavior, which has focused largely on Europe, Latin America, and select cases
in the Levant.

Moments of Decision is most closely comparable to a handful of other political science books
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on civilian survival strategies during violent conflict. Perhaps the most widely recognized of these
books is Evgeny Finkel’s Ordinary Jews (Princeton UP, 2017), which focuses on historical legacies of
state repression and inter-ethnic ties to explain strategies adopted by Jews in Polish and Belorussian
ghettoes during the Holocaust. Finkel presents a compelling account of community level variation (and
some individual level variation) in survival strategies adopted by Jews in three ghettoes, but presents
a theory that is focused on community level variation in historical legacies. My theory tackles a similar
question at a different level of analysis. I show that, conditional on the same community factors and the
same historical legacy, civilian behavior varies depending on individual-level psychological processes
that Finkel’s theory does not center, and that his evidence does not measure. My oral history analysis
provides an individual-level account that complements the historical political economy approach that
Finkel takes.

Oliver Kaplan’s Resisting War (Cambridge UP, 2018) touches on a number of the same themes
as Moments of Decision, and also analyzes civilian behavior during conflict as a choice among many
strategies. Kaplan’s primary focus is explaining the conditions for strategies that would fall into
the categories that I call, “fleeing,” “hiding,” and “adaptation” in Moments of Decision. Kaplan
distinguishes the strategies by the level of “contentiousness” vs. armed groups. His account of civilian
self-protection focuses largely on community cohesion and local social organization as enabling factors
for more contentious strategies, but like me, he also explores why and how strategies vary even within
apparently homogeneous communities. Again, my work complements Kaplan’s by focusing on the
individual level, which is possible with new techniques for measuring individual perceptions from oral
histories.

Anastasia Shesterinina’s Mobilizing in Uncertainty (Cornell UP, 2021) adopts a somewhat related
theoretical framework to the one I advance, but is substantially different in three ways. First, Shesterin-
ina primarily focuses on mobilization into organized resistance as the dependent variable of interest,
rather than analyzing choice among a broad range of survival strategies. Second, Shesterinina’s book
focuses deeply on a single case, whereas I include evidence from a range of conflicts. Third and finally,
the theories are somewhat different in their focus on social vs. individual perceptions/narratives as
drivers of behavior. Other than different area studies audiences, however, I expect that Moments of
Decision would attract largely the same types of readers as Mobilizing in Uncertainty.

Finally, Justin Schon’s Surviving the War in Syria (Cambridge UP, 2020) and Austin Knuppe’s
Surviving the Islamic State (Columbia UP, 2024) both address similar questions to Moments of De-
cision. Knuppe argues that different strategies are available/unavailable based on the conflict envi-
ronment. Schon makes an individual level argument about how civilians select from a wide range of
available behaviors during conflict, but his account focuses on selection between strategies that have
different, widely agreed-upon, risk propositions: individual choices depend on civilians’ motivation
to pursue risky action (essentially violence exposure) and opportunity to take said action (essentially
social capital). I build on Schon’s work but show that perceived motivation and opportunity can vary
widely even among people with similar violence exposure and social resources, and I also question
whether different strategies can be reliably compared by evaluating risk.

Manuscript Details and Status

The manuscript is 95,973 words, with 33 figures and 28 tables. There are 3 appendices for online
publication (5,828 words total), reporting report additional results and methodological details that
have been excluded from the main text to enhance readability and clarity. I held a book workshop
at Florida State University in January 2025, where I received comments from Paul Staniland, Janet
Lewis, and Scott Straus.
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