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ABSTRACT

TO ALLY OR TO FIGHT: EFFECTS OF REBEL
GOVERNANCE AND TERRORISM ON INTER-REBEL
RELATIONS IN MULTIPARTY CIVIL WARS

Arslan, Ali
M.A., Department of International Relations

Supervisor: Asst. Prof. Dr. Efe Tokdemir

June 2023

In multiparty civil wars, why do some rebels form alliances with one another but
some do not; while still others divert resources to inter-rebel conflict? Although
there are several answers to this question, most do not consider the role of rebel-
public ties. Yet a group’s interactions with the public matters, as research have
shown that constructive ties with the public enhance a group’s relations with the
government, third-parties, along with its fighting effectiveness and endurance.
This thesis expects rebels with more constructive ties to the public to be more
selective partners and more rivalrous against other groups. However, groups with
destructive ties would be less selective and rivalrous. Employing logistic
regressions over cross-sectional time-series datasets, this thesis finds that former
types of groups are more likely to engage in inter-rebel conflict to eliminate their
rivals. Yet when the state becomes a non-credible actor to bargain with, where

both gaining a concession and co-optation of other groups by the state are



unlikely, such rebels tend to avoid conflict in an attempt to form a united body of
opposition peacefully. Contrarily, those having destructive ties with the public
avoid conflict with others due to the numerous concomitant deficiencies they
have. Finally, groups do not differ from others in their alliance behavior based on
their ties to the public. The findings imply that public support is considered
mainly when rebels decide whether to make limited resources scarcer through

engaging in inter-rebel conflict where they may need a last resort.

Keywords: Multiparty civil wars, inter-rebel alliances, inter-rebel conflict, rebel

governance, terrorism.



OZET

MUTTEFIK OLMAK YA DA SAVASMAK: COK
TARAFLI IC SAVASLARDA ISYANCI GRUP YONETIMI
VE TERORUNUN iSYANCI GRUPLAR ARASINDAKI
ILISKILERE ETKILERI

Arslan, Ali
Yiiksek Lisans, Uluslararasi iliskiler Boliimii

Tez Damigsmani: Dr. Ogr. Uyesi Efe Tokdemir

Haziran 2023

Cok tarafl1 i¢ savasglarda neden bazi gruplar birbirleriyle miittefik olurken bazilari
olmaz ve hatta bazilar1 kaynaklarin1 diger gruplarla ¢atismaya ayirir? Bu soruya
bircok cevap verilmis olsa da c¢ogu yamit gruplarin halkla olan iligkilerini
incelememektedir. Fakat bu iliskiler 6nem arz eder ¢linkii arastirmalar yapici
iliskilerin, bir grubun hiikiimetle ve tgiincii taraflarla daha iyi iligkiler
kurabilmesini, ayrica gruplarin daha efektif savagmalarini ve uzun yasamalarini
sagladigin1 gostermektedir. Bu tez, halkla yapici iligkileri olan gruplarin daha
secici ortaklar ve rekabetci aktorler olmasin1 beklemektedir. Yikicr iliskleri olan
gruplarin ise daha az secgici ve rekabet¢i olmasi beklenmektedir. Tez, yer ve
zamana baglh olarak c¢esitlilik gosteren veri setlerini lojistik regresyonlarla
incelemistir. Bulgular gostermektedir ki yapici iligkilere sahip gruplar, rakiplerini
yok etmek i¢in diger gruplarla catismaya girmeye yatkindir. Fakat devlet taviz
verebilecek ya da diger gruplar1 kendine baglayabilecek giivenilirlikte degilse bu

\"



tiir isyancilarin, birlesmis bir muhalefet blogu yaratmak amaciyla diger orgiitlerle
catigmaktan kacindiklar1 tespit edilmistir. Halkla yikicr iligkilere sahip gruplarin
ise sahip olduklar1 bircok dezavantaj yliziinden diger orgiitlerle g¢atismaktan
kagindigt  bulunmustur. Son olarak gruplarin, miittefiklik konusunda
birbirlerinden halkla olan iliskiler bazinda farklilik gostermedikleri saptanmistir.
Bu bulgular halk desteginin, esasen orgiitlerin kisitli kaynaklarini baska gruplarla
catigarak daha da kisith hale getirip getirmeyecekleri noktasinda son bir dayanak

noktasi olarak dikkate alindigini isaret etmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Cok tarafli i¢ savaslar, isyanc1 grup miittefikligi, isyanci grup

catigmasi, isyanci grup yonetimi, terorizm.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Civil conflict is one of the most lethal problems that a state can face. It not only
causes immense suffering for the combatants and the civilians, or deprives the
economy of natural resources and growth (Collier, 1999); but also leads to high
post-war mortality as a result of prolonged periods of underdevelopment after the
ceasing of conflict (Ghobarah et al., 2003). In addition, for the neighboring states, it
creates economic losses (Murdoch & Sandler, 2004), migration crises, and a burden
on state capacity that can lead to a new civil war in the neighbors (Fisunoglu, 2019).
With the increase in civil war outbreaks after the second World War, and the end of
the Cold War, scholarly attention has shifted to this important phenomenon and

focused on a variety of questions regarding civil wars (Levy & Thompson, 2010).

Earlier works on the causes civil wars have focused on relative deprivation
(Cederman et al., 2013; Gurr, 1970); whether the motive of rebellions were based on
greed or grievance (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004; Keen, 2012; Ross, 2004) and what type
of opportunities were available to revolt against the state: be them group-level factors

that facilitate cohesion (Denny & Walter, 2014; Kalyvas & Kocher, 2007; Lake &



Rothchild, 1996; Sambanis, 2001), third party provision of supplies and shelters
(Salehyan, 2011; Sawyer et al., 2017), underdevelopment and state weakness (Collier
& Hoeffler, 2007; Fearon & Laitin, 2003; Miguel et al., 2004; Hendrix, 2010),
regime type (Carey, 2007; Fearon & Laitin, 2003; Gleditsch & Ruggeri, 2010; Hegre
& Sambanis, 2006), or other factors that generate bargaining failures (Fearon, 1998;
Varshney, 2003). However, while providing compact models of conflict, a common
problem with the major works of the earlier period is that they provide little guidance
in analyzing multi-party civil war contexts due to ignoring “actor fragmentation” (K.

G. Cunningham et al., 2012, p. 69).

Yet, as detailed below, civil wars generally involve multiple belligerents. Moreover,
despite fighting the same adversary, i.e. the state which views contumacious groups
as imminent threats to its sovereignty, rebel groups in multiparty civil wars do not
frequently form alliances with one another.! For instance, though seeking secession,
instead of mobilizing all their resources to fight against the government, Tamil
VNSAs chose to fight against one another during the Sri Lankan civil war (Phillips,
2019). Similarly, though sharing a Marxist ideological common ground, the FARC
and the ELN of Colombia’s civil war failed to unite against the government in the
1970s (Bapat & Bond, 2012). In addition, counter-intuitively, their failure to ally
against the government came at a time when they were facing an adversary stronger
than themselves (Bapat & Bond, 2012). Though one may view the alliance failure of
rebel groups against a stronger incumbent as a success of the status-quo states in
crushing emerging rebel ties (Mir, 2018), there have also been cases where

government weakness also produced -intuitively- inter-rebel clashes. Fjelde and

' Following common practice, this thesis defines a rebel group as an armed non-state
organization, seeking to change the status-quo (D. E. Cunningham et al., 2013).



Nilsson (2012) exemplify this point through pointing at the case of Afghanistan,
where many rebel groups fought against one another when the government was weak

during the post-Soviet invasion period.

It is the central aim of this thesis to explain inter-rebel relations in multiparty
conflicts, where rebels face a “dual contest” (K. G. Cunningham et al., 2012): one
involving the rebel group itself and the government, and another that may or may not
involve the other rebel groups. In other words, this thesis mainly aims to shed new
light on why some rebel groups form alliances with one another but others do not
-and sometimes militate against one another instead. Studying this question is
important as civil conflicts that involve multiple violent non-state actors (VNSAs)
are prevalent, as there is high variation in how VNSAs interact with one another, as
their ties to each other affects conflict processes/outcomes, and as there are empirical

and theoretical incongruities in several of the existing work on inter-rebel relations.

According to Findley and Rudloff (2012), 44 percent of all the warring groups since
1989 fragmented into factions, increasing the number of armed actors of a given
conflict. In addition to fragmentation, between 1946 and 2008, 71 percent of all civil
wars witnessed more than one dyad in a given conflict, indicating that multiple rebel
groups are operative generally (Akcinaroglu, 2012). Though this trend declined to
encompass 30 percent of all civil wars in 2002 and 2003, which points to another
interesting trend that calls for an additional study elsewhere, fighting multiple rebel
groups is still an important reality that states fighting civil wars have to face
(Harbom et al., 2008). In addition, such civil wars are complicated by the fact that

inter-rebel relations show high variation across time/space. Akcinaroglu (2012) notes



that in all civil conflicts that occurred between 1946-2008, around half of the time
rebel groups formed an alliance, while failing to do so in the other half. This is a
considerable variation in inter-rebel relations, which potentially indicates that there
are more than one factor that accounts for the observations. Thus, studies that attempt
to shed new light on different determinants of inter-rebel relations seem to be

warranted.

This justification is further strengthened by the significant costs that inter-rebel
relations carry for governments and civilians in multiparty civil conflicts. For
instance, it is found that as rebel groups form an alliance against the government,
civil wars tend to last longer (Akcinaroglu, 2012) and more lethal (Asal & Shkolnik,
2021). In a similar vein, works on the longevity of terrorist organizations suggest that
allied organizations tend to last longer, and also be more lethal (Asal & Rethemeyer,
2008; Phillips, 2014). Moreover, conflicts involving allied rebel groups are less
likely to be concluded through negotiated settlements. Instead, they become more
likely to end in rebel victory (Akcinaroglu, 2012). Yet, such victories tend to witness
conflict recurrence, especially if the allies had previous disputes (Zeigler, 2016). In
addition, even if a multiparty civil conflict terminates through peace settlements,
conflict among former allies remains highly likely (Atlas & Licklider, 1999). These
points justify the need for studying the causes of variation in inter-rebel relations and

post-conflict stability.

Similarly, when VNSAs do not ally, but instead fight against one another, increased
conflict intensity and prolongation can still become important problems that a

government may need to address. Multiparty civil wars can be marked by violent



competition among groups in a bid of gaining legitimacy over one another (Bloom,
2005; Conrad & Greene, 2015).> Such violence among rebel groups, in turn, can lead
to increased attacks on civilians and co-ethnics (Cunningham et al., 2012), especially
when a new group enters the violence and disrupts the status-quo (Wood & Kathman,
2015).? In addition, when not cooperating, the existence of rebel groups may spoil
potential peace processes (D. E. Cunningham, 2006; Greenhill & Major, 2007,
Stedman, 1997). This can, however, be avoided if an asymmetry in material power
among groups takes place. Some findings suggest that fragmentation of actors, and
thus the multiplicity of warring sides, do not preclude peace settlements when the
fragmented side is considerably weaker (Findley & Rudloff, 2012). Yet, though
divided movements may receive more concessions, the durability of such
concessions and a concomitant peace is not found to be likely (Cunningham, 2012).
In fact, Cunningham (2013) notes that internal divisions of opposition movements
(where the research is not confounded to civil war contexts) can make armed conflict
more likely due to commitment problems that may preclude peaceful settlement of
disputes, pointing to a similar problem of spoilers. It is for these reasons that
studying inter-rebel relations is important, so that one can better understand when
and how conflict would become more intense and making peace would be more

difficult.

In response to these needs, considerable ink has been spilled on inter-rebel relations.

While discussed more in detail in Chapter 2, the literature on inter-rebel ties can be

2 Though note that the logic of outbidding through violence seems to be contested (Findley &
Young, 2012a). The conditions under which rebel groups use violence in outbidding one
another thus seems to deserve additional research elsewhere .

® Related to the controversy noted in the previous footnote, some findings suggest that
violence against civilians is not primarily driven by competition, but by the inability of groups
to prevent defection without relying on violence (Humphreys & Weinstein, 2006). These
findings also point at the need of studying conditions under which violence against civilians is
more likely elsewhere.



crudely, and non-mutually-exclusively, categorized into five main branches®*: works
that focus on how shared ethnicity/ideology affects inter-rebel ties, works that study
the effects of distributions of power on enmity and amity among VNSAs, works that
examine the role of a third party that can regulate the behavior of armed actors it
sponsors, works that study organization-level factors (such as whether the groups had
centralized command structures), and works on how a government’s relations with

one group can shape the behavior of another group.

While they significantly improve our understanding of inter-rebel interactions, three
key problems are apparent in the existing body of literature. First, some of the
arguments are theoretically incomplete due to remaining overly-generalized, and
consequently cannot explain important empirical incongruities discussed in the next
chapter. For instance, though the branch on the role of ideology notes that shared
denominators foster cooperation (Balcells et al., 2022), we do not have much
knowledge on when shared ideology prompts rivalry over ideological leadership
-which is a common problem in inter-state relations when the ideology is one of a
unificatory type (Walt, 1990). Second, some of the findings address the issue of
overgeneralization, but remain incapable of explaining much of the variation in rebel
behavior. For instance, existing findings note that shared third-party sponsors can
help rebel groups to cooperate in wars involving a strong government against whom
the risks of defection may prevent insurgent cooperation by acting as sources of
credibility (Bapat & Bond, 2012). While useful and does not attempt to theorize on

the overall effects of third-party sponsors, however, recent research notes that, while

* The crude categorization presented in this chapter omits the works on other variables as
they are not as numerous to constitute a branch. Yet, they are also discussed and evaluated
in the next chapter. In addition, within each branch, there are various disagreements on the
effects of the variables of study. These, too, are discussed and evaluated in the next chapter.



not being to confined only to rebels,“groups share a sponsor in just 4.2 percent of the
5,918 alliance-years” (Blair et al., 2022) -motivating one to discover additional

factors that fosters enmity and amity among rebels.

Third, and related to the need for shedding light on the role of additional factors, the
existing body of research does not focus enough on how a rebel group’s ties with the
public can shape the ties it has with other rebel groups. Yet, this is an important gap
to be filled. The constructiveness of ties that a VNSA establishes with the public has
important implications for its life-span, strength, credibility, and concomitantly for its
relations with the government -i.e. the actor against which rebels can choose to ally
against, side with, or remain hostile while waging clashes against other groups. For
instance, on the effects of terrorism (i.e. a destructive tie that a rebel group may form
with the citizenry), it is shown that rebel groups which use terrorism as a tactic
succeed in obtaining concessions, in being invited to negotiations (Thomas, 2014),
and in surviving longer (Fortna, 2015); but fail in obtaining their larger goals through
negotiated agreements (Fortna, 2015).>° On the other hand, it is shown that the
longevity of religious terrorist groups (Blomberg et al., 2011) can be attributed to
their better relations with their constituencies, which increases the commitment of
their members to the organization (Berman & Laitin, 2008; Akcinaroglu &
Tokdemir, 2020). Relatedly, it is noted that terrorist groups that have better relations
with their constituencies are more likely to achieve their goals (Akcinaroglu &

Tokdemir, 2020). On the other hand, groups that do not have such ties are found to

® Terrorism tactics are widely displayed in civil conflict settings (M. G. Findley & Young,
2012b; Fortna, 2015). For this reason, note that this thesis assumes that findings in terrorism
studies are applicable to the theory-craft of this thesis.

8 Whether terrorism works in coercing governments is a contested issue, and is reviewed in
the ‘Theory’ sub-section of the following chapter. However, see: Thomas, 2014; Fortna,
2015; Pape, 2003; Abrahms, 2006; Kydd & Walter, 2006; Wood & Kathman, 2014.



live shorter (Eck, 2014). Since the ties a rebel group has with the public affects the
course of events for it, this thesis theorizes on how rebel governance and engaging in

terrorism affects inter-rebel relations in multiparty civil wars.

There have been only a few studies studying the effects of how the citizenry affects
inter-group relations (e.g. Fearon & Laitin, 1996; Derpanopoulos, 2018; Mosinger,
2018). However, they either do not extend the analysis into civil wars, do not study
the effects of rebel governance and terrorism together; fail to take into account
possible moderating variables in which rebel-public ties take place; and due to the
data limitations back then, fail to conduct a more nuanced study of how rebel-public
relations shapes group-to-group interactions. Building on them and some of the most
recent work of on this subject that is analytically similar to this thesis (e.g. Asal et

al., 2022), this study contributes to the literature on inter-rebel relations.

Developed further in the next chapter, this thesis argues that rebel groups that
provide services to the public would be less likely to form alliances with others as
they do not need to pool their resources with others considerably. This is theorized to
be so as groups that establish constructive ties with the locals have a number of
advantages in presenting themselves as credible to the government so that obtaining
a concession is more likely without increasing the number of partners who may come
to hold a veto power. They have advantages both in terms of recruiting committed
supporters (Weinstein, 2007), demonstrating competence (Heger & Jung, 2017),
establishing internal discipline, and thus receiving concessions (Akcinaroglu &
Tokdemir, 2020). Forming an alliance with others can hurt the credibility of a VNSA

that engages in rebel governance without adding considerable marginal utilities.



Moreover, the costs would exceed the utilities of forming an alliance significantly
more if the potential partner of a service-providing rebel group is one that holds
destructive ties with its constituency, as they are even less likely to survive (Eck,
2014). Groups that provide services to others would ally mainly groups that are

equally, if not considerably less, credible as compared to themselves.

Yet, a group’s ties with the public can also be violent -which may have different
effects on inter-rebel relations.. This thesis argues that groups engaging in terrorism
would be less likely to be allied with other VNSAs. Though it is shown that under
specific conditions terrorism helps a group gain concessions (Pape, 2003; Wood &
Kathman, 2013), it does not help an organization to achieve more than its goals
which does not alter the status-quo significantly (Pape, 2003). This finding holds
when a terrorist rebel organization is compared to a non-terrorist one (Fortna, 2015).
In addition to the disadvantages that terrorist groups carry, they can also be viewed as
more likely to fragment (Asal et al., 2012), especially if they are not formed around a
consensus (Perkoski, 2022) or have not survived long enough to signal their
endurance. This may also deter others from forming alliances with such groups
-especially with non-terrorist rebels. Lastly, another and related cost of forming an
alliance with a terrorist rebel group can be that a terrorist group may derail the peace
process due to signaling extremism-related non-credibility (Kydd & Walter, 2002;
Findley & Young, 2015). A non-terrorist group that does not have such
disadvantages and that can receive concessions from the government would not be
likely to forgo its position by forming an alliance with a terrorist rebel organization

that can impair its credibility and the resultant bargaining advantage. Left alone, if



they can form an alliance with others, terrorist rebel groups would be more likely to

ally with one another as doing so would still contribute to their capabilities.

As for rebel conflict, however, a different dynamic would operate. Groups engaging
in rebel governance would be more likely to eliminate other groups as they have the
resources to fight such wars thanks to their larger support base, and as they have the
motive for doing so to outbid others.” On the other hand, groups that lack such ties to
the public would avoid fighting such wars, as they are highly deficient in terms of the
concomitant benefits derived from rebel governance, such as an increased likelihood

of surviving longer (Eck, 2014).

However, the theorized processes would hold mainly if the government is a credible
actor that can negotiate with a rebel group or drive a wedge between rebels through
co-optation strategies. In cases of low government credibility where it lacks political
institutions that can ensure the enforcement of concessions (Fearon & Laitin, 2003)
or is highly likely to be defeated by the rebels, an insurgent organization would
prefer forming alliances mainly to control other groups that may also survive without
recognizing the strength of one another.® Under such circumstances, a group that
provides services to the public would be more likely to ally with others and fight less
to prove its legitimacy in a less costly and peaceful manner. Especially groups
without constructive ties to the citizens would lack the legitimacy the former has, and
would concede to forming an alliance instead of fighting with it -on which the former

also has an advantage as noted above. On the other hand, a group that engages in

" The logic of outbidding is discussed in Chapter 2.

& The two key aims of alliance formation, i.e. affecting the behavior of third-parties (Morrow,
1991) and controlling one’s partner (Schroeder, 1976) have long been noted in the literature
on alliance politics in inter-state relations. Here, a consideration of these two aims is made in
the context of multiparty civil wars.
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rebel governance would find it difficult to form an alliance to control its partner if the
other side also has constructive ties with its constituency. Since both sides can
maintain themselves, and do not need to pool their resources to fight a common
enemy, they would not prefer forgoing the political dividends they would have due to
their service provisions. A similar logic would also be seen in the case of terrorism.
They would be more likely to ally with others to overcome their numerous
deficiencies. Their credibility-wise problems, moreover, would not be weighted as
heavily as it would be if the government is a credible actor to bargain with whose
offers of concessions in the absence of such alliances would be more valuable to
other rebels. On the other hand, as for conflictual relations terrorist rebels may have,
state credibility would not act as an interacting variable as they would have the
problems of remaining as a unified body regardless. It is attached to the tactics of

choice, not state credibility.

Devising such a theory, this paper makes five key contributions to the literature on
inter-rebel relations in multiparty civil wars. First, it examines the understudied role
of rebel governance and terrorism on inter-rebel relations, though the literature
agrees that each has significant outcomes for the prospects of a given rebel group as
noted above. In addition, by crafting a moderated theory, the argument of the thesis
addresses the problem of overgeneralizing the roles of shared properties mentioned
above. Second, it provides a basis for comparing the effects of constructive and
destructive ties to the public a group has on its relations with other VNSAs. Third, by
highlighting when one should expect the formation of a rebel alliance and inter-rebel
conflicts, the thesis opens room for future research where the likelihood of successful

government attempts in preventing the formation of a rebel coalition can be studied.
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Fourth, the second part of the theory, which expects inter-rebel conflict between
groups that are asymmetric in service provision and engaging in terrorism, can help
explain why post-war conflict among former allies is prevalent (Atlas & Licklider,
1999; Zeigler, 2016). If the argument holds, then one can explain conflict among
former allies through changing (a)symmetries in rebel service provision and
involvement in terrorist activities.” This is a point that future works can test. Fifht, by
theorizing on the conditions where violence between rebels is more likely, this thesis

contributes to the literature on when outbidding turns violent.

In making such contributions, Chapter 2 of this thesis presents the existing literature
on inter-rebel relations along with an evaluation of it. Next, building on the works in
rebel governance and terrorism, it devises the theory and hypotheses of the thesis.
Chapter 3 presents the research design, where the variables/operationalizations are
presented along with the data sources and the models for analysis. This thesis

conducts logistic regression analysis on merged time-series cross-sectional data-sets.

Chapter 4 discusses the results along with their implications. The results suggest that
rebel-public ties affect inter-rebel relations mainly in decisions regarding inter-group
conflict, in the hypothesized directions. Groups with more constructive ties to the
public are more likely to fight others, whereas those with destructive ties are less
likely to do so. In addition, the interacting role of state credibility operates as

expected. When the state is not a credible actor to bargain with, both groups act less

® In fact, if a rebel group forms an alliance with another organization at time t, and a change
in the (a)symmetry in rebel governance and/or engagement in terrorism occurs at time {+1,
this change can itself be caused by the formation of the alliance. If such is the case, it would
be an instance of moral hazard; and understanding variation in it would be highly
contributive. Such a task, however, is beyond the scope of this thesis and can be conducted
elsewhere.
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rivalrous. However, the latter findings on the moderating role of state credibility
appear to have some problems discussed in the fourth and fifth chapters. Moreover,
when it comes to alliances, groups do not differ from one another based on their ties
to the public. This suggests that when rebels decide in between waging conflict with
others and not doing so, they consider whether they have enough devoted supporters
to carry out such risky policies. However, when it comes to pooling resources with
others, they do not consider their base-level of supporters. They seem to consider
other factors such as material strength. Chapter 4 discusses the implications of such
findings, along with additional results. Chapter 5 concludes by summarizing the
findings, discussing the limitations of the study along with some solutions, and by

making calls for future research.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE AND A CITIZEN-BASED, MODERATED

THEORY OF INTER-REBEL RELATIONS

This chapter first summarizes the literature on inter-rebel relations, discussing the
strengths and weaknesses of different lines of research. While useful in highlighting
the gaps within each body of research, such a review proves useful also in
underlining understudied factors that can affect inter-rebel behavior and in finding
which variables one may control for when devising/testing a new theory (which are
noted in Chapter 3). Next, it briefly discusses the existing works on the bargaining
theory of conflict to justify a focus on credibility in explaining inter-rebel ties.
Making explicit its central assumptions, the chapter then builds on studies of rebel
governance and terrorism to craft its theory and hypotheses. The central argument of
this thesis is that credible rebels (i.e. rebels providing services to the public) would
be more selective partners and more rivalrous agents, as they do not need the support
of other groups to coerce the government. Groups that are less credible (i.e. rebels
with destructive ties to the public) would be less selective and less rivalrous. In turn,
the former would be less likely to ally with others and more likely to engage in

inter-rebel conflict than the latter type of groups. Yet, the credibility of the state
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would have a moderating effect. Deficiencies in credibility by the part of the state
would alter the priorities and payoff structures of the groups, making several of the
hypothesized relations reversed. These points are detailed below, and summarized in
the tables at the end of this chapter. Yet, before moving to these points in detail, a
look at the literature is warranted to discuss the existing findings along with their

limitations.

2.1. Literature on Inter-Rebel Relations

Many have argued that when there are multiple rebel groups in a civil war, to
increase their share of supporters and resources, they would fight against one another
or target civilians to conduct attacks of broader publicity in an attempt to outbid each
other (Bloom, 2005; Conrad & Greene, 2015; A. H. Kydd & Walter, 2006; van Um,
2012)." Further studies have shown that such outbidding is more likely under some
conditions, such as during the emergence of a new group (Wood & Kathman, 2015),
when groups share the same ethnicity (Conrad et al., 2021), when violent
competition is socially acceptable for a group (Nemeth, 2014), or when conducted to
outbid a group that is ideologically close as drawing supporters from other ideologies
is more difficult (Jaeger et al., 2015). Groups can also engage in outbidding attempts
when others are likely to reach a deal with the state, i.e. engage in spoiling, to
prevent the peaceful negotiation of a conflict (Stedman, 1997), especially when they

cannot be deterred by the state (Greenhill & Major, 2007).

As for the effectiveness of outbidding, some have noted that attempts during times

with the state, not during peace negotiations in the form of spoiling activities, would

' Conditions under which type of attacks are more likely is an interesting question of its own,
and can be studied elsewhere.
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be more likely to work in attracting more supporters (Jaeger et al., 2015). Yet,
whether violent outbidding may work in the first place is a debated issue. It may not
be acceptable for the supporters of a given ideology but may be so for others
(Nemeth, 2014). Moreover, groups may not choose to engage in rivalry through a
resort to arms. Instead, they may attempt to differentiate themselves from others
ideologically and through making different demands from the government to reach a
different set of potential supports on which competition may be lower (Tokdemir et
al., 2021). Research, for instance, suggests that the number of rebels in a civil war do
not appear to be a robust predictor of the likelihood of outbidding attempts (M. G.
Findley & Young, 2012a). Though conditions under which outbidding turns violent
constitute an interesting question on its own, it appears that the number of groups
present in a civil war may not lead to hostile relations directly. For instance, it is
unclear as to why such factors cannot facilitate cooperation as well. Many of them,
for example shared ideology, can create a common ground to cooperate for achieving
shared goals. Thus, scholars have started producing more nuanced analyses, though

not always overcoming theoretical problems discussed below.

They have examined the effects of a variety of factors, which is justified as rebel
groups demonstrate a high degree of variation in their interactions with one another.
Recall that while in almost half of the civil wars since 1946, rebels form an alliance;
but half of the time they do not (Akcinaroglu, 2012) -indicating the possibility of
multiple factors having a role in inter-rebel relations. The literature review begins
with a discussion of studies on the role of ethnicity as, since 1945, 64% of all civil
conflicts have been ethnic conflicts (Denny & Walter, 2014). It then moves to

discussing works on how distribution of capabilities shape inter-rebel ties, as it is one
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of the essential predictors of alliance formation.? Discussing incongruities, the
section then moves to other branches of research, showing what important findings

the literature has and what the gaps are.

2.1.1. Ethnicity

It is not surprising that ethnicity received attention in explaining inter-rebel relations,
not only due to the prevalence of ethnic civil wars. The reasons why ethnic civil wars
are prevalent in the first place can also explain why much attention was paid to
ethnicity in explaining rebel alliances and infightings. For instance, it is noted that
when trust on the state decreases, individuals tend to support co-ethnic groups
(Denny & Walter, 2014). Coupled with the difficulty of hiding one’s ethnic identity
(Denny & Walter, 2014), ethnic identity facilitates collective action (Fearon & Laitin,
1996). In fact, recent research suggests that the number of ethnic groups in a conflict
setting would be a strong predictor of how many groups would emerge in a given
context (Walter, 2019). Relatedly, some have noted that cultural and racial cleavages
are more difficult to resolve than other cleavages (Caselli & Coleman, 2013; D. L.
Horowitz, 2000), contributing to mobilization along ethnic lines. This may make one
suppose cooperation would ensue among groups that claim to represent the same
ethnic group, while conflict to be more likely among others. However, this

supposition is not supported by existing work.

To the contrary, it is found that shared ethnicity is a source for conflict among rebel
groups as they would compete for being the main beneficiary/representative of the

ethnic group that constitutes their constituency (Phillips, 2019). Such a rivalry can

2 The focus on how distribution of capabilities shapes inter-state alliance politics has long
been the basis of many theoretical models (Waltz, 1979), which then improved through a
consideration of multiple other factors to explain more of the variation in alliance formation.
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feed conflict between, for instance, among moderates and extremists (A. Kydd &
Walter, 2002). Similarly, when the ethnic group that the rebel organizations claim to
represent are located homogeneously in a region, not mixed with other ethnicities,
control of the region becomes so valuable that rebel groups may fight one another for
leadership. The fight between Tamil groups in Sri Lankan civil war, for Lilja and
Hultman (2011), was an instance of such infighting. Similarly, working on Jihadist
groups (i.e. a type of VNSAs widely observed), Ahmad (2016) notes that it is when
Islamist groups have shared ethnic/tribal ties that the risk of inter-Islamist clashes in
multiparty civil wars becomes more likely. Cited below as well, recent studies
support claims that shared ethnicity among groups can contribute to violent rivalries
(Conrad et al., 2021). Moreover, it is found that when a group of rival co-ethnic
rebels defect to the government’s side and cooperate in counterinsurgency efforts,
their ethnic ties allow more effective counterinsurgency (Lyall, 2010). In other
words, contrary to being effective at cooperation, co-ethnicity can contribute to
effective fighting against other rebels. On the other hand, combined with other
factors, having different ethnic backgrounds is found to be a conducive factor for
inter-rebel cooperation (Steinwand & Metternich, 2022). The role of ethnicity seems,

thus, to be mixed in predicting how inter-rebel relations may unfold.

However, these are not to indicate that co-ethnics always militate against one
another. For instance, in the 1980s, the PUK and KDPI, two once-rival Kurdish
groups in Iraq, eventually came to cooperate against the Iraqi government
(Akcinaroglu, 2012). While it is true that no model can avoid having outliers, such
cases that the author uses throughout the thesis suggest that there may be theoretical

shortcomings in the existing works, so that there can be room for improvement in our
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explanations of rebel relations. Relatedly, Balcells et al. (2022) find that co-ethnicity
has weak but positive effects on rebel alliances. This raises the need for identifying

the conditions under which co-ethnic cooperation is still likely.

Working on when ethnic groups fight against one another, Christia (2008) notes that
economic incentives coupled with strong leadership in a group can help in-group
allegiance prevail over inter-ethnic cooperation. This is similar to Lilja & Hultman’s
(2011) finding that ethnic groups’ homogenous existences in a region lead to
violence between co-ethnic rebel groups for leadership; as each work indicates that it
is not a shared ethnicity, but the context in which ethnicity is shared shapes
inter-rebel relations. This is emphasized also in work on inter-ethnic relations. For
instance, Posner (2004) notes that it was not the ethnic cleavages, but the difference
in population sizes that made Chewas and Tumbukas allied in Zambia where each
were unable to form their own considerably major groups; and adversaries in Malawi
where each were able to form such groups and fight over the cleavages. However,
what is problematic about these works is the contextual variables they analyze. For
instance, it is not clear why strong leadership and economic incentives lead to
conflict instead of cooperation. While economic incentives can lead to cooperation
for mutual gains, strong leadership committed to an agreement would prevent
defections and make alliance more likely (V. Asal et al., 2012). Indeed, research
notes that expectations of escalation of conflict and/or internal punishment of
defecting from cooperation makes inter-ethnic groups cooperate, both of which are
mainly the outcomes of mutual ethnic institutionalization (Fearon & Laitin, 1996).
Therefore, it seems more focus on the contextual factors that shapes rebel credibility

is needed. It seems unlikely that groups would not cooperate with credible actors in

19



cases of expected government strikes; or would fight prolonged wars when the

government is strong.

2.1.2. Distribution of Capabilities

In response, many have focused on other variables that can shape inter-rebel
relations. One such variable that many have analyzed is regarding the distribution of
capabilities. According to Fjelde and Nilsson (2012), an imbalance of capabilities
leads to inter-rebel fighting, especially when the weaker side attempts to reach a deal
with the government. This is in line with the findings of Gade, Hafez, and others
(2019). However, it is not clear why the weaker side would not ally with the stronger
side by engaging in a security-autonomy trade-off, which is viewed as one of the
strategies that weak rebel groups may follow to gain leverage against a government
(Nilsson, 2010). Even if such leverage is not to be fruitful, weak groups can attempt
to form such alliances mainly to survive. For instance, during the civil war in the
Philippines, the much weaker Abu Sayyaf Group was able to form an alliance with
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, the largest Islamic faction in Phillippine’s civil
war, and survive (Abuza, 2005; Akcinaroglu, 2012). While empirics highlight the
deficiencies in the theory, works of others also contrast with the findings linking
power imbalances to infighting. For instance, Krause (2014, 2017) asserts that
movements characterized by factions that lack a hegemonic power (i.e. where rival
groups have balanced powers) are likely to suffer from infighting, compared to
movements that have a hegemon (i.e. imbalance powers). A similar point is also
theorized by Bakke et al. (2012). Finding contradicting theories on the role of
distribution of power is not surprising, however, as it has been long shown in

International Relations (IR) literature that what actors view as threats are different
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than what actors view as powerful (Walt, 1990). Relatedly, some have focused on
how the strength of government interacts (a potential source of threat) with rebel

distribution of power to shape inter-rebel relations.

Some have argued that government weakness is an important factor that contributes
to rebel alliance, as weak governments would fail in deterring the formation of such
ties (V. H. Asal et al., 2016; Blair et al., 2022). However, it is not clear why
government weakness would not facilitate competition. When the government is
weak, rebels may allocate resources to infighting (Fjelde & Nilsson, 2012). In
addition, when the government is strong, rebels still form alliances and thus answer
their need for forming such ties. For instance, in the Afghan conflict, Quetta Shura
and the Haqqani group were able to cooperate against the US forces (Bapat & Bond,
2012).? This latter example contradicts with arguments that government strength can
deter alliance formation among rebel groups (Mir, 2018)* and that emphasize the role
of government strength in making defeated/dismissed rebel groups to seek
dominance among other rebels to become a more credible actor (Frisch, 2009). Since
rebels can form alliances and develop their own capabilities after being
defeated/dismissed by the government, there is still a cooperative manner of

becoming a more credible actor.

In response to the contradictory claims, some have argued that both victory and
defeat against the government can cause fragmentation. It is the condition of a

stalemate, however, that predicts rebel cohesion (Woldemariam, 2016). However,

% Though this form is an example for extrastate wars, the logic of strong government’s
inability to drive wedges applies. Government’s policies for preventing rebel alliances are
discussed in the following paragraphs.

4 Mir’s focus is coupled with domestic political cohesion and establishment of efficacious ties
with local partners in extrastate counterinsurgency.
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stalemate can mean loss to some groups, especially to those who cannot sustai