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1 Introduction

What is the e�ect of rebel governance on rebel strength? In its heydey, the Islamic State in

Iraq and Syria constructed an elaborate amalgam of governance institutions, keen to establish

a transnational caliphate during war (Revkin and McCants 2015; Revkin 2017, 2018). But the

Islamic State’s military success and its brutality quickly provoked domestic and international

backlash, as foreign powers intervened and supported domestic challengers to the Islamic State’s

rule. The international campaign against the Islamic State forced the organization to devote

additional resources to its military e�orts (Revkin and McCants 2015). Given the intensi�ed focus

on preserving its hard-won victories, combined with a �xed and �nite pool of resources upon

which to draw, the Islamic State turned to increasing or introducing new taxes to maintain its

high quality of governance. In so doing, the Islamic State provoked the ire of civilians (Revkin and

McCants 2015). At the same time, if the Islamic State had never implemented or increased taxes

but instead abandoned or reduced its governance e�orts, experts argued that the Islamic State

would also would have lost civilian support for failing to provide the services that had become

one of the organization’s hallmarks (Revkin and McCants 2015).

The Islamic State faced a challenging paradox: increase taxes to maintain governance, but

provoke civilian antagonism, or leave taxes unchanged, reduce governance e�orts, and increase

civilian antagonism. Furthermore, the Islamic State is far from the only rebel group that was

forced to make di�cult decisions about the very governance institutions that were supposedly

critical to rebels’ ultimate victory. For instance, Kas�r (2005, 288) writes that when the National

Revolutionary Movement (NRM) in Uganda was under increasing military pressure, the NRM

decided to largely abandon the governance institutions it had created for civilians in order to

ensure the group’s military survival. Likewise, as the Revolutionary Front for an Independent

East Timor (FRETILIN) faced increasing pressure from the Indonesian government, the military

o�cers requested that civilians surrender and that FRETILIN abandon its governance activities:

military (but not political) o�cers believed that the group’s governance e�orts and the civilians

living under FRETILIN’s control had increasingly become a liability to the rebel group (CAVR

1



2006, 441). Similarly, Stearns (2012, 243) recounts that although Ernest Wamba dia Wamba, one-

time commander for the Rally for Congolese Democracy in the Democratic Republic of Congo,

wanted to govern and even established health and transport departments for the provision of

related social services, the costs of governance in addition to the costs of the military campaign

were simply too burdensome for the group to undertake both activities. Finally, the activities

of the governance wing of the United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) actually stoked “social

tension” and “clashes” among the very people the ULFA was trying to govern. The confrontations

became so extreme, that one indigenous community established a blockade to fend o� ULFA

attempts to provide governance to them (Mahanta 2013, 82-3).

That governance might impede, imperil or erode the militarily strength and popular support

of rebel groups is somewhat surprising, given that much of the research on rebel governance

suggests that the primary motivation for governance e�orts is to reap military bene�ts (see, e.g.

Weinstein 2006; Grynkewich 2008; Mampilly 2011; Huang 2016; Lidow 2016; Arjona 2016; Stew-

art and Liou 2017). Rebels’ provision of governance is thought to curry favor and legitimacy with

locals, which in turn allows rebels to more easily access information (Kalyvas 2006) or needed

resources like medicine, food, clothing or weaponry from civilians. Under the best of circum-

stances, the popularity that rebel leaders enjoy can even ease recruitment, thereby swelling the

ranks of rebels. The in�ux of resources and recruits as a result of rebel governance e�orts means

that rebels are stronger, better equipped and ultimately better positioned to contest their enemies.

The anecdotes above, however, suggest that the relationship between rebel governance and

rebel group strength is perhaps not as close as previously supposed. Rather than governance

contributing to the military capacity of rebel groups, especially when rebels were most in need

of greater resources and personnel, their governance e�orts did little to assuage pressing military

needs, and in some cases, even hampered military e�orts. For instance, the Islamic State’s high

quality and expansive governance should have eased its extraction of resources from the civilian

population, especially resources dedicated to civilians’ own protection, but instead, the organi-

zation faced greater civilian discontent to the prospect of higher taxes. At the same time, when
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the NRM and FRETILIN abandoned governance in places still under their control, these organiza-

tions not only had to shoulder the sunk costs of �rst putting the institutions in place, but also had

to forgo potential future pro�ts associated with exploiting these governance institutions’ ability

to attract new resources and recruits. Rather than governance increasing the military capacity

of these rebel groups, especially at a time when the rebel groups most needed to enhance their

strength, governance presented additional challenges.

The contradictions between theoretical assumptions and certain empirical examples represent

a puzzle I investigate here. Using original data, I test the assumption that rebel governance and

rebel military capacity are positively associated. What I �nd is that the correlation between these

two measures is weak and never positive, even sometimes statistically signi�cantly negative. I

then use qualitative data to inductively generate a set of mechanisms that might explain the null

and at times negative relationship between rebel governance and rebel military capacity. In so

doing, I highlight additional motivations for why rebel groups introduce governance, as well as

some of the potential consequences of rebel governance on con�ict dynamics and rebel group

behavior.

Critically, this paper’s contribution is not to contradict or dispel the notion that rebel gover-

nance improves rebels’ military capacity. Rather, the importance of this article is to use original

data to explore a central assumption that undergirds a growing research program, to identify a

set of empirically grounded mechanisms that could account for the (lack of a) relationship be-

tween rebel governance and military capacity, to begin to understand the consequences of rebel

governance and in doing so, expand the potential motivating factors for rebel governance in the

�rst place.

In the next section, I review how many existing works have approached rebel governance. I

then use quantitative data from Stewart (2018) to evaluate the relationship between rebel gover-

nance and rebel military capacity. Then, I turn to qualitative research to generate a set of mech-

anisms that could explain the relationship between rebel governance and rebel military capacity.

I conclude with a discussion of future applications to rebel governance.

3



2 Existing Research

Drawing from scholarship on state formation and taxation (Levi 1989; Olson 1993), one of the

most common and fundamental assumptions about why rebels govern is that governance is ben-

e�cial because its bene�ts enable rebels to better contest the state militarily. The logic behind this

assertion is that when rebels provide governance, they engender popular support and create legit-

imacy for themselves. This popular support and legitimacy enables rebels to more easily extract

resources and recruits from the civilian population. Because rebels can easily extract resources

and recruits from the population, they are stronger and better able to contest the state.

For example, Weinstein (2006, 163) writes that “[c]ivilians are thought to be central players

in insurgency: access to food, shelter, labor, and information depends on their compliance. For

this reason, rebel groups often build governing structures that mobilize political support from

noncombatants and enable the extraction of key resources.” Lidow (2016, 8-9) builds on the work

of Weinstein (2006) and argues that “[r]ebel leaders generally have an incentive to create security

[a form of governance] in their territory because it allows for reliable access to food, military

intelligence, and new recruits. Security also facilitates large-scale resource extraction, humani-

tarian aid operations, and other activities.” Similarly, Kalyvas (2006, 123-4) notes that providing

bene�ts and protecting civilians from violence are one mechanism for securing civilian collabo-

ration. Once again, rebel governance confers a military bene�t to the rebel group undertaking

these activities: the provision of governance (frequently in the form of security) enhances rebel

group’s military resources and its overall size.

In a related vein, Huang (2016, see Table 3, p. 76) �nds that rebel reliance on civilians for eco-

nomic support determines how much they invest in governance, and suggests that this could be

because “rebels engage in statebuilding precisely where they depend on civilians for material and

political support . . . Rebel statebuilding is a form of control, and enables rebel groups to elicit vol-

untary or coerced collaboration from the people under their authority” (Huang 2016, 74). Arjona

(2016, 50) also argues that “[e]stablishing a social contract . . . facilitates monitoring [of civilians]

and makes both [civilian] obedience and spontaneous support more probable, which in turn fa-
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vor[s] territorial control as well as its byproducts” that include “material contributions, political

support, and recruits.” Grynkewich (2008, 353) notes that “non-state social welfare organizations

o�er the population an alternative entity in which to place their loyalty,” and that “a group that

gains the loyalty of the populace commands a steady stream of resources with which it can wage

battle against the regime.” Stewart and Liou (2017) and Mampilly (2011, 54) suggest that to gain

the resources and recruits needed to survive, rebels could forcibly and coercively extract them

from the populace, or rebels could use governance such that civilians willingly relinquished them.

Mampilly (2011, 54) speci�cally argues that “the ability to provide a modicum of stability can be

a powerful lure to civilians seeking refuge. And the provision of other bene�ts, including but

not limited to the establishment of schools and hospitals, can provide a powerful incentive for

civilians to support insurgent rule, even if only passively. From the perspective of the insurgent

organization, reaching out to the larger noncombatant population makes tactical sense.”

The works discussed above share a similar underlying logic: rebels provide governance to

strengthen their organization in ways that make them better able to contest the state. The reason

for this is that governance is popular and desirable to civilians. Because civilians respond posi-

tively to governance, rebels are better able to secure civilian compliance to their authority, access

information from civilians and in some cases even extract recruits and resources from civilians

under their control. In sum, rebel governance improves the overall military capacity of rebel

groups and strengthens their hand when it comes to contesting the state.1

Although the assumption of the militarily salubrious consequences of rebel governance is

common in the literature, new and emerging scholarship has suggested that rebel governance

institutions are not as equally desirable to civilians, and in turn, are not as militarily bene�cial

as once supposed. For example Terpstra and Frerks (2017) argue that some governance interven-

tions eroded the legitimacy and popular support of the Liberation Tamil Tigers of Eelam. More

problematically, Kalyvas (2018), Arjona (2015) and Opper (2018) all note that some rebel gover-
1Of course, the desire to enhance the military capacity of the rebel group is not the only reason why rebels govern.

Recent research has pointed to ideological (Revkin 2017; Mampilly 2011), performative (Mampilly 2015) or political
motivations (Stewart 2018, In Progress) that might compel rebels to build governance institutions.
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nance interventions are either unpopular or actually provoke civilian violent resistance to rebel

rule. Sometimes, this resistance is so troublesome, it imperils rebels’ control of territory or forces

them to surrender altogether (Opper 2018).

These recent works are far less sanguine about the military bene�ts of rebel governance.

To better adjudicate between pre-existing theoretical assumptions and these recent empirical

examples, in the next section, I use quantitative data to evaluate the military consequences of

rebel governance. The pervasive understanding of rebel governance in the scholarly work is that

governance enables the insurgency to better contest the state by increasing its capacity. This

means that the provision of governance should be associated with stronger and more militarily

capable rebel groups. Yet, recent work on cases of rebel governance suggest that the correlation

between these two factors is perhaps less strong than previously supposed.

3 A Quantitative Test of Rebel Governance and Rebel Mili-

tary Strength

In this section, I conduct a preliminary analysis of the relationship between rebel governance

and rebel military capacity. This analysis is explicitly non-causal. Its sole purpose is to determine

whether a correlation between rebel governance and rebel military capacity exists, and if it exists,

whether the implementation of rebel governance is associated with stronger rebel groups.

For this correlational test, I use replication data from Stewart (2018) which introduces a new

measure of rebel social service provision, but also relies heavily on data from Cunningham, Gled-

itsch, and Salehyan (2009). These data contain a variety of variables at the state-level and rebel-

group level, including rebel governance and military capacity. This dataset is a cross-section of

approximately 300 rebel groups that existed from 1945 to 2003, and the unit of analysis is indi-

vidual rebel groups (from Cunningham et al. 2009).

The primary dependent variable of interest is Rebel Group Strength which is an operational-

ization of rebel military capacity. The variable Rebel Group Strength is from the Non-State Actor
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Dataset from Cunningham et al. (2009). The ordinal measure has �ve unique values ranging from

“0” to “+4,” with a “0” signifying the rebel group is much weaker than the state, and “+4” signifying

the rebel group is much stronger than the state.

Conceptually, the primary independent variable of interest is rebel governance. In this paper,

I operationalize rebel governance as rebel provision of education and healthcare activities, as well

as the inclusivity therein. Although there are many ways to measure rebel governance—from tax-

ation (Revkin 2017) to social services (Mampilly 2011; Stewart 2018; Huang 2016; Heger and Jung

2017) to elected bodies and executive institutions (Huang 2016)—I focus on education and health-

care speci�cally. Unlike certain political institutions or taxation, both education and healthcare

are broadly desirous and bene�cial to all persons. In so doing, I avoid measures of potentially un-

popular form of governance (like taxes) that could unnecessarily bias against expectations that

rebel governance facilitates military bene�ts. Additionally, healthcare and education are broadly

similar across time and space: a basic literacy course provided in 1952 in Vietnam is essentially

the same as a basic literacy course o�ered in 2001 in South Sudan. Other governance institutions,

such as political institutions, might vary considerably across contexts, making observations in-

comparable in a global sample (Mampilly and Stewart In Progress).2

Stewart (2018) collects data for both education and healthcare provision by rebel groups, as

well as information about which categories of persons had access to these governance services.

For instance, data from Stewart (2018) distinguishes between rebel groups that preserved so-

cial services for use among the rebel group internally and rebel groups that o�ered governance
2Admittedly, though typically quite popular, healthcare and education are not necessarily the least costly of all

forms of governance activities and the costs of investing in such institutions might be higher than other forms of
governance. For instance, rebels could provide the most basic form of governance—security (Mampilly 2011, 54)—by
simply keeping some subset of soldiers to police a town. Likewise, though taxation may not be popular, taxation
could yield important economic bene�ts for the rebel group that increase rebel capacity in ways that education and
healthcare might not. That being said, the costs of each type of governance or service institution likely vary from
rebel group to rebel group and there is no reason to expect that education and healthcare would be systematically
more costly than other forms of governance in ways that would bias estimates. For instance, rebel groups could hold
makeshift classes outside (see, e.g., Anderson 1978), or they could provide intermittent healthcare whenever possible
(Amrane and Abu-Haidar 1999). Likewise, though taxation might generate economic bene�ts to rebel groups, rebels
would still have to allocate resources to extract taxes (such as information and coercion) and to be bene�cial eco-
nomically, any balance would need to exceed rebels’ operating costs. On balance, because education and healthcare
are generally popular and potentially inexpensive, I do not expect the provision of these services to be inherently
more or less likely to �nd a positive relationship between rebel military capacity and rebel governance.
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to civilians beyond the rebel group. For instance, the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) provided

medical training, but did not o�er medical services to civilians outside the insurgency (Human

Rights Watch/Africa and Human Rights Watch Children’s Rights Project 1997, 26). By contrast,

the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde (PAIGC) created elaborate and

extensive governance institutions ranging from education (Dhada 1993, 97-115) and healthcare

(Dhada 1993, 61-72) to elections (Dhada 1993, 122-5; 205-7). These services were not reserved

as selective incentives for �ghters, but rather o�ered broadly to the civilian population. The

PAIGC’s education program has even been described as “literacy for all” (Dhada 1993, 97).

Using the cross-sectional replication data in Stewart (2018), I create a new variable signifying

the provision of Any Services using the variable pg_ord. The variable pg_ord is an ordinal measure

ranging in increments of “+1” from “0” to “2” with a “0” signifying no governance, a “1” signifying

some governance, and a “2” signifying the provision of governance to people outside the rebel

group’s primary coalition. The new variable I create, Any Services, is a binary variable with a “0”

signifying no governance, and a value of “1” signifying the construction of any forms of rebel

governance.

As an additional test, I include the variable Most Inclusive Services from Stewart (2018). This

binary variable is coded as a “1” if rebel groups provide governance to persons outside their target

coalition (e.g., non-coethnics, non-coreligionists), and a “0” signifying otherwise. Importantly,

this measure explicitly captures the provision of governance to people unlikely to join the rebel

group. This form of governance is thus a more costly investment unless rebels are able to convert

services into recruits or resources.

Finally, consistent with Stewart (2018), in some of the tests below, I stratify my sample to

include only rebel groups that control territory. The reason for this is because there could be

some underlying factor that systematically determines both rebel strength and rebel governance,

and by stratifying on territorial control, I ensure that units in the sample are relatively similar.

One example is state capacity. Rebels operating in strong states might be unable to develop a

serious military force, while also facing challenges to the provision of governance (Arjona 2016).
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Territorial control is an excellent measure to use to stratify the sample because although

territorial control is related to rebel strength and rebel governance, it is not the sole determinant

thereof. For instance, rebel groups could control territory because a state is absent or too weak to

challenge rebels, rather than because rebels have fended o� state incursions. Likewise, territorial

control is not necessary for the provision of any governance (Jackson 2018): for example, rebels

can provide literacy and mathematics classes to combatants and their families in highly mobile

camps frequently hidden away in topographically challenging locales (Anderson 1978).

To operationalize territorial control, I rely on the Territorial Control variable from Cunning-

ham et al. (2009). The territorial control variable takes a “1” if a rebel group holds territory, and

a “0” if the rebel group does not hold territory. The left panel of Figure 1 presents the frequency

of observations with any governance by various levels of rebel strength conditional on territorial

control, while the right panel of Figure 1 presents the frequency of observations with the most

inclusive governance by various levels of rebel strength conditional on territorial control.

Figure 1: Governance by Levels of Strength, Conditional on Territorial Control
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Most Inclusive Governance by Rebel Strength

With these key variables, I conduct a preliminary analysis that investigates di�erences in the

average (mean) level of rebel group strength among rebel groups that provide any form of gover-

nance, and rebel groups that do not provide any form of governance. The middle column of Table

1 presents the average (mean) level of rebel group strength for all groups that did provide some

form of governance in comparison to all groups that did not provide any governance. Though

not statistically signi�cant, the �ndings are consistent with theoretical expectations: among all
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rebel groups, the organizations that provide any form of governance are, on average, stronger

than the organizations that do not provide any governance.

When I limit the sample to rebel groups that control territory, however, the results are more

surprising and counterintuitive. Among groups that control territory, those that provide any

governance tend to be weaker on average than rebel groups that do not provide any governance.

Again, this di�erence in the average strength between rebel groups that provide any governance

and those that do not (conditional on territorial control) is not statistically signi�cant.

In Table 2, I repeat the analysis, but instead of investigating the average (mean) strength of

rebel groups that provide any services compared to rebel groups that do not provide any services,

I examine the average strength of rebel groups that provide the most inclusive services compared

to rebel groups that do not provide the most inclusive services. The middle column of Table 2

presents the di�erence in the mean level of rebel strength among all rebel groups, and the third

column of Table 2 limits the analysis to only rebel groups that control territory.

The results are similar to those found in Table 1. Among all rebel groups, organizations that

provide the most inclusive governance tend to be stronger, on average, than those that do not.

Again, this di�erence is not statistically signi�cant. When I limit my sample to only rebel groups

that control territory, however, the direction �ips: rebel groups that do not provide the most

inclusive governance tend to be stronger than rebel groups that provide governance at its most

inclusive level. Interestingly, this di�erence becomes statistically signi�cant at the 10% level.
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Table 1: Comparing Rebel Strength Among Governance-Providing Rebel Groups

Rebel Strength Conditional on Territorial Control

Any Services 0.87 1.08

No Services 0.72 1.36

Di�erence of Means 0.15 -0.28

Note: The table above presents the results of a two of di�erence of means tests comparing the average (mean) level
of rebel strength of rebel groups that provide any services and rebel groups that provide no services. The second
column investigates this di�erence between all rebel groups, while the adjacent, third column investigates this
di�erence among all rebel groups that control territory. In the bottom row, entitled “Di�erence of Means,” positive
values indicate that rebel groups that provide any services are stronger than rebel groups that do not, while
negative values indicate that rebel groups that provide services are weaker than those that do not. Among all rebel
groups, rebels that provide any form of governance are slightly stronger, but these di�erences are not statistically
signi�cant. Among all rebel groups that control territory, rebels that provide any services are no stronger than
rebel groups that do not, and may in fact be weaker. But again, this di�erence is not statistically signi�cant. ∗

p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Table 2: Comparing Rebel Strength Among Most Inclusive Governance-Providing Rebel
Groups

Rebel Strength Conditional on Territorial Control

Most Inclusive 0.84 0.93

Not Inclusive 0.78 1.24

Di�erence of Means 0.06 -.31*

Note: The table above presents the results of two di�erence of means tests comparing the average (mean) level of
rebel strength of rebel groups that provide the most inclusive governance and rebel groups that do not. The second
column investigates this di�erence between all rebel groups, while the adjacent, third column investigates this
di�erence among all rebel groups that control territory. In the bottom row, entitled “Di�erence of Means,” positive
values indicate that rebel groups that provide the most inclusive services are stronger than rebel groups that do
not, while negative values indicate that rebel groups that provide the most inclusive services are weaker than those
that do not. Among all rebel groups, rebels that provide the most inclusive governance are slightly stronger, but
these di�erences are not statistically signi�cant. Among all rebel groups that control territory, rebels that provide
any the most inclusive governance are weaker than rebel groups that do not, and this di�erence is not statistically
signi�cant at the .10-level. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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Though the di�erence-of-means test illuminates important patterns in the relationship be-

tween rebel strength and rebel governance, regression analysis allows me to account for addi-

tional confounding factors that might in�uence rebel strength, beyond rebel governance or ter-

ritorial control. Besides these three variables, I include several other factors that might in�uence

rebel group strength. First, I account for several insurgency-level factors that might in�uence the

strength of a rebel group. One potential factor is the goals of the rebel group, and so I include

a binary variable coded as “1” if the rebel group is independence-seeking and a “0” if the rebel

group is center-seeking, meaning that the group aims to overthrow the central government. The

source data for this variable are from Cunningham et al. (2009).3 Additionally, ideology might

also in�uence whether rebels elect to provide governance in the �rst place, so I include the vari-

able, Communist which takes the value of a “1” if the rebel group espouses a communist ideology

and a “0” otherwise (Mampilly 2011).4 Because the number of people in a rebel group ostensibly

a�ects its strength and capacity to challenge the state, I also include the variable Rebel Group Size.

The variable Rebel Group Size is the natural log of the estimated number of people in the rebel

group, from Cunningham et al. (2009). In models 1 and 2 of Tables 3 and 4, I include as a control

the variable Territorial Control (discussed above). In models 3 and 4, however, I limit my analysis

to only rebel groups that control territory.

I also include several state-level variables that might in�uence rebel group strength. The �rst

variable, Competition, is a count of the maximum number of rebel groups operating at the same

time as an insurgency (coded from Cunningham et al. 2009). The more rebel groups, the greater

the competition for resources and recruits between insurgencies, and the higher the likelihood

that rebels will turn against each other rather than the state, thereby weakening rebel groups.

Three additional variables capture state capacity: Infant Mortality Rate the year con�ict began

from World Bank (2012), GDPpc the year con�ict began from Heston, Summers, and Aten (2012)

and Population (logged) the year con�ict began from Heston et al. (2012). Because it is more chal-

lenging for a rebel group to gain strength when facing an already formidable foe, a stronger state
3See Table A.IV, p. 8 of the appendix of Stewart (2018) for more information on how this variable was coded.
4See Table A.IV, p. 8 of the appendix of Stewart (2018) for more information on how this variable was coded.
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(with either a higher GDPpc or lower Infant Mortality Rate) is likely to confront weaker rebel

groups. Likewise, if a state’s terrain is rugged and unnavigable, both rebel groups and states

might have di�culty consolidating power over space and people. To account for this possibility,

I include the variable Rugged Terrain from Fearon and Laitin (2003). Finally, in some models, I

include a variable for whether a rebel group received Non-Military Aid (either political or �nan-

cial backing) from Cunningham et al. (2009) and Högbladh, Pettersson, and Themnér (2011).5 I

include this variable in just a few models, however, because of the considerable missingness in

the measure.

All models are estimated using OLS regression with standard errors clustered at the country

level. Table 3 reports the results for all models that include the variableAny Services, while Table 4

reports the results including the variable Most Inclusive Services. As a robustness check, I estimate

the same model using ordered logistic regression (see Appendix Tables A.1 and A.2). Results are

consistent despite the alternative estimator.

Many of the results are unsurprising. Rebel Group Size and Territorial Control are both pos-

itively correlated with rebel group strength, and this relationship is almost always statistically

signi�cant. By contrast, almost all measures of state strength indicate it impedes rebel group’s

capacity, and for Population (logged) this relationship is statistically signi�cant. Although not

statistically signi�cant, the relationship between Rebel Strength and GDPpc, Infant Morality, Com-

petition and Rugged Terrain are consistent with expectations.

What is surprising is the relationship between Rebel Group Strength and the two measures

of rebel governance. Under no speci�cation is rebel strength and rebel governance positively

and statistically signi�cantly related to each other, contrary to existing assumptions about the

military bene�ts of rebel governance. Instead, across almost all speci�cations, the coe�cient

for rebel governance is negative, and in some models, this negative relationship is statistically

signi�cant, meaning that rebel governance is associated with lower levels of rebel strength. While

these results are surprising, they are not inconsistent with recent statistical �ndings from other
5See p. 9-10 of the appendix of Stewart (2018) for more information on how this variable was coded.

13



Table 3: Predicting Rebel Strength with Any Rebel Governance

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Rebel Rebel Conditional Conditional

Strength Strength on Territory on Territory
Any Governance -0.019 -0.066 -0.135 -0.264

(0.113) (0.118) (0.178) (0.169)
Secessionist -0.077 -0.022 0.214 0.439**

(0.140) (0.145) (0.202) (0.180)
Communist -0.208* -0.298** -0.250 -0.336

(0.119) (0.122) (0.192) (0.199)
Rebel Group Size 0.214*** 0.260*** 0.271** 0.375***

(0.044) (0.055) (0.112) (0.111)
Territorial Control 0.286** 0.194*

(0.122) (0.102)
Competition -0.018 -0.023 -0.048 -0.012

(0.026) (0.024) (0.046) (0.037)
Infant Mortality 0.001 0.001 0.002 0.002

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.004)
GDPpc -0.023 -0.018 -0.018 -0.073

(0.081) (0.083) (0.128) (0.111)
Population (logged) -0.165*** -0.155*** -0.277*** -0.357***

(0.043) (0.046) (0.099) (0.087)
Rugged Terrain -0.015 -0.011 -0.015 -0.053

(0.056) (0.055) (0.101) (0.090)
Non-Military Aid -0.170 -0.138

(0.157) (0.246)
Constant 1.970** 1.595* 3.603** 4.506***

(0.778) (0.834) (1.590) (1.341)
Observations 134 107 53 47
R2 0.492 0.514 0.457 0.567

Note: OLS regression coe�cients reported and standard errors are in parentheses. Standard errors are clustered by
country. Across all models, the dependent variable in Table 3 is Rebel Strength: a �ve-value indicator variable.
Positive coe�cients indicate that independent variables are associated with higher levels of rebel group strength,
while negative coe�cients indicate that independent variables are associated with lower levels of rebel group
strength Models 1 and 2 present the results for all rebel groups in the sample for which data are available. Models 3
and 4 present the results for all rebel groups that control territory and for which data are available. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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Table 4: Predicting Rebel Strength with Most Inclusive Rebel Governance

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Rebel Rebel Conditional Conditional

Strength Strength on Territory on Territory
Most Inclusive Governance -0.349* -0.394** -0.628** -0.786***

(0.197) (0.192) (0.255) (0.227)
Secessionist -0.073 -0.010 0.341 0.616***

(0.135) (0.144) (0.253) (0.206)
Communist -0.221* -0.314*** -0.272 -0.318*

(0.116) (0.110) (0.181) (0.175)
Rebel Group Size 0.237*** 0.279*** 0.334*** 0.468***

(0.046) (0.057) (0.109) (0.099)
Territorial Control 0.317** 0.233**

(0.126) (0.104)
Competition -0.012 -0.021 -0.019 0.018

(0.025) (0.023) (0.047) (0.038)
Infant Mortality 0.002 0.002 0.003 0.002

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.004)
GDPpc 0.015 0.019 0.048 -0.007

(0.082) (0.085) (0.119) (0.102)
Population (logged) -0.158*** -0.140*** -0.245** -0.295***

(0.041) (0.044) (0.105) (0.080)
Rugged Terrain -0.004 0.005 -0.017 -0.080

(0.054) (0.055) (0.098) (0.077)
Non-Military Aid -0.162 -0.121

(0.147) (0.233)
Constant 1.283 0.786 1.847 2.001

(0.848) (0.935) (1.823) (1.437)
Observations 133 106 52 46
R2 0.507 0.535 0.514 0.654

Note: OLS regression coe�cients reported and standard errors are in parentheses. Standard errors are clustered by
country. Across all models, the dependent variable in Table 3 is Rebel Strength: a �ve-value indicator variable.
Positive coe�cients indicate that independent variables are associated with higher levels of rebel group strength,
while negative coe�cients indicate that independent variables are associated with lower levels of rebel group
strength Models 1 and 2 present the results for all rebel groups in the sample for which data are available. Models 3
and 4 present the results for all rebel groups that control territory and for which data are available. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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scholars. For instance, Balcells and Kalyvas (2015) �nd that socialist rebel groups, many of which

introduce governance institutions because of their relationship to Maoist strategies (Mampilly

2011; Stewart In Progress), are more likely to be defeated and to experience long-lasting civil

wars.

In the next section, I rely on case vignettes to present a set of mechanisms that could poten-

tially explain the null, and sometimes counterintuitive �ndings between rebel governance and

rebel military capacity.

4 Potential Explanations

The quantitative analyses above suggest that rebel governance and rebel strength are not closely

correlated, or that the two variables are even negatively associated. Given that the quantitative

�ndings challenge fundamental assumptions about the consequences of rebel governance, in this

section, I use case anecdotes from a variety of spatially and temporally diverse rebel groups to

elucidate a set of potential mechanisms that might explain the �ndings from the quantitative

analyses. The purpose of these proposed explanations is to rectify why little statistical evidence

exists to support the claim that rebel governance results in military bene�ts for the rebel group.6

These mechanisms are also not mutually exclusive. Instead, these explanations are empirically-

grounded reasons for why rebel governance does not always enhance rebels’ military strength,

or at least why there appears to be a weak, if not negative, relationship between rebel governance

and rebel military capacity.

I argue that there are four broad baskets of potential mechanisms that could explain the �nd-

ings in the previous section. The �rst explanation is that governance hinders, if not actively

detracts from the military strength of rebel groups. The second explanation is that rebel gover-

nance actually improves the capacity of rebel groups, but the military bene�ts of rebels’ gover-

nance are limited or conditional. The third set of explanations is that the causal link between rebel
6Of course, this is not to suggest that there are no bene�ts to rebel governance, but rather that the supposed

military bene�ts of governance are conditional, or that the bene�ts of governance are not solely militaristic.
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governance and rebel military capacity has been misspeci�ed. Finally, the fourth potential expla-

nation is that data on governance or military capacity has been conceptualized, operationalized

and collected in incomplete or problematic ways that does not allow for a statistical exploration

regarding how these two variables are related.

4.1 Governance Reduces the Military Capacity of Rebel Groups

One explanation for the null �nding is that more governance negatively a�ects rebel groups’

military capacity. In this case, governance burdens rebel groups, such that some rebel groups

persevere militarily despite providing governance. Furthermore, if governance is unpopular and

requires rebels to divert more and more personnel from military activities to oversee the im-

plementation of governance, chains of command could dissipate leading to military indiscipline

(Green 2018; Parkinson and Zaks 2018).

Although rebel governance is frequently understood to be a boon for rebel groups, key ex-

amples suggest that governance might not be as bene�cial as previously supposed, and might

even undermine the rebel group militarily. Terpstra and Frerks (2017) note that certain gover-

nance interventions, particularly rebel e�orts to liberate women, can be met with antagonism,

resentment and local hostility. Likewise, Arjona (2015, 195-7) recounts how the Fuerzas Armadas

Revolucinarias de Colombia’s (FARC) e�orts to control speci�c villages led to local-level mobiliza-

tion against the rebel group. Moreover, the Islamic State faced active, violent civilian resistance

in its capital of Raqqa (Khalaf 2015, 58-9), and when the Syrian Kurdish Yekîneyên Parastina Gel

(YPG) also controlled Raqqa, the YPG also faced predominantly non-violent civilian resentment

and resistance (Davison 2017; @3z0ooz [Abdalaziz Alhamza] 2018).

One of the most infamous examples of the negative consequences of rebel governance is

the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) during the Chinese

Civil War (Opper 2018). In the early-to-mid-1930s, the PLA was able to control territory through-

out the South of China, and began laying the foundations of a new, radical social order there. But

in so doing, the PLA also created the conditions for its own collapse and near demise. In fact,
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“widespread civilian dissatisfaction with the forcible implementation of a radical land

reform policy espoused by the CCP’s leadership from 1933 to 1934 brought about a

massive and overwhelming defection of civilians from the CCP to the [Kuomintag],

bringing about a complete collapse of the Chinese Soviet Republic” (Opper 2018, 49-

50).

The establishment of radical sociopolitical and economic institutions incited civilian defections

and antagonism so severe, that it precipitated civilian defection and hastened the collapse of the

PLA in the South, instigating the now-infamous Long March. In other areas of China, Mao’s

land reform initiatives would continue to provoke backlash by the one-time landowners against

the peasant bene�ciaries and even reduced agricultural productivity. Though important to Mao’s

overall political goals, the “costs [of land reform] were apparently not matched by comparable

gains” (Pepper 1999, 308). Years later, Mao Tse-Tung remarked to a leader of the Cuban Revolu-

tion, Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara that the PLA’s radical governance initiatives were some of its biggest

mistakes (Wilson Center 1960).

The case of the PLA—one of the most pre-eminent examples of rebel governance—demonstrates

how the governance interventions of rebel groups can be militarily deleterious to the rebel orga-

nization. In this case, rather than win over supporters, the PLA’s implementation of governance

encouraged defections that served to unravel the organization’s foothold in southern China, and

ultimately resulted in a retreat that would devastate the organization’s capacity. What the PLA

case suggests is that governance erodes the military strength of the rebel group, so only the

strongest rebels can undertake governance activities.7

7Although the PLA’s governance troubles seem to contradict some fundamental assumptions about the utility
of governance during con�ict, when viewed through the lens of research on statebuilding and the construction of
a new social order, however, that the PLA’s implementation of radical socioeconomic restructuring which triggered
a violent backlash that eroded the military capacity of the rebel group is almost wholly anticipated. Much scholar-
ship on statebuilding, especially in the colonial context, has suggested that radical social restructuring is not only
costly and resource-intensive, it is also a violence-producing process (Mamdani 2003; Menkhaus 2007; Paris 2004;
Stewart and Kitchens 2018). By contrast, more limited statebuilding interventions are frequently more e�cient in
consolidating control over civilians (Herbst 2014, 67-71).
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4.2 Military Bene�ts of Governance Limited or Conditional

A second reason for the mixed �ndings between rebel capacity and rebel governance is that rebel

governance does in fact improve the capacity of rebel groups, but improvements to the rebels’

military strength are either weak or conditional. For instance, one potential mechanism is that

distinct governance institutions have di�erential e�ects on rebel strength. Some institutional

forms of governance can be highly bene�cial militarily, while other institutional forms can erode

rebels’ military strength.8 Rebels undertake a variety of di�erent forms of governance that range

from protection and security, to even the construction of a hydroelectric power plant for elec-

tricity (Lintner 1990, 81) or video halls (Lintner 1990, 91). From this range of possible governance

institutions, some types might indeed be popular, facilitate collaboration and ease the extraction

of resources and recruits from civilians. One example of a popular institutional form is security

provision by creating police or communal defense groups. Both Kalyvas (2006, 124) and Mampilly

(2011, 54) note that one of the most powerful ways to secure civilian collaboration during wartime

is to protect civilians from state incursions. Though basic, this fundamental form of governance

is absolutely one of the most crucial in securing civilian collaboration, generating local support

and ultimately recruiting civilians to �ght for the rebel cause.

But protection is far from the only form of governance that rebel groups provide and not

all governance interventions are as popular as security from state-led military attacks. Some

rebel governance interventions are deeply unpopular, and can even incite civilians to push back

against, if not violently resist, their implementation (see, for example, Arjona 2015; Opper 2018).

One example of the mixed consequences of di�erent governance interventions involves the Er-

itrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF). The EPLF sought to introduce a broad portfolio of gover-

nance institutions, ranging from protection and classes about how to optimize food production,

to signi�cantly changing gender roles, removing pre-existing power holders and implementing

land reform (see, e.g., Pool 2001, 106-128). The EPLF, however, was aware that not all of its gov-
8Excellent work by Huang 2016; Florea 2014; Heger and Jung 2017 o�er quantitative data on a large variety of

some of the many institutions rebels form.
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ernance interventions would be equally desirable to all civilians in all places where the group

controlled territory (Connell 1993, 64). To account for the fact that not all civilians would be

equally supportive of the rebel groups’ interventions, the EPLF strategically introduced services

in a piecemeal fashion (Connell 1993, 64). First, the EPLF introduced some of the most popu-

lar forms of governance—a police force, veterinary services and agricultural initiatives—so that it

could go about establishing control “without deeply upsetting local traditions or demanding com-

plex skills” (Connell 1993, 64). As the EPLF became more entrenched in the population, it know-

ingly introduced increasingly unpopular governance institutions including the displacement of

traditional authorities as well as investments in women’s education and land reform (Pool 2001,

108-110, 127-128). Women’s education was so unpopular that female cadres were tasked with go-

ing to the homes of women to personally meet with and educate them in the hopes of “breaking

taboos against female education” (Pool 2001, 128).9 Traditional authorities at risk of losing their

land to redistribution e�orts spearheaded by the EPLF even turned to a rival Eritrean rebel group

to violently cow civilians into refusing to implement any redistribution schemes (Houtart 1980,

103).

In this case, resistance to unpopular governance policies meant that the EPLF had to divert

additional resources to quell the violence within the territories the group held. The EPLF’s inabil-

ity to protect civilians from violent reprisals against the very policies the group was attempting

to implement could have eroded civilian trust and collaboration, potentially harming the group’s

later attempts at extracting resources and recruiting followers. The mixed responses to di�er-

ent rebel institutions provided by the same rebel group in the same area could be the reason

for the null �ndings between rebel governance and rebel strength. Stated otherwise, some rebel

governance institutions are linked to enhancing rebels’ military capacity, but other governance

interventions actively erode the rebels’ strength, producing a weak relationship between rebel

strength and rebel governance.
9Importantly, for rebels to be coded as providing the most inclusive services in Table 4 of the above analysis,

they needed to provide education to women. The unpopular and sometimes costly provision of education to women
could thus account for the negative relationship between rebel governance and rebel capacity.
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A second potential mechanism is that rebel governance does in fact confer military bene�ts

to rebel groups in terms of resources and personnel, but are �nancially costly and demand a large

number of people to implement.10 These costs absorb much of any bene�ts rebels might glean

from governance, and the balance of both costs and gains accounts for the mixed and inconsistent

association with rebel governance and rebel strength. For instance, in captured letters, a leader

of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula admits that “control of these areas during one year cost us

500 martyrs, 700 wounded, 10 cases of hand or leg amputation and nearly $20 million. Most of

the battle costs, if not all, were paid for through the spoils” (Callimachi 2013). Likewise, the null

relationship rebel healthcare and rebel capacity observed in Tables 3 and 4 could be explained

by the costliness of medicines, doctors, facilities, etc. Additionally, the costs of rebel governance

could grow (both in terms of personnel and resources) as counterinsurgency pressures increase,

further diminishing any positive consequences gleaned through governance, and draining the

strength of the rebel group (Revkin and McCants 2015; Revkin 2017).

Relatedly, a third mechanism is that the e�ects of rebel governance on military capacity are

conditional on pre-existing operational factors, such as the quality of pre-existing state institu-

tions (Arjona 2015, 2016), or pre-war networks of local support (Staniland 2014).11 In places where

pre-existing institutions are weak or where rebels enjoy high levels of pre-existing support, rebel

governance a�rms civilians’ beliefs in both the rebellion, and rebels’ capacity to achieve vic-

tory over the government (Grynkewich 2008; Mampilly 2011). Under these conditions, the in-

troduction of governance may increase rebel support in ways that facilitate recruitment and the

collection of resources.

But the same rebel group may confront more hostile populations where rebel governance ini-

tiatives are met with skepticism at best, if not outright hostility at worst (Arjona 2015) in places

where state institutions are strong or local support is weak. The contrasting civilian reactions to

the same rebel governance interventions could explain the mixed results for the military conse-
10See Revkin (2017, 2-3) for a discussion about the costs of war born by rebel groups.
11Additionally, certain places might be strategically more valuable to states, such as places with natural resources.

States might invest more in counterinsurgency e�orts to protect these assets, and in doing so, might make it more
challenging for rebels to govern these places.
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quences of rebel governance: rebel governance yields military bene�ts in some areas, but is met

with hostility and resistance in other areas, eliminating any military bene�ts from governance

that rebels might enjoy.

One example of this dynamic is the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucinarias de Colombia (FARC). Ar-

jona (2016) explains how the FARC’s governance interventions in Tellus and Librea was profound

and touched upon many aspects of civilians’ personal and public lives (Arjona 2016, 239-244).

Here, state institutions were relatively weak, allowing rebels to more easily consolidate their rule

(Arjona 2016, 233). The civilians response to these initiatives was largely positive: “Cooperation—

in the form of both obedience and spontaneous support—was widespread. Most people obeyed

the myriad rules established by the group. . . .Many sought ways to please combatants in order

to be on good terms with them. . . .Although cooperation was widespread, adolescents were par-

ticularly fond of the FARC. To them, combatants were ‘someone to emulate, people with power,

an option to imitate’ ” (Arjona 2016, 244).

By contrast, the very same rebel group (the FARC) encountered intense resistance when at-

tempting to introduce the same portfolio of institutions in di�erent places where local institutions

were stronger and far more robust (Arjona 2015, 195-7). Where local institutions were strong in

Cauca, Colombia, locals resisted the FARC’s attempts to consolidate order, organizing local pro-

tection groups and sometimes even physically removing the FARC from its presence (Arjona

2015, 195-7). Despite the FARC’s e�orts to control a strategically important region (Arjona 2016,

196), civilians organized to resist the FARC’s e�orts.

A fourth and �nal explanation is that rather than confer any military bene�ts to the rebel

group, governance may simply appease civilians enough so that they accept rebels’ dominion

over them. Governance does not result in military bene�ts for the rebel group, rather, gover-

nance prevents the provocation of civilian resistance against rebels out-migration from rebel-held

territories or civilian defections to and collaboration with the state. In this sense, the positive

consequences of rebel governance are absences: the absence of civilian resistance, the absence of

defectors, and the absence of mass �ight. Instead of gaining in military strength from governance,
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rebels simply do not grow any weaker from civilian actions.

Revkin (2018, 4) demonstrates that while some of the Islamic State’s governance interventions

were popular, not all residents of Mosul were equally supportive of the Islamic State’s behavior.

Instead, Revkin (2018, 3, 6-7) �nds that Mosul residents stayed because the Islamic State’s gov-

ernance was actually relatively good compared to the Iraqi government’s previous provision of

services. The residents of Mosul were willing to accept repressive policies and stay within the

city simply because governance was better than what it had previously been Revkin (2018, 10).

Nevertheless, while many Mosul residents found that the Islamic State’s governance was better

than the Iraqi state, they still did not accept the groups’ ideology, were personally victimized by

rebels, and complied with rebel commands out of fear for their lives (Revkin 2018, 4). Rather than

emboldening civilians to join the rebels’ cause, the Islamic State’s governance prevented people

from �eeing their aspiring caliphate.

In this section, I’ve used qualitative vignettes to suggest four potential reasons why gover-

nance and military capacity might not share a positive association. One explanation is that gov-

ernance has conditionally positive consequences: only some rebel governance initiatives have

positive consequences, while other governance initiatives actively erode rebels’ capacity. A sec-

ond explanation is that governance has certain military bene�ts but is also extremely costly, so

increases in rebel group expenses could mean that the bene�ts of governance do not outweigh the

costs. A third, similar explanation is that governance’s militarily bene�cial consequences could

be conditional on pre-existing local conditions. Fourth and �nally, it is possible that rebel gover-

nance has no military bene�ts, it simply prevents defections, out-migration or civilian resistance.

4.3 Causal Link Between Governance and Strength Misspeci�ed

A third set of explanations that could account for the absent or negative relationship between

rebel governance and rebel military capacity is that the causal arrow between military capacity

and governance has been misspeci�ed. One way to interpret the null �ndings of the relationship

between rebel governance and rebel military capacity is that the weakest rebels use governance,
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while the strongest rebel groups have no need to do so. Therefore, the hypothesized causal direc-

tion between rebel governance and rebel strength (that rebel governance yields military bene�ts,

thereby increasing the strength of the rebel group) is actually reversed.

In this case, rebel governance does in fact have military bene�ts and confers resources and

recruits upon rebel groups. However, rebels only govern when they lack weapons and personnel,

and thus they are weak. Because governance is only employed by weaker rebels, the relationship

between governance and strength appears ambiguous if not negative. Such an explanation is

broadly consistent with works by Weinstein (2006) and Huang (2016). Both scholars argue that

rebels turn to governance to �ll organizational or resource holes. For instance, Weinstein (2006)

argues that when rebels have more social endowments than economic ones, one way rebels can

recruit civilians is to rely on governance or mutually bene�cial processes of exchange with civil-

ians. Similarly, Huang (2016) argues that when rebels are more reliant on civilians for support,

they tend to provide governance to better facilitate exchange between the two groups.12

An alternative explanation is that rebel governance and rebel military capacity are wholly

unrelated—that the hypothesized causal link simply does not exist. Factors aside from gover-

nance initiatives can drive both recruitment and access to resources, and therefore rebel strength.

Instead, rebels can use their governance for ideological, performative or goals-oriented reasons

to invested onlookers within and outside the con�ict (Revkin 2017; Mampilly 2011, 2015; Stewart

2018). For instance, U.S. State Department archival documents show that the Eritrean Libera-

tion Front’s (ELF) recruitment process was relatively straightforward and completely unrelated

to governance activities. The ELF’s recruitment could largely be explained by:

“(A) political or ideological commitment to its goals, which accounts for a very small

percentage; (B) in Moslem and tribal areas, a feeling by young that they should ‘prove
12While this mechanism is compelling, it has di�culty explaining some of the most consequential rebel organi-

zations. For instance, Mao Tse-Tung’s People’s Liberation Army in China, Hezbollah, Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh of
Viet Nam, the Burmese Communist Party, the Islamic State and the Syrian Kurdish Yekîneyên Parastina Gel (YPG)
all undertook some of the most intensive governance by any rebel organization while also enjoying high levels of
foreign support or economic endowments. These six cases could of course be outliers in that most organizations do
not both govern and have access to signi�cant �nancial resources, but they at least suggest that this mechanism has
di�culty explaining some of the most important and successful rebel groups since 1945.
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their manhood’ by ‘becoming �ghters’; an ELF recruiter will come into a village and

taunt young farmers or herdsmen, saying ‘Mohamed has been �ghting with us for

a year already, and you, Omar, remain behind in the village with the women and

children. Mohamed is a man and your are nothing but an old woman’; (C) fear of

[Ethiopian] army sweeps” (U.S. State Department 1969, 2)

None of these extraction processes were in any way related to the ELF’s governance, which the

group claimed included some forms of education and healthcare (Eritrean Liberation Front 1977).

The ELF demonstrates that rebel governance activities can be completely unrelated to the

military capacity of the organization. Thus, the lack of a statistically signi�cant correlation be-

tween governance and military capacity is because these two processes are wholly unrelated,

serve two di�erent functions and achieve two di�erent outcomes. Rather than use governance to

draw strength from the civilian population, the ELF used coercion, promises and psychological

appeals, while also harnessing the fallout of a brutal government counterinsurgency campaign.

By contrast, the ELF’s governance was relatively weak and oriented towards outside observers,

and sometimes needed to be supplemented locally by outside support.

The cases above suggest that the lack of a statistical relationship between governance and

military capacity could be explained by a misspeci�ed causal process, in that the relationship

is endogenous or that no causal link between governance and military capacity exists. If the

relationship between governance and capacity is endogenous, then weak rebels could systemat-

ically turn to governance to supplement their weakness. Alternatively, the ELF case shows that

governance and recruitment or extraction were largely a function of two separate processes and

not closely linked to one another: despite providing governance, the ELF recruited and extracted

through psychological appeals and promises, by capitalizing on state repression or by coercion.

4.4 Analytic and Data Limitations

One �nal reason for the surprising �ndings about rebel governance and rebel strength is that the

null and negative �ndings are a product of data limitations arising from high levels of aggregation
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over space and time (rebel-group unit of analysis), or from inadequate conceptualizations and

operationalizations of rebel governance and rebel strength.

For instance, the analysis above focused on education and healthcare, which are not neces-

sarily the most economic social services, nor are they necessarily the most likely to generate

the greatest possible bene�ts for rebel mlitaries. Furthermore, by examining provision to people

who are unlikely to join the rebel movement (Table 4), I am inherently examining more costly

forms of governance to understand if these costly investments yield greater dividends. Data on

more cost e�ective institutions like taxation (see, Revkin 2017 as an example of sub-national

data collection) as well unpopular institutions like land reform or women’s liberation initiatives

must be analyzed alongside data about more popular forms of rebel institutions, such as policing,

healthcare or agricultural services could shed light on the heterogeneous consequences of rebel

governance. Already, scholars like Huang (2016); Florea (2014); Heger and Jung (2017) and Stew-

art (2018) have begun collecting data that disaggregates by institutions, but many are missing

some of the governance interventions highlighted above that frequently provoke antagonism.

Likewise, sub-national rebel governance data collection could identify location-dependent varia-

tion in the consequences of rebel governance. Both Revkin (2017) and Arjona (2016) are excellent

examples of pioneering work on sub-national level rebel governance data collection.

In terms of rebel capacity, this discussion reveals the need for scholars to take seriously the

myriad ways rebel capacity could manifest and be codi�ed. Rebel military capacity could take

the form of technical expertise, weaponry, military and/or �nancial aid and/or the size of its

ranks and reservists. Rebel strength could also re�ect the coercive capacity of the organization.

For instance, the inclusion of rebels’ capacity to implement and maintain deeply coercive and

unpopular governance policies that imperil combatants might in fact be one indication of rebel

strength. Additionally, data on rebel strength are also time-invariant, but as the opening anecdote

illustrates, the relationship between rebel strength and rebel governance can also vary and change

over time (see also Revkin 2017).13 Ultimately, this �ner conceptualization of rebel capacity, or
13This is an important limitation to data on rebel territorial control as well.
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the multiple dimensions that encompass it, and ought to be complemented with richer and more

precise time variant and sub-national quantitative data collection, much like measures of rebel

governance. All told, a more precise and developed codi�cation of rebel strength might also reveal

that rebel governance and rebel strength are more closely, and positively related to each other.14

4.5 Summary and Discussion

Using primary and secondary sources, I suggest four broad categories of explanations that could

explain the never positive, but sometimes statistically signi�cantly negative relationship between

rebel strength and rebel governance. One category of explanation rejects the assumption that

rebel governance yields military bene�ts for the rebel group. Instead, governance weakens rebels’

organizational capacity, sometimes to their extreme peril. A second category of explanations

conditionally accepts the positive consequences of rebel governance, but identi�es limits to these

bene�ts: upfront costs, uneven civilian appreciation of governance interventions and varied re-

sponses to certain institutions. A third category of explanations suggests that the causal arrow

linking governance and capacity is misspeci�ed. Finally, the last category of explanation details

how this relationship could be the result of data limitations.

The purpose of this discussion is to put forth a set of empirically grounded explanations that

are neither mutually exclusive nor competing and that illuminate why rebel governance lacks

a positive relationship, let alone a statistically signi�cant one, with rebel strength. In so doing,

this article is not in any way intended to suggest that research premised on the assumption that

rebel governance has militarily bene�cial consequences is incorrect. Rather, the purpose of the

discussion above is to encourage scholars to identify the conditions under which rebel governance

improves rebels’ military capacity, and under which conditions rebel governance does not.
14The data collection for quantitative analysis can only take place within the context of qualitative scholarly work.

Rich and detailed datasets have emerged from scholars’ �eldwork, qualitative research or from scouring archival
materials (Revkin 2017; Balcells 2017; Sullivan and Davenport 2018; Hassan and O’Mealia 2018; Eck 2018; Osorio,
Schubiger, and Weintraub 2018; Balcells 2018; Schwartz and Straus 2018; Scharpf 2018; Zhukov and Talibova 2018;
Bakke and Rickard In Progress). Without detailed qualitative case knowledge, quantitative work will continue to
su�er, as will researchers’ ability to make generalizable causal claims about speci�c mechanisms.
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5 Conclusion and Implications

In this paper, I investigated one hypothesized consequence of rebel governance: increased rebel

group capacity. One of the most prominent theoretical explanations for why rebels govern in

the literature today is that rebel governance generates popular support, and this popular support

facilitates rebel recruitment and the extraction of resources. With more recruits and resources,

rebels are stronger and better able to contest the state militarily. Relying on an original dataset,

I conducted a preliminary and non-causal statistical analysis to evaluate the strength of the re-

lationship between rebel governance and rebel strength. What I found was surprising: rebel

governance at best has no relationship to rebel strength, and at worst is negatively associated

with rebel strength. To account for this surprising �nding, I turned to primary and secondary

qualitative evidence to inductively generate a set of possible explanations that could illuminate

the null or negative results.

In so doing, this paper makes a number of contributions. First, this paper o�ers a preliminary

and ultimately descriptive test of some of the assumptions regarding the consequences of rebel

governance. Second, this paper o�ers a number of potential mechanisms that could explain why

rebel governance does not appear to enhance rebel military capacity. Third, by questioning the

military utility of governance, I highlight the need for greater theorization about the strategic

motivations underlying rebels choice to govern, as well as why some rebels elect to govern in

ways that they know could be unpopular.

This paper also highlights several avenues for future work: both theoretical and empirical.

Empirically, this paper calls for a richer investment in quantitative and qualitative data collec-

tion, both sub-nationally and cross-nationally, in ways that also account for temporal variation.

Such data collection e�orts not only enable scholars to begin testing some of the fundamental

assumptions that underlie this body of research, but also to untangle the consequences of rebel

governance during con�ict. For instance, quantitative data collection on a far more vast array

of governance institutions could enable scholars to identify whether certain types of governance

services serve di�erent functions or have di�erent consequences among di�erent populations at
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di�erent periods of time during war. Likewise, sub-national data collection on rebel governance

could help isolate the micro-level consequences of rebel governance that might not generalize

or aggregate up to higher levels of analysis. Finally, scholars could also begin to conceptualize

and collect measures of data quality to test whether it is not simply the presence of rebel institu-

tions but the quality therein that is most tightly related to rebel strength. Such data collection for

quantitative research cannot of course be accomplished without investing in rigorous qualitative

scholarship.

Theoretically, by noting that rebels could undertake governance to reap bene�ts outside of

a straightforward improvement in its strength opens up a range of potential reasons for why

certain rebel groups might undertake governance. Because rebel governance does not appear to

have consistently positive military consequences for the rebel group, researchers ought to ques-

tion the strategic motivations undergirding some rebel groups’ choices to engage in governance

at all. If some governance interventions are not bene�cial and can be militarily detrimental,

why do rebels pursue such governance behaviors? Is rebels’ choice to implement an unpopular

policy a miscalculation? Perhaps more puzzlingly, do rebels introduce policies that they know

might be unpopular? If so, these surprising behaviors could suggest that deeply rooted ideolog-

ical (Mampilly 2011; Revkin 2017) or goal-based commitments (Stewart 2018, In Progress) may

motivate certain rebel groups to provide more governance, as opposed to military calculations

about increasing rebels’ strength. As a result, researchers moving forward ought to consider

rebel strategies for the provision of any governance (and variation in the extent rebels seek gov-

ern), as well as the structural, organizational or wartime factors that impede or accelerate the

implementation of governance in the �rst place.
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Table A.1: Alternative Estimator (Ordered Logit)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Rebel Rebel Conditional Conditional

Strength Strength on Territory on Territory
Any Governance 0.094 -0.264 -0.492 -1.236*

(0.457) (0.577) (0.558) (0.689)
Secessionist -0.382 0.074 0.778 1.777**

(0.566) (0.608) (0.755) (0.775)
Communist -0.695 -1.460** -0.447 -0.992

(0.469) (0.596) (0.675) (0.904)
Rebel Group Size 1.074*** 1.382*** 1.099** 1.749***

(0.215) (0.291) (0.491) (0.532)
Territorial Control 1.222*** 1.111**

(0.473) (0.465)
Competition -0.315** -0.347** -0.333** -0.323**

(0.125) (0.141) (0.144) (0.144)
Infant Mortality 0.003 0.001 0.001 0.002

(0.006) (0.007) (0.008) (0.011)
GDPpc -0.312 -0.377 -0.385 -0.698*

(0.271) (0.304) (0.407) (0.410)
Population (logged) -0.871*** -1.005*** -1.100** -1.773***

(0.184) (0.232) (0.444) (0.387)
Rugged Terrain -0.082 -0.112 -0.055 -0.163

(0.177) (0.194) (0.325) (0.354)
Non-Military Aid -0.653 -0.595

(0.638) (1.055)
cut1 -9.944*** -11.282** -14.933** -23.922***

(3.426) (4.556) (6.792) (6.758)
cut2 -5.174 -5.746 -10.747 -18.643***

(3.373) (4.428) (6.580) (6.278)
cut3 -3.402 -3.809 -8.419 -15.462**

(3.440) (4.525) (6.610) (6.517)
cut4 -1.399 -1.927 -6.840 -14.096**

(3.639) (4.677) (6.954) (6.841)
Observations 134 107 53 47
Pseudo R2 0.378 0.424 0.294 0.419

Note: Ordered logistic regression coe�cients reported and standard errors are in parentheses. Standard errors are
clustered by country. Across all models, the dependent variable in Appendix Table A.1 is Rebel Strength: a
�ve-value indicator variable. Positive coe�cients indicate that independent variables are associated with higher
levels of rebel group strength, while negative coe�cients indicate that independent variables are associated with
lower levels of rebel group strength Models 1 and 2 present the results for all rebel groups in the sample for which
data are available. Models 3 and 4 present the results for all rebel groups that control territory and for which data
are available. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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Table A.2: Alternative Estimator with Most Inclusive Rebel Governance

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Rebel Rebel Conditional Conditional

Strength Strength on Territory on Territory
Most Inclusive Governance -0.966 -1.391* -2.712** -5.148***

(0.694) (0.739) (1.113) (1.589)
Secessionist -0.382 0.178 1.542 3.752***

(0.608) (0.680) (1.136) (1.361)
Communist -0.653 -1.544*** -0.449 -1.014

(0.456) (0.520) (0.635) (0.911)
Rebel Group Size 1.170*** 1.504*** 1.566** 3.182***

(0.224) (0.297) (0.654) (0.829)
Territorial Control 1.292*** 1.172**

(0.480) (0.467)
Competition -0.279** -0.301** -0.232 -0.144

(0.122) (0.139) (0.157) (0.157)
Infant Mortality 0.006 0.005 0.006 0.004

(0.007) (0.009) (0.009) (0.013)
GDPpc -0.220 -0.304 -0.235 -0.756

(0.274) (0.318) (0.378) (0.543)
Population (logged) -0.879*** -1.011*** -1.191** -2.273***

(0.190) (0.223) (0.565) (0.610)
Rugged Terrain -0.043 -0.083 -0.147 -0.632

(0.173) (0.189) (0.386) (0.445)
Non-Military Aid -0.625 -0.835

(0.604) (1.260)
cut1 -8.265** -9.386* -11.180 -21.570*

(3.793) (5.122) (8.087) (11.034)
cut2 -3.357 -3.566 -6.365 -13.874

(3.692) (4.949) (7.799) (10.543)
cut3 -1.604 -1.656 -3.870 -9.628

(3.783) (5.079) (7.886) (10.400)
cut4 0.448 0.295 -2.171 -8.076

(3.958) (5.143) (8.191) (10.577)
Observations 133 106 52 46
Pseudo R2 0.387 0.437 0.358 0.553

Note: Ordered logistic regression coe�cients reported and standard errors are in parentheses. Standard errors are
clustered by country. Across all models, the dependent variable in Appendix Table A.2 is Rebel Strength: a
�ve-value indicator variable. Positive coe�cients indicate that independent variables are associated with higher
levels of rebel group strength, while negative coe�cients indicate that independent variables are associated with
lower levels of rebel group strength Models 1 and 2 present the results for all rebel groups in the sample for which
data are available. Models 3 and 4 present the results for all rebel groups that control territory and for which data
are available. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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