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Introduction 
 

A new research agenda has emerged devoted to the study of pro-government 

militias, challenging the bilateral view of civil wars.1 Pro-government militias (PGMs) 

are irregular forces not officially part of the state security apparatus but acting alongside 

or in place of regular security forces to counter domestic insurgencies or civilian 

opposition. Well-known examples include the Janjaweed in Sudan’s Darfur region, the 

Hindu nationalist Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh in India, the Karuna Group in the Tamil 

areas of Sri Lanka, and the Kadyrovtsy in Chechnya. Scholars primarily have argued that 

governments use PGMs to avoid responsibility for violence against civilians or because 

of low military capacity.  

There are states that have relied upon PGMs to counter domestic insurgencies but 

challenge previous theories regarding their use. In Indian-administered Kashmir, for 

example, the Indian government had over 300,000 soldiers, nearly a third of its entire 

army, deployed in the region following the eruption of an anti-government insurgency in 

December 1989, making it one of the most militarized zones in the world. Further, Indian 

security personnel have committed violence against Kashmiri civilians throughout the 

conflict, actions that have provoked international condemnation.2 Despite this, the Indian 

government relied upon PGMs in Kashmir during the 1990s.3 Given these conditions, 

what explains the government’s incorporation of PGMs into its counterinsurgency 

strategy? 

This paper argues that enduring interstate rivalries, with an increased likelihood of 

conflict, incentivize states to use PGMs to counter domestic insurgencies in order to 

reserve their military for potential future conflict with an international rival. Scholars 
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recognize that militarized interstate disputes occur most commonly between rivals.4 An 

interstate rivalry’s increased likelihood of war influences the security policies of the 

governments involved in the rivalry as they anticipate and prepare for future conflict.5 

The Indian government, for example, is focused on maintaining a defensive posture 

against their long-time rival Pakistan and strategically preparing their military capabilities 

primarily for interstate war. This focus on militarily preparing for interstate conflict with 

a rival can also impact a state’s domestic behavior. When confronting an insurgency, 

states involved in enduring rivalries will have an increased likelihood of incorporating 

PGMs into their domestic security strategy in order to reserve their military strength for 

national defense. This strategy takes the sole burden of domestic military operations 

away from conventional military forces and avoids the possibility of them becoming 

bogged down in difficult counterinsurgency operations which could distract them from 

their primary mission. Following a literature review and overview of the theory, I provide 

a case study of India’s Kashmir insurgency as an illustrative example of the theory’s 

causal mechanism and test it with logit analysis of PGM data from 1981-2001.  

 

Existing Research on Pro-Government Militias 

Scholars have examined a variety of factors related to PGMs, and militias more 

broadly, and their impact on intra-state conflict such as the formation of militias6; the 

influence of support networks on the organizational structure of militias and violent non-

state actors7; militias’ motivations as distinct from the state8; militia tactics in the context 

of militia/rebel relations9; impact on civil war duration10; and militia demobilization.11 To 

understand states’ relations with PGMs, scholars have largely offered two explanations 
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grounded in the opportunity logic of conflict: state capacity and evading accountability 

for violence against civilians.  

PGMs can increase the opportunity for a state to use violence against rebel 

insurgents, especially when state capacity is low.12 Ahram argues that the presence of 

regional competition and initial military endowments explain variation in post-colonial 

states’ use of paramilitary forces or PGMs.13 Regional competition alongside inheritance 

of a colonial military results in states strengthening conventional military forces, 

diminishing the need for unconventional forces. Revolutionary colonial transitions, along 

with a lack of regional competition, lead states to continue to rely on PGMs. Changes on 

the government side, especially changes that weaken its ability to counter rebel violence, 

can also heighten the reliance on PGMs. Tested in Myanmar’s historical use of PGMs, 

Eck argues that military leaders delegate violence to non-state actors following a military 

purge.14 This comes from a purge’s negative impact on the military’s intelligence-

gathering capabilities and organizational capacity. PGMs embedded within local 

populations can also be a valuable source of intelligence and more effective means of 

counterinsurgency given their local knowledge of the conflict environment.15 

International actors, such as the United States during the Cold War and the War on 

Terror, also rely on paramilitary forces and other non-state groups in conflict zones 

abroad because of political or legal restrictions on the use of direct military force, 

increasing their opportunity to affect the conflict outcome.16  

Given the propensity for weaker states to rely on PGMs, scholars point to the 

principal-agent problem inherent in governments’ use of non-state actors within their 

own borders.17 Governments are either unable to control PGMs that may have different 
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goals than the government or use them strategically to shift responsibility away from 

government forces for attacks against civilians, diminishing the potential economic and 

political costs.18 This is particularly prevalent for states receiving aid from democratic 

donors who monitor the conduct of government forces. When a state receives external 

aid, there is increased international oversight over the domestic activities of the 

government and an increased likelihood of the government’s political leadership being 

held accountable for repression or violence against civilians by official security forces. 

Fearing negative sanctions from the international community, government officials will 

delegate acts of violence to unofficial PGMs with informal ties to official security 

services in order to hide the government’s role in supporting these activities and avoid 

accountability, especially in states that are more difficult to monitor.19 Informal links to 

PGMs help to cover the government’s support but lessen its control over these non-state 

groups. Therefore, the use of PGMs can increase the likelihood of repression or mass 

killings.  

Within these theories, PGMs are understood to be substitute actors for official 

security forces when they are unable to act because capacity issues or political 

restrictions. Cohen, Nordas, and Stanton, on the other hand, argue that the principal-agent 

framework underlying these arguments cannot fully explain states’ use of PGMs.20  

States also use PGMs as complementary actors to official security forces. They are 

deployed in concert with security forces for a variety of purposes, such as supporting 

official government efforts with their increased local knowledge or as supplementary 

forces.21  
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Interstate Rivalry and Pro-Government Militias 

 Scholars define an interstate rivalry as a long-term, sustained, and conflictual 

relationship between two states.22 A central feature of a rivalry is repeated interactions 

and conflicts over contentious issues, with past rival behavior helping to create a 

government’s expectations for future interactions. As Thompson recognized,  

The recurring nature of these dyadic conflicts creates behavior sequences with 
retrospective and prospective features. In other words, a number of the conflicts in 
world politics have pasts and futures because their participants repetitively clash 
with the same opponents and, frequently, over similar issues…They must also 
contemplate what the future implications might be of their current moves 
involving rivals.23  
 

As a result, participation in an interstate rivalry has a significant impact on shaping the 

security policies and strategies of a state, as states learn from past interaction and 

anticipate the behavior of their rival without necessarily becoming more peaceful.24 For 

enduring rivals with a repetitive history of militarized interstate disputes, this creates a 

constant fear of military action and encourages a state of military readiness.  

Besides engaging in direct interstate conflict, interstate rivalry shapes a state’s 

behavior in a variety of other ways. Scholars have recognized how interstate rivalries 

shape states’ behavior abroad, such as engaging in a third state as a proxy war between 

rivals25, providing aid to a rival’s enemy26, or supporting rebel or terrorist groups within a 

rival state.27 Given the outsized influence of interstate rivalry on state decisions, the 

strategic calculation related to rival behavior under the shadow of the future is not only 

relevant for international interactions but also for domestic security policy and actions.28 

A state involved in an interstate rivalry faces a dilemma in regard to countering 

domestic unrest or rebellions. On one hand, states possess motivations for strongly 

challenging violent opposition, especially when there is a concern that any 
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accommodation towards rebels will be ineffective and create opportunities for further 

violence.29 For multi-ethnic states in particular, as Walter argues, governments are 

concerned about their reputation among different domestic groups and will refuse to 

negotiate in order to deter other minority groups from pursuing a secessionist rebellion, 

often leading to lengthier and more deadly wars.30 When involved in an interstate rivalry, 

governments will want to swiftly eliminate any domestic threats as longer intra-state 

conflicts can weaken the state in the face of international threats by diverting the attention 

of the military and expending its resources.31 By eliminating domestic threats, a state’s 

military forces are able to focus their attention on protecting the state and its borders from 

an international rival. The government, therefore, will counter domestic unrest with 

overwhelming force, often leading to mass murders by government forces.32 Further, 

there is a fear that a rival could take advantage of domestic conflict and use it as an 

opportunity for a pre-emptive attack.33 The government will want to squash any unrest 

quickly before a rival can take military advantage of the situation.  

On the other hand, the government will also perceive the military’s primary 

mission to defend the integrity of the state against international threats from its rival.34 

While they would see the need to counter domestic rebellion, the government would also 

be wary of occupying their military forces in difficult counterinsurgency operations, 

especially as diverting the military’s attention could lead to a rival intervening militarily 

in support of the insurgents to change the outcome of the conflict. Research has shown 

that states involved in civil war are more likely to be drawn into interstate war as other 

states attempt to affect the outcome of the civil war.35 This fear would be exacerbated by 

states in an interstate rivalry given past conflicts. Any domestic security strategy needs to 
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account for the potential of a rival’s military action. Despite the need to strongly 

challenge rebellion within the state, the government will want to reserve conventional 

military forces to continue to provide a defensive deterrence to interstate conflict and be 

able to counter any rival’s military intervention.  

Caught in between these security demands, the use of PGMs can help a state fill 

the gap presented by the two competing priorities. The incorporation of PGMs into a 

state’s domestic security strategy allows the government to reserve a portion of its 

military for national security in the face of potential action by a rival state while directly 

challenging the rebel forces. PGMs also mitigate the possibility of conventional military 

forces becoming entangled in difficult counterinsurgency operations and allow them to 

act as a more effective defensive deterrence by guarding the border or securing strategic 

areas.36 

These were the motivations, for example, of the Pakistani military in recruiting 

and training the Razakar militias during the 1971 East Pakistan separatist rebellion that 

led to the creation of Bangladesh. The Pakistani military was concerned about Indian 

military intervention (which did occur in December 1971), incorporating this into their 

military plan. The Pakistani military focused on securing urban areas and the border with 

India, themselves committing civilian massacres in these areas, with the Razakar forces 

targeting insurgents on the village level throughout East Pakistan.37 Similarly, in 

Ethiopia, despite having one of the largest militaries in Africa, there were reports of the 

government using Tigray militias from the north to counter domestic unrest and protests 

in the southern Oromo region, in conjunction with regular security forces, in December 

2017.38 Ethiopia’s military prioritized the protection of its northeastern border from its 



	 9	

rival at the time Eritrea, with whom Ethiopia fought a bloody war over the disputed 

border from 1998-2000.39 Frequent military clashes and incursions across the 

international border continued following the war’s resolution, threatening to re-ignite the 

conflict and giving greater need for Ethiopia to maintain sufficient troop strength at the 

border. This leads to the first hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: During a civil conflict, ceteris paribus, states involved in an 
enduring interstate rivalry have a higher likelihood of using PGMs.  
 
Carey, Mitchell, and Lowe further categorize PGMs into either semi-official or 

informal. They define a semi-official PGM as having “a recognized legal or semi-official 

status, in contrast to the looser affiliation of informal PGMs. A semi-official PGM is 

separate from the regular forces and identified as a distinct organization.” 40 States 

involved in a rivalry will organize, support, fund, and train semi-official PGMs, with 

clearer links to the government. This ensures that the government has more control and 

direction over their activities, given that they are incorporated into the state’s security 

strategy in conjunction with official security forces. Informal PGMs, on the other hand, 

have a loose affiliation with the government who keeps them at arm’s length. This 

exacerbates the principal-agent problem as governments have less control over the 

PGMs’ behavior.41 States using PGMs in conjunction with conventional forces as part of 

a security strategy will be wary of this lack of control. It could result in PGMs acting 

contrary to government interests. Therefore, states involved in rivalries will be more 

likely to rely on semi-official PGMs with clearer connections to official forces in order to 

exercise greater control over their activities. In this way, semi-official PGMs should not 

only be thought of as a substitute for government forces to commit atrocities against 

civilians or when the military is weak but also as a strategic complement to the military 
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as part of a broader domestic security strategy.42 This leads to the following pair of 

hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 2: During civil conflict, ceteris paribus, states involved in an enduring 
interstate rivalry have a higher likelihood of using semi-official PGMs.  
 
Hypothesis 3: During civil conflict, ceteris paribus, states involved in an enduring 
interstate rivalry have a lower likelihood of using informal PGMs. 
 

 
A Case Study of India’s Kashmir Insurgency 

The India-Pakistan rivalry is recognized as one of the most enduring interstate 

rivalries in the world.43 Since the Partition of British India in 1947, there have been four 

wars between the two states (1947, 1965, 1971, 1999), alongside a number of smaller 

military skirmishes and an almost constant exchange of fire across the international 

border. Given the historical legacy stemming from the conditions of Partition and the 

high probability of repeat conflict, this enduring rivalry has clouded the security policies 

of both states. Within Pakistan, there has been a lingering fear that, if given the 

opportunity, India would undo its Muslim neighbor. General Mohammed Ayub Khan, the 

president of Pakistan from 1958-1969, wrote of India in his 1967 autobiography, “From 

the day of Independence, Pakistan was involved in a bitter and prolonged struggle for her 

very existence and survival.”44 For India, coming from a position of greater military 

strength, their policy was largely based on maintaining the regional status quo and 

keeping its smaller and dissatisfied neighbor from militarily upsetting the status quo.45 

Pakistan would loom large in Indian security policy as Pakistan allied with stronger 

states, such as the United States and China, and the conflict over Kashmir intensified.46 

The disputed territory of Kashmir within the foothills of the Himalayas lies at the 

heart of this rivalry. A princely state under British colonial rule, Kashmir possessed a 
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Muslim majority population and was therefore expected to join Pakistan. Its Hindu ruler, 

Maharaja Hari Singh, would eventually sign the Instrument of Succession to India 

following an uprising against his rule in August 1947, bolstered by Pashtun tribal groups 

from Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province. This provoked the first India-Pakistan 

war, leading to a United Nations-mediated ceasefire on January 1, 1949 which 

established a ceasefire line between the two nations (later renamed the Line of Control in 

1972). The Line of Control (LOC) divided the region between Indian-administered and 

Pakistan-administered Kashmir, with both governments concerned about the potential for 

renewed conflict.  

After the 1947 war, the unresolved territorial dispute resulted in two further wars 

between India and Pakistan—in 1965 and 1999. In 1972, the Indian military established a 

separate Northern Command based at Udhampur in Kashmir. This military command was 

created specifically to oversee military operations in the region and improve national 

defense along the borders with Pakistan and China, which also has disputed the 

international border and made claims to portions of Kashmir’s territory resulting in a 

1962 war with India. With Pakistan posing a continual military threat, the Indian military 

maintains a state of combat readiness to counter any Pakistani actions. In recent years, 

this threat was heightened by the 1999 Kargil War initiated by Pakistani troops disguised 

as Kashmiri militants crossing the LOC. The Indian Army’s official website, in its 

description of military operations in Kashmir, states, “The northern borders remained 

unconsolidated. It meant for the Indian Army, and particularly its infantry, full time 

manning of a quasi-active defensive line.”47 Further, the banner across the Northern 

Command’s official Twitter account reads, “Northern Command. Indian Army. 
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ALWAYS IN COMBAT (sic).”48 

The status of Kashmir within India has also produced internal tensions between 

the Indian government and its Muslim periphery.49 With a strong regional identity and a 

religious minority status, many Kashmiri Muslims remained apprehensive about their 

place within a Hindu-majority India and continually clamored for greater autonomy. An 

anti-government insurgency, cloaked in the language of jihad, erupted in response to 

government manipulation of local elections in 1987, which was quickly met with a 

violent crackdown by Indian security forces. The insurgency was at first led by the pro-

independence Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) but was later superseded by 

pro-Pakistan militant groups, most notably the Hizbul Mujahideen that grew to be the 

largest militant group fighting within Kashmir with support from Pakistan.50 Many of the 

recruits to these organizations were young Kashmiris who faced high levels of 

unemployment and were drawn to the religious message of the groups. At times, the 

groups resorted to forced recruitment. The insurgency continued until 2003 when 

violence began to wane in the midst of an India-Pakistan ceasefire, with Pakistan 

diverting military resources to the Afghanistan border under U.S. pressure, but saw a 

resurgence following brutal crackdowns by the government of civilian protests in 2010. 

At the height of the insurgency in the early 1990s, there were over 300,000 troops 

stationed in Kashmir, almost a third of the Indian army’s total forces. Given the threat of 

Pakistan across the LOC, the Indian military had two roles: to counter the Kashmir 

insurgency and maintain a defensive line against potential Pakistani military incursions. 

In the early 1990s, Pakistani soldiers along the LOC became more aggressive, increasing 

their cross-border shelling and attacks as a means of keeping the Indian military engaged 
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with defending the border.51 General Shankar Roychowdhury, the Indian Army’s Chief 

of Staff from 1994-1997, observed: 

In Kashmir, the Indian Army was deployed in two separate but closely interlinked 
conflicts. One flickered along and across the LOC involving exchanges of intense 
artillery, missile, mortar, and automatic fire between the regular armies of India 
and Pakistan along with almost daily clashes between our border patrols and 
mujahideen attempting to infiltrate into the Valley. The other was the counter-
insurgency and counter-terrorism in the hinterland of the Valley against militant 
Islamic tanzeems, and their overground organizations.52 
 

The government’s initial approach to counterinsurgency was the manpower intensive 

tactic of deploying the military to blanket the area of insurgent activity, essentially a 

strategy of attrition.53 One of the motives leading to the eventual eruption of the Kargil 

War in 1999 was “to weaken the counterinsurgency (CI) grid by drawing troops from the 

Valley to Kargil.”54 

As the insurgency became a drawn-out conflict and Pakistani military activity at 

the LOC increased, the necessity of reserving troops to man the border and guard key 

installations, combined with the difficult terrain and unsuitability of conventional forces 

for counterinsurgency operations, made a manpower intensive tactic undesirable.55 The 

increasing military threat from Pakistan during the 1990s, especially with the acceleration 

of the Pakistani nuclear weapon leading to a successful nuclear test in 1998, made the 

challenge of counterinsurgency more urgent. While Pakistan saw the Kashmir insurgency 

as an opportunity for “bleeding India”, the threat of military action by Pakistan, 

culminating in the Kargil War between May and July 1999, meant that the Indian 

government had to ensure the LOC was continually and effectively manned and 

defended. This was of heightened concern following the conflict over the Siachen Glacier 

region beginning in 1984, with intermittent military operations throughout the rest of the 
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1980s and early 1990s. A senior Indian military officer stated that with “the Line of 

Control now requiring constant supervision…it would also seriously compromise 

counterinsurgency operations in the Valley, giving the edge to the militants.”56 

To address this issue, the government increasingly relied on the PGM Ikhwan-ul-

Muslimeen as part of counterinsurgency operations within Kashmir alongside the 

specialized paramilitary units of the Rashtriya Rifles formed in 1990, which senior 

military officers stated were overextended.57 The Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen was recruited 

from former Kashmiri insurgents and funded, trained, and equipped by the Indian 

military. It was formed under the leadership of former insurgent Mohammad Yusuf 

Parrey, who felt marginalized by the dominance of the Hizbul Mujahideen. Former 

insurgents and other able-bodied men also formed village defense committees to provide 

local security. The former Governor of Jammu and Kashmir, K.V. Krishna Rao, 

acknowledged that the PGMs operated under direction from the Indian army.58 Indian 

army officers stated in a 1999 interview with the BBC that the purpose of such groups 

was “to relieve regular army units from counter insurgency operations, leaving the army 

to man the Line of Control and the Chinese border to the north.”59 

With the assistance of PGMs, the government’s counterinsurgency operations 

shifted to a more offensive and targeted approach. A 1996 India Today report stated, 

“[The militias] have become the centerpiece of the counterinsurgency operations in the 

Valley even though the consequences of this strategy could prove to be more damaging 

than helpful. Used initially as intelligence sources to help in flushing out operations, they 

are now also being used as ‘prowlers:’ they take part in the security forces’ armed 

encounters with militants.”60Anti-government insurgent activities effectively ceased in 
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areas in which PGMs operated.61 The former head of the State Police’s Special 

Operations Groups in Kashmir, Farooq Khan, stated of the PGMs’ operations in the run-

up to the 1996 elections in a bid to restore normalcy to the region, “Without these groups, 

it would have been very difficult for the elections to have been held in a peaceful 

atmosphere.”62 A 1996 Human Rights Watch report, however, highlighted their attacks 

on civilians and human rights abuses such as torture, rape, and extrajudicial killings, 

alongside the regular Indian military’s own abuses.63 

 

Research Design 

For the large-N quantitative analysis, I use cross-sectional, time series models 

covering the years 1981-2001 for 162 states with state-year as the unit of analysis. The 

dependent variables are derived from Carey, Mitchell, and Lowe’s Pro-Government 

Militias Database (PGMD).64 The PGMD defines a PGM as a group that “1. is identified 

as pro-government or sponsored by the government (national or subnational); 2. is 

identified as not being part of the regular security forces; 3. is armed; and 4. has some 

level of organization.”65 This measure includes PGMs active during both civil war and 

civil peace from 1981-2007. The PGMD further distinguishes between informal PGMs 

that have a loose affiliation with the government, and semi-official PGMs, which have a 

more official or legal status in relation to government forces. I estimate models using 

binary measures of semi-official and informal PGM activity as dependent variables. 

Because the dependent variables are binary variables, I use a logistic regression. I also 

estimate a bivariate probit model using both PGM variables as dependent variables. To 

account for issues of heteroscedasticity, I use robust standard errors clustered on states.   
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The key explanatory variable is a binary measure of the presence of an enduring 

interstate rivalry.66 Within the rivalry literature, there are two measures of interstate 

rivalry. For my main analysis, I use the original Diehl and Goertz measure from the 

Klein, Diehl, and Goertz dataset covering the years 1981-2001.67 They limit their coding 

of interstate rivalries to states in militarized and conflictual relationships. This is distinct 

to Thompson’s broader coding protocol that does not require a militarized relationship to 

count as a rivalry, merely competition between states that establishes a perception of the 

opposing state as the “enemy.”68 Under the Diehl and Goertz measure, a state’s rivalry is 

necessarily perceived through a militaristic frame given past military conflict between the 

states. This underlines the need to reserve military strength for a potential future conflict. 

As a robustness check, I also estimate my models using the Thompson and Dreyer binary 

measure of rivalry, a measure that uses Thompson’s coding practices for the time period 

1981-2007.69 

The Diehl and Goertz measure of interstate rivalry further distinguishes between 

enduring rivalries and proto rivalries. Enduring rivalries are defined as involving at least 

six disputes and last for at least 20 years. Thus, an enduring rivalry is “one with an 

established history and an expectation of future conflict. Those are achieved by a 

combination of dispute interactions and the passage of time in conflict.”70 I focus on 

enduring rivalries because their long duration and higher number of disputes increases the 

importance of past conflicts in shaping contemporary security policies and creates greater 

saliency for the points of contention and the potential for future conflict.71 I interact the 

enduring rivalry measure with the annual presence of civil conflict resulting in at least 25 

annual battle-related deaths, using the UCDP/PRIO measure.72  
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My models employ a number of control variables that account for alternative 

explanations for a state’s use of PGMs. To control for state and military capacity, I use 

logged measures of GDP and total military expenditures.73 I also ran the models with 

alternative measures of capacity including tax ratio, GDP per capita, military 

expenditures as percent of GDP, and military expenditures as percent of all government 

expenditures.74 GDP per capita, military expenditures as percent of GDP, and military 

expenditures as percent of all government expenditures did not substantively change the 

results of the model. The measure of tax ratio, which Hendrix argues is a more 

appropriate measure of state capacity, was positive and statistically significant.75 

However, the use of this variable leads to data loss as the variable only covers the years 

1984-1999 with missing data from low capacity states. I keep GDP as a measure of state 

capacity within my primary models but, in the Appendix, I report the results and 

conditional marginal effects of using the tax ratio variable. In my models, I also include 

logged variables for total area and total population for each state.76 To control for 

populations against whom the government would use PGMs as a result of limited 

knowledge of local communities, I use a measure of states’ rural population and the 

Ethnic Power Relations’ measure of excluded ethnic groups.77 Both of these variables are 

proportions of the total state population. I include a state’s Polity IV score78 and Physical 

Integrity Rights Index79 to control for the population’s legal and substantive rights with 

respect to the government. The Polity IV score is a ranking from -10 (hereditary 

monarchy) to +10 (full democracy). The Physical Integrity Rights Index is an ordinal 

variable coded from 0 (no respect for physical integrity rights) to 8 (full respect for 

physical integrity rights). As a proxy for international oversight of government behavior 
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by democratic states, I use a dummy variable for an alliance with the United States.80 To 

control for the regional effects of Global South and post-colonial states, I use regional 

controls for Middle East & North Africa, Africa, Latin America, South Asia, and 

Southeast Asia.81 

 For further robustness checks, I account for potential autocorrelation by using a 

lagged dependent variable model and a Generalized Estimating Equation (GEE) 

estimator, a population averaged approach, with a logit specification and an 

Autoregressive (AR1) error structure. Measures of PGMs could suffer from 

autocorrelation, with states current use of PGMs dependent upon previous use of PGMs 

given the propensity for path dependence.82 In addition, the pre-existing presence of 

PGMs could also condition a state’s use of them. States employ PGMs because they 

already exist and are available to be used. To control for this phenomenon, I run models 

using PGM activity as the dependent variable and a lagged independent variable 

measuring PGM presence.83 I also estimate logit models, including the lagged dependent 

variable and lagged measure of PGM presence, with random effects. The output of these 

robustness checks can be found in Table 3 in the Appendix.  

 

Results and Analysis 

Table 1 displays the results for the models estimated with all, semi-official, and 

informal PGM activity as the dependent variables. Models 2 and 3, estimated with the  

measure of all PGM activity, provide support for Hypothesis 1, arguing that states 

involved in an enduring interstate rivalry will have a higher likelihood of using a PGM 

during civil conflict, robust to both measures of interstate rivalry. Both interaction terms  
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are positive and statistically significant at the 99.9% confidence interval. The results of 

models 4 and 5, with semi-official PGMs as the dependent variable, demonstrate that the 

interaction term between enduring rivalry and civil conflict has a statistically significant 

relationship with semi-official PGMs (at the 99.9 confidence interval) but not with 

informal PGMs, as shown in the results of models 6 and 7. This finding is robust to the 

Thompson and Dreyer measure of rivalry. This provides support for Hypothesis 2, 

arguing states involved in enduring rivalries are more likely to use semi-official PGMs in 

civil conflict. It also provides partial support for Hypothesis 3, which argues states 

involved in enduring rivalries are less likely to use informal PGMs in civil conflict. The 

distinction between these two types of PGMs are given further weight with the results of 

the bivariate probit in model 1.    

To understand the substantive effect of enduring rivalry on the use of PGMs, 

Figures 1 and 2 below display the conditional marginal effects of all and semi-official 

PGM activity during civil conflict with 95% confidence intervals, holding other 

independent variables at their means. The predicted probability for all PGM activity in 

states involved in an enduring rivalry, conditional to the presence of civil conflict, is 

45.3%. The predicted probability for semi-official militia activity by states not in an 

enduring rivalry and involved in a civil conflict is 17.4%. These results are less robust as 

the 95% confidence intervals overlap by 4 percentage points. There is more robust 

support for Hypothesis 2, focusing on semi-official PGM activity. The predicted  
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Figure 1. Predicted Probability of All Militia Activity 

 
 
 
Figure 2. Predicted Probability of Semiofficial Militia Activity 
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probability for semi-official PGM activity in states involved in an enduring rivalry, 

conditional to the presence of civil conflict, is 45.1%. The predicted probability for semi-

official PGM activity in states not in an enduring rivalry and involved in a civil conflict is 

5.8%, without overlap of the 95% confidence intervals. To further see the substantive 

effect of significant explanatory and control variables, Table 2 provides odds ratios on the 

outcome of semi-official PGM activity. Controlling for other relevant factors, the odds 

ratios show that a state involved in an enduring rivalry is 29.692 times more likely (at the 

99.9% confidence level) to use semi-official PGMs in a civil conflict. Using the broader 

Thompson rivalry measure, a state involved in a rivalry is 8.093 times more likely (at the 

99.9% confidence level) to use semi-official PGMs in a civil conflict.  

 

 The control variables also produced theoretically significant results. Among the 

control variables, the most robust indicator of PGM use is the Physical Integrity Rights 

Index. It is negative and statistically significant at the 99.9% confidence level in all 

models estimated. As states respect for its citizens’ physical integrity decreases, 
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according to the Index’s eight-point scale, they are more likely to use PGMs. This helps 

to support the idea that states with little respect for physical integrity rights would use 

PGMs as another tool to repress their civilian population.84 There could be endogeneity 

issues present that explain the robust relationship. The Physical Integrity Rights Index is 

an additive index constructed from the Torture, Extrajudicial Killing, Political 

Imprisonment, and Disappearance indicators from the CIRI Human Rights Data Project.85 

In addition to measuring government behavior, these indicators could be capturing PGM 

activity in their coding. For example, the Extrajudicial Killing indicator includes 

“murders by private groups if instigated by government”.  

In both models with semi-official PGM activity as the dependent variable, the 

dummy variable for a U.S. alliance has a negative and statistically significant relationship 

with semi-official PGM activity. This partially challenges previous literature that argues 

international oversight from democratic states would increase the likelihood of using 

PGMs.86 This could also be related to issues of capacity, as the alliance carries with it 

military and economic aid that bolsters state capacity, puts pressure on states to cooperate 

militarily in counterterrorism or counterinsurgent operations, or decreases the necessity 

for using PGMs.87 The negative relationship between semi-official PGM activity and a 

U.S. alliance could also represent governments’ tendency to avoid supporting PGMs with 

clearer connections with official security forces that could connect political leadership 

with PGMs’ repressive behavior against civilians. In line with expectations, U.S. alliance 

has a positive and statistically significant relationship with informal PGMs (at the 95% 

confidence level). This supports the argument that greater international oversight 

increases the likelihood of using PGMs but only groups with informal connections with 
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the government in order to avoid accountability for PGM behavior, which supports 

previous research.  

 

Conclusion 
 
 Many studies have examined different domestic factors that influence a state’s 

decision to use PGMs.88 Carey, Colaresi, Mitchell, and Ahram further show that the 

international politics can also impact a state’s decision to use PGMs domestically.89 The 

above study adds to this literature in showing how the international politics of enduring 

interstate rivalry can incentivize states to incorporate PGMs into their domestic security 

strategy. Semi-official PGMs are used as a strategic choice for states to reserve 

conventional military forces for potential conflict with an enduring rival, a finding robust 

to varying model specifications and empirical measures. These findings challenge the 

broad applicability of Ahram’s theory which argues regional competition lowers a state’s 

reliance on PGMs as it leads them to develop and increase their military capabilities.90 As 

demonstrated in the Kashmir case study, India’s interstate rivalry with Pakistan led to the 

government continuing to strengthen its military forces, which were inherited from 

British India, to counter the Pakistani threat. Yet, the Indian government still relied on 

PGMs within Kashmir because of the international politics of its interstate rivalry.  

 The models’ results also provide further evidence that semi-official and informal 

PGMs should be considered theoretically distinct from one another. Using a bivariate 

probit model to test semi-official PGMs alongside informal PGMs, enduring interstate 

rivalry proved to be statistically insignificant for informal PGM activity but remained 

positive and statistically significant (at the 99.9% confidence level) for semi-official 



	 25	

PGMs. Given that my hypotheses focus on states’ tolerance and use of PGMs, my models 

rely upon state-level variables that impact governments’ strategic calculations. To explain 

informal PGM use, as past research has shown, it is perhaps more appropriate to examine 

variables on a sub-state level, whether political parties, intra-regime factions, or 

individual leaders.91 While semi-official PGMs are used as part of state security strategy, 

sub-state actors use informal PGMs to circumvent government institutions, such as 

supporting political leadership’s survival against opposing factions, target political 

opponents, or for individual leaders to evade responsibility for attacks against civilians.92 

This study of PGMs also supports the idea that to fully understand variation in a state’s 

domestic security policies it is important to look outside of official government 

institutions. As the use of PGMs in intra-state conflict becomes more common around the 

world, this study underlines the importance of understanding the motivations of 

governments and leaders for acting outside of the official security apparatus and the 

varying incentives for doing so. 
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Figure 3. Predicted Probability of Semiofficial Militia Activity 
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