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ABSTRACT
Militias are violent actors, shown to be self-serving, and to consis-
tently act as spoilers of peace. So far, research has focused on their 
use of instrumental violence to directly undermine peace talks. Yet, 
militias have alternative, more indirect ways to act as spoilers of 
peace. As such, we seek to explore whether militias spoil peace by 
preventing nonviolent resistance (NVR) events, which have previously 
been associated with an increased likelihood of peace deals. 
Specifically, we argue that pro-government militias (PGMs) deter and 
prevent NVR events with the threat of violence when governments 
offer concessions to rebel groups in efforts to maintain a profitable 
status quo. We extend previous panel data sources covering the 
African continent in the time period 1997-2014 to show evidence of 
these relationships. This paper contributes to research showing the 
negative effects of PGMs and offers policy implications for civil society 
in conflict zones and peace prospects.

Recent work on militias has shown that these organisations have incentives to spoil 
peace negotiations directly1 and they do this to maintain the status quo in which the 
beneficial situation of conflict continues.2 However, little is known about the influence 
militias have on third-parties, and specifically nonviolent resistance (NVR) events that 
seek to promote peace. During the civil war in Liberia from 1999 to 2003, the 
pro-government militia (PGM) – the Anti-Terrorist Unit - viciously treated pro-peace 
protesters. In one example, on 21 March 2001, the Anti-Terrorist Unit attacked 
pro-peace protesters rallying at the University of Liberia.3 More than 20 protesters 
were detained and women were reportedly raped while being unlawfully held for 
several weeks by the militia. Such activity is clearly meant to deter such groups from 
engaging in future protest. This will have a clear impact on the emergence of peace, 
especially as recent research has drawn attention to the importance of NVR in pro-
moting positive outcomes in civil war peace processes.4 However, the impact militias, 
especially, PGMs may have on NVR activities remains poorly understood.

Civilians and civil society actors have engaged in various NVR actions in conflict 
zones and arguably in very difficult and dangerous situations, also facing the threat 
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of repression.5 In other words, in spite of the dangers, civilians have taken nonviolent 
action to protect themselves, challenge belligerents, influence their behaviour to stop 
the violence, and pressure conflict parties for peace.6 Even though militias tend to be 
violent, unarmed civilians confronting armed actors is certainly not a precedent. Hence, 
whether militias can deter NVR or not is a non-trivial question given that NVR has 
emerged even in the most precarious settings. Specifically, critical points in civil war 
peace processes (e.g. offers of concessions) can demonstrate the strikingly different 
incentives held by PGMs and civil society actors engaging in NVR events: PGMs seek 
to prolong conflict, while NVR to stop it.

In this paper, we address this puzzle by focussing on NVR events during periods 
of peace negotiations, specifically, at crunch points during negotiations – when public 
concessions are offered by the government to rebel groups (signalling a readiness for 
peace). We believe these announcements are most likely to attract the attention of 
journalists, civil society organisations, and PGMs seeking to spoil. These policy 
announcements represent key moments on the path toward peace and are much more 
easily observable than the incidence of negotiations, which may be held in secret, or 
in a foreign country. Nonviolent resistance events are also more likely to be focused 
around moments of key policy announcements.

Thus, we would expect protest to be more likely to occur at crunch points during 
negotiations in efforts to encourage governments to sign up to peace. However, in 
states such as Liberia, where PGMs are active and these groups have had ample 
opportunity to harass and brutally attack pro-peace protesters, we expect the incidence 
of protests during crunch points in negotiations to be less likely. In sum, we argue 
that PGMs deter nonviolent resistance demonstrations at critical points during civil 
war peace processes with the ever-present threat of violence underpinned by their 
history of human rights abuses and violence against protesters.

Militias are informal armed groups that do not form part of regular standing forces, 
such as the army or air force, and are typically drawn from the civilian population. 
However, this informality belies their organised and often hierarchical nature, which 
distinguishes them from spontaneous mobs of vigilantes.7 This research follows Raleigh,8 
defining political militias as “armed groups using violence or the threat of violence 
to influence an immediate political process.” This definition differentiates militias from 
rebel groups who use violence to re-define a political process through secession or 
government overthrow. Political aims differentiate militias from criminal gangs and 
private security companies that are set up for the pursuit of profit. In this paper, we 
focus on PGMs, which are identified as politically pro-government or sponsored by 
the government.9 Examples include groups such as the Ulster Volunteer Force in 
Northern Ireland or the Janjaweed in Sudan.

We use the continent of Africa10 to test our hypotheses and data on nonviolent 
resistance demonstrations from the Social Conflict Analysis Database (SCAD) covering 
the period 1997-2014.11 We use information from the Relational Pro-Government 
Militia Dataset (RPGMD) to code PGM events in the Armed Conflict Location and 
Event Dataset (ACLED) creating a unique dataset of PGM activity in Africa.12 We also 
extend data on the offering of concessions coded by Thomas13 to cover the 2010-2014 
period. Our analyses reveal that PGMs are found to be discouraging nonviolent resis-
tance demonstrations at critical times in peace processes and they achieve this by 
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increasing their violence against civilians in preventive action. To validate our conclu-
sions, we show evidence that not all militias produce this negative effect - those not 
associated with the government – non-government militias (NGMs)14 – do not sys-
tematically discourage nonviolent resistance demonstrations in any way. Overall, with 
this research we demonstrate that specifically PGMs, not all militias, can act as deterrent 
to civilian-led nonviolent action but primarily in high-stake situations during peace 
processes, namely the offers of concessions.

The contributions of this paper are threefold: (1) to our knowledge, this is the first 
study to consider the deterrence effect of militias on forms of nonviolent resistance 
such as peaceful demonstrations during civil war; (2) the paper presents and explores 
a new data resource on the activity of PGMs in the continent of Africa from 1997-2014 
that will have many potential applications; and (3) it extends the concessions data of 
Thomas15 to cover the years from 2010-2014.

This research provides key implications for civil society, governments, and inter-
national actors. Research has shown that inclusive peace processes are more likely 
to result in sustainable peace.16 The suppression of civil society voices by PGMs 
during peace processes can thus have a devastating impact on the likelihood that 
an agreement is signed, on violence recurrence, and on human and economic devel-
opment. PGMs must be managed effectively to prevent the suppression of the public 
voice, and civil society organisations must be equally supported to make their voices 
heard in a safe and secure environment. Without this, peace processes are unlikely 
to receive the proper scrutiny of mass publics, broad-based participation is likely to 
be discouraged and the redress of grievances and popular support for peace are 
likely to be side-lined.

Militias and the Status Quo during Civil Wars

One of the most robust characterisations of militias is as spoilers of peace. Though 
we might at first think PGMs should be fully aligned with the goals and methods of 
the state they serve, it has been observed that the relationship between state and PGM 
often falls victim to typical principal-agent problems.17 An additional complication is 
that African states are rarely unitary and often highly fractionalised given that “the 
state” and related institutions are perceived as prizes to be captured. Still, in this paper 
we are forced to simplify the complexity of African states in order to develop our 
theoretical expectations. PGMs can be seen as distinct actors with their own complex 
internal power dynamics and organisational aims. While these groups are politically 
allied to the state, they do not always act in accordance with its wishes.18 Abbs, Clayton, 
and Thomson19 find this may be especially true of PGMs that do not share the same 
ethnicity with the incumbent government. Schneckener20 points out that non-state 
armed groups – including militias – spoil peace because “capable state structures would 
limit their room for manoeuvre and opportunities to pursue their political and/or 
economic agendas.” Peace also presents an existential threat, if the monopoly of the 
use of violence is restored. Aliyev21 confirms this expectation, finding that civil con-
flicts involving militias are more likely to end in low-level violence than any other 
outcome (including military victory, peace agreement, or ceasefire). Aliyev emphasises 
the nature of militias as nefarious organisations, whose side-profits would be reduced 
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by any outcome other than low-level violence. Thus, militias have clear incentives to 
maintain the status quo of ongoing civil conflict.

Maher and Thomson22 outline in their exposition of the Colombian case, how 
paramilitaries can maintain an advantageous status quo by targeting key actors or 
engaging in other violence during an ongoing peace process. They also lay out mech-
anisms through which militias may indirectly spoil peace by taking advantage of the 
power shift to improve their own position once rebels have disarmed. Similarly, Steinert, 
Steinert and Carey23 test militias’ post-conflict spoiling using a cross-country analysis, 
finding significant results to support the view.

Nevertheless, more recently, Abbs, Ari and Nelson24 have found that the use of vio-
lence by militias can both spoil and promote peace through their effect on the likelihood 
of negotiations. The use of militias by states to combat insurgents diminishes the chances 
that these groups come to and stay at the negotiation table, while their use as proxies 
for violence against civilians backfires as it draws critical international attention, forcing 
governments to commit to talks. Thus, a fair amount of work has been completed 
detailing the impacts of militias acting as spoilers on the conflict and post-conflict 
environment. However, to date, no research has focussed on the impact of militias on 
ongoing peace processes. In this paper, we address this gap by looking at key points 
in the peace process – when concessions are offered by the state to rebel groups.

At the same time, the primary reason states engage PGMs during civil conflict is to act 
in counterinsurgency. For instance, various PGMs emerged to fight the Boko Haram insur-
gency and the Islamic State’s West Africa Province faction in the North-East of Nigeria.25 
These forces have been crucial for the Nigerian military as they provide intelligence and 
support for military operations in the region. NVR events, as they threaten the status quo 
of state leadership, policy, and militia relations, could also be seen as a natural and legiti-
mate target in militias’ counterinsurgent activity. Furthermore, states may use PGMs instru-
mentally to prevent mass protest around negotiations and the offering of concessions. 
Certainly, Charles Taylor of Liberia ordered the repression of NVR movements during 
negotiations in the late stages of the war in 2002-2003 fearing that mass protests would 
embarrass his administration in the eyes of the international community.26

Nonviolent Resistance as a Threat to the Status Quo

The finding that nonviolent resistance has been comparatively more successful than violent 
methods in achieving the stated goals of opposition movements has opened the avenue for 
further investigations into the effects of violent and nonviolent methods of opposition27. 
Previous research on nonviolent resistance and armed conflict has primarily examined these 
outcomes using comparative frameworks28. Yet, a growing body of work has started to 
explore the dynamics and effects of nonviolent action occurring within the contexts of an 
ongoing violent armed conflict. For instance, Abbs29 shows that nonviolent resistance hap-
pening within civil war contexts is associated with a higher probability of peace deals 
between the belligerents. Relatedly, Leventoğlu and Metternich30 present evidence that rebels 
fighting the government are able to secure a peace agreement and concessions with the 
government when nonviolent resistance is present. These findings suggest that nonviolent 
action in civil war contexts can contribute to peaceful outcomes and the successful resolution 
of the dispute, directly threatening the status quo.
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Far from passive victims and powerless bystanders, civilians in war zones have been 
able to defend themselves, overcome power asymmetries and withstand violence and 
control by violent armed actors.31 Abbs and Petrova32 demonstrate that different non-
violent action tactics used by civilians and civil society actors in conflict zones can 
have important effects on the propensity for negotiations and on overall peace process. 
In particular, the authors show that protest tactics can positively influence the likeli-
hood of negotiations. Overall, this strand of previous research suggests that civilians 
and civil society actors do have agency to shape government–rebel interactions, threat-
ening the status quo via nonviolent action, but little is known about the conditions 
or drivers that make such civilian-led opposition more or less likely.

Militias and the Skill of Repression

Potential repression of civil society and the public voice by militias is not an activity 
unique to the conflict, or the negotiation environment. Militias have been used per-
vasively by governments as agents of repression. Mitchell, Carey, and Butler33 present 
quantitative evidence which suggests militias may be well placed to prevent nonviolent 
resistance. In their 2014 paper, the authors examine the impact of militias on the risk 
of repression using data on the Physical Integrity Rights Index (CIRI) and Pro-government 
Militias from 1982-2007. Arguing that these groups may be used instrumentally by 
governments to avoid responsibility for human rights abuses during crackdowns and 
blaming a potential loss of control by the principal of its agents, they show that the 
presence of pro-government militias increases the likelihood of repression.34 Rudbeck, 
Mukherjee, and Nelson35 also develop an argument around the costs of repression that 
governments incur by repressing nonviolent dissent directly. In their paper, the authors 
demonstrate that states have strong incentives to use PGMs instead of the regular 
security forces in order to cut costs and shield themselves from possible international 
and domestic backlash. Carey and González36 make similar findings in their examina-
tion of post-conflict respect for human rights; though, they find the positive relationship 
between PGMs and repression only works through organisations that are part of the 
legacy of the conflict environment – new groups are not associated with reduced 
respect for human rights in post-conflict contexts.

Koren and Mukherjee37 specifically examine the impact of militias on nonviolent resis-
tance campaigns, arguing that PGMs are more likely to be used instrumentally by states 
to repress nonviolent dissent; while, governments are more likely to rely on police and 
other official state forces to repress violent dissent, such as riots. This is because state forces 
are seen as more reliable as threat levels and stakes rise, while PGMs may follow their own 
priorities and fail to prevent violent overthrow of the state. In contrast to this previous 
research, our study examines the effect of PGMs in spoiling the prospects for peace at 
specific points in a civil war peace processes, namely the offering of concessions, through 
the deterrence of nonviolent demonstrations, rather than reactive repression.

More generally, violence used by state forces or state-affiliated forces, such as militias, 
has been seen as a legitimate barrier to mass mobilisation and plausibly a key impedi-
ment to the incidence of demonstration activity. Hendrix38 points to the fact that violent 
repression tends to reduce future participation in collective action and to increase the 
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chances of retaining the status quo. Olson39 argued that any likely costs associated with 
participation in collective action would reduce the individual’s propensity to take part. 
And intimidation of pro-peace movements and activists has been seen in places such 
as Israel, where right-wing groups have sought to supress calls for compromise and 
peace.40 Still, some contend that repression may backfire and instead of quelling resis-
tance, it may in fact contribute to increased levels of protest activity.41 However, these 
studies do not consider the idiosyncrasies associated with civil war contexts and do not 
factor in the role militias may play in these developments. Unlike regular security forces, 
PGMs, in particular, often do not strictly follow the orders of their state principal and 
may engage in violence without state orders.42

In summary, PGMs can be used instrumentally by states to deter dissent during 
delicate periods in negotiations. But beyond this, militias can be characterised as 
regular spoilers of peace, seeking to maintain a profitable status quo. Because of 
this, we expect PGMs to have clear incentives to prevent potentially destabilising 
NVR protests around crunch points in peace processes. Furthermore, PGMs have 
the skills and experience to engage in such activities, being oft used by states to 
repress civil society in and outside of civil conflict. Yet, beyond their trained 
repressive response to NVR protests, we believe PGMs will seek to discourage NVR 
events from occurring in the first place during crunch points in negotiations. These 
complex and highly organised agents are not only reactionary players in the game 
of national politics. For reasons previously discussed, it is in their direct interest 
to deter threats to the status quo (i.e. conflict). Given that NVR events can be seen 
as a direct threat to the status quo, and the proven efficacy of militias in supressing 
dissent, we expect that pro-government militias will seek to prevent protest around 
critical points in peace processes. Thus, we believe that the presence of PGMs will 
reduce the likelihood of NVR events from occurring at crunch points in 
negotiations.

Hypothesis 1: When concessions are offered by the government, the presence of PGMs is 
likely to be associated with a lower likelihood of nonviolent demonstrations than if PGMs 
were not present.

In order to prevent nonviolent demonstrations by the general public, PGMs are 
likely to use violence against civilians.43 We suggest that this is the underlying mech-
anism behind our theoretical expectation that given government concessions to the 
rebels, PGMs will be likely to hinder nonviolent demonstrations. As mentioned above, 
PGMs have clear incentives to spoil any prospects for peace, as they largely benefit 
from the ongoing conflict and associated instability. Stanton44 finds that PGMs have 
also been associated with the deliberate targeting of civilians, but our context of 
examining key junctures of civil war peace processes, namely negotiations and the 
offer of concessions, when nonviolent action in the form of protests are most likely, 
makes it implausible that selective repression would take place. The violence is unlikely 
to be targeted as it is not always possible to pre-determine which groups are going 
to get out on the streets and raise their voices. The PGM’s goal in this context is to 
stifle any potential trouble makers. Violence against civilians should discourage mass 
mobilisation as it will give the impression that anyone dissenting will be targeted, 
shifting the balance of cost-benefit even further into the negative.
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Hypothesis 2: When concessions are offered, there is a higher likelihood of PGM violence 
against civilians.

Research Design

Independent Variables

Militia presence at the country-in-conflict-month45 level is coded using data on daily 
events in the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED).46 Political militias 
are identified in this data set by their political goals of “influencing and impacting 
governance, security and policy”, while “not seeking the removal of a national power, 
but are typically supported, armed by, or allied with a political elite and act towards a 
goal defined by these elites or larger political movements.”47,48 Within ACLED, Magid 
and Schon49 have catalogued pro-government militias in the period 1997-2014. Thus, 
PGM activity can be identified by matching the names of actors from the database 
created by Magid and Schon. This matching reveals that 47% of identified political 
militia activity observed in the ACLED data set relates to PGMs. On the basis of this 
information we construct our first key independent variable, which is binary and captures 
PGM activity in a given country-month. In some of the models, we swap the PGM 
variable with a variable measuring the activity by political militias unaffiliated with and 
unsupported by the government to demonstrate further that it really is the PGMs who 
seek to spoil prospects for peace, not just any political militia. To this end, in those 
models we measure activity by “non-government militias” (NGMs) with a binary variable 
constructed on the basis of the matching mentioned above.

Information on government concessions is taken from Jakana Thomas’ dataset on 
negotiations and concessions in African civil wars (1989-2009).50 Concessions are defined 
as compromises offered by the government which speak directly to rebels’ demands. In 
other words, concessions51 that are unrelated to rebels’ demands are not recorded as 
those are unlikely to translate into significant and satisfactory wins for the rebels.52 For 
the purposes of this paper, we extend the time period of Thomas’ dataset by following 
the author’s coding rules to expand the information on concessions to 2014. Concessions 
is a key independent variable, and it is a binary variable taking a value of one if there 
was at least one concession relating to rebels’ demands in a given country-month, and 
zero otherwise. Thus, our dataset yields 99 country-in-conflict-months with concessions. 
We include an interaction term of concessions and PGM, as our theoretical expectation 
(hypothesis 1) suggests a conditional effect of PGMs, given government concessions, on 
nonviolent demonstrations. We do the same in the models where we explore the effect 
of NGMs as a form of a placebo test.

Dependent Variables

We leverage the Social Conflict Analysis Database (SCAD) to obtain information on 
protest incidence, our dependent variable.53 Here we use nonviolent demonstrations and 
protest interchangeably and more precisely, we operationalise protest incidence in several 
different ways to demonstrate that the hypothesised relationships hold for protest activity 
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over various issues. We take all peaceful action recorded in SCAD that is not in favour 
of government authorities, i.e. pro-government demonstrations54 are not included in our 
analyses, as the inclusion of pro-government protest activity is likely to mask the effect 
of PGMs on protest incidence. On this basis we code our first dependent variable Protest, 
which is a binary variable taking a value of one if there was a protest in a given 
country-month and zero otherwise. We record a second binary dependent variable, 
Pro-peace protest, which captures only those protests that are explicitly over issues relating 
to domestic war, violence, and terrorism. Our third dependent variable, also binary, 
Protest (misc.), explores protest activity over various issues such as the economy and 
social issues. That is, with this operationalisation of the outcome variable, we investigate 
whether the effect of PGMs is different for protest activity over issues that are neither 
pro-government, nor pro-peace. Finally, in some of the models we use protest events 
from the ACLED dataset as a binary dependent variable to ensure that our findings are 
not driven by particularities of the SCAD dataset.55

Since both ACLED and SCAD are events’ datasets, we elaborate on the aggregation 
approach we took since our unit of observation is the country-in-conflict-month. While 
SCAD events have both a start and an end date, ACLED events are coded only on the 
basis of a particular date. In the SCAD dataset there are only about 16% of events that 
have a duration of two months, the vast majority of events are shorter in duration. 
Hence, we code whether in a given month, in a given country there was a protest event 
(for events lasting two months, we code both months). With ACLED, we record whether 
there was a protest event in a given country-in-conflict-month (the ACLED dataset 
records the date of the event and hence, we take the month of a particular event).

In order to test our proposed mechanism further, we also conduct analyses on 
the effect of concessions on PGM attacks on civilians respectively. If militias are 
responsible for the intimidation of civilians given concession announcements, this 
should serve as a strong indication of how militias are deterring protest. To gain 
information on PGM violence against civilians, we use the ACLED data set and we 
record events where specifically PGMs engage in attacks on civilians.56 This yields 
the binary dependent variable PGM attacks on civilians and with this analysis we 
test Hypothesis 2. We also redo this analysis by changing the dependent variable 
PGM attacks on civilians with the variable NGM attacks on civilians (also obtained 
from the ACLED data set) as a placebo test since we argue that concessions, and 
hence, greater prospects for peace, are likely to have an effect on PGM attacks on 
civilians, not on non-government political militias’ likelihood of committing violent 
acts in general. Hence, if concessions have an effect on PGM attacks on civilians, 
but not on NGM attacks on civilians, we will see this as a strong evidence in sup-
port of our theory.

Controls

In the analyses, we use a variety of control variables that might impact both the out-
come of interest and key independent variables. Battle-related deaths (BRD) is taken 
from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program Georeferenced Event Dataset (GED).57 The 
log-transformed monthly count of battle-related deaths may influence the likelihood 
for nonviolent action as well as concessions.58 We also account for the logged values 
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of a country’s Gross domestic product per capita (GDP p.c. (log)).59 Economic griev-
ances could trigger protest and further instability, stalling negotiations and the possi-
bility for concessions.60 Additionally, PGM activity could also be influenced by 
inadequate economic development such as decreasing wages and limited resources. A 
country’s regime type is captured with the Polity variable.61

Other types of contention could impact the propensity for PGM activity, the like-
lihood of concessions as well as the feasibility for protest action. To account for these 
possibilities, we control for whether or not there were any strikes and riots in a given 
country-month. We take information from the SCAD dataset to code the binary vari-
able Strikes, which captures both general and limited strikes, as well as the binary 
variable Spontaneous riots.62 With the Time since last event variable we measure the 
number of months since the last protest incidence. Common support of these controls 
across the categories of PGM presence versus no presence and concessions versus no 
concessions are shown in the appendix.

Estimation

Our estimation approach is driven by the binary nature of the dependent variables 
we explore and consists of a series of logistic regressions with robust standard errors 
clustered by country to allow for within-country correlation. We apply a one-month 
time lag to the independent variables that are expected to vary by month to address 
any simultaneity concerns.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 presents the findings from the quantitative analyses testing hypotheses 1 and 
2. We present eight regressions with different operationalisations of the dependent 
variable: in models 1 and 2 the outcome variable is all protests, except pro-government 
protest (over a wide range of issues); in models 3 and 4 we restrict the dependent 
variable to pro-peace protests only (protests with explicit demands pushing for peace 
and the cessation of violence and the conflict overall); in models 5 and 6 we consider 
protests over various issues, such as elections or economic grievances, unrelated to 
peace; finally, in models 7 and 8 we use an alternative protest incidence dependent 
variable from the ACLED dataset.

With hypothesis 1 we proposed that PGMs are more likely to discourage nonviolent 
demonstrations when concessions are offered in efforts that prolong the conflict. The 
interaction term Concessions x PGM tests this theoretical expectation. Across all models, 
it is negative and statistically significant and the predicted probabilities plots in Figure 
1 depict the diminishing probability of protest given concessions and PGM activity, 
showing support for hypothesis 1.

Importantly, these correlations hold across the various operationalisations of our 
dependent variable, demonstrating that neither particular protest issue, nor the use of 
a particular dataset is driving the findings. We believe that this lends further credence 
to our theoretical expectation that PGMs are repressing indiscriminately when con-
cessions are offered – the effect on protest and civil society movements is not limited 
to pro-peace movements, but it holds across the board.
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Conversely, the interaction term Concessions x NGM does not reach statistical signif-
icance in any of the models in Table 1, suggesting that NGMs do not affect the likelihood 
of protest when concessions are offered. This lends support for our theoretical expectation 
and can be seen as evidence that PGMs, rather than NGMs, do aim to spoil peace pro-
cesses. NGM groups may be aligned with opposition parties and rebel groups, or function 
as protectors of specific communities. For instance, the Da Nan Ambassagou militia in 
Mali has been a prominent force in the protection of the Dogon communities,63 while 
the Renamo-affiliated Mujeeba militia in Mozambique has served as a tool for rebel 
control.64 Such organisations are likely to have little to no incentives to discourage demon-
strations around the time of concessions. Firstly, any association between anti-government 
protest and insurgency is extremely unlikely to lead NGMs to supress dissent, as coun-
terinsurgency is not one of their primary functions during episodes of civil conflict.

Secondly, as mentioned in the examples above, NGMs’ key roles revolve around the 
protection and control of specific localities rather than counterinsurgency efforts. 
Particularly, pro-rebel militias will be unlikely to discourage nonviolent demonstrations 
when concessions are offered because they would like to maintain pressure on the state 
to follow through on its promises and to encourage further concessions. The lack of 
effect shown across models 2, 4, 6, and 8 in Table 1 further lends credence these claims.

In Table 2, we seek to further investigate the underlying mechanism behind hypothesis 
1 and the ways through which PGMs, around times of concessions, may discourage 
protest in an effort to spoil peace. Models 1 and 2 show the full sample examining the 
effect of concessions on PGM and NGM attack on civilians, respectively, while in models 
3 and 4 we restrict the sample to cases where PGM and NGM groups were present.

Figure 1.  Predicted probabilities.
Notes: The graph presents predicted probabilities of protest given PGM and Concessions. All other control variables are 
held at their observed values. The graph is created on the basis of Models 1, 3, 5, and 7. Computed with 95% confidence 
intervals.
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Concessions are a positive and statistically significant correlate of PGM attacks on 
civilians, showing support for hypothesis 2 and suggesting that such breakthroughs in 
the negotiation process between the government and rebels are likely to trigger violence 
against civilians by PGMs to ward off civilian-led initiatives that pressure for peace.65 
We contend that such violence by PGMs is the tool through which PGMs dampen 
mobilisation and participation in nonviolent action such as protests. Looking at NGM 
attacks on civilians, the coefficient of the Concessions variable is negative and not 
statistically significant. Hence, such critical moments in the negotiations between the 
conflict belligerents are not associated with civilian targeting by NGMs. Results also 
reveal that both PGM and NGM attacks on civilians are less likely to occur the longer 
the time since the last attack. Country-level controls as well as the intensity of the 
conflict between the government and the rebels do not have a distinguishable effect 
on the likelihood of PGM attacks targeting civilians.

We also seek to further assess whether a specific type of PGMs are responsible for 
spoiling the prospects for peace. PGMs are broadly categorised as semi-official or 
informal groups. “A semi-official PGM has a recognised legal or semi-official status,”66 
whereas informal groups have a much looser affiliation. Informal PGMs are clandestine 
agents of the government and they are not officially recognised by the regime.67 In 
our sample, about 26% of PGMs are defined as semi-official and the rest are informal 
PGM groups. Due to the small number of observations for semi-official PGMs we are 
only able to concentrate on informal PGMs for this additional analysis. To obtain 
information on whether PGMs are informal we use the Relational Pro-Government 
Militia Dataset (RPGMD).68

In Table 3, we replicate the analysis presented in Table 1, but with the inclusion 
of only informal PGM presence as a key explanatory variable, instead of all PGMs.

Here, we find a consistently statistically significant negative interaction term between 
concessions and informal PGMs. This suggests that it is likely the informal PGMs 

Table 2. L ogit regressions of PGMs attacks on civilians.
(1) (2) (3) (4)

PGM attacks on 
civilians

NGM attacks on 
civilians

PGM attacks on 
civilians

NGM attacks on 
civilians

Concessions (t-1) 0.968*** −0.223 1.115*** −0.045
(0.368) (0.263) (0.183) (0.507)

BRD (t-1) (log) 0.106 0.113** −0.066 0.087
(0.070) (0.052) (0.150) (0.063)

GDP p.c. (log) −0.169 −0.069 −0.434 −0.297***
(0.363) (0.106) (0.436) (0.110)

Polity 0.054 0.066 0.074 0.081
(0.075) (0.049) (0.064) (0.058)

Demonstrations (t-1) 0.115 −0.267 −0.148 −0.656**
(0.167) (0.179) (0.185) (0.293)

Strikes (t-1) 0.115 0.026 1.038*** 0.127
(0.421) (0.411) (0.384) (0.562)

Spontaneous riots (t-1) 0.492* 0.368* −0.619 0.078
(0.252) (0.200) (0.380) (0.277)

Time since last attack −0.105*** −0.090*** −0.074** −0.088***
on civilians (0.034) (0.020) (0.029) (0.019)
Constant 0.199 −0.632 3.927 2.358***

(2.324) (0.850) (2.760) (0.803)
N 1,773 1,773 216 403

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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spoiling and preventing civilian-led action to pressure for peace. Informal PGMs have 
strong incentives to discourage any form of pressure on the conflict parties to resolve 
the conflict as in the absence of conflict, their role should wane or become obsolete. 
Hence, such informal PGMs are likely to obstruct mobilisation and participation in 
protest action in an effort to spoil peace and keep the conflict ongoing. While we 
cannot directly test the effect of semi-official PGMs, in a similar manner as informal 
PGMs, we present evidence that namely informal PGMs tend to be spoilers of peace. 
More formalised groups are much less prevalent and should be less likely to engage 
in such activity, as the state is likely to have more control over them and to discourage 
any potential for spoiling. Yet, we leave to future research to determine whether 
semi-official PGMs produce similar effects to informal PGM groups or not, as data 
unavailability on semi-official PGMs obstruct us to do so. All in all, we contend that 
the persistent negative effect of PGM groups, especially informal PGMs, is a strong 
signal that PGMs deter protest action in order to break negotiations and keep the 
conflict ongoing.

Robustness Checks

In order to further examine the above findings, we conducted a series of additional 
analyses that are presented in the appendix. These include fixed effects regressions 
and further examination of the mechanism. Results presented in Tables A2–A4 of the 
appendix show that the findings presented in the primary models of Table 1 – models 
1 and 2 – remain the same under the condition of country-fixed effects, country-year 
fixed effects, and country-month fixed effects with the interaction of concessions and 
PGM presence remaining significant at the five percent level. In the appendix we also 
replicated the analysis presented in Table 1, but we do not include any control variables 

Table 3. L ogit regressions of protest incidence.
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Protest Pro-peace protest Protest (misc.) Protest ACLED

Concessions (t-1) 0.382** 0.178 0.631** 0.247
(0.172) (0.363) (0.278) (0.355)

PGM informal (t-1) 0.291* 0.451** 0.015 0.319
(0.154) (0.208) (0.295) (0.352)

Concessions x PGM −1.040*** −0.620* −1.393*** −1.611***
Informal (0.209) (0.344) (0.300) (0.321)
BRD (t-1) (log) 0.034 0.008 0.052 0.025

(0.035) (0.049) (0.037) (0.050)
GDP p.c. (log) 0.256* 0.221* 0.173 0.386**

(0.145) (0.125) (0.161) (0.183)
Polity −0.024 −0.029 0.004 0.093**

(0.034) (0.033) (0.046) (0.046)
Strikes (t-1) 0.452*** 0.159 0.633** 0.186

(0.161) (0.255) (0.281) (0.192)
Spontaneous riots (t-1) 0.752*** 0.611*** 0.683*** 0.785***

(0.161) (0.189) (0.172) (0.124)
Time since last event −0.051*** −0.028*** −0.010 −0.067***

(0.014) (0.008) (0.007) (0.021)
Constant −3.182*** −3.458*** −3.803*** −3.642**

(1.056) (0.944) (1.136) (1.421)
N 1,773 1,773 1,773 1,773

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2023.2222886
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(see Table A5). The findings hold, which suggests that they are not driven by the 
inclusion of controls.

In Table 2, we examine the likelihood of militia violence against civilians given the 
offering of concessions by the government. We believe it is also interesting to see 
whether militia violence against civilians increases in intensity when concessions are 
offered. To test this, the dependent variable of militia violence against civilians is 
replaced with a count of militia violence against civilian events. Results presented in 
the appendix suggest this is the case for PGMs with a result significant at the ten 
percent level. Again, there are no significant findings for NGMs.

Our key theoretical proposition states that when concessions are offered by the gov-
ernment, the presence of PGMs is likely to be associated with a lower likelihood of 
nonviolent demonstrations. Hence, we seek to explore whether this is the case also in 
terms of the number of nonviolent protest events in Table A7. Overall, the results closely 
resemble those presented in the main article with the notable exception of pro-peace 
protests. The intensity of pro-peace protests seems to be unaffected by PGM activity 
around the time of government concessions to rebel groups. This points to the conclu-
sion that if PGMs are unsuccessful in deterring pro-peace protest in the first place, then 
they are unlikely to play a decisive role in the intensity of pro-peace protest action.

Finally, in Tables A8 and A9 we redo the regressions presented in Table 1 and 
include additional controls to check whether our main finding holds. In particular, 
we seek to capture the repressive environment with an index on physical violence and 
an index on freedom of association taken from the Varieties of Democracy (VDEM) 
dataset.69 The former represents respect for physical integrity rights, while the latter 
captures the extent to which parties and civil society organisations are allowed to exist 
and operate. More repressive contexts are likely to see more militia activity and to 
dissuade collective mobilisation such as protests. We also include a variable measuring 
a country’s population size as more populous countries should have more potential 
participants in protests. With the variable state fiscal capacity from the VDEM dataset 
we seek to control for states’ strength as weaker states are likely to see more militia 
activity.70 Even with the inclusion of these variables, our main finding holds - when 
concessions are offered by the government, the presence of PGMs is likely to be 
associated with a lower likelihood of nonviolent demonstrations than if PGMs were 
not present.

Conclusions

The barriers to nonviolent mobilisation, especially in civil war contexts, are certainly 
numerous. Yet, in spite of the dangers, civilians have taken nonviolent action to protect 
themselves, challenge belligerents, influence their behaviour to stop the violence, and 
pressure conflict parties for peace.71 In this paper we show that PGMs are likely to 
be deterring protest action at key points in civil war peace processes, namely when 
concessions are offered by the state to rebel groups. Specifically, we present evidence 
which suggests that informal PGMs are likely the ones preventing peaceful demon-
strations by civilians and civil society actors in attempts to spoil peace and maintain 
a preferential status quo. PGMs are often viewed as spoilers of peace, and we agree 
with this characterisation. Our findings lend further support for it, specifically by 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2023.2222886
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2023.2222886
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2023.2222886
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uncovering a previously unexplored process through which PGMs negatively affect the 
chances for peaceful resolution of violent armed conflict. In particular, we show that 
PGMs tend to discourage protest action when concessions are offered to rebels by 
using violence against civilians, raising the costs to protest and placing a barrier to 
collective mobilisation to pressure for peace. While the data used in this paper are 
limited to the African continent only, we suspect that similar effects can be found 
elsewhere given that PGMs are agents used widely throughout the world. We leave it 
to future research to explore these associations beyond the African context as currently 
data availability limits us to do so.

In an effort to offer a more nuanced understanding of militias’ effects on conflict 
resolution developments, we also explore the role of NGMs. Our results from large-N 
analyses point to no substantial effect of NGMs on the likelihood of protest activity, 
which is another indication that PGMs are likely the key, albeit indirect, spoilers of 
peace via the suppression of protest activity.

This research uncovers a new path through which PGMs subvert the chances for 
sustainable peace and development. The prevention of inclusive peace processes through 
the suppression of civil society has wide-reaching detrimental effects. Hence, our 
findings have important implications for civil society, governments and the international 
community. If governments utilising PGMs, especially informal PGMs, are unable to 
control their agents, PGMs’ incentives to spoil peace can remain unabated. While the 
use of PGMs as a counterinsurgency tool by governments is instrumental in warding 
off armed actors, the threat to civil society participation in collective action, specifically 
in an effort to pressure for peace, is a critical sign that PGMs can be a double-edged 
sword. Civilians and civil society actors need to be wary of the ways through which 
PGMs might undermine their intentions to engage in collective nonviolent action such 
as protests. Just because their voices cannot be heard on the streets, does not mean 
they have nothing they would like to say. International actors must be cognisant of 
the impact PGMs have on civil society during peace processes. Where PGMs are 
present they must redouble their efforts to ensure safe spaces for civil society actors 
to guarantee opportunities for bridging divides and engagement in bridging activities 
such as collective demonstrations in support for peace.
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