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Abstract  

The study explores why a non-state armed actor supports another non-state armed 

actor, considering that most of the previous scholarship focuses on the effect of 

cooperation on conflict instead of the causes. By categorizing depths of cooperation from 

transactional, tactical, to strategic, the study, based on data from 1975-2017, concludes 

that (1) ethnicity is the strongest predictor for cooperation; (2) the same conflict issues 

raise the likelihood of cooperation; (3) the same state enemy has a positive but 

statistically insignificant effect; (4) the proxy’s combat intensity improves the chance for 

cooperation, whereas the effect of sponsor’s combat intensity is positive but not 

statistically significant; (5) the same ideology is positive and statistically significant only 

for the model with combat intensity; (6) the effect of religion is close to zero. However, 

this does not mean discrediting previous studies on the influence of religion on 

cooperation between non-state armed actors. Besides the quantitative outcomes, a case 

study on the 2012 Mali War aligns with the hypothesis of strategic cooperation. The case 

also aligns with the hypothesis of tactical cooperation on the effect of rivals and conflict 

issues but is ambiguous on the effect of ideology. The case also helps find the potential 

effective role of ethnicity in mobilizing religious armed organizations by operationalizing 

ethnic grievances and governmental incompetency to undermine counterinsurgency or 

counterterrorism approaches without decent political resolution. Further study needs to 

explore how religious armed actors operationalize ethnic identity, how to make a 

counterinsurgency strategy with complementary political and military solutions, and how 

culture, languages, and norms—components of ethnicity besides social interaction and 

kinship—affect the alignment, defection, and fragmentation of armed groups.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Rise of the Non-State Sponsor and Non-State Proxy 

Sponsor-proxy relationships involving non-state sponsors and non-state proxies 

are becoming more important to global affairs. The sum of violent non-state sponsors in 

armed conflicts has similarly risen as that of state patrons from 1975 to 2017.1 The 

exclusive non-state sponsors in 1975 were the Palestine Liberation Organization, 

National Union for the Total Independence of Angola, and Eritrean Liberation Front, 

whereas al Qaeda (AQ) has constantly been one of the primary sponsors after the Cold 

War.2 The sum of non-state patrons in armed conflicts was the highest in 2012, with 

thirty-eight non-state-organization patrons, and it has remained at over twenty from then 

on, including Al-Shabaab coaching Boko Haram.3 Although the state-focused studies 

represent most Cold War sponsors and proxies, the current environment is more complex 

because of more non-state sponsors with dissimilar ideologies and from many locations, 

such as al Qaeda, Hezbollah, and the National Patriotic Front of Liberia. Furthermore, the 

non-state sponsors have provided a variety of support to other non-state actors, including 

infrastructure/joint operations, weapons, material/logistics, training/expertise, funding, 

intelligence, access to territory, other, and unknown.4 Based on Moghadam and Wyss’ 

 
1 Vanessa Meier et al. “External support in armed conflicts: Introducing the UCDP external support dataset 
(ESD), 1975–2017.” Journal of Peace Research 60, no. 3 (2023): 545-554. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/00223433221079864.  
2 Vanessa Meier et al. “External support in armed conflicts: Introducing the UCDP external support 
dataset”. 
3 Vanessa Meier et al. “External support in armed conflicts: Introducing the UCDP external support 
dataset”. 
4 Vanessa Meier. “UCDP External Support Dataset (ESD) Codebook Version 18.1”. UCDP, updated 2021, 
https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/extsup/ESD/ucdp-esd-181.pdf.  
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publication in 2020, this phenomenon of non-state sponsor-proxy is understudied. 

Despite more pro-government third-party intervention in armed conflicts against non-

state violent organizations in the 21st century, the growth of non-state sponsors needs to 

be explored to understand the reasons behind their rise and their resilience to 

counterterrorism.5 Thus, why does a non-state actor sponsor another non-state actor?  

Existing studies have explored collaboration and hostility among non-state violent 

organizations, but they need to be updated. Until now, many publications have paid 

attention to ideologies and assets. According to terrorism information from 1987 to 2005, 

animosity and collaboration are caused mainly by resource disputes and cumulation.6 

Moreover, animosity pertains to the drug business, national sponsorship, ethnic 

backgrounds, and operations in a civil conflict or a democracy, whereas collaboration is 

related to controlling land, a moderate number of members (100-999), and religions.7 

Also, based on data from 1950 to 2016, non-state violent groups, which share identical 

ideologies, tend to maintain strong alliances when facing repressive measures from state 

actors.8 Even though these publications are fantastic, international security has 

transformed substantially since 2005, and scientific improvement would also shape the 

development, structures, and activities of violent organizations. For instance, social 

media is a popular platform for publicity, enrollment, and mobilization. In addition, 

although these studies pay attention to collaboration, they focus on cooperation in general 

 
5 Vanessa Meier et al. “External support in armed conflicts: Introducing the UCDP external support 
dataset". 
6 Brian J. Phillips. “Terrorist Group Rivalries and Alliances: Testing Competing Explanations” Studies in 
Conflict & Terrorism 42, no.11 (2018): 997-1019. https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2018.1431365.  
7 Brian J. Phillips. “Terrorist Group Rivalries and Alliances: Testing Competing Explanations” 
8 Christopher W. Blair et al. “Honor Among Thieves: Understanding Rhetorical and Material Cooperation 
Among Violent Nonstate Actors.” International Organization 76, no. 1 (2022): 164–203. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818321000114.  
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rather than distinguishing among different types or levels of cooperation. Thus, it is 

crucial to research non-state sponsors with post-2005 data and establish the connections 

between the characteristics of non-state actors and the sponsorship of external support 

and cooperation.  

Moreover, existing studies on external support to rebel groups mainly emphasize 

its effect rather than its causes. External support from a nation or a non-state actor may 

prolong the civil war.9 Rebels that attain fungible resources, like finance and weapons, 

from a third party are less prone to stop the conflict than those that do not.10 Aiming to 

boost rebels’ offensive ability against targets important to state interests, sponsors of 

external support encourage proxy rebels to act more aggressively.11 External support is 

related to reduced war duration when third-party support is rendered to powerful rebel 

groups and related to a rising possibility of decisive conflict results.12 External support to 

boost rebels’ ability to resist repression from a nation encourages them to focus on 

survival primarily and is related to an extended war duration.13 A nonstate violent group 

that gets funding, weapons, or training from a third party is more prone to offer education 

and healthcare to civilians, whereas direct armed intervention to a rebel group has little 

influence on the group’s social service provision.14 Instead of focusing on the impact of 

 
9 Matthew Testerman. “Removing the Crutch: External Support and the Dynamics of Armed Conflict”, 
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 38, no. 7 (2015), 529-542: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2015.1016312.  
10 Katherine Sawyer et. al. “The Role of External Support in Civil War Termination”. Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 61, no. 6 (2017): 1174-1202. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002715600761 
11 Jordan Roberts. “Targeting and Resistance: Reassessing the Effect of External Support on the Duration 
and Outcome of Armed Conflict.” Civil Wars 21, no. 3 (2019): 362–84. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698249.2019.1648631. 
12 Jordan Roberts. “Targeting and Resistance: Reassessing the Effect of External Support” 
13 Jordan Roberts. “Targeting and Resistance: Reassessing the Effect of External Support” 
14 Reyko Huang and Patricia L Sullivan. “Arms for education? External support and rebel social services” 
Journal of Peace Research 58, no. 4 (2021): 794-808, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343320940749.  
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rebel cooperation, this study will focus on a nonstate sponsor's and proxy’s features 

related to external support. 

1.2 Dynamics between a nonstate sponsor and its proxies 

It is significant to study the factors related to nonstate sponsors’ support because 

their external support plays a different role in international security than traditional state 

support, as nonstate sponsors use their proxies differently. Assaf Moghadam and Michel 

Wyss wrote a thorough essay about the dynamics between a nonstate sponsor and its 

proxies. Classical views state that the role of proxies to state sponsors is advancing their 

strategic and political interests in a cost-effective method, meanwhile slashing the 

potential of major military operations.15 Therefore, a nation primarily regards a proxy as 

an ancillary and generally a military way to achieve its strategic aims.  

Like a state sponsor, a nonstate sponsor uses a proxy for political and military 

purposes but mostly treats it as a political instrument. For a nonstate sponsor, one of its 

major political goals is accumulating political power for legitimacy.16 According to 

Moghadam and Wyss, this does not indicate that a proxy’s military usage is insignificant, 

but its military power is supplementary to its political function. As a result, a nonstate 

sponsor prefers exploring a proxy that speaks for a bigger proportion of people to enlarge 

the sponsor’s political sway, primarily utilizing the proxy militarily for supplementary 

security and management rather than assaults. 17 

 
15 Assaf Moghadam and Michel Wyss. "The Political Power of Proxies: Why Nonstate Actors Use Local 
Surrogates." International Security 44, no. 4 (2020): 119-157. https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/754067.  
16 Assaf Moghadam and Michel Wyss. "The Political Power of Proxies” 
17 Assaf Moghadam and Michel Wyss. "The Political Power of Proxies" 
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A nonstate sponsor has more capability worries than a national one because lower 

capability makes institutional survival and enlargement harder for a nonstate actor, while 

a national sponsor with higher ability commonly does not worry about survival and 

enlargement.18 Moreover, the capacity difference is likely to be minor in nonstate 

sponsor-proxy relations than in a national sponsor with a nonstate proxy, so the relation 

between a nonstate supporter and a nonstate proxy tends to be relatively equal.19 

Likewise, a nonstate patron with low to middle capability relies on its proxy more likely 

due to necessities, imposing less influence on its proxy.20 Hence, the relation between a 

nonstate supporter and its proxy is utilitarian and practical rather than enduring, which 

means that a nonstate supporter-proxy relationship is weaker and more prone to being 

manipulated by its proxy and actors who prefer disrupting the relations.21 

In sum, a nonstate sponsor generally prioritizes the political influence of its proxy 

over its military usage, and the nonstate proxy-sponsor relationship is likely to be 

relatively equal, transient, and pragmatic due to less power difference. Considering the 

differences between the end goals of nonstate sponsors and state sponsors and the rising 

cases of nonstate sponsors, it is crucial to look beyond the effect of a nonstate sponsor-

proxy relationship and to explore what makes a nonstate sponsor provide support to its 

proxy by looking into why and how they cooperate.  

 
18 Assaf Moghadam and Michel Wyss. "The Political Power of Proxies" 
19 Assaf Moghadam and Michel Wyss. "The Political Power of Proxies” 
20 Assaf Moghadam and Michel Wyss. "The Political Power of Proxies" 
21 Assaf Moghadam and Michel Wyss. "The Political Power of Proxies" 
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2. Literature: Mechanism Behind Why Sponsors Provide 
External Support 

2.1 Collective Identity 

Collective identity could be formed through ideologies and frames to help build 

cooperative relations. A violent group is more likely to collaborate with another group if 

they share similar ideologies and common enemies. However, not all violent groups with 

these similar features cooperate. Thus, a new variable besides ideology and enemy needs 

to be added to explain nonstate cooperation. To establish cooperative behaviors, terrorist 

groups have to engage in identity convergence to incorporate each other’s causes and 

ideas by framing a broader coalition of enemies or demonstrating that their causes are 

interconnected.22 As a result, cooperation or an alliance is established and maintained 

through identifying and framing a collective identity and discourse to bind the various 

organizations together.  

One possible way to frame a collective identity is incorporating conflict issues, 

which generally describe a violent organization’s stated cause to alter the politics or 

society, such as incompatibility with government, territory, and government and 

territory.23 For instance, the PFLP offered training to the Red Army in Japan, but they 

shared left-wing and anti-imperialist ideologies without sharing the same conflict issues. 

Specially, Israel and Japan were not the major concerns to the Red Army and the PFLP 

respectively.24 In other words, the PFLP was incompatible with Israel, whereas the Red 

 
22 Tricia Bacon. “Is the Enemy of My Enemy My Friend?”.  Security Studies 27, no.3 (2018): 345-378, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2017.1416813.  
23 Johan Brosché et al. “UCDP CID Codebook version 23.1”, Department of Peace and Conflict Research, 
Uppsala University. 2023, https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/cid/UCDP_CID_Codebook_231.pdf.  
24 Tricia Bacon. “Is the Enemy of My Enemy My Friend?”. 
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Army in Japan was incompatible with Japan. Nevertheless, they managed to frame a 

collective identity based on a common fight against imperialism by claiming the causes 

of the two organizations are linked, publicizing a propaganda video and a book.25 In 

contrast, the PFLP-SOG and the Weathermen decided not to ally with each other despite 

sharing the same anti-imperialist and anti-US ideology.26 The cooperation cannot be 

formed because the Weathermen rarely focused on Palestine. Within the ample amount of 

propaganda from Weathermen, its support for Palestinian liberation was seldom 

mentioned, compared to the content related to the Civil Rights Movement and anti-

Vietnam War.27 Likewise, because Weathermen was incompatible with the US instead of 

Israel, the PFLP-SOG failed to cooperate because they were partially incompatible with 

different state actors. Therefore, conflict issues could be the additional mechanism behind 

cooperation between violent organizations, besides common enemies and ideologies, by 

helping with framing a common identity. 

2.2 Systematic Classification of Rebel Coalitions 

 A 2015 article in the New York Times illuminated the possible implications of the 

Islamic State and its growing affiliates when it claimed that ISIS was spreading “beyond 

its base in Syria and Iraq to establish militant affiliates in Afghanistan, Algeria, Egypt 

and Libya” and thus “raising the prospect of a new global war on terror.”28 Although ISIS 

 
25 “Emergence of the Japanese Red Army”. CIA, June 18, 1997, 
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/DOC_0000105163.pdf.  
26 Tricia Bacon. “Is the Enemy of My Enemy My Friend?”.  
27 Weather Underground, “Prairie Fire: The Politics of Revolutionary Anti-Imperialism” (San Francisco: 
Communications Co, 1974). 
28 Eric Schmitt & David D. Kirkpatrick. “Islamic State Sprouting Limbs Beyond Its Base” The New York 
Times, February 14, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/15/world/middleeast/islamic-state-sprouting-
limbs-beyond-mideast.html?smid=url-share.  
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was looking for partners around the world, collaborative relations between rebel groups 

feature important qualitative differences and thus present various levels of risks to 

international security. Assaf Moghadam’s 2015 article Terrorist Affiliations in Context 

categorized militant cooperation into high-end collaboration, such as mergers and 

strategic cooperation, and low-end cooperation, like tactical and transactional 

collaborations. His criterion for the categorization was based on the intended period of 

cooperation, the level of interdependence and trust, and collaborative activities across one 

or many areas—ideological, logistical, and operational. 

2.2.1 High-end Cooperation 

2.2.1.1 Merger 

A merger is the full extent of collaboration expected for an infinite period, 

involving the integration of cooperating organizations’ commanding framework, fighters, 

and resources.29 Likewise, a merger involves actions across the ideological, logistical, 

and operational domains, framing a collective identity.30 A merger is good for rebel 

organizations that suffer from finance, mobilization, and identity impasse as a less 

powerful group that merges with a more powerful one could use the reputation of the 

more powerful group for recruitment.31 Generally, a merger could better stimulate 

 
29 Tricia Bacon, “Strange Bedfellows or Brothers-in-Arms: Why Terrorist Organizations Ally” (Ph.D. 
Dissertation, Georgetown University, 2013), 753-754 
30 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
CTC Sentinel 8, no. 3, March 2015, https://ctc.westpoint.edu/terrorist-affiliations-in-context-a-typology-of-
terrorist-inter-group-cooperation/.  
31 Daniel Byman. “Buddies or Burdens? Understanding the Al Qaeda Relationship with Its Affiliate 
Organizations.” Security Studies 23, no. 3, 1 August 2014: 431–70, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2014.935228. 
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structural learning and innovations since ideas and knowledge circulate more efficiently 

in one entity.32 

Considering the benefits of merging, some successful mergers have been 

influential terrorist entities. The Hizballah of Lebanon, the merger of various entities like 

Amal, the Muslim Students Union, the Dawa party of Lebanon, and others, was the 

outcome of Iran’s consolidation of many violent Shia organizations in Lebanon.33 Also, 

al-Qaeda in Iraq was the consolidation of Ayman al-Zawahiri’s Egyptian Islamic Jihad 

(EIJ) and Usama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda.34 

2.2.1.2 Strategic Cooperation 

Strategic cooperation, another high-end collaboration intended to last a long time, 

includes cooperation in ideological, logistical, and some operational actions, but allies 

maintain some levels of independence. An example of a strategic cooperation is between 

al-Qaeda (AQ) and other organizations, such as al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, al-

Shabab, and Jabhat al-Nusra.35 Strategic cooperation encourages sharing combatants and 

a large amount of knowledge, while keeping the management of its own resources and 

the different command structures of its own group.36 Since the allies’ collaborative effort 

requires repeated dialogues between the leaders, the allies need to trust each other and 

establish specific frameworks or managers to regulate the strategic cooperation.37 

 
32 Daniel Byman. “Buddies or Burdens? Understanding the Al Qaeda Relationship with Its Affiliate 
Organizations.” 
33 Matthew Levitt, Hezbollah: The Global Footprint of Lebanon’s Party of God (Washington, DC: 
Georgetown University Press, 2013), p. 11-12 
34 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
35 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
36 Tricia Bacon, “Strange Bedfellows or Brothers-in-Arms: Why Terrorist Organizations Ally” (Ph.D. 
Dissertation, Georgetown University, 2013), 754 
37 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
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Eventually, strategic partners share high degrees of confidence in each other, ideological 

alignment, and consensus on strategic affairs, maybe maintaining insignificant 

differences in ideological or strategic domains.38 

2.2.2 Low-end Cooperation 

Low-end cooperation, ranging from tactical to transactional, is dissimilar from its 

high-end counterpart in a number of ways. Some low-end collaborations could last or 

transform into strategic ones.39 However, low-end collaboration mostly covers a shorter 

period of time than a merger or strategic cooperation, and it is mainly subjected to the test 

of ever-changing interests between partners since they keep all or the majority of their 

independence.40 Additionally, low-end collaboration most likely only encompasses 

collaborations on particular affairs or areas because it emphasizes utilitarianism rather 

than a similar ideology. 41 For example, strategic cooperation is more likely to emphasize 

ideological commonality, like believing in the Communist or Salafist ideology, but the 

ideological similarity is less important for tactical cooperation. The intermittent tactical 

cooperation between Sunni AQ and Shiite Hizballah could demonstrate the insignificance 

of ideological similarity for tactical cooperation.42 Likewise, transactional and tactical 

cooperation could be established over one or some ordinary interests despite allies’ very 

different ideologies. At last, pragmatism prevails over ideological affinity in low-end 

 
38 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”.  
39 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
40 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
41 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
42 National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, The 9/11 Commission Report. (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2004), 240-241.  



 
 

 

   
 

11  

forms of cooperation, and it is important to acknowledge that low-end cooperation 

seldom needs more trust than high-end one.43 

2.2.2.1 Tactical Cooperation 

Tactical cooperation, requiring relatively more commitment than the transactional 

one, is derived from shared interests, which are subjected to constant changes, mostly 

without the need for shared ideology.44 Because tactical partners’ interests may change 

frequently, the partnership is expected to be short or terminate suddenly once mutual 

interests are gone. A tactical collaboration often happens between violent armed groups 

in intrastate conflicts or insurgent warfare as short-term mutual benefits contribute to a 

partnership without a shared ideology.45 After the overthrow of Saddam Hussein during 

the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, ousted Baathists and radical Islamists became tactical allies 

with the present consensus of creating chaos and terminating US occupation.46 

2.2.2.2 Transactional Cooperation 

The lowest end of cooperation is transactional cooperation, which is like business 

transactions concerning the resource or ideological domain. The transactional relation of 

material interests could range from a singular exchange to regular business dealings 

based on a stipulated relationship.47 Specifically, this relation is like barter. For example, 

the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) of Sri Lanka was a party of many 

transactional relations as it acted as a weapon seller and advised on weapon use to many 

 
43 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
44 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
45 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
46 Mohammed M. Hafez, Suicide Bombers in Iraq: The Strategy and Ideology of Martyrdom (Washington, 
DC: United States Institute of Peace Press, 2007), pp. 52-54. 
47 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
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rebel organizations.48 Since cooperative behaviors are limited to some specific 

transactions without expecting an extended relationship, the partners keep complete 

autonomy and often collaborate on only one area, usually a logistical area like weapon 

support.49 Rebel groups involved in transactional material collaboration do not require 

akin organizational structures, ideology, or even a shared adversary.50  

Transactional ideological cooperation involves pledging allegiance, like JNIM's 

pledge to the AQ. For instance, a pledging organization could be alternated through its 

capability to endorse the senior party's trademark.51 Although a pledge of allegiance may 

not indicate future logistical and operational cooperation, a claim of ideological 

collaboration highlights the actor’s will to conduct potential tactical, strategic, and even 

merging cooperation in the future.52  

2.2.3 Evaluation and Summary 

 Not all cooperation is the same according to the expected duration of cooperation, 

the extent of interdependence, and the domains of cooperation. A merger, high-end 

cooperation, is the integration of at least two organizations, indicating cooperation across 

ideological, logistical, and operational areas for an expected infinite period. Another 

high-end collaboration, a strategic cooperation, cooperates primarily in the ideological 

and logistical domains and potentially in some operational activities for possibly a long 

time, meaning that allies trust each other and share resources and similar ideology but 

still have their own resources and command structures. With their independent resources 

 
48 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
49 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
50 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
51 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
52 Assaf Moghadam. “Terrorist Affiliations in Context: A Typology of Terrorist Inter-Group Cooperation”. 
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and leadership but surrendering a little independence, strategic cooperation needs to set 

up specific infrastructure and point persons to manage uncertainty and information-

sharing across allies.  

 Overall, low-end cooperation requires no shared ideology and less trust than high-

end cooperation but requires mutual interests to motivate the cooperation. For tactical 

cooperation, allies maintain independence and only cooperate on one or a few domains 

related to the mutual interests subjected to constant shifts, thereby making tactical 

cooperation more pragmatic and less about similar ideologies. Likewise, tactical 

cooperation tends to have a shorter lifespan than a strategic cooperation and is very likely 

to terminate once mutual interests are gone. Lastly, transactional cooperation is close to 

business dealings and barter concerning resource and ideological domains, such as 

weapons selling and pledge of allegiance. Therefore, it is expected to be highly random 

as it does not require similar organizational interests, trust, or shared identity.  

2.3 Classify External Support into Levels of Cooperation 

 Although various levels of cooperation were clarified, there is no specification 

regarding the exact types of external support or exchange related to the cooperation. The 

UCDP currently tracks several types of external support, which could be categorized into 

strategic, tactical, and transactional cooperation. Specifically, the triad-year UCDP ESD 

tracks several forms of external support by nonstate sponsors to nonstate recipients, 

including access to infrastructure/joint ops, weapons, material/logistics, 

training/expertise, funding, intelligence, access to territory, other support, and unknown 

support. A merger is dismissed since it basically indicates the complete integration and 

loss of independence of each organization. Since strategic cooperation involves 
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operational, logistical, and ideological domains, infrastructure/joint ops with at least one 

type of different support could be determined as strategic collaboration. If the external 

support only happens as weapon support, a combination of weapon support and training, 

or a combination of weapon support and training and other support, these could be 

considered as transactional cooperation because weapon support with or without training 

attached is one of the most common barters between violent organizations. Finally, if the 

support only happens in one domain and is not solely weapon support, it would be 

considered tactical cooperation since it only involves a particular area. 

Table 1. Levels of Cooperation 

Strategic Cooperation Infrastructure/Joint Ops + At Least One Another 
Support 

Tactical Cooperation One Type of Support, Except Weapon Support 

Transactional Cooperation 
Weapon Support; A Combination of Weapon Support 
and Training; or A Combination of Weapon Support, 

Training, and other support 
  

2.4 Identity Motivations of Different Levels of Cooperation 

 Since strategic cooperation involves collaboration on operations, logistics, and 

ideology, this mostly requires the alignment of conflict issues, ideologies, and enemies. 

This is because strategic cooperation on multiple fronts needs mutual understanding on a 

strategic level, the partial integration of command and control, and the relinquishment of 

a small portion of independence. Therefore, strategic cooperation could not possibly be 

achieved without identity convergence. Likewise, strategic cooperation possibly 

correlates with the same ideology, rivals, and conflict issues.  

 For tactical cooperation, we could expect alignment on conflict issues and 

enemies rather than ideology because this cooperation is mostly based on pragmatism and 
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the ever-changing interests of each organization. Conflict issues and common enemies 

play major roles in shaping the interests of different organizations, so they would be very 

important for tactical collaboration due to the necessity of common goals.  

 Finally, as common transactional cooperation, weapon support and the 

combination of weapon and training with or without other support may not be determined 

by identity and conflict issues. Barter could happen between organizations as long as they 

are not rivals, producing that common identity, ideology, and conflict issues may not play 

a role in transactional cooperation.  
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3. Hypothesis 

H1: A violent organization is more likely to establish a strategic cooperation if the 

proxy and it share the same conflict issues, ideologies, and rivals.  

H2: A violent organization is more likely to establish tactical cooperation if the 

proxy and it have the same rivals and conflict issues rather than ideologies.  

H3: The effect of common conflict issues, rivals, and ideologies on transactional 

cooperation may not be significant.  
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4. Methods 

In the end, various kinds of external support could be classified into strategic, 

tactical, and transactional cooperation established and maintained by the identity 

formation. All types of cooperation require logistical or operational external support 

except for the pledge of allegiance.  

4.1 Dependent Variables 

The data of this study would mainly draw from the up-to-date triad-year UCDP 

External Support Dataset (ESD) version 18.1, UCDP Actor Dataset version 24.1, UCDP 

Conflict Issues Dyad-issue-year Dataset version 23.2, UCDP Dyadic Dataset version 

24.1. So far, the triad-year UCDP ESD tracks several forms of external support by 

nonstate sponsors to nonstate recipients, including access to infrastructure/joint ops (Y, 

564 supporter-recipient years), weapons (W, 163 supporter-recipient years), 

material/logistics (M, 117 supporter-recipient years), training/expertise (T, 337 supporter-

recipient years), funding (F, 84 supporter-recipient years), intelligence (I, 43 supporter-

recipient years), access to territory (L, 151 supporter-recipient years), other support (O, 

66 supporter-recipient years), and unknown support (U, 29 supporter-recipient years). 

Also, many types of support go together. Specifically, out of the sample size of 980 

nonstate sponsor-nonstate proxy dyads, there are 619 dyads receiving one type of 

support, 211 dyads receiving 2 types, 97 dyads receiving 3 types, 43 dyads receiving 4 

types, and 10 dyads receiving 5 types. Finally, if a proxy received at least two types of 

support from a sponsor, one of them being infrastructure/joint ops, this support would be 

regarded as the dependent proxy variable for strategic cooperation. If a proxy acquired 
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one type of non-weapon support, the support would be regarded as the proxy variable for 

tactical cooperation. Lastly, if a proxy gets weapon support or a set of weapons and 

training/expertise with or without other support, the support is considered as the proxy 

variable for transactional cooperation. 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Dependent Variables 
Levels of Cooperation Sample Sizes 

Transactional 154 
Tactical 1172 
Strategic 359 

 

4.2 Predictors/Independent Variables 

The predictors/independent variables will be ideology, ethnicity, religions, and 

conflict issues (incompatibility over government, territory, and government and territory) 

to see if there are identity’s differences between allies. And the predictors also include 

common enemy (common enemies are identified by dyad information from UCDP 

Dyadic Dataset) to demonstrate if some sponsor’s interests align with some proxy’s 

interest.  

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variables 

Predictors Size Mean Standard 
Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Same Enemy 1,850 0.124 0.330 0 1 
Same Ethnicity 1,850 0.506 0.500 0 1 
Same Ideology 1,850 0.940 0.238 0 1 
Same Religion 1,850 0.877 0.328 0 1 

Same 
Incompatibility 

1,850 0.510 0.500 0 1 
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4.3 Multinomial Logistic Regression 

Levels of Cooperation = same ideology (1/0) + same ethnicity (1/0) + same 

religions (1/0) + common conflict issues (1/0) + common rivals (1/0) 
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5. Results 

Table 4. Multinomial Logistic Regression Results 

Independent Variables 
Dependent Variables 

Tactical vs. Transactional Strategic vs. 
Transactional 

Common State Enemy 0.566* 
 (0.324) 

0.515  
(0.373) 

Same Ethnicity 2.426***  
(0.281) 

3.441***  
(0.303) 

Same Ideology 0.574* 
(0.335) 

0.558 
(0.442) 

Same Religion -0.046  
(0.294) 

-0.330  
(0.346) 

Same Incompatibility 0.731***  
(0.189) 

0.518** 
(0.216) 

Constant 0.466 
(0.400) 

-0.993** 
(0.501) 

Akaike Information Criterion 2,490.382 
Note *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

Sample Size 1685 

According to the multinomial logistic regression model (Table 4) with 

transactional cooperation as the base category, ethnicity alignment is the strongest driving 

force behind tactical and strategic cooperation, while shared conflict issues have positive 

but smaller effect on them. The effect of having identical ideologies and state enemy on 

cooperation is moderate and not statistically significant, while the influence of religious 

alignment is weak and not statistically significant. Specifically (the effects of all 

predictors are odds ratios), the same ethnicity greatly raises the possibility of both tactical 

(11.315) and strategic (31.214) cooperation; same ideology also raises the likelihood of 

tactical and strategic cooperation, and the effect of it on tactical cooperation (1.776, 

statistically insignificant) is a little stronger than that of strategic cooperation (1.748, 

statistically insignificant); shared conflict issues moderately raised the possibility of 
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moving from transactional cooperation to tactical (2.077, statistically significant) or 

strategic (1.679, statistically significant) cooperation; same state enemy slightly boosts 

tactical (1.761, statistically insignificant) and strategic (1.674, statistically insignificant) 

cooperation. Finally, same religion, a statistically insignificant predictor, does not really 

affect tactical (0.955) or strategic cooperation (0.719). 

To better evaluate the results, predictors related to the combat intensity level are 

added to create a new model since intensive combat would exert immense pressure on the 

structure of a violent organization (Table 7). The intensity level for each active conflict 

year is either minor (1 = between 25 and 999 combat deaths in a year) or war (2 = 1,000 

or more combat deaths in one year).53 Making intensity level new independent variables 

may improve model fit because violent organizations are inclined to maintain material 

collaboration when confronting attacks from state actors. As a result, proxy_intensity and 

sponsor_intensity, two new predictors, indicate the intensity of combat the proxy endures 

and the sponsor endures, respectively, each active-conflict year. They would be added to 

build a new multinomial logistic model to test the results. 

Table 5 Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) 
Same State Enemy 1.130960 1.148478 

Same Ethnicity 1.064298 1.248594 
Same Ideology 1.141697 1.193078 
Same Religion 1.185527 1.287054 

Same Incompatibility 1.064718 1.060735 
Proxy Intensity  1.222672 

Sponsor Intensity  1.027293 
 

 
53 Therese Pettersson. “UCDP Dyadic Dataset Codebook Version 24.1”. Uppsala Conflict Data Program, 
2024. https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/.  
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Table 6. Sample Size of Proxy Intensity and Sponsor Intensity 
New Predictors Sample Size of 1 Sample Size of 2 Sum 

Sponsor Intensity 689 262 951 
Proxy Intensity 1087 546 1633 

 

Table 7. Multinomial Logistic Regression Results with Conflict Intensity 

Independent Variables 
Dependent Variables 

Tactical vs. Transactional Strategic vs. 
Transactional 

Common State Enemy 0.335 
 (0.422) 

0.630 
(0.533) 

Same Ethnicity 4.069***  
(0.489) 

4.217***  
(0.549) 

Same Ideology 0.995** 
(0.492) 

1.417** 
(0.681) 

Same Religion -0.671*  
(0.405) 

-1.800***  
(0.482) 

Same Incompatibility 0.915***  
(0.302) 

1.955*** 
(0.383) 

Proxy Intensity 2.751*** 
(0.464) 

3.552*** 
(0.535) 

Sponsor Intensity 0.026 
(0.297) 

0.691* 
(0.367) 

Constant -0.487 
(0.523) 

-3.003*** 
(0.738) 

Akaike Information Criterion 871.444 
Note *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

Sample Size 760 

After adding proxy_intensity and sponsor_intensity, ethnicity alignment remains 

the strongest predictor for both tactical (58.489) and strategic (67.851) cooperation. 

Proxy intensity significantly affects tactical (15.653) and (34.891) strategic cooperation, 

whereas sponsor intensity is not statistically significant for tactical (1.026) and strategic 

(1.995) cooperation. Common state enemy (1.399 for tactical, 1.878 for strategic) is not 
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statistically significant. Like the model without intensity, ideological alignment has a 

statistically insignificant effect on strategic (4.125) cooperation and tactical (2.706) 

cooperation, but the effect of common conflict issues is statistically significant for both 

tactical (2.497) and strategic (7.064) cooperation. Unlike the model without intensity, the 

effect of identical religion is statistically significant on strategic (0.165) cooperation 

rather than on (0.511) tactical cooperation. After adding conflict intensity, the sample 

size changes from 1685 to 760 because the conflict intensity variables only consider the 

years when there are more than 25 combat deaths, so samples with years that have less 

than 25 combat deaths or no active combat are disregarded.  

5.1 Robustness Check 

 To check the robustness of the models, I presented the variance inflation factor 

(VIF) (Table 5) and re-run the models with ordinal logistic regression. All VIF values are 

less then 2, which means that there is no correlation and no multicollinearity. According 

to the ordinal models (Table 8), ethnicity remains the strongest predictor. Like the 

multinomial models, the effects of the same state enemy, ideology, and incompatibility 

are still positive, and the effect of religion is still close to zero. Proxy intensity remains 

positive and statistically significant, and the sponsor intensity is still positive but 

statistically insignificant. The model fit still improves by adding the combat intensity 

variables, but the multinomial logistic regression models both fit better than the ordinal 

logistic regression models.  

Table 8. Ordinal Logistic Regression Models 

Independent Variables Dependent Variables 
Cooperation Levels 
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Common State Enemy 0.222 
 (0.814) 

0.714** 
(0.333) 

Same Ethnicity 1.589***  
(0.127) 

2.041***  
(0.217) 

Same Ideology 0.303 
(0.271) 

1.155***  
(0.437) 

Same Religion -0.274  
(0.189) 

-1.239***  
(0.288) 

Same Incompatibility 0.115  
(0.109) 

0.851*** 
(0.190) 

Proxy Intensity  1.923***                              
(0.245)    

Sponsor Intensity  0.319                      
(0.200) 

Sample Size 1685 760 

Akaike Information Criterion 2524.49 935.1205 
Note *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

 

5.2 Summary of Results 

Overall, ethnicity is the strongest predictor. The same conflict issues have positive 

and statistically significant influence on cooperation according to the multinomial 

models, while the same ideology is positive but is only statistically significant for the 

models with intensity. The same enemy has a positive effect but is statistically 

insignificant for the multinomial logistic models and ordinal logistic model without 

intensity. The model fit improves by adding combat intensity predictors. Combat 

intensity for the proxy crucially improves the chance for strategic cooperation more than 

that for tactical cooperation, whereas sponsor intensity is positive but statistically 

insignificant. The effect of religion is close to zero in all models. However, this does not 

mean discrediting previous studies on the influence of religion on the cooperation of 

nonstate armed actors.  
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6. Discussions 

The quantitative effect of ideology and proxy combat intensity aligns with 

previous academic discoveries that ideological alignment and repressive attacks from a 

state actor positively correlate with cooperation. Moreover, for a violent armed group, 

survival and function are highly essential, so there is no denying that proxy conflict 

intensity plays a role in promoting cooperation. However, sponsor intensity is positive 

but not statistically significant, probably because the sponsor is more likely to offer 

support if the sponsor is not experiencing active intensive combat that drains many 

resources. Specifically, the sample size of the model without combat intensity is more 

than twice that of the model with combat intensity. In addition, the sum of the proxy 

intensity variable is much more than that of the sponsor intensity variable, which means 

that sponsors tend to provide for proxies when the sponsors are not fighting active battles. 

Although the influence of religion is minimal and sometimes statistically insignificant, 

this result does not mean denying previous scholarship on the role of religion. However, 

the result highlights that religion is only a part of the collective identity of cooperation 

with other crucial factors, like ethnicity, ideology, enemy, and conflict issues.  

Conflict issues are added as a new variable to study its effect on cooperation since 

many organizations with the same ideology and enemy do not cooperate with each other. 

The models demonstrate that conflict issues do often play a role in cooperation since they 

show the stated goals of nonstate armed groups. Considering that violent groups 

cooperate when there are compatible interests, conflict goals and conflict issues cannot be 

ignored since they shape the violent groups’ comprehension of interests. Nevertheless, 
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because of the constant changing interests and goals of violent groups, collaboration 

between groups may need a more solid and stable foundation for identity convergence, 

which could be ethnicity.  

Finally, even though previous quantitative research has shown that ethnic 

background is a statistically significant predictor of rivalry instead of cooperation, the 

study demonstrates that the role of ethnic background in cooperation is vital. Considering 

the rise of ethnic civil wars and ethnonationalism after the Cold War, it is not surprising 

to discover that ethnic alignment positively correlates with cooperation by using conflict 

datasets from 1975 to 2017. An established ethnic identity is incredibly unyielding and 

difficult to alter, despite external pressure, due to the sturdy connection among ethnicity, 

self-perception, and sense of belonging.54 Hence, it is a resilient foundation for 

mobilizing nonstate armed groups and their cooperation because violent groups need a lot 

of resources from many avenues and strong identity mobilization to survive and fight 

against mostly state actors. Likewise, the strong role of ethnicity in cooperation, 

especially high-end strategic cooperation, is apparent because ethnicity, one of the most 

resilient identity traits, provides solid justification for identity and resource mobilization. 

6.1 Case Study: The Shifting Cooperation in the 2012 Mali War 

The Mali War in 2012 featured the cooperation, merging, and hostility among 

multiple non-state armed groups. It not only indicates the interaction between cooperation 

 
54 Yılmaz, Muzaffer Ercan. “The Rise of Ethnic Nationalism, Intra-State Conflicts and Conflict 
Resolution”. TESAM Akademi Dergisi 5, no. 1 (2018): 11-33. 
https://doi.org/10.30626/tesamakademi.393051.  
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and factors, like enemy, ideology, religion, battle intensity, and conflict goals, but also 

the mobilization power of ethnic identity and the downsides of a counterterrorism 

strategy without integral political solutions. 

6.1.1 Background 

While the Mali military was taking over the government, the National Movement 

for the Liberation of Azawad (MNLA), a secular separatist organization, allied with the 

Salafi-Jihadist groups—including Ansar al Dine (AAD), Al Qaeda in the Islamic 

Maghreb (AQIM), and Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa (MOJWA) — to 

conquer and occupy the northern Mali in 2012.55 In the beginning, AAD would jointly 

manage territory with the MNLA, but their cooperations turned hostile when the MNLA 

stopped allying with the Islamist groups in April 2012 because of their differences in the 

visions for a state.56 Specifically, the MNLA wanted a secular state, while the AAD and 

other Islamist organizations aimed to establish a Sharia state. 

The chaos in Mali eventually prompted the French and UN intervention in 2013, 

which seriously degraded many Salafist groups. Due to high battle intensity, Al-

Murabitun, a group created by separation from AQIM, absorbed the majority of the 

members of MOJWA in 2013, another breakaway group of the AQIM.57 The reason 

behind this is that the MOJWA was severely damaged by the French intervention, losing 

 
55 Mapping Militant Organizations. “Ansar Dine.” Stanford University. Last modified July 2018. 
https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/ansar-dine.  
56 Andrew Lebovich. “AQIM and Its Allies in Mali”. The Washington Institute for Near East Policy. 
February 5, 2013. https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/aqim-and-its-allies-mali.  
57 Andrew McGregor. “Anarchy in Azawad: A Guide to Non-State Armed Groups in Northern Mali.” 
Jamestown, January 27, 2017, https://jamestown.org/program/anarchy-azawad-guide-non-state-armed-
groups-northern-mali/. 



 
 

 

   
 

28  

two commanders in 2014.58 Al-Murabitun, established in 2013, pledged loyalty to the AQ 

leader Ayman al-Zawahiri in 2013 and again in 2015 when some members turned to the 

IS.59 Although it rejoined the AQIM in 2015, it, as an independent faction, still 

maintained certain degrees of discretion over its own actions.60 Since 2015, Al-Murabitun 

has conducted a number of joint attacks with AQIM and AAD.61 

With AQ’s support to the AAD and AQIM, JNIM—merging AAD, the Sahara 

division of the AQIM, Al-Murabitun, and Katibat Macina—was founded in March 

2017.62 Led by AAD’s founder Iyad Ag Ghaly, the JNIM swore allegiance to the AQ.63 

JNIM incorporated different ethnic delegates under the unifying call of global Jihad, 

taking advantage of regional ethnic divisions and grievances to promote the aims of 

JNIM.64 For example, inspired by Empire Macina — the ethnic Peul Islamist state 

residing in present-day Mali, Katibat Macina mobilized young Peul people by appealing 

to general issues such as land rights and personal security and Peul people in many states, 

Senegal, Mali, and Niger.65 Despite multiple successful operations of decapitation, JNIM 

managed to enlarge its operational area since these counterterrorism measures failed to 

reduce government corruption and lack of public trust, the intrinsic motives for 

 
58 Andrew McGregor. “Anarchy in Azawad: A Guide to Non-State Armed Groups in Northern Mali.” 
59  “Al-Murabitun.” Australian National Security, Last updated September 22, 2024, 
https://www.nationalsecurity.gov.au/what-australia-is-doing/terrorist-organisations/listed-terrorist-
organisations/al-murabitun.  
60 “Al-Murabitun.” Australian National Security, Last updated September 22, 2024.  
61 “Al-Murabitun.” Australian National Security, Last updated September 22, 2024.  
62 Jared Thompson. “Examining Extremism: Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin”, CSIS, July 15, 2021, 
https://www.csis.org/blogs/examining-extremism/examining-extremism-jamaat-nasr-al-islam-wal-
muslimin.  
63 Mapping Militant Organizations. “Ansar Dine.” Stanford University. Last modified July 2018. 
64 Jared Thompson. “Examining Extremism: Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin”. 
65 Jared Thompson. “Examining Extremism: Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin”. 
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insurgency.66 Additionally, the formation of JNIM coincided with IS’ loss of territory in 

Iraq and Syria and the fall of IS’ offshoots in the North Africa and Sahel region, meaning 

that AQ intended to take advantage of IS’s weakness and build its power.67 Conducting 

hundreds of assaults against international and local security forces, regional government 

senior employees, educational institutions, and foreigners, JNIM is regarded as one of the 

most destructive allies of AQ in 2024, but it has provided social service to undermine 

government authority and keep good public relation with local civilians.68 

6.1.2 Evaluation of Hypotheses 

The coalition and hostility between MNLA and the Islamist groups highlight the 

role of conflict issues, ethnicity, and common enemies. The MNLA, a secular separatist 

group, allied with the Jihadist groups in 2012 to conquer territory, but the cooperation 

turned hostile afterward. The possible factors behind the initial cooperation were likely 

ethnicity and common enemies, considering both regarded the Mali government as the 

enemy and were affiliated with ethnic Tuareg. For instance, the AAD was founded by a 

Tuareg fighter Iyad Ag Ghali, and the MNLA was established with many Tuareg 

members.69 As a result, despite the religious difference between the MNLA and the 

AAD, their cooperation and joint management of territory were motivated by ethnic 

 
66 Jared Thompson. “Examining Extremism: Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin”. 
67 Mapping Militant Organizations. “Jamaat Nusrat al-Islam wal Muslimeen.” Stanford University, Last 
modified July 1, 2018. https://mappingmilitants.org/node/2979/.  
68 “Terrorist Organizations” CIA, accessed February 25, 2025, https://www.cia.gov/the-world-
factbook/references/terrorist-organizations/.  
69 “MOUVEMENT NATIONAL POUR LA LIBÉRATION DE L’AZAWAD (MNLA)". European 
Council of Foreign Relations, accessed February 25, 2025. https://ecfr.eu/special/sahel_mapping/mnla. 
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affinity and the shared enemy. Nevertheless, their cooperation turned into rivalry when 

they had incompatible views on the type of state they wanted to build.   

For the hypothesis of strategic cooperation, the alignment of conflict issues, 

ideologies, and rivals is reflected in the case study. Conducting many joint attacks with 

the AQIM, Al-Murabitun rejoined the AQIM but maintained certain levels of 

independence by running as a distinct unit. This cooperation fits the description of 

strategic cooperation. The AQIM and Al-Murabitun shared the conflict issues of 

overthrowing regional African governments, Islamist ideology, and rivals like Western 

influence, security forces, and “apostate” African regimes.70 Therefore, the strategic 

cooperation between the AQIM and Al-Murabitun was based on identical conflict issues, 

ideology, and rivals. 

For the hypothesis of tactical cooperation, the case is aligned with the hypothesis 

on conflict issues and rivals but is ambiguous on the effect of ideology. The AQIM, as an 

offshoot of the AQ, gets strategic training and expertise from the AQ.71 With the 

expertise, the AQIM is able to manage a sovereign command complex and decide its own 

plan of combat action in North and West Africa.72 Since the AQIM has an autonomous 

leadership and receives training and expertise from the AQ, the relationship between the 

AQIM and the AQ could be considered as tactical cooperation. AQ and AQIM definitely 

 
70 “Terrorist Organizations” CIA, accessed February 26, 2025, https://www.cia.gov/the-world-
factbook/references/terrorist-organizations/. 
71 “Al-Qa’ida in the Lands of the Islamic Maghreb”. Australian National Security, last updated September 
22, 2024, https://www.nationalsecurity.gov.au/what-australia-is-doing/terrorist-organisations/listed-
terrorist-organisations/al-qaida-islamic-maghreb-aqim.  
72 “Al-Qa’ida in the Lands of the Islamic Maghreb”. Australian National Security, last updated September 
22. 
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share the conflict issues and rivals because both want to topple un-Islamic governments 

and attack targets related to Western influence. Even though both organizations share the 

same Islamist ideology, it is premature to discredit the hypothesis because the empirical 

results show that the same ideology is not always a statistically significant predictor.  

The case study and the models demonstrate that religious alignment may not 

guarantee cooperation. Specifically, both the initial cooperation between the MNLA and 

the Jihadist groups and the hostility of JNIM and AQ vs. IS indicate that religion may not 

have a big effect on cooperation. Similarly, with or without the religious factor, the 

coalition of MNLA and Islamist groups and the cooperation between AQ and JNIM share 

identical conflict issues and enemies.  

6.1.3 Additional Findings from the Case 

Ethnic-based mobilization could be extremely effective because ethnicity is 

essential to an individual’s sense of self and social and cultural connection as well as 

because it is resilient to change despite tremendous repression.73 Facing intensive 

pressures from the French, western, and Malian security forces, Al-Murabitun cooperated 

with and rejoined the AQIM in 2015 to fight the same enemy for the goal of a Shariah 

state. Despite both organizations sharing the same religion, ideology, and enemy, 

ethnicity might also play an important role in facilitating the cooperation. As of 2017, Al-

Murabitun was mostly ethnic Arab and Tuareg and some ethnic Fulani and Songhaï in the 

minority, while the AQIM had commanders with Algerian, Mauritanian, Libyan, and 

 
73 Elaine K. Denny and Barbara F. Walter. “Ethnicity and civil war.” Journal of Peace Research 51, no. 2 
(2014): 199-212, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343313512853  
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ethnic Tuareg backgrounds.74 As a result, ethnicity could also be a main driver of the 

cooperation between religious nonstate armed actors since ethnic affinity could boost 

rebels’ morale and sense of belonging, even under immense external repression.  

Also, the JNIM has become resilient to counterterrorism by operationalizing 

ethnic rifts and a lack of public trust to recruit, mobilize, and expand areas of operation. 

Even though JNIM was formed by multiple Islamist organizations whose enemy is the 

West, it still utilized the mobilization power of ethnic identities by incorporating many 

ethnic representatives. Similarly, JNIM mobilized ethnic grievance and public resentment 

towards the corrupted government under a united call of Jihad, enlarging the 

geographical area of activities despite counterterrorism measures. Thus, ethnic identity 

could divide ethnic communities for ethnic war as well as bring together various 

ethnicities for a common conflict aim. 

6.1.4 Ethnicity and Other Literature 

Although the Mali case and the empirical results demonstrate that ethnicity is 

important, much literature has stated that ethnicity plays an insignificant role in the 

alignment, side-switching, and fragmentation of armed groups. Dr. Seymour claims that 

coalitions with different ethnic groups and ideologies do not have a higher possibility of 

breakdown than coalitions with the same ethnic identity and ideologies because 

opportunistic gains, such as material patronage, matter more for alignment and 

coalitions.75 For example, African leadership has defeated ideological and ethnic 

 
74 McGregor, Andrew. “Anarchy in Azawad: A Guide to Non-State Armed Groups in Northern Mali”. 
75 Lee J.M. Seymour. “Why Factions Switch Sides in Civil Wars: Rivalry, Patronage, and Realignment in 
Sudan.” International Security 39, no. 2 (2014): 92–131. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24480584.  
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adversaries by offering selective patronage and incentivizing intra-group division to 

divide rivals.76 Therefore, this alignment and division driven by material incentives also 

indicate that intra-ethnic divisions are the outcome rather than the cause of different 

alignments in intrastate conflicts, and scholars need to pay more attention to affinity and 

tribal ties instead of ethnicity, according to Dr. Seymour. Similarly, this reveals that 

opportunistic material incentives, kinship, and social relationships matter more to 

alignment and defection.  

Dr. Sabine Otto’s study also reflects this perspective since she claimed that a 

higher organizational capacity to defect is related to the social and trustful relationship 

between fighters and leadership. Her empirical results demonstrated that splinter 

organizations, rather than ethnic homogeneous organizations, increase the structural 

ability to defect. This outcome results from ethnic identity to some extent, helping build 

social relationships among members, but ethnic alignment might not be enough to 

guarantee confidence between commanders and junior fighters.77 However, splinter 

organizations generally share better familiarity and trustfulness between fighters and 

between leaders and junior members, fostering a higher organizational capacity to 

defect.78 Therefore, much literature has highlighted that social affinity, close 

relationships, and material inducements, instead of ethnicity, matter to alignment and 

defection.  

 
76 William Reno. Warfare in Independent Africa. (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011), 246.  
77 Sabine Otto. “The Grass Is Always Greener? Armed Group Side Switching in Civil Wars.” The Journal 
of Conflict Resolution 62, no. 7 (2018): 1459–88. https://www.jstor.org/stable/48596834. 
Sabine Otto. “The Grass Is Always Greener? Armed Group Side Switching in Civil Wars.” 
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Nevertheless, we cannot neglect that ethnicity, to some extent, shapes social 

relationships and affinity. Ethnicity significantly influences an individual's cultural and 

social interaction, language, and norms. Considering that strategic, tactical, and 

transactional cooperations are defined by various kinds of physical and logistic support, it 

is possible that a sponsor is more likely to provide material incentives to a proxy that 

shares the sponsor’s cultural and social backgrounds since it is easier to negotiate a 

common ground for material support if both organizations share similar norms and 

practices. Since my quantitative models do not predict defection and termination of 

cooperation, they probably could not indicate the role of ethnicity in side-switching and 

alignment breakdown. All in all, a sponsor is perhaps more likely to provide material 

support to a proxy that shares similar social and cultural norms and practices—crucial 

components of ethnic identity. However, my results cannot show the role of ethnicity and 

material support in the breakdown of cooperation.  

Lastly, social relationships and kinship are greatly affected by identifying with an 

ethnicity, shaping the alignment, fragmentation, and defection of armed groups. Ethnic 

identity involves many components, including social and cultural interaction, languages, 

personal relationships, and common practices. If social relations and kinship, partially 

shaped by ethnic identity, are important to alignment, defection, and fragmentation, it 

would also be crucial to explore the role of norms, languages, and culture in cooperation, 

defection, and coalition breakdown. 
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6.2 Policy Suggestions 

Even though the French and other military forces conducted many 

counterterrorism operations against the Salafi-Jihadist groups, they either managed to 

recover or continue developing even before the French withdrawal in 2022. The reason 

why counterterrorism was ineffective is that the underlying cause of the insurgency was 

government corruption and incompetency. Without addressing public sector problems, 

military actions would not curb mobilization based on ethnic grievances towards the 

regimes. Additionally, the spillover effect of ethnic wars along ethnic identification might 

be able to explain JNIM’s expansion of the geographic area of activities, considering that 

it attempted to mobilize ethnic Peuls in many African nations. Hence, a comprehensive 

counterterrorism or counterinsurgency policy needs to include military as well as political 

solutions. 

Counterinsurgency needs to address inter-group relative economic inequality and 

intra-group relative economic inequality. Inter-group relative economic inequality raises 

the potential of ethnic intrastate war, but intra-group relative economic inequality 

incentivizes violent mobilization because intragroup inequality decreases the elite’s cost 

of supplying physical resources to resolve the collective action problems of rebellion.79 

To address the relative inequality, policy suggestions need to focus on guaranteeing 

 
79 Patrick M. Kuhn and Nils B. Weidmann. “Unequal We Fight: Between- and Within-Group Inequality 
and Ethnic Civil War.” Political Science Research and Methods 3, no. 3 (2015): 543–68. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2015.7.  
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sufficient social service and welfare, political representation, interaction among different 

ethnic groups, and competent governance.  

Institutions of integration with proper sanctions could be a decent approach to 

addressing relative inequality. The presence of institutions of integration is possibly a 

requirement for the efficiency of sanctions in promoting contribution to public goods in a 

multi-ethnic environment.80 Even small-scale policy action, like building an integrated 

high school, can succeed in motivating individuals to supply public goods.81 Considering 

that integrated institutions promote public good contributions from various ethnic groups, 

integrated public childcare services, education institutions, social welfare, which provides 

food and essentials to members of low socioeconomic status, and political cabinet and 

council incorporating ethnic representatives could be a good start of building integrated 

institutions. However, robust integrated institutions will take decades to establish, 

requiring a long-term commitment. Finally, if ethnic grievances could mobilize for war 

and spill over along ethnic lines, they could also spread good by providing ethnic 

communities with dedicated and competent integrated political, social, and economic 

institutions.  

6.3 Limitations 

The models could be improved if predictors regarding organizational structures 

are added and if the effect of nonstate enemies could be evaluated. Although one model 

 
80 Marcus Alexander and Fotini Christia. “Institutionalizing Cooperation: Public Goods Experiments in the 
Aftermath of Civil War.” Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard University, March 23, 2009, 
http://www.tinyurl.com/24lrskb5.  
81 Marcus Alexander and Fotini Christia. “Institutionalizing Cooperation: Public Goods Experiments” 



 
 

 

   
 

37  

includes the predictors for combat intensity, which affects organizational structures by 

imposing massive strain on the structures of violent armed groups, neither model includes 

independent variables that quantify the organizational structures of non-state violent 

organizations. Therefore, the model could be improved by incorporating variables like 

number of members, types of command structure, and geographic zone of operation. 

Also, the predictor of the same enemy in the models represents the state enemy rather 

than a non-state enemy. Hence, this study does not evaluate the possible effect of the 

same nonstate enemy.  

Moreover, the model that involves combat intensity improves model fit, but it 

dismisses samples from certain years when there was no combat with over twenty-five 

battle deaths. Thus, the model with combat intensity only considers samples with active 

combat. Finally, the data covers cooperation between nonstate armed actors from 1975 to 

2017 around the world, so the outcomes and their applicability represent an overall 

pattern rather than regional or individual one.  

  



 
 

 

   
 

38  

7. Conclusions 

The paper asks why a non-state armed actor decides to sponsor another non-state 

armed actor because it is necessary to explore the causes of cooperation quantitatively 

when most publications have focused on the effect of cooperation on conflict. Regarding 

depths of cooperation from transactional, tactical, to strategic as independent variables, 

the study explores the effect of ethnicity, state enemy, ideology, religion, conflict issues, 

and the proxy’s and sponsor’s combat intensity in a given year with multinomial logistic 

regressions.  

The models highlight that ethnicity is the strongest predictor for cooperation. The 

effect of the same conflict issues is positive and statistically significant, whereas the 

effect of the same ideology is positive but is only statistically significant for the model 

with combat intensity. The same enemy is positively correlated with cooperation, but it is 

statistically insignificant for both multinomial models. The model fit improves by adding 

combat intensity predictors. Combat intensity for the proxy raises the chance for strategic 

cooperation more than tactical cooperation, while sponsor intensity has positive but 

statistically insignificant effect. The effect of religious alignment is close to zero. 

However, this does not mean discrediting previous studies on the effect of religion on the 

cooperation of nonstate violent organizations.  

Besides the quantitative results, the study contains a qualitative case study of the 

2012 Mali Civil War. The case aligns with the hypothesis of strategic cooperation. And 

the case aligns with the hypothesis of tactical cooperation on conflict issues and enemies 
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but is ambiguous on the effect of ideology. The case also discovers the potential 

influence of ethnic identity in the mobilization of nonstate religious armed organizations. 

Specifically, besides religious identity, religious armed organizations could also mobilize 

through emphasizing ethnic grievance and public sector incompetence. This is not an 

irrational approach because ethnic identity is resistant to change and outside pressure and 

because it is essential to an individual's self-perception, sense of belonging, and cultural 

and social community. Therefore, ethnic identity is a solid foundation to recruit and 

mobilize a large number of combatants when there are existing outrage and injustice. 

Additionally, considering the spillover effect of ethnic war along ethnic lines, ethnic-

based mobilization could easily capture many disgruntled audiences and become quite 

resistant to counterinsurgency operations without decent political solutions. Thus, ethnic 

identity could also be a mobilizational base for religious armed groups since it captures 

many audiences easily and since its resilience makes counterinsurgency harder to operate.  

Further studies could pay attention to the role of ethnicity in religious armed 

organizations because ethnic identity could play a massive role in mobilization and 

resilience to counterinsurgency. Considering that counterinsurgency or counterterrorism 

could be undermined by insufficient political solutions, scholars could also focus on 

crafting a balanced counterinsurgency strategy with complementary military and political 

solutions by addressing governmental incompetence and relative inequality. Also, since 

ethnicity shapes cultural and social customs, affinity, languages, and norms, it is 

important to study how other factors of ethnicity, besides social interaction and affinity, 

would influence the alignment, defection, and fragmentation of violent groups. If 

ethnicity could be mobilized to spread war because of grievances and inequality, it could 
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potentially help spread good by offering pleasant social service and equal political 

representation.    
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