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Summary

In the most brutal civil wars in recent history various rebel groups challenge the
state and multiple pro-government militias fight on behalf of the government. In such
multi-party civil wars we also observe the phenomena that rebel groups deliberately
switch sides to become pro-government militias and vice versa. While many civil
wars are characterized by such complex actor constellations and fluid alignments,
much of the conflict literature depicts civil wars as armed conflicts between a unified
government and a unified rebel opposition. Furthermore, existing theories of conflict
tend to assume that armed groups fight on one side of the conflict during their entire
lifespan and thereby neglecting armed groups’ side switching. In my dissertation,
I advance research on conflict dynamics by incorporating both rebel groups and
pro-government militias into theoretical concepts and empirical analyses, and by
investigating the determinants and e↵ects of armed groups’ side switching.

In my first paper, my co-authors, Anita R. Gohdes and Adam Scharpf, and I intro-
duce the History of Armed Actors Dataset (HAAD). The data allow researchers to in-
tegrate di↵erent types of non-state armed actors into their analyses and contributes to
overcoming the assumption that armed groups have fixed alignments with the govern-
ment for their entire lifespans. HAAD provides detailed information on armed actors
that were involved in civil conflicts and related forms of violence from their formation
to their termination. HAAD distinguishes between the types of alignments armed
groups have with the government, hereby di↵erentiating between pro-government,
anti-government, and no alignment. In addition, the data contain information on
alignment changes, and documents how and when these changes occurred over the
groups’ lifespan. HAAD allows for improved identification and classification of all
actors involved in conflicts, thereby opening up new opportunities for research into
the processes that drive conflicts, ultimately helping us understand where and how
conflict resolution is likely to be fruitful.

In my second paper, I examine why armed organizations switch sides during civil
conflicts. I address this question by integrating both rebel groups and pro-government
militias into a multi-party civil war concept and by focusing on armed groups’ ca-
pacity to switch sides. Armed groups start fighting to pursue a specific public good.
Rebels aim to change the status quo and pro-government militias are interested in
maintaining it. Side switching is therefore puzzling because it is at odds with armed
groups’ stated policy aims. I argue that competition over private goods rather than
competition over public goods can create incentives to switch sides. However, armed
groups di↵er in their organizational capacity to do so successfully. I propose that
splinter groups are more likely to switch sides than non-splinter groups. Due to the
nature of their emergence, they are more homogenous and cohesive than other groups,



facilitating coordination of side switching. The results support the hypothesis that
splinter groups are more likely to switch sides.

In my third paper, I focus on the consequences of armed groups’ side switching by
investigating the relationship between side switching and the occurrence of civilian
targeting during civil wars. I argue that modification of the actor constellation due
to side switching alters the competition over public and private goods and thereby
generates incentives to use violence against civilians. Armed groups that switch
sides resort to civilian targeting to demonstrate their commitment to the earlier
contested side. However, side switching also impacts the strategies of other non-state
armed actors. Given the sudden change in competition, armed groups are more likely
to target civilians to shape behavior in their constituencies and to decrease rivals’
capacity to wage war. Thus, side switching makes civilian targeting more likely in the
short run. The analysis lends support to the expectation that side switching leads to
a higher risk of civilian abuse. However, the results seem only to apply to one type of
side switching—when rebel groups become pro-government militias. This indicates
that there are di↵erent underlying mechanisms at play depending on the direction of
side switching.

Taken together, this dissertation makes a number of contributions to the research
on conflict dynamics. First, it provides the first dataset that integrates a variety of
armed actors and that systematically codes alignment changes. Second, in contrast
to existing research, it incorporates both rebel groups and pro-government militias
in studies of civil war conceptually and empirically. Third, it shows that armed
groups deliberately change their alignment with the government and elaborates on
the circumstances under which armed groups are more likely to do so. Finally, it
sheds light on how side switching a↵ects armed groups’ violent behavior towards the
civilian population.


