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Abstract

Why do some rebel groups divert resources from fighting the government in order to
fight other rebel groups before the government is defeated? I analyze resource allocation
decisions in which two rebel groups divide finite resources between fighting their common
enemy, the government, and fighting one another to influence the distribution of power
for the power-sharing contest that follows military victory. In equilibrium, the inability of
rebel groups to commit not to exploit the loser in a power-sharing contest can lead them to
divert resources away from fighting the government and towards undermining each other
when the government is sufficiently weak. In other words, as the prospects for defeating
the government improve, rebels become more likely to work against one another, further
delaying their ultimate victory.
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A Model of Rebel Resource Allocation

Two rebel groups, A and B , are engaged in a war against the government. These may be formally

distinct groups that have made common cause or nascent factions in the same organization.

Should the rebels defeat the government, they must then compete over how to divide the rents

of controlling the state, and the winner of this power-sharing contest will be unable to commit

not to eliminate its ally-turned-rival in order to secure full control over the state apparatus.

Each group has a unit of resources from which it devotes an amount—a and b for A and B ,

respectively—to fighting the government, while the remainders, 1−a and 1−b, are devoted to

the power-sharing contest that follows defeating the government militarily. Let the probability

that the rebels defeat the government be a function of the resources each group allocates to the

war and the government’s strength, or g ∈ (0,1], or

Pr(Rebels Win) ≡ a +b

a +b + g
.

If the rebels lose, they receive zero and the game ends. If they win, a contest ensues in which

their postwar resources are used to determine who controls the state. The probability that a

side wins is given by a similar additive success function, or

Pr(A Wins) ≡ 1−a

(1−a)+ (1−b)
and Pr(B Wins) ≡ 1−b

(1−a)+ (1−b)
,

which illustrates each group’s tradeoff between immediate success in the war and subsequent

success in the power-sharing contest. The winner of the contest receives rents from control-

ling the state, R, and the loser is eliminated, because the winner cannot commit not to use its

strength to quash future rivals. We can now state each side’s utility function, such that A and B
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will choose allocations, respectively, to maximize

EUA(a) = a +b

a +b + g

(
1−a

(1−a)+ (1−b)
R

)
and EUB (b) = a +b

a +b + g

(
1−b

(1−a)+ (1−b)
R

)
.

A Nash equilibrium of this game is a pair of allocations, (a∗,b∗), that satisfy EUA(a∗|b∗) >
EUA(a∗±ε|b∗) and EUB (b∗|a∗) > EUB (b∗±ε|a∗). To calculate equilibrium allocations, we solve

the system of first-order conditions, ∂EUA(a)/∂a = ∂EUB (b)/∂b = 0, or

(
(−1+b)(a +b)2 + (

2+a2 +2a(−2+b)+ (−2+b)b
)

g
)

R

(−2+a +b)2(a +b + g )2
= 0(

(−1+a)(a +b)2 + (
2+a2 +2a(−1+b)+ (−4+b)b

)
g
)

R

(−2+a +b)2(a +b + g )2
= 0,

for optimal allocations, a∗ and b∗, to yield

a∗ = b∗ = 1

2

(
−g +

√
2g + g 2

)
.

Symmetry guarantees that each side’s optimal allocation is identical. To verify that these repre-

sent maxima, we evaluate second-order conditions at the equilibrium allocation level to verify

that ∂2EUA(a)/∂a2 < 0 and ∂2EUB (b)/∂b2 < 0. Since equilibrium allocations and second-order

conditions are identical for each player, it is sufficient to verify A’s optimum, where

− 2R√
g (2+ g )

(
2+ g −√

g (2+ g )
)2 < 0

confirms that a∗ and b∗ are maxima. Therefore, allocations (a∗,b∗) are a Nash equilibrium.

We can now ask how the anticipation of a postwar power-sharing contest affects rebel groups’

wartime allocation decisions. Each side’s allocation is a function solely of the government’s
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Figure 1: Equilibrium Common Enemy Allocation
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strength, g , and, taking the first derivative with respect to g ,

∂a∗

∂g
= 1

4

(
−2+ 2(1+ g )√

g (2+ g )

)
≥ 0 ∀0 < g ≤ 1,

we can see that rebels will devote more resources to fighting the government when the gov-

ernment is stronger. Conversely, as the government grows weaker—and, in principle, easier to

defeat—the rebels will dedicate fewer resources to the common enemy and more to undermin-

ing each other and/or strengthening themselves ahead of the possible power-sharing contest.

Figure 1 plots this relationship.

Perversely, the better the rebels expect to do against the government, the fewer resources

they devote to the war in order to husband their strength for the power-sharing contest that

follows victory. Neither side wishes to let the other gain a sufficient advantage, and thus they

reduce their chances of victory, perhaps even prolonging the war, because of the commitment
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problem created by postwar control over the state apparatus.
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