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Abbreviations and Definitions 
Intervener, Third-party, External actor: refer to external state that intervenes in the civil war 

COIN: counterinsurgency 

Contested areas: areas in which rebels operate but do not assume full control  

Defensive capabilities of rebels: the ability of rebels to resist governmental attack and to 

maintain their positions and or to continue resisting governmental attacks 

DLF: Dhofar Liberation Front 

EUC: Expected Utility of Continuing Fighting  

High intrusive military interventions: military intervention with troops or boots-on-ground 

intervention 

Human terrain, human shelter, human sanctuaries: refer to the base of support that rebel 

receive from the population at a given area. It is the ability of rebels to hid among the population 

and mingle with them. 

Legitimacy gap: the gap between the government and rebels in terms of legitimacy in a given 

area 

Less intrusive military intervention: military intervention with less sizable troops intervention 

MR: Muscat Regiment 

NFLOAG: National Front for the Liberation of the Arab Occupied Gulf   

NFR: Northern Frontier Regiment of Omani forces 

Offensive capabilities of rebels: the ability of rebels to launch offensive attacks against 

governmental posts 

Population-based COIN: counterinsurgency that is based on winning the population instead of 

focusing on achieving military victories. 

Physical capability gap: the gap between the government and rebels in terms of military 

strength 

PFLOAG: Popular Front for the Liberation of the Arab Occupied Gulf   

Rebel-controlled areas: a spatial area that is controlled by rebels and where the government 

presence is absent 

SAS: the British Special Air Service 

SAF: Sultan Armed Forces 
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Abstract 
External unilateral intervention in civil wars has been always a subject of interest in 

international relations, especially during the Cold War and after the Bosnian war. Unilateral 

interventions have come to the surface again with recent examples in Syria, Yemen, Ukraine, and 

Libya. This research examines the relation between pro-government intervention and 

governmental victory. Previous studies of external interventions in civil wars point to the limited 

effect of external intervention in promoting governmental victory. This thesis contributes to the 

understanding of the conditions that lead pro-government interventions bring about victory for the 

government in civil wars. Borrowing from the recent literature on both counterinsurgency and the 

limitation of military power in civil wars, this thesis provides a new theoretical framework in which 

it connects governmental victory in asymmetric wars with an increase it its legitimacy. I argue that 

if the third-party helps the government increases its legitimacy, governmental victory could be 

materialized. I constructed a structured focused comparison on the Omani Civil War (Dhofar War) 

in which I compared between “before and after” the introduction of legitimacy-focused pro-

government intervention. The result of the study is inconclusive, but still points towards the 

relevancy of the causal mechanism connecting between legitimacy-focused pro-government 

intervention and governmental victory. 
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Introduction: 
Libya, Syria, Yemen, and Ukraine are just but a few examples of external interventions in 

civil wars in which the third-parties try to help their allies increasing their chances of winning the 

wars. Surprisingly, after cases of unilateral intervention decreased following the end of the Cold 

War, the number of troop interventions has dramatically increased, especially during the past 

couple of years (Karlén 2016, 117). The majority of interventions aim at influencing the outcome 

of the civil war through shifting the physical military gap to be in favor of their ally (Regan 2000). 

For the rebels, fungible external support and troop interventions increase the probability of the 

rebel victory because it increases their capabilities to fight the government (Cunningham, 

Gleditsch and Salehyan 2013). For the government, however, findings are contrary to the 

conventional wisdom.  

Previous theoretical and empirical works show that pro-government external intervention 

indeed fails to bring about victory to the government (Gent 2008). This puzzle is intriguing. How 

come pro-government military intervention fails to help the government defeating relatively 

weaker or much weaker rebels? Some researchers, like Karreth and Sullivan (2015), started the 

journey of embarking on providing a satisfactory answer. Pro-government military intervention 

can work if only rebels’ military capabilities match or outmatch that of the government (Sullivan 

and Karreth 2015). This condition is only available in conventional or symmetric civil wars, which 

is not typical of civil wars, the majority of which is asymmetric (Cunningham et al 2013; Balcells 

and Kalyvas 2014). In this sense, these recent findings fall short of addressing how can intervention 

bring about victory for the government in asymmetric civil wars. In this thesis, I ask the following 

research question; under what conditions does pro-government foreign intervention succeed in 

bringing about government victory in asymmetric civil wars? The main aim of this thesis is to 

provide an understanding of the conditions that lead a pro-government intervention to bring about 

governmental victory in asymmetric civil wars. On the practical level, asymmetric civil wars are 

exponentially increasing, especially in the “Middle East” and “Sub-Saharan” Africa, that shakes 

the very foundations of the Westphalian-based international system. AQIM1, ISIS2, Tuarq 

rebellion, and etc. are some examples of asymmetric civil wars in which the external governments 

                                                           
1 Al Qaeda in Islamic Maghreb 
2 Islamic State in Syria and Iraq 
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are desperately hoping to end to the favor of the incumbent. The international community seems 

so far unable to handle irregular warfare that is strategically been employed3by ISIS and the like. 

I construct a theoretical framework that contends that legitimacy gap4is much more 

important than physical military capabilities in asymmetric civil wars, and whatever can be done 

in reducing this gap can lead to government victory. Building on the theory of the limitation of the 

military force of civil wars and recent literature in COIN strategies, military capabilities only work 

when and where they are most relevant-- in the context of conventional wars sensitive to results at 

military battlefields. In asymmetric civil wars, rebels employ less confrontational tactics 

(Arreguín-Toft 2005; Balcells and Klayvas 2014), and their ability to expand and sustain their 

activity is dependent on the “human terrain” (the popular support) in which they operate (Lyall 

and Wilson 2009; Arreguín-Toft 2001; Arreguín-Toft 2005). In this sense, borrowing from the 

Clausewitz’s logic of the importance of employing suitable means to appropriate kinds of wars5, 

my hypothesis is centered around the argument that ceteris paribus, pro-government intervention 

that works on increasing the legitimacy of the government will lead to governmental victory in 

asymmetric civil wars. 

For empirical testing, Structured Focused Comparison is employed to test whether an 

intervention that focuses on increasing the legitimacy of the incumbent could lead to a government 

victory, compared to intervention that only employs military tactics. To do so, I conduct a 

comparison between intervention that aims at tackling the legitimacy gap with intervention that 

aims at tackling only the capabilities of the government. A within-case comparison of both types 

of interventions was conducted in the Omani civil war/ Dhofar war 1963-1976.   

The main findings suggest that pro-government intervention that focuses on increasing the 

government’s legitimacy does not lead to governmental victory per se.  However, it can interact 

with various types of military interventions to bring about governmental victory. The results are 

inconclusive, but point towards a theoretical and empirical guideline in which future researchers 

can follow to untangle the possible interaction between legitimacy-focused pro-government 

intervention and military-based pro-governmental interventions.  

                                                           
3 Kiras, James argues that terrorism is likely to continue be the most prevalent forms of irregular warfare in the future ( In 
Understanding modern Warfare War, 2016.p301) 
4 Parallel to capability gap in the civil war literature 
5 (Howard 1998) 
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This paper is organized in the following manner: in the first chapter, I will provide a review 

of the literature regarding pro-government intervention in civil wars. Then, I will introduce the 

particularities of asymmetric civil wars. In the second chapter, the theoretical framework is 

presented with the articulation of the hypothesis. The third chapter is about research design and 

selection of cases. In the fourth chapter, I will provide empirical analysis and discussions of the 

results. Finally, I will present my concluding remarks. 
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Previous Literature and theoretical Framework: 

This section is organized as follows: First, I will introduce the research gap and shed light 

on recent updates of the literature regarding pro-government interventions and governmental 

victory. Second, I will provide an alternative way for the government to win asymmetric civil wars 

based on the recent strands in the literature of guerrilla warfare that emphasizes the particularities 

of the asymmetric civil wars. Third, I will introduce my theoretical framework in which I connect 

between pro-government intervention that focuses on increasing governmental legitimacy and 

victory before presenting my hypothesis.  

For organizational purposes, the first and second sub-sections would be categorized under 

a chapter entitled “previous literature”, while the third sub-section would be categorized under a 

chapter entitled “theoretical framework” though both are connected. 

I. Previous literature:  
Introducing the research gap: 

This thesis tries to cover two important gaps in the literature of external intervention in 

civil wars6.  First, no previous work has shed light on the conditions that makes the government-

biased intervention succeeds in unconventional civil wars even though they constitute the bulk of 

civil wars (Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 2013). Second, no previous study aimed at 

exploring the impact of intervention on the “legitimacy gap”, instead of the physical capability 

gap. The central argument of this paper is that by targeting the legitimacy gap, intervention can 

help the governmental achieve victory in asymmetric civil wars. In this section, I will discuss the 

previous literature that link between pro-government intervention and governmental victory. Then, 

I will introduce the gap that this thesis aims to cover. 

1.1 The marginal impact of government-biased intervention on achieving governmental victory: 

Usually, third-party intervention aims at influencing the physical capability gap7 between 

actors (Lektzian and Regan2016; Sawyer, Cunningham and Reed 2015; Rowlands and Carment 

2006; Regan 2000 ; Regan 1996). Influencing the capability gap affects belligerent’s calculations 

of the expected utility of continuing fighting (EUC) (Letkzian and Regan 2016; Regan 2000). In 

this sense, affecting the structural conditions at the macro level influences the micro-micro 

                                                           
6 The scope of third-party intervention here is unilateral ones, not intervention mandated or authorized by the UN or regional 
organizations 
7 The capability gap according to Regan refers to the gap in terms of military power that is reflected at the battlefield (2000) 
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calculations of belligerents, which has a direct impact on the outcome civil wars (Sawyer, 

Cunningham and Reed 2015; Balch-Lindsay, Enterline and Joyce 2008; Regan 2000).  

Even though government-biased intervention affects the physical capability gap, studies 

find out that third-party intervention does not lead to government victory. Gent (2008) was the 

first to examine the separate effects of government-biased and rebel-biased interventions on either 

side’s probability of victory. Contrary to the conventional wisdom that intervention on behalf of 

the stronger side is likely to make it win in the civil war, Gent (2008) found that government-

biased interventions are less effective in making the government win, while rebel-biased 

interveners are more successful in helping rebels win. Gent (2008) found that interventions for the 

government happens in the “toughest” cases when rebels are equal to or stronger than the 

government. In other words, intervention happens when the government is more likely to lose the 

conflict. Interveners choose to intervene for rebels in “easier” cases, while they intervene for the 

government in hard cases. This self-selection affects the probability of the intervener in making 

the government win. This selection effect reduces likelihood of success for government-biased 

intervention. Against this backdrop, Kim (2012) found that the reason why pro-government 

intervention fails is that interveners do not influence the capability gap to the level that is enough 

to make the government gain the upper hand. Most interveners aim at reducing the capability gap 

between rebels and government, not wholly transforming it to be completely in the favor of the 

government (Kim 2012). Narrowing the gap means that the probability of rebel victory is 

decreased, but the probability of increasing governmental victory is not increased (Kim 2012, 92). 

In order to increase the probability of governmental victory, the intervener must transform the 

capability gap to be in favor of the government. This goes in tandem with Akcinaroglu’s results 

(2013) that shows that government-biased intervention reduces the rebels victory, but does not 

increase the probabilities of government victory.  Balch-Lindsay, Enterline and Joyce (2008) 

contend that the effect of military intervention on government victory is marginal because of the 

interventions’ marginal impact on the capability gap. 

1.2The conditional impact of the success of government-biased intervention: 

Contrary to the argument of “self-selection” raised by Gent and scholars that follow, 

Sullivan and Karreth (2015) find that out that direct military intervention for the government can 

succeed only if the intervention happens when the government’s military capability is either equal 

to or weaker than rebels’. They argue that pro-government intervention succeeds in conventional 
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civil wars where war-fighting capabilities are so central in influencing both the course and the 

outcome of civil war (Sullivan and Karreth 2015, 270).  Sullivan and Karreth’s result’s (2015) 

point to the theories of the limitation of the military force in civil wars. They find that military 

force can only work in the context in which military capabilities matter the most. So, what if the 

case is an asymmetric civil war in which there are other factors other than military power that 

matter? In asymmetric civil wars, the war-fighting capabilities is already in the government’s 

favor. The conventional wisdom means that since the military gap is already wide, pro-government 

intervention should have easily secured success for the government. Yet, the literature finds that 

despite such discrepancy of power that favors the government, pro-government intervention does 

not lead to government victory except in a conventional context when military capabilities matter 

the most. So, under what conditions does pro-government foreign intervention succeeds in 

bringing about government victory in asymmetric civil wars?. It seems that the literature has not 

yet answered this research question despite the fact that asymmetric civil wars constitute the 

majority of civil wars (Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 2013; Balcells and Kalyvas 2014). 

Out of 105 interventions for the government in Balcells and Kalyvas TR replicated dataset (2014), 

60 interventions occurred in irregular civil wars. The aim of this study is to provide an answer to 

this question.  

In the following sub-section, since my theoretical framework hereinafter connects between 

pro-governmental intervention, increased popular legitimacy, and governmental victory, I will first 

introduce the theoretical foundations on which I base my idea that winning asymmetric civil wars 

could be done by winning the legitimacy of the population in contested or rebel-controlled areas. 

Thereafter, I will present my theoretical framework and the hypothesis in chapter II. 

2.Theoretical Premises: The Particularities of Asymmetric Civil Wars 

2.1 The irrelevancy of overemphasizing on military tools in asymmetric civil wars. 

Studies of counterinsurgency strategies, asymmetric warfare, and limitations of military 

force in civil wars argue for the importance of focusing less on military solutions and paying more 

attention instead on non-military strategies, like winning people’s hearts and minds (Balcells and 

Klayvas 2014; Paul et al 2013; Paul, Clarke and Grill 2010; Arreguín-Toft 2005; Arreguín-Toft 

2001). The idea is that asymmetric warfare is different from the conventional one, which means 

that addressing asymmetric wars with the same tools employed in conventional war is irrelevant. 

Treating guerrilla “as conventional warfare is deeply misguided” because it neglects aspects that 
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are specifically relevant to asymmetric warfare (Berman and Matanock 2015, 444). Despite the 

disparity of military power that favors the government, incumbents do not always win asymmetric 

civil wars. Even great powers just won around 40% of asymmetric civil wars (Lyall and Wilson 

2009, 69). Incumbents only won 48.8% of asymmetric civil wars from 1950-1999, illustrating a 

trend in which “stronger actors are losing asymmetric wars more and more” (Arreguín-Toft 2005, 

4). Balcells and Kalyvas’ replicated TR dataset (2014) indicate that the government won just 

62.3% of irregular civil wars.  

Scholars attribute the reason why the government does not always win asymmetric civil to 

the overemphasis on military solutions at the expenses of winning the support of the population in 

areas where rebels operate (Simpson 2012; Arreguín-Toft 2001; Joes 1996, 191).  Lyall and 

Wilson find that the use of modern machinery fuels insurgency rather than deterring it (2009, 67). 

Human terrain is significantly and negatively correlated with incumbent victory (Lyall and Wilson 

2009, 91). Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan (2009) find that weak rebels defy much powerful 

governments and the increase of physical capabilities of the government does not shorten the 

conflict (593). There are recent empirical studies that demonstrate the success of non-military 

strategies in increasing the probability for the government to win asymmetric civil wars. Strategies 

that target hearts and minds of the population lead to positive results compared to strategies that 

only employ military solutions (Paul et al 2013: Paul, Clark and Grill 2010). The emphasis on the 

positive returns of hearts and minds was motivated by the recent acknowledgment that many civil 

wars are primarily contests over the influence on the population and gaining their legitimacy, rather 

than achieving territorial gains (Jordan et al 2016, 309; Berman, Shapiro and Felter 2011, 773).  

Gaining the support of the population was established as one of the pillars of successful 

counterinsurgencies after cases, like that of France in Indochina and Algeria or the USA in 

Vietnam, illustrated the limits of military strategies in ending the irregular warfare in the favor of 

the incumbent (Jordan et al 2016, 349-350).  

2.2 The central role of civilians for rebels in asymmetric warfare 

In asymmetric civil wars, the population plays an important role in guerrillas’ survival and 

success, so if the government could win back the population or at least withdraw popular support 

/acquiescence of rebels, the government could win the war effectively. Basically, guerrillas’ 

success depends on their ability to conduct surprising hit-and-run attacks against the government. 

The continuation of guerilla activities hinges upon rebels’ ability to gather intelligence and evade 
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direct confrontation with the government (Joes 1996,5). Rebels also needed to remain undetected 

to the government so as to avoid being targeted by it (Ibid). Guerillas seek safe sanctuaries/shelters 

in order to evade detection and to maintain the unpredictability of their attacks against the 

government (Jordan et al 2016, 202. These sanctuaries could either be geographical, like 

mountains, or “human sanctuaries” (hiding or mingling with the populations). Hiding among the 

population is crucial for the success of hit-and-run attacks (Arreguín-Toft 2001, 35), and it is a 

decisive factor for guerrilla success in asymmetric civil wars (Berman et al 2007: 676, 773). It 

increases “rebel identification problem” for the government (Kalyvas and Kocher 2007: 186). 

Guerrillas seek the cooperation of the population or at least their neutrality in order to be able to 

carry out their activities and to continue being undetected (Berman, Shapiro and Felter 2011,773). 

If people in a given territory are hostile to guerrilla’s aims, rebels cannot operate there. (Berman 

et al 2007, 676). Blending with the population contributes to the continuation of rebels’ activities 

(Lyall and Wilson 2009: Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 2009; Arreguín-Toft 2005). 

Actually, the role of the population for guerrilla success appears to be much more important than 

other factors, like external support for rebels (Arreguín-Toft 2005). Even without external support, 

insurgencies are three times more likely to win over the government in asymmetric wars because 

rebels employ guerilla tactics whose success depends on mingling with the population (Arreguín-

Toft 2005, 35). Civilians seems to be the center of gravity for rebels in asymmetric wars in case 

that the population is the primary source of insurgents’ tangible support (Paul et al 2010, xxii). 

Moreover, there is an additional significance of civilians to rebels in addition to providing 

sanctuaries and hiding. Civilians can provide tangible benefits to rebels like information-sharing 

or intelligence. While recruitment and attainment of resources are crucial for rebels in conventional 

wars, information-sharing is what rebels need the most to succeed in asymmetric wars (Berman 

and Matanock 2015; Balcells and Kalyvas 2014). Information-sharing is “the key resource for 

unconventional warfare” (Malthaner 2015, 427), and this is only provided by civilians. Berman 

and Matanock (2015) find empirical evidences that civilians play a crucial role for rebels through 

information-sharing (445). Intelligence is important for rebels in for planning attacks against the 

government (Joes 1996, 5-8). Information-sharing is also an important tool for rebels to effectively 

police rebel-controlled areas. Civilian cooperation is crucial in finding out those who collaborate 

with the government, which enables rebels to selectively punish only those who collaborate with 

the government without endangering losing popular cooperation (Malthaner 2015).  
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There are some cases in which civilians may become less important for rebels. This 

however does not negate the general importance of civilians for guerrillas because of two reasons. 

First, rebels may direct indiscriminate violence against civilians under specific conditions. When 

rebels lose territorial control, they might use indiscriminate violence in a desperate way to maintain 

what they control (Wood 2012). In most cases, rebels have incentives to maintain civilian 

collaboration due to the central role of civilians in providing information-sharing (Berman and 

Matanock 2015). Second, for guerrillas to safely establish their presence in contested areas or to 

actually entering these areas, popular support is needed. In order to achieve territorial gains, 

guerrillas need popular support or their acquiescence in order to expand their cause territorially 

(Joes 1996).  

The importance of civilians for rebels could also recede when the war evolves from 

guerrilla to conventional or symmetric non-conventional war in which the government’s force 

becomes weakened or rebels’ power becomes closer to the government’s8 (Lilja 2009; Lockyer 

2010). At the start of the war, popular support is crucial for rebels (Cunningham, Gleditsch and 

Salehyan 2009, 574). As war evolves towards conventional warfare, rebels may be less sensitive 

to civilian cooperation. Other factors, like external support, procurement of weapons, and 

mobilization, become much more important for rebels than people’s legitimacy. Under these 

situations, and when legitimacy accrued from the population ceased to be the only tool to ensure 

civilian cooperation, rebels may employ coercive measures to ensure civilian collaboration, to gain 

territories in contested areas, or to signal their strength to the government (Hultman 2007). 

Schlichte and Schnecker (2015) cite Bussmann’s study on the reasons behind one-sided violence 

committed by Lord Resistance Army (LRA) in some Ugandan villages (412). They showed that 

LRA cared more to be credible in the eyes of its external supporter than on losing its legitimacy in 

some Ugandan villages (Ibid 412). Even, some scholars, like Mampilly (2011,52), point to the fact 

that rebels who chose to engage with locals only via violence are not classified as rebels as they 

are considered “terrorists” or “roving bandits” who are only motivated by economic greed and 

political power. Contrary to calculations of rebels in conventional warfare, guerrillas need popular 

support in order to advance their agenda and territorial gains and it is unlikely that they will alienate 

civilians, at least at the start of the conflict, as this defeats their purpose of expanding their cause 

                                                           
8 This is different if the rebels started as the war in conventional way and eventually recedes into guerrilla (see for example 
Locker 2011). This research is concerned with rebels who start guerrilla, not those who devolved towards guerrilla. 



16 
 

among civilians (Mampilly 2011, 11-13). In this sense, the crucial role of civilians is still relevant 

within the scope of guerrilla warfare. 

2.3 Recap: Winning civilians as an alternative way for the government to win asymmetric civil 

wars: 

In brief, civilians play rather an important role in asymmetric civil wars for the rebels. 

Winning the population is crucial for rebels to advance their agenda in potential contested areas 

and to expand territorially. Based on the rising trend among scholars to pay attention to the role of 

non-military strategies to influence the course of asymmetric wars and on the particular role that 

civilians play in guerrilla success, the government can effectively win asymmetric civil wars 

through winning back the legitimacy of the population. In other words, if the government wins 

popular support, it can cut popular support for rebels. Thus, the government denies rebels from 

their main advantageous edge, which is the human terrain. An increase of governmental legitimacy 

in rebel-controlled or contested areas can reduce popular support for rebels in terms of sanctuary 

and information-sharing and it might also increase popular cooperation with the government. Thus, 

the probability of governmental victory is increased. 

In the following sub-section, I will introduce the theoretical framework that connects 

between pro-government intervention focuses on increasing the government’s legitimacy and 

victory of the government in asymmetric civil war. Then, I will shed light on the causal mechanism 

that uncovers how “legitimacy-focused” pro-government intervention increases the capabilities of 

the government to win popular support in contested and/or rebel-controlled areas. Finally, I will 

present my argument that legitimacy-focused pro-government intervention leads to government 

victory in civil war compared to intervention that only focuses on the physical capabilities. 

II. The theoretical framework:  

Introducing the theoretical framework: 
Figure 1. The Causal Story 
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The theoretical framework is that if pro-government intervention focuses on increasing the 

legitimacy of the government in contested and rebel-controlled areas, the intervener helps the 

government in reducing the legitimacy gap in which rebels take advantage of. Reducing the 

legitimacy gap or increasing the legitimacy for the government vis a vis rebels will decrease rebels’ 

offensive and defensive capabilities and thus the government can reach victory in asymmetric civil 

war. In this theoretical reasoning, I provide an alternative to normal interventions that usually focus 

on the physical capability gap. I argue that intervention that focuses on increasing the legitimacy 

of the government will be much more effective in reducing rebels’ expected utility of continuing 

fighting (EUC) by reducing their offensive and defensive capabilities. 

1. What is legitimacy-based pro-governmental intervention/ what is intervention that primarily 

focuses on increasing the legitimacy of the government? 
Before introducing the concept of legitimacy-based interventions, there are some initial 

remarks worth mentioning. First, there is no previous nomenclature employed by 

previous scholars that identifies external intervention as legitimacy-focused versus 

physical-capability-focused. This is something that I introduce in this study as I 

differentiate between physical capability gap and the “legitimacy gap”, based on the 

particularities of asymmetric civil wars in which civilians play a central role for 

guerrilla success.  

Second, I articulate the concept of legitimacy-based intervention borrowing from the 

literature of asymmetric civil wars and the literature on hearts-and-minds 

counterinsurgency. Specifically, the study of Enterline, Stull and Magagnoli (2013) 

provides a kind of empirical precedence as it explores the effect of foreign power in 

changing the government’s counterstrategy towards hearts and minds9. For the 

articulation of the concept, I referred to previous empirical studies that explored the 

influence of external power in increasing the legitimacy of the government, I will list 

some of which in the following paragraphs. 

1.1 conceptualizing legitimacy-based intervention: 

Legitimacy-focused external intervention is an intervention by an external state that 

directly or indirectly aims at helping the government increasing its legitimacy during the civil war. 

In contrast to the usual types of interventions in which the external state aims only at increasing 

the physical military capabilities of the supported government, intervention here mainly aims at 

                                                           
9 The population of their cases though are civil wars and also colonial civil wars, not all civil wars. Also, they did not differentiate 
between asymmetric and conventional wars 
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increasing the capabilities of the government to increase its legitimacy (see figure 2 and figure 3). 

Intervening state can provide the government with economic and financial support needed by the 

government to provide tangible services to the population, like quick impact projects. The external 

state can also help the government by providing non-economic services to the population, like 

security. The external state can do so by providing training, personnel, or economic support 

directed to that purpose. In this situation, the government needs to address aspects of legitimacy 

but its own tools cannot do this, so the government asks the external state for help. It could also be 

the situation in which the government would like to adopt hearts-and-mind strategy but its 

resources to do so are insufficient, so they ask for the foreign governmental intervention in helping 

and financing this strategy. This could be classified as legitimacy-focused intervention10 that 

indirectly affect the legitimacy of the government. 

The external state can directly influence the legitimacy of the government by co-planning 

the legitimacy-focused strategy and/or carrying it out. In Enterline, Stull and Magagnoli’s study 

of the impact of a change of COIN strategy influenced by foreign intervention in civil wars (2013), 

they showed how foreign powers directly change COIN strategy from enemy-based to legitimacy-

based or hearts-and-mind strategy. The foreign power was able to influence the change of COIN 

strategy if the host government invites it to directly take the charge of facing the rebels, or when 

the foreign country is co-involved with the government in laying out the COIN strategy (Enterline, 

Stull and Magagnoli 2013, 182-183). In this situation, the external government has relatively a free 

hand in planning and executing a strategy that targets legitimacy, as well allocating resources to 

it. Here, the external state can directly change the government’s COIN towards legitimacy-based 

tools. 

There are also other ways in which the external state can influence the legitimacy of the 

supported government, albeit rather indirectly. The case of US intervention in El-Salvador civil 

shows that the external state (USA) cajoled the supported government (El-Salvador) to change its 

COIN from enemy-based to legitimacy-based. Greentree showed that when the USA pushed the 

El Salvador regime to undergo political reform program, popular support for FMLN11 decreased ( 

                                                           
10 I am using direct and indirect in parallel with the identification made by Duner in classifying “military” interventions. For 
example, the least intrusive military intervention for Duner is “direct supporting activity” that is indicated by military warning, 
transport, and base functions. Although the impact of direct supporting activity on increasing the supported government 
military capabilities is relatively minimal, it still influences the military capability of the supported government. Likewise, 
assistance to cover legitimacy is considered a tool. 
11  Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front. Salvadorian rebel group of Marxists tendencies 
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2009). This case illustrates that external power can also influence a change in the government’s 

COIN strategy through pressuring the government. However, this type of influence cannot be 

generalized across all cases because it requires that the intervening state has high political and 

diplomatic leverage on the supported government in order to convince, pressure, or cajole the latter 

to change its strategy. In the research design section, I will shed light on operationalizing 

legitimacy-focused intervention vis vis other sorts of interventions that usually targets the physical 

capabilities of the government.  

Figure 2. Intervention and the capability gap (enemy-focused intervention) 

 Macro Macro 

                    ( physical capability gap)   

 

                                      Micro                      Micro 

- By influencing the capability gap, intervention directly affect the balance of military power between 

warring actors 

- Affecting the capability gap also affects expected utility of continuing fighting for belligerents.  

Figure 3. Intervention and the legitimacy gap (legitimacy or civilian-based intervention) 

 Macro Macro 

                       

                                                              (Legitimacy gap) 

                                      Micro   Micro 

 

 

- The capability gap in asymmetric warfare is not the most central aspect as the physical gap is already at the 

government’s favor 

- Legitimacy-focused intervention affects the attitudes and behaviors of civilians towards both rebels and the 

government (micro-micro level). This in turn will lead civilians to cooperate with the government and 

increases the probability that the government win over rebels in asymmetric wars. Affecting micro-micro of 

civilians leads to micro-macro effects. 

intervention 

intervention 
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2. External state, governmental legitimacy, and victory in asymmetric wars 

There are some examples that show how an external state that aims at increasing 

governmental legitimacy increases the probability of governmental victory. In case the external 

state directly changes the government’s COIN strategy from enemy-based to population-based, 

the probability of governmental victory is increased as the more both the intervener and the 

government build legitimacy among the population, the more they are able to achieve victory 

(Enterline, Stull and Magagnoli 2013)12. This goes in tandem with Arreguín-Toft’s contention that 

enemy-based COIN is likely to fail, especially in guerrilla warfare while population-based ones 

increase the prospect of victory (2001: 2005). The external state can also influence a shift on the 

supported government’s legitimacy even without engaging militarily at higher intrusive levels13. 

Watts (2012) cite the example of the Philippines in which the US influenced Manila to change its 

counterinsurgency strategy towards Abu-Sayaf Group from being enemy-based to be population-

based. The change of the COIN strategy, that was influenced and financially supported by the 

Americans, reduced the presence of Abu-Sayaf and Jama Islamiya by half throughout the country 

(Watts 2012, 75). The success of the government in the Philippines to defeat these groups was 

attributed to medical services and quick impact projects provided directly to the population, which 

dried out the popular support for the rebels and increased popular cooperation with the government 

(Watts 2012, 76). 

Also, increasing the capabilities of the government to provide services and development in 

contested areas is correlated with a higher probability of the government to win over the 

insurgency.  Providing development assistance by the external state to the incumbent motivates 

civilians to cooperate with the government by sharing information about rebels’ whereabouts and 

plans (Weintraub 2016, 992; Benjamin, Felter and Johnston 2014: 1). Weintraub’s study in 

Colombia shows that external developmental and anti-poverty assistance14 decreased the civilian 

support for the rebels which in turn helps the government regaining territories from rebels (2016, 

999). Berman, Shapiro, and Felter (2011) show that American-Iraqi scheme to provide services 

and development projects in Iraq has led to the reduction of rebel violence (810-811). Berman and 

Matanock (2015) attribute such reduction of rebel violence to increased civilian cooperation with 

the government in terms of information-sharing which eventually leads to the decrease of rebel 

                                                           
12 The study of Enterline et al focused on the both civil wars and colonial civil wars in which the foreign powers are directly 
engaged. Also, the study was quantitative 
13 I use the classification employed by Dunér to distinguish between high and less intrusive interventions (1983). 
14 The assistance came from the World Bank 
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strength. Information-sharing is one of the tools with which civilians reward the combatants. In 

order for civilians to reward the government with information-sharing, the government may first 

increase its legitimacy. It can do so by providing services or developmental projects as well as 

refraining from indiscriminately targeting civilians in areas where civilians and insurgents blend 

(Berman and Matanock 2015, 450).  

3. Unpacking the causal story: the role of civilians for the government 

As noted-above, the intervening state can help the government winning popular 

cooperation if it helps it to increase its legitimacy. The intervener can help the government provide 

some services, address legitimate concerns of the populations, or when it influences the 

government to change its COIN strategy towards hearts and minds. The link between the increase 

of governmental legitimacy and governmental victory in asymmetric wars is attributed to increased 

popular cooperation with the government. An increase in popular legitimacy leads people to 

cooperate with the government through information-sharing that has strategic importance for 

governmental victory. Information-sharing is crucial in raising the capacities of the government’s 

intelligence to solve “rebel identification problem” in contested and rebel-controlled areas. It can 

also enable the government to gather crucial intelligence about rebels’ future plans of attacks and 

their positions. In addition, the increase of governmental legitimacy could deny rebels from their 

“human terrain” or human shelter on which they depend to advance their agenda and hit-and-run 

operations.  

The impact of information-sharing is reflected on the battlefield as the government can use 

information provided by civilians to identify and target rebels effectively (Berman and Matanock 

2015).  Information about the hideouts and sources of financing about rebels is important to win 

over the rebels (Klayvas 2006; Berman, Shapiro and Felter 2011; Berman and Matanock 2015, 

444). Civilians have knowledge of “what insurgents are doing” (Berman, Shapiro and Felter 2011, 

773). They have information about the identity of the rebels, planned ambushes, locations of 

weapons caches, and etc. (Ibid). The lack of this information seems to be a stumbling block for the 

government to identify rebels and anticipate their offensive plans. For example, In Iraq, one of the 

major difficulties for the Iraqi government and US forces to defeat Sunni insurgencies is to identify 

rebel leaders and members who happened to mingle with civilians. For Iraqi and US forces, 

identifying rebels required information-gathering that could be obtained by either civilian 

cooperation or sophisticated technologies. Both had not been available due to many reasons, 
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including the reluctance of Sunnis to cooperate with the Iraqi and US forces. However, when the 

American and Iraqi forces succeeded gaining civilian cooperation manifested in information-

sharing, rebel’s offensive capabilities were dramatically decreased ( Shaprio and Weidmann 2015). 

Distinguishing between civilians and rebels is a hard task for the government (Joes 1996, 192). 

Information gathering tends to be a key factor in solving this dilemma (Malthaner 2015, 427).  

With the absence of the human cooperation, the government’s capacity to collect valuable 

information about rebels in contested and rebel-controlled areas is limited.  

Because information-sharing solves rebel identification problem, it also helps the 

government restraining from indiscriminately target civilians. Indiscriminate violence has a 

counterproductive effect on the probability of securing victory for the government as it may push 

civilians to cooperate with the rebels (Wood, Kathman and Gent 2012; Kalyvas 2006).War cannot 

be won if the only available strategy entails violence against civilians (Arreguin-Toft 2005,168). 

The literature of civil war and civilian targeting point to the fact that many governments use 

indiscriminate violence when they are unable to distinguish between rebels and civilians. 

Valentino (2014) shows that the government uses mass killings intentionally to deter civilian 

cooperation with guerrilla as using violence is perceived by the government to be a cheaper tool 

to do so. The only exception under which indiscriminate violence may strategically work is when 

the population is small and densely concentrated geographically (Downes 2007). Even, Downes’ 

study (2007) was not based on a typical case of civil war as his results were derived from his 

analysis of the Boer-British war in South Africa. The study did not also discuss the circumstances 

of civilian targeting by the government in irregular warfare. Kalyvas and Kocher’s study of 

Vietnam (2009) showed that the US and the government of South Vietnam used indiscriminate 

violence against civilians due to their inability to differentiate between rebels and civilians, which 

pushed many people into the arms of rebels. This comports with Arreguin-Tofts’ confirmation that 

targeting civilians by the government, especially in asymmetric civil wars, is counter-productive 

in the long run (2005). Fearon and Laitin (2003) also confirm that targeting civilians is catastrophic 

for government’s effort to defeat insurgency. Escalating repression against civilians increases the 

probability that insurgencies gain further domestic and international support (Paul et al 2010, 52) 

Paule et al (2013) showed that out of 33 COIN strategies that used “crush them all” tactic against 

both civilians and rebels lost in 23 cases (20). Governmental coercion might push moderate 

elements of the population to join the rebels (Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 2009, 576) 
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Indiscriminate killing raises the cost of non-participation for civilians, so they prefer to cooperate 

with the rebels (Condra and Shapiro 2012). In sum, information-sharing not only provides 

governments with the necessary tools to defeat rebels at the battlefield, but it also has an additional 

benefit manifested saving the option of strategically target civilians.  

3.1 Constructing the legitimacy vacuum/gap: increasing legitimacy of the government comes at 

the expenses of rebels’. 

As we have noticed, if the external state helps the government to increase its legitimacy, 

there would be an increase of popular cooperation with the government manifested in information-

sharing in both contested and rebel-controlled areas and denial of shelter/sanctuary in contested 

areas. Popular cooperation is thus important for the government to halt the offensive capabilities 

of rebels. Likewise, in contested areas if the government addresses legitimacy by development 

service 15or addressing the economic and non-economic needs of the population, the population 

may deny rebels from hiding or seeking shelter as the receptiveness of the population towards 

rebels’ agenda is probably going to be decreased. This means the following: 

1- There is an attitudinal change that precedes the shift of the popular support from rebels 

to the government. This could mean that an increase of governmental legitimacy occurs at the 

expenses of rebel’s legitimacy (government’s legitimacy is higher than rebels’) or when rebels 

appear to be less successful in providing a better alternative to the government in rebel-controlled 

areas. 

2- There is a legitimacy vacuum/gap in which rebels take advantage of. In contested areas, 

rebels take advantage of both the decreased governmental legitimacy and the decrease of 

governmental bureaucratic capacity.  Once rebels gain territorial control, they try to maintain the 

popular cooperation by building its legitimacy through material services and/or political framing 

(Joes 1996; Mampilly 2011; Kasfir 2005). The idea is that if the government reduces the legitimacy 

gap in which rebels operate or take advantage of, it can deliver a strategic shift in people’s attitudes 

and behaviors (Thayer 2009). Likewise, in rebel-controlled areas, if the government makes a 

change in people’s attitudes, it can attract more people to cooperate with it in providing 

information-sharing and it can gradually decrease rebel’s bases of support16.  

                                                           
15 The impact of development service in increasing legitimacy is limited on rebel-controlled areas, as the 
government needs to be present in these areas so as to provide services ( Berman and Matanock 2015) 
16 In research design section, I will shed more explorations on the concept of legitimacy gap 
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3- so, increasing popular support/ decreasing the legitimacy gap leads to the decrease of 

guerrillas’ capabilities to launch offensive attacks and the decrease in their ability to hide among 

the population. This means that the reduction of the legitimacy gap reduces rebels’ expected utility 

of continuing fighting because the ability for rebels to continue employing hit-and-run attacks, 

which is quintessential of guerrilla warfare, depends on popular cooperation/acquiescence (see 

figure 4). 

Figure 4. Detailing the causal pathway 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                       

4. The hypothesis, the legitimacy-based intervention and governmental victory: 
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capability gap in asymmetric conflict may miss the point that civilians play a role in the success 

or failure of the guerrillas (see figure 5). It misses the idea that the popular support or acquiesces 

for rebels could be a function of the decrease of governmental legitimacy. 

The hypothesis: In asymmetric civil war, pro-government intervention that works on increasing 

or helping to increase the legitimacy of the government will lead to a governmental victory  

Figure 5 the logic of legitimacy-based intervention 
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III. Research Design 
In the previous chapter, I argued that pro-government intervention that targets the 

legitimacy gap could lead to governmental victory. The underlying mechanism is that reducing the 

legitimacy gap leads to increased popular cooperation with the government, which subsequently 

leads to conditions associated with governmental victory. In this chapter, first, I will present the 

case or unit of analysis. Second, methods and case selection technique is introduced. Third, I will 

present the operationalization of the independent, dependent, and intervening variables. 

1. Cases and Unit of Analysis: 

Since this research is interested in testing the effect of legitimacy-focused pro-government 

intervention, the cases are going to be cases of pro-government intervention in asymmetric civil 

wars. The unit of analysis would be an episode of intervention in an asymmetric civil war17. The 

episode is defined as the time frame or the temporal delimitation in which the intervener employs 

a specific tool of intervention. The episode starts from the moment intervention uses a specific tool 

of intervention while the episode ends when the intervener changes the tool of intervention, adds 

another or a new tool, the intervention withdraws, or the conflict is ended while the intervener was 

using the very same tool.  For illustration, if the intervention uses indirect combat military 

intervention, the episode of intervention starts from the moment intervention uses indirect combat 

military intervention. If the intervention changes its tool of intervention from indirect combat 

military intervention to troop intervention, it is a new episode18. 

2. Method of Analysis and Case selection: 

This research aims at testing the hypothesis that legitimacy-targeted pro-government 

interventions leads to governmental victory in asymmetric civil wars19. So, using Structural 

Focused Comparison (SFC), specifically Mill’s most similar design (method of difference), would 

be most suitable for this purpose (Gerring 2006, 90-92). Mill’s method of differences will enable 

me to test the effect of the independent variable of theoretical interest without knowing the 

outcome in advance. Selecting cases based on prior knowledge of the values of the dependent 

                                                           
17 The research is interested in studying the effect of a certain type of pro-government intervention (legitimacy-based) which is 
one of many types of pro-government interventions. That is why the unit of analysis is based on the differentiation between 
types/tools of intervention. 
18 So it is possible to have one episode of intervention employed in a one civil war. It is also possible to see various episodes of 
interventions within the same civil war. 
19 I was initially interested in the “effects of the given cause”, but since I have theoretical preconceptions of what the effects of 
this cause could be, the research is X1,Y-based. Gerring even mentions the fact that few studies are innocently X or Y-centered 
(2007: 72). 
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variable leads to selection bias. Mill’s methods allow me to base my case selection strategy on the 

presence and absence of the independent variable of interest (legitimacy-targeted pro-government 

intervention) with a blind eye on the outcome, without which my selection of cases would be 

biased.  

Another beneficial use Mill’s methods lies in controlling theoretically-relevant 

confounding variables without providing extremely accurate measurements for them or without 

providing a “perfect matching” when doing case comparison (Gerring 2006, 133- 314). It is 

practically hard in social sciences to find two or more comparable cases where perfect similarity 

in control variables completely exists (Gering 2006, 12). So, Mill’s methods’ less stringent 

requirement of obtaining accurate measurements of control variables solves this dilemma. 

Comparing two cases which are different on the main independent variable of interest but similar 

in other confounders or rival independent variables would allow for the examination of the 

independent effect of the independent variable of interest on the dependent variable. It also allows 

for distinguishing the effect of the main independent variable of interest from other theoretically 

relevant variables that might contribute to the outcome (Gerring 2006, 73). 

Table. 1: Case selection, hypothesis-testing design ( X1-Y-centered)20: 

 X1 Control variables Outcome 

Case 1 0 0 ? 

Case 2 1 0 ? 

Under X1 column, 1 is the presence of the independent variable of interest, while 0 is its absence 
 

In addition to the fact that I select my cases based on the presence and absence of the 

independent variable of interest and the similarity of the confounding variables, I will also make 

sure that the cases are representative of a population of cases. In doing so, the selection of cases 

here is assured to be in tandem not only with research objectives and the research strategy, but also 

with a defined population of cases (George and Bennett 2005, 69). Cases in structured focused 

comparison shall be representative of global cases and in some situations, they “must be instances 

of the same subclass” (George and Bennett 2005:83). 

In this research, the pool of cases from which the cases will be selected are the cases of 

pro-government interventions into asymmetric wars. Balcells and Kalyvas’ TR replicated dataset 

                                                           
20 John Gerring, Case Study Research: Principles and Practices, 1 edition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 132. 
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(2014) and Non-State Actors dataset (Gleditsch , Gleditsch and Salehyan 2013) list, among others, 

types of pro-government intervention, the tool employed by intervention, and whether the war was 

conventional or asymmetric. I will specifically refer to UCDP External Intervention (Högbladh, 

Petterson, and Themner 2011) dataset to gain more data regarding the tools of interventions and 

their timings. Although both Non-State Actor and TR replicated datasets are not designed to 

specifically investigate cases of pro-governmental interventions into asymmetric civil wars per se, 

one can manually extract and separately aggregate the cases of pro-government interventions in 

asymmetric civil wars21. 

There are two reasons for ensuring the representativeness of the would-be selected cases. 

First, I need to take additional measures to reduce potential selection bias. Avoiding selection bias 

by not choosing cases based on the prior knowledge of the outcome is not enough. Ensuring that 

the selected cases are typical of a set of cases could decrease potential selection bias. That is why 

I try to base my selection against the background of some quantitative datasets. 

Second, I need to mitigate the problem of generalizability. One of the potential weaknesses 

of the method of differences is that its findings may not be generalized across the majority of cases 

because “case representativeness” is not always assured (Gerring 2006, 139). If the selected cases 

are typical according to a quantitative background, this may mitigate the problem of limited 

generalizability. However, despite these efforts, generalizability is not guaranteed here because 

the primary focus of this research necessitates that the selection priority is given to finding the 

presence and absences of the independent variable while controlling for confounders. Second, the 

independent variable of interest is not common, but on which the study’s main focused lies. 

A final point to make is that the scope of the asymmetric civil wars, in which pro-

government intervention happens, is delimited to fit the theoretical parameters. There is no interest, 

for example, in civil wars in which the ethnic security dilemma already happened22, because ethnic 

security dilemma may represent a “no-return”23 point between the government and the rebelled 

                                                           
21 However, in order to locate the presence of the independent variable of interest, it required looking deeply in each of these 
extracted cases individually using case-specific resources, especially since legitimacy-based intervention is not commonly 
employed by interveners or at least not visibly observed.  Anyway, it is required to look at case-specific primary and secondary 
resources to cross check for the start and end of the employed tool/s of intervention 
22 I do not know whether ethnic security dilemma could actually occur in asymmetric context or not. It is more observable in 
conventional civil wars, but this is not the reason for excluding it. The reason is attributed to its irrelevancy for legitimacy gap. 
23 Kaufman’s idea that the possibility of ethnic cohabitation reaches no-return level. See Kaufmann, Chaim. 1996. Possible and 
Impossible Solutions to Ethnic Civil Wars. International Security 20 (4): 136-175. 
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ethnic group, which means that legitimacy is no longer an available tool for the incumbent or the 

intervener. Also, cases of coup or civil wars initiated by splintered military faction are not included 

because they do not necessarily relate to the population (Sullivan and Karreth 2015, Cunningham, 

Gleditsch and Salehyan 2009). This is to avoid aggregating disparate types of asymmetric civil 

wars that do not represent a homogenous population in which the outcome can be explained by 

our causal process or the alternative causal process 

Control variables 

In qualitative studies, it is important to provide plausible explanations why other 

factors/variables should be held constant or controlled for (Gerring 2006, 133).  This requirement 

is crucial for making sure that the outcome is causally linked to the main independent variable of 

interest, not by other variables. As George and Bennette put it “cases should be also selected to 

provide the kind of control and variation required by the research problem” (2005, 83).  I will 

provide hereinafter the control variables that are needed to be controlled for. These control 

variables are theoretically linked to external intervention and outcome of civil wars. I minimize 

the number of control variables, choosing the most theoretically relevant ones that are associated 

with the IV and DV (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994) 

The first control variable is the type of intervener. Regan showed that type of intervener 

affects the outcome of civil war (2012). The intervening state’s ability to employ various 

intervention designs and to dedicate resources and time for intervention success is dependent on 

the intervener’s capabilities and ability to design a proper strategy of intervention (Regan 2000). 

Not all interveners have equal economic and military capabilities. Consequently, some external 

states have limited strategy options and limited abilities to sustain costly intervention strategies. It 

is hard to compare the intervention of the United States for instance with that of a weaker country 

whose intervention potential is limited due to its limited financial, military, and political resources. 

In this sense, it is important that the intervener type (super power, regional power, or weak 

interveners) are relatively similar in terms of their potential capabilities. This is also important to 

avoid selection effect. It could be the situation in which the weaker intervener could have employed 

an X strategy, but it did not because of its limited capabilities compared to the stronger intervener 

whose decision to use the same X strategy is not restricted by its capabilities.  

The second control variable is the characteristics of the conflict.  I refer to three main sub-

variables to reflect the characteristics of the conflict. They are the level of the transparency of the 
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identity of the rebel group, strategic environment, and the type of conflict. Transparency of the 

orientation of fighting actors is a key factor for both the probability that the third-party will 

intervene and the likelihood of intervention success (Regan 2000, 21). Civil wars fought over 

ideological and religious issues are highly tractable to external intervention than those fought over 

ethnic issues “because of the ease with which identity can be assumed or discarded” by the 

intervener (Regan 2000, 21). The more the intervener is able to identify the orientations of the 

fighting actors, the higher the probability of success for the intervener. Identification influences 

the intervener’s calculations whether to intervene or not (Regan 2000, 93). 

The second sub-variable which affects the probability of the success of intervention is the 

strategic environment (Regan 2000, 23). Strategic environment is captured herein by the presence 

of shared borders and the intensity of the conflict24. Shared borders are indicators of the potentiality 

that rebels receive external support or to establish safe havens in the neighboring country. Intensity 

also affects the likelihood of the success of intervention and the probability of intervention to occur 

(Regan 2000). Interveners are less reluctant to intervene in conflicts of higher intensity as the 

probability of their success in high-intensity conflict is low (Regan 2000).  High-intensity civil 

wars tend to be longer and harder to be influenced by the intervener (Lektzian and Regan 2016). 

In the selected cases, it is better to control for the intensity of the conflict as comparing high-

intense civil war with that of a low intensity may bias the result towards the latter as it might have 

relatively higher chances of success than the former. For that purpose, I will use UCDP termination 

dataset (Kreutz 2010) to identify the level of the intensity of the civil war in the selected cases. 

The third sub-variable is the type of conflict. Conflict types should be similar in the two 

cases. Although the type of conflict does not significantly affect the probability of intervention 

success, it does affect intervention design (Regan 2000, 87). The literature of intervention in civil 

wars finds that identity-based conflict considerably affects the goals and designs of intervention 

as the design and motivation of intervention become endogenized to the conflict (Nalbandov 2009; 

Regan 2000). Intervention designs in identity-based conflicts are thus different from those in other 

types of civil war, like ideological (Regan 2000,70).  Additionally, the causal mechanism that 

connects intervention to the outcome in identity-based wars seems to be different from other kinds 

                                                           
24 Regan mentioned other additional indicators, like Cold War dynamic. However, this was based on the assumption that 
unilateral interventions are more during the Cold War than after it. Note that this study was conducted in 2000 before the rise 
of unilateral interventions after 2010. 
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of civil wars. Posen’s ethnic security dilemma, in-group identification during conflict, and ethnic 

entrepreneurs are present in identity-based conflicts while absent in ideological types of civil war. 

Therefore, it is important to make sure that the type of civil war is roughly the same.  

The third control variable is host state capacity. The literature of intervention into civil war 

indicates that state capacity is one of the variables that affects the outcome of civil wars as there 

is a negative correlation between state capacity and rebels’ success (Shelton, Stojek and Sullivan 

2013). Usually, GDP per capita or relative military capabilities are frequently used as indicators 

for state capacity. Recent studies question the construct validity of some indicators, like GDP per 

capita25, and instead argue for bureaucratic quality as it is theoretically linked to civil war and does 

operate through state capacity causal chain compared to GDP per capita (Hendrix 2010, 283). I 

will look at ICRG26 indicator of the quality of the government in Quality of Government basic 

dataset (Dahlberg et al 2017). The indicator of the quality of government has much higher construct 

validity of state capacity and has lesser conceptual focus on the military aspect of state capacity, 

compared to other indicators like military power. 

Regime type could be also used as an indicator for state capacity as it can reflect some of 

its aspects27. Political democracy as well can define state capacity (deRouen and Sobek 2004). 

Shelton, Stojek, and Sullivan (2013) find that there is no empirical studies to prove which regime 

types is mostly effective in fighting insurgencies despite the fact that the literature suggests that 

regime type conditions the relationship between state capacity and effectiveness of 

counterinsurgencies (529). Nevertheless, I will put regime type as one of the indicators of state 

capacity. Regime type is particularly significant as it is correlated with rebels ‘escalation of attacks 

(Dudley and Miller 1998). Higher levels of rebellion are associated with incoherent governments 

or autocratic governance (Khosla 200,25-26). At least, I will make sure that the regimes selected 

are not considerably different from each other.   

The fourth control variable is rebel strength relative to the government as it could affect 

civil war outcomes (Gent 2008; Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 2009).  For theoretical 

reason, I have to make sure that rebel strength should be weaker or much weaker to the government 

because my scope is asymmetric civil wars. I will also use additional indicators used in Non-State 

                                                           
25 The literature is divided on the causal mechanism that links GDP per capita and war onset and termination. I may use GDP 
per capita as an alternative indicator if the quality of government indicator not found in one of the cases 
26 International Country Risk Guide Dataset 
27 The aspect of rational legality and rentier-autocracies according to Hendrix (2010) 
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Actor dataset (Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 2013), like the strength of rebels’ central 

command. I will also look at the existence or not of military support for the rebels. Karreth and 

Sullivan (2015) find out that military support for rebels increases their likelihood of rebels’ victory. 

I will ensure that rebel strength in the selected cases is similar by using these indicators. 

The Selected Cases: 

I will compare two cases of pro-government external interventions in the Omani civil war. 

The first is the case of British intervention during the period 1963-1970. In this case, the intervener 

did not target the legitimacy gap and focused on the physical capabilities of the government. The 

second case is the British intervention from 1970-1973 in which the intervener employed 

legitimacy-focused tools28.  

After an extensive research of cases, the longitudinal before-and-after study of the Omani 

civil war seems to present a good matching of cases. The two cases are similar in background 

characteristics and control variables. The level of comparability in the same civil war is much 

higher than if I compare two cases of pro-governmental interventions in two different civil wars 

as it is not easy to find “matched” control variables in the two cases in two separate countries with 

different civil war characteristics. Additionally, cases of legitimacy-focused pro-government 

intervention was not commonly used by external third-parties. However, it is necessary to find one 

case when this particular variable of interest is present in order to test the hypothesis. This choice 

is somehow close to the experimental logic because the second case represents the treatment. 

However, longitudinal comparison here does not include control group, compared to the dynamic 

comparison, but employing longitudinal studies is not new in social science. Rasler, for example, 

built a longitudinal design to study the Syrian intervention in the Lebanese civil war (1983). 

George and Bannett (2005) succinctly point to the merits of the longitudinal study in controlled 

comparison. They state that” controlled comparison can be achieved by dividing a single 

longitudinal case into two- the “before” case and an “after” case that follows a discontinuous 

change in an important variable. This may provide a control for many factors and is often the most 

readily available or strongest version of a most-similar case design” (George and Bannett  2005, 

81). The Omani civil war provides the absence and then the presence of the independent variable 

of interest while providing a better matching of the control variables. The “before and after cases” 

are defined by the change of the independent variable of interest. “Wherever the researcher 

                                                           
28 I will provide a detailed explanation of what is legitimacy-based intervention and what is intervention in general in the next 
section of operationalization and conceptualization of the independent variable 
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concentrates on a single case and that case undergoes a change in the theoretical variable of 

interest, a Longitudinal Comparison is in play.” (Gerring 2006, 163) 

Additionally, with regard to the theoretical framework, I do not expect that only legitimacy-

focused intervention is sufficient in bringing about victory, since the logic of war necessitates some 

use of force. In this longitudinal study, not only the military tools were present in both cases, but 

also the tools of the British military intervention were equally the same in both “before and after” 

cases. This additionally enables me to control for the level of military intervention in the two cases 

and to trace the independent effect of the legitimacy-focused intervention when it is introduced in 

the second case. Hence, I will not be much annoyed with the possibility that the outcome could be 

caused by the change of the level of military intervention.  Finally, since legitimacy is a relative 

concept, it would be much harder to examine the effect of intervention on legitimacy because 

legitimacy is relative to spatial and temporal contexts. It is hard to control for the legitimacy in 

two different contexts, i.e countries, because people in each country will likely differ in their 

response towards certain tools of legitimacy. 

Data collection  

I collected data about the Omani civil war mainly from secondary resources. Due to 

practical limitations, I was unable to access the British national archive that could give a detailed 

account of the British tactics and decisions, so also the Omani documents about the war. However, 

I was fortunate to access monographs and other secondary resources, like Jeapes (2016) Peterson 

(2008), McKeown (1988), Valeri (2009) and Takriti (2013), that give a detailed account of the war 

based on their access to primary resources from the British archive. I additionally consulted 

episodic records, especially the British and American newspapers article through proquest. I also 

referred to statements and declassified official documents on the internet. For triangulation of 

evidence, I cross-checked the evidence provided by some secondary resources by comparing with 

others to make sure that any piece of information or evidence is also mentioned in other resources. 

I referred also to think tanks for additional evidence and interpretive analysis, primarily RAND. 

3. Concepts and Operationalizations 

a) The dependent variable: government victory  
Conceptualizing victory in asymmetric civil wars: 

The focus of this study is to discover whether pro-government legitimacy-focused 

intervention will lead to a government’s victory or not.  In order to check whether there is a 
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government victory or not, there is a need to theoretically differentiate between what constitutes a 

victory for the government and what is not.  

The outcome adopted in this thesis is either there is a governmental victory or not. There 

are a couple of reasons why I adopt this dichotomous outcome (victory or not). First, since the 

theoretical scope of this thesis focuses on the effect of legitimacy-focused intervention on 

achieving governmental victory, there is a theoretical reason for paying the main attention to 

victory. Second, I follow Lyall and Wilson’s (2009) logic of operationalizing civil war outcomes 

in asymmetric civil wars. Lyall and Wilson (2009) identified outcomes in asymmetric wars as 

either a victory for the government or loss. They considered a draw as a loss for the government 

because a draw entails that some concessions are granted to the rebels even though the latter’s 

aims were not completely fulfilled while government’s aims are not also completely met29 (Lyall 

and Wilson 2009, 94). The logic is that if the rebels’ demanded are met partially or completely in 

a peace agreement, the government lost the war, and this does not necessarily mean that the 

government have to be militarily defeated (Lyall and Wilson 2009). Lyall and Wilson’s 

identification have a theoretical reason also. They do not limit the conceptualization of victory to 

the indicator of military victories at the battlefield. There is a new trend among scholars to consider 

political indicators as well, especially since they also influence the outcome of civil wars (Sawyer, 

Cunningham and Reed 2015, 573). Moreover, the literature of asymmetric civil wars usually 

identifies the outcome as governmental victory or not (Arreguin-Toft 2001; Arreguin-Toft 2005; 

Lyall and Wislon 2009; Enterline, Stoll, and Magagnoli 2013; Balcells and Kalyvas 2014). These 

previous studies do not equate between loss, draw, stalemate, etc., but they lump them together 

under one classification which is the absence of government victory. In this sense, draw, low 

activity, stalemate, etc. are not considered a defeat for the government per se, but they are all 

considered variants of no victory. Therefore, victory is conceptualized when the government ends 

the conflict either militarily or politically or with both without giving concessions to the rebels 

(Lyall and Wilson 2009:71) and the peace continues for at least six months (Sambanis 2004). 

Victory is also reached if the conflict enters into a low-activity with less than 25 battle-related 

death annually (Kreutz 2010). 

Victory 

                                                           
29 When they conducted a quantitative study with a win/loss dichotomous outcome, they found no difference in results 
compared with a study conducted with win/draw/loss (2009:94). 
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Theoretical aspects Structured questions/indicators Resources 

• Political or 

• Military at the 

battlefield 

• Is there a political end of the 

conflict that favors the 

government without giving 

concessions to the rebels? 

 

• Is there a military ending for the 

government and the peace lasted 

for at least six months? 

 

• Is the conflict ended by entering 

into a low activity and lasted at 

least for six months? 

• Peace agreements, accord, documents 

that favor the government and do not 

give major concessions to the rebels’ 

aims 

 

• UCDP Conflict Termination dataset 

(Kreutz 2010), Non-state Actor-Dataset 

(Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 

2013), Asymmetric war dataset (Balcells 

and Kalyvas TR replicated dataset 2014) 

 

So, if the selected case (episode of pro-government intervention in asymmetric civil war) 

provides a positive answer to any of the three questions, it is coded as a victory. If the episode 

ended without a positive answer to the structured questions, the outcome is no victory. The absence 

of victory occurs when the conflict ends with a military defeat of the government or when the 

government politically gives up partially or totally to rebels’ main aims. If the incumbent partially 

or totally concedes to rebel demands, it is considered loss (Lyall and Wilson 2009,72). Paul, Clark, 

and Grill (2010) employed the same logic by stating that if the government provides major power 

sharing or territorial concessions to rebels, the government is considered to be “defeated” (9-12). 

Furthermore, while a victory for the government is necessarily intertwined with the termination of 

the conflict for at least six months, the absence of victory is not necessarily linked with the end of 

the conflict. Stalemate or simply the continuation of the conflict could be an indicator of the 

absence of victory30. The time frame of this study is based on an episode of an intervention tool 

employed for a certain period of time, so if the intervention tool is changed or ended without the 

                                                           
30 The studies of civil war outcomes were first concerned with how civil war terminates. For this end, there were some scholars 
who identified the outcome in their quantitative studies as either negotiated settlement or victory, like Walter 1997 in The 
Critical Barrier to Civil War Settlement and Svensson’s Fighting with Faith 2007. There is another strand among scholars in 
which there is an identification between rebel and government victory.  However, in these two strands, the concern was 
theoretically skewed towards the termination of the civil war. In this analysis, the concern and scope is different as I am 
concerned with governmental victory, which requires the end of the conflict, and absence of victory which does not necessary 
require the conflict to end. To reiterate, stalemate, continuation of the conflict, or a draw do not mean defeat, but they mean 
no victory. 
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termination of the conflict, it is coded no victory. If a given tool of intervention ends with the 

termination of conflict, I will examine this victory six months after the date of its termination in 

addition to examining whether the government provided major concessions to rebels or not.  In 

case the conflict ends with a written agreement, I will examine the official document to see if there 

are any concessions to the rebels’ main demands and whether the document (primary resource) 

corresponds to the main incompatibility concerns of rebels.  

The structured questions here meet the validity of the concept of victory in asymmetric 

civil wars. From one side, these questions are related to theories that defines what is meant by 

victory in asymmetric civil wars.  On the other side, adding political factors sharpens the construct 

validity of the concept of victory because victory cannot be solely confined to results on the 

battlefield. The reliability here is also guaranteed since the measurement of the victory or no 

victory is going to be cross-checked with relevant quantitative datasets that ensure reliable 

measurement of civil war outcomes across cases.  

b) The independent variable: pro-government intervention that addressed the legitimacy gap 

As the research question tries to investigate whether an intervention that targets the 

legitimacy gap leads to government victory, the main independent variable of theoretical interest 

is legitimacy-focused pro-government external intervention. In this sub-section, I will provide a 

quick glance of what intervention is in general. Then, I will introduce the way to operationalize 

legitimacy-focused intervention. 

What is external intervention that usually targets the capability gap? 

External intervention is defined if it meets James Rosenau’s (1969) and Patrick Regan’s 

(2000) criteria of convention-breaking and authority-targeting. Authority-targeting and 

convention-breaking means that the form of support for any of the belligerents during the war must 

be different in form and quantity from that provided during peacetimes. For the external support 

to be quantified as intervention, it shall also aim at changing the course of the war by affecting the 

balance of power between the government and the opposition. So, when external support targets 

the authority structure of the government, either by supporting the government or rebels, it is meets 

the authority-target criteria (Regan 2000). Basically, Regan (2000) typifies interventions into three 

main categories; economic, military, and mixed economic and military interventions. Duner 
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(1983) distinguishes among the types of interventions, giving five scales of the level of external 

involvement31.  

Defining intervention that targets the legitimacy 

As mentioned in the theory section, legitimacy-focused intervention is characterized by its 

emphasis on increasing the governmental legitimacy in rebel-controlled or contested areas either 

directly or indirectly. 

Indirect, Tools of capabilities of legitimacy Direct influence on government’s strategy 
towards civilians  

Support that is directed to Increasing the 
capabilities of government to provide economic 
and non-economic tools of legitimacy, like 
services and security 
 
Indirectly assisting the government’s COIN shift 
to legitimacy-based approach 
 

Assist the government legitimacy-based COIN 
strategy by directly engaging in the planning and 
execution of the COIN  
 
Influencing the government to change its COIN 
strategy towards legitimacy by either engaging in 
the planning and execution of COIN or cajoling 
the government to change its COIN towards 
population-based.   

Resources: UCDP External Intervention dataset 
(Högbladh , Pettersson and Themnér 
2011)+primary and secondary resources 

Resources: (Enterline Stull, and Magagnoli 2013) 
+ Official documents and statements +Secondary 
resources 

 

Operationalizing intervention that targets legitimacy: 

The theoretical framework provides that the effect of legitimacy-focused intervention is on 

the legitimacy gap. In this sense, the definition of legitimacy-focused intervention is somehow 

separable from normal physical-gap-focused ones. Therefore, strict adherence to Roseneau’s 

requirements is not required, especially since intervention here is not about the capability gap. 

However, I will use his logic of convention-breaking only in case that the intervener indirectly 

provides economic and non-economic support for the government’s tool of legitimacy. I will 

employ convention-breaking to make sure whether this support is different from other forms of 

support given to the ally in normal times before the war. Additionally, I will check whether this 

support was really directed to covering legitimacy, not to directly or indirectly support military 

goals. This logic of comparison was employed by Regan (2000) to differentiate between economic 

support in normal times or external economic influence vis a vis economic interventions par 

excellence. If the intervention directly influences the government COIN, following convention-

                                                           
31 Kindly consult the appendix 
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breaking and authority-target criteria is not relevant. I will just use case-specific primary and 

secondary resources to make sure that the influence is caused by the intervener or its influence, 

not the government32. Along with Regan’s definition of interventions (2000,9), as long as the 

external actor uses some of its resources to affect the course of the civil war, this is considered 

intervention. In this sense, legitimacy-focused tools are considered interventions because the 

external state allocates some of its resources to influence the course of the war, though this is done 

through influencing legitimacy, no physical gap. 

In order to capture the concept of legitimacy-focused intervention, one needs to understand 

what aspects of legitimacy on which the intervention can play a role. According to the theoretical 

framework and under the conditions specified in the theory section, increasing the legitimacy of 

the government in asymmetric civil wars is associated with attitudinal and/or behavioral change 

among the population towards both rebels and the government, which could be instrumental in 

decreasing the “human sanctuary/shelter” for rebels and thus increasing the probability of 

government victory. The theoretical framework and previous empirical examples show that 

addressing legitimacy can be done by addressing performance-based legitimacy: which is 

consisted of non-economic forms of legitimacy (i.e. addressing political and social grievances and 

providing security services) and economic form of legitimacy (i.e. development). Legitimacy is, 

however, a broad concept that could be also addressed by other means, like symbolic forms of 

legitimacy (traditional or ideological forms of legitimacy).33 Therefore, I will consider the 

possibility that intervention may enhance other forms of governmental legitimacy (external34 and 

symbolic) although these forms are not theoretically enough by themselves to trigger behavioral 

change among the population towards the government35. 

Legitimacy-based Intervention 

conceptual aspects Structured questions/indicator36 How to assess 

                                                           
32 Enterline et al studied 66 cases of foreign power counterinsurgency (2013) in which they coded whether the foreign power 
changed the counterinsurgency strategy towards the population or not.  
33 This is based on the typology of legitimacy adopted in Mark Sedgwick, “Measuring Egyptian Regime Legitimacy,” Middle East 
Critique 19, no. 3 (September 2010): 275, doi:10.1080/19436149.2010.514474. Kindly consult the appendix 
34 Nalbandov, for example, mentions the effect of external legitimacy brought by external intervention by international 
organizations brings to the government ( 2010) 
35 Even previous studies, like that of Gent 2008, speak of “backlash effect” of intervention in which overt military intervention 
for the government may lead to increased popular support for rebels 
36 These are based on the indicators of legitimacy adopted by Kalrlborg 2015, Sedgwick 2010, Paul et al 2012, and Enterline et al 

2013 
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• Indirectly support the 

government’s 

performance-based 

legitimacy projects 

 

 

• Does the intervention 

state provide either 

personnel, expertise, in-

kind, or financial 

support to the 

government’s 

legitimacy-focused 

plan? 

 

• Does the intervening 

state assist the 

government in planning 

the legitimacy-focused 

strategy? 

• Primary and secondary 

resources about projects 

or plans financed or 

helped by external 

intervention. 

  

• Primary and secondary 

resources about the 

direction of financial 

intervention to 

legitimacy-focused 

objectives (to make sure 

that the support was 

directed to legitimacy-

based projects) 

 

• Using primary and 

secondary resources to 

infer about the 

significance of the 

support of the external 

state and whether 

support is considered 

intervention or just 

normal support 

(convention-breaking 

criteria) 

• Directly involved in the 

planning and execution 

of the COIN strategy 

 

• Is the intervening state 

involved in planning 

or/and carrying out of 

the legitimacy-based 

strategy? 

• Did the intervening state 

actually intervened at 

higher intrusive levels 

(troops military 

intervention) and 

change the COIN 

strategy? 

• was the external state 

engaged in some 

projects of legitimacy-

based strategy? 

• Primary and secondary 

resources that prove 

whether the intervening 

state had influenced the 

COIN strategy planning 

or not  

• (Enterline, Stull and 

Magagnoli’s dataset 

2013) 

 

• Influencing the 

government to change 

its COIN strategy 

• Is there any change of 

the government’s COIN 

strategy from enemy-

based to legitimacy-

based that is influenced 

by external state? 

 

• Primary resources about 

the relationship between 

the host state and the 

external state 

 

• Secondary resources 

that provide an 
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interpretive element to 

the primary resources 

 

If the selected case study covers one or more of the conceptual aspects of legitimacy-

focused intervention, it is considered as an intervention that targets the legitimacy gap. Targeting 

the legitimacy gap could or not accompany physical capability-focused tools of intervention. It is 

clear that the intervention is completely legitimacy-focused if it only targets legitimacy and 

abstains from providing militarily support (see table2). If the intervention targets both legitimacy 

and physical capabilities, it is still considered a legitimacy-focused intervention. Previous studies 

about counterinsurgencies showed that although legitimacy-based COIN also employs additional 

military tools against the rebels, the priority is still given to increasing popular legitimacy for the 

government (Paul et al 2013). This means that legitimacy is still the main focus of the COIN 

strategy, even though military tools are also used.  

In case that the intervention does not answer any of the above questions and focuses only 

on the physical capabilities, it is not considered legitimacy-focused intervention. In this case, I will 

make sure that physical capabilities-focused intervention meets the convention-breaking and 

authority-targeted criteria. For doing so, I will refer to relevant datasets, like UCDP external 

intervention dataset (Högbladh , Pettersson and Themnér 2011). It is important to recall that I am 

comparing between interventions, and it is important to find a case when pro-government 

intervention did not target legitimacy in order to compare it with an intervention that targets 

legitimacy. 

Table 2: difference between legitimacy-focused intervention and capability-focused interventions 

Exclusively Legitimacy-

focused intervention  

Both legitimacy focused and 

capability focused 

intervention 

Exclusively capability-

focused intervention 

Target legitimacy directly or 

indirectly 

 

No form of military support or 

economic support directed to 

military purposes 

Includes indirect or direct 

legitimacy-focused support with 

at least lower form of military 

support or an additionally 

economic support directed to 

Military and/or economic 

support directed to the physical 

capabilities of the ally 
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increase physical capabilities of 

the government 

These structured questions are valid to capture the conceptual dimensions of legitimacy-

focused intervention. The question is: are these questions/indicators enough? Since the concept is 

a new-fledging one, future empirical observations are needed to sharpen the theoretical 

understanding of legitimacy-focused intervention and to provide additional insights that could add 

to the construct validity of the concept.  

These questions could tell us whether the intervention changes the government strategy or 

not and whether the intervention helps the governmental legitimacy or not. Official statements of 

both the government and the intervening state give strong indication about this. Also, secondary 

resources will give an interpretive understanding to the official resources. I will also refer to UCDP 

external intervention dataset (Högbladh , Pettersson and Themnér 2011), RAND dataset of COIN37 

( Paul et al 2013), Regan’s dataset (2000), and Non-state Actor dataset ( Cunningham, Gleditsch 

and Salehyan 2012) because they provide much-detailed information about the type, tools, and 

timing of interventions. 

The final issue concerning the independent variable is when to capture its impact. I will 

capture the impact of the variable when the episode of intervention ends, as mentioned before in 

the unit of analysis. There are no indications in previous theories, like that of COIN, that help us 

infer when legitimacy-focused measures would materialize an effect. In their study of the impact 

of CERP’ s hearts and mind strategy on Iraqi districts, Berman, Shaprio, and Felter (2011) started 

to assess the impact of CERP project six months after its initiation, and they continued to do this 

along the period of their study 2004-2008 38. This may give an indication about the least possible 

time period to measure the impact of the legitimacy-focused intervention. 

C) The intervening variable: a decrease in the legitimacy-gap 

What is the legitimacy gap? 

The theoretical framework provides that an increase of governmental legitimacy in rebel-

controlled or contested areas can reduce popular support for rebels in terms of sanctuary and 

                                                           
37 It provides details about legitimacy-based policies 
38 The effect emerged in 2008. The reason for the delay of the materialization of the effect was attributed to the Sunnis’ 
negative views towards the Americans 
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information-sharing. It will also increase popular information-sharing with the government. This 

is thought to reduce the guerrilla’s offensives and defensive capabilities. 

In this sense, reducing the legitimacy gap39 could be understood as a dynamic and evolving 

process. It is a zero-sum game between rebels and the government, which means that an increase 

of governmental legitimacy takes away from rebels’ legitimacy or the legitimacy of their 

discourse. The vice versa is correct. So, legitimacy gap means actor A acquires legitimacy of the 

population in a spatially delimited area at the expenses of actor B.  Usually, in areas where the 

governmental legitimacy is decreased, rebels pose an alternative option for that decrease in 

legitimacy. This means that rebels’ legitimacy could be higher than that of the government. As 

time passes on, rebels need to deliver services and provide better rule to civilians as counting on 

the grievances against the government may not be sufficient to maintain civilian cooperation. In 

his studies of rebel’s governance in rebel-held zones, Mampilly (2011) finds that rebels do not 

solely rely on force, but also provide services that generate a “degree of consent from the local 

population” (55). Also, there are many empirical studies like that done by Kasfir (2005) and 

Falnigan (2008) that showed how rebels provide a wide range of services in the Philippines and 

Sri Lanka respectively to maintain civilian legitimacy. Kasfir’s (2005) analysis of the National 

Resistance Army (NRA) in Uganda shows that insurgencies even went further into establishing 

legitimacy with the local population not only by providing basic services, but also by organizing 

elections and providing sort of participatory rule.  

Legitimacy gap does not exist if the legitimacy of both actors is at equilibrium. It is 

inconceivable to notice that both actors have higher legitimacy at the same time in a given area.  

In case that both actors’ legitimacy is simultaneously low, there are two scenarios. If the reason of 

the low legitimacy of both actors is attributable to actions that create an irreversible effect on 

legitimacy, legitimacy gap cannot exist because the ability of each actor to increase its legitimacy 

in the future is restricted by this irreversible effect. For illustration, if both actors used 

disproportionate levels of indiscriminate violence against civilians, because of the long-lasting and 

“irreparable “negative effect of indiscriminate violence on people’s attitudes, it will be improbable 

                                                           
39 I borrow the idea from managerial and banking science’s conceptualization of legitimacy gap as the gap between perceptions 
of stakeholders and the actions of the entity. Lekles , Yphtach used the same understanding in conceptualizing legitimacy gap in 
elections. Yphtach Lelkes, “Winners, Losers, and the Press: The Relationship Between Political Parallelism and the Legitimacy 
Gap,” Political Communication 33, no. 4 (October 1, 2016): 523–43, doi:10.1080/10584609.2015.1117031. 
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to anticipate any further increase of legitimacy even if the actor/s aims at increasing its legitimacy 

in the future. 

 However, if the decrease of legitimacy is “reparable”, there is a possibility that targeting 

legitimacy in the future will lead to an increased legitimacy, although the situation is at equilibrium 

now (decreased legitimacy for both actors). Here, one of the actors can possibly change the 

equilibrium to its favor. I assume that the required effort for by each actor to gain legitimacy does 

not necessarily have to be always equal. Sometime, if both sides try to outbid each other, the 

government may exert lesser or much more effort than rebels to gain back legitimacy. 

Measuring the change of the legitimacy gap: 

In order to spot the change of the legitimacy gap, I will capture aspects of the behavioral 

actions of the population after the treatment of the independent variable of interest. Legitimacy 

gap can be best measured by interviewing the population or getting public opinion polls that could 

give an indication about how far legitimacy-focused intervention affected the population’s attitude 

towards the government, especially since legitimacy is a perception-based concept. However, due 

to the practical difficulty in obtaining such data, I will measure the change in the legitimacy gap 

by spotting popular behavioral action before and after the treatment of the independent variable of 

interest. These indicators here are based on the manifested impact of the change of people’s 

attitudes, which mitigates the problem of lesser validity emanated from not measuring people’s 

perceptions.  

Legitimacy gap 

Theoretical aspects Structured questions/indicators Resources 

• Increased popular 

cooperation with the 

government and 

decreased popular 

cooperation with rebels 

 

• Is there an increase of 

information-sharing 

with the government? 

 

 

• Is there a reduction of 

rebel offensive activities 

(or loss of sanctuaries) 

attributed to increased 

• Primary and secondary 

resources 

 

 

• Primary and secondary 

resources 
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popular cooperation 

with the government? 

• Was the government 

able to regain some lost 

territories as a result of 

increased popular 

cooperation with the 

government? 

 

• Primary and secondary 

resources 

Additional Note on what is legitimacy  

In this research, I will employ the empirical-based understating of legitimacy which differs 

from the normative or philosophical interpretations. Philosophical legitimacy emphasizes on 

democratic norms of popular legitimacy, treating it as its central component (Rothstein 2009, 313). 

Actually, this is not the norm in many developing countries in which legitimacy can exist without 

democratic norms. Legitimacy as a concept is hard to be operationalized or to be standardized 

across a global population of cases (Rothstein 2009, 319; Karlborg 2014). There are various 

components of legitimacy, some of which could be sufficient in a certain country but not in 

another. Legitimacy is a multi-dimensional concept (Badie et al 2011,1419) and from social-

scientific perspective that looks at legitimacy from empiricist point of view, legitimacy “derive its 

force from beliefs, ideas, and procedures current in and specific to a given society or political 

system” (Badie et al 2011, 1419). There is a strand among researchers that looks at legitimacy as 

perception-based phenomenon that is context-dependent (Karlborg 2014, 32). Therefore, 

legitimacy in this study is empiricist-based, not normative based. Legitimacy is crucial in all cases, 

but attaining it could be done by using various tools that are not necessary needed to be the same 

in all cases.  
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IV. Empirics, Analysis and Discussion: 
Structure of the chapter: 

In the first section of this chapter, I provide a brief background about the Omani civil war. 

This is followed by the presentation of empirics and individual analysis of the two cases. In the 

second section, I will discuss the results by providing a comparative analysis of the two cases. In 

the third section, I will discuss the general implications of the study on the literature of 

interventions into civil wars, research assumptions, and research limitation. 

1.Background of the Oman Civil War/Dhofar war 

Primary Causes of the rebellion: 

The Omani civil war started in 1963 by the locals of Dhofar, namely the Dhofar Liberation 

Front (DLF). DLF was established by Mussalim bin Nafl, a disgruntled Dhofari tribal leader and 

a former employee of Sultan Said. The long-lasting, harsh, and reactionary rule of Sultan Said Ibn 

Timur’s was the main cause of the rebellion (White 2008). There was no sign of modern 

development in Dhofar. By 1965, there was no electricity, running water, and Dhofari locals were 

prevented from adopting any Western style of life, like possessing radios, playing music, and the 

like (Lake 1970; C. Ladwig 2008, 66). Taxation was higher on Dhofar inhabitants compared to the 

rest of Oman (White 2008). Dhofar was even poorer compared to other provinces in Oman. 

Dhofaris’ subsistence economy was based on cattle-herding and seasonal cultivation of vegetation 

along the coastal line and in the mountains. The tribes of Dhofar were mainly semi-nomadic (Jones 

2011:559). Crops and livestock flourish during a limited period of the year, namely the monsoon 

season. Heavy taxation levied on cultivation overburdened Dhofaris who depended on the 

cultivation of crops to improve their economic conditions. 

Dhofari people are “ethnically” different from the rest of the Omani population who were 

predominately Arab (McKeown 1988, 15-18) They are indigenous to the province and Dhofaris 

had a history of resisting the annexation of their province into Oman (Takriti 2013). Dhofar was 

the center of a previous uprising against Muscat in the 1950s (Goode 2014, 446). Against this 

background of historical and ethnographic particularities of Dhofar, a Dhofari middle class was 

formed abroad and it contributed to the framing of a distinctive collective identity for Dhofaris. 

Dhofari middle class was formed when many Dhofaris escaped poverty and went abroad for 
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modern education and work. Many Dhofaris worked in Trucial states40 (Jones 2015,560). Dhofari 

expatriates were the quarter of the Trucial states’ police in Kuwait and Qatar and this has a 

tremendous impact in exposing Dhofaris to the outside world (McKeown 1988, 20). Many 

Dhofaris received education in Egypt, which exposed them to Arab Nationalist ideas propagated 

by Nasser of Egypt (Peterson 2008, 188). Dhofari expatriates tried to transfer these ideas into 

Dhofar through rebellion. Dhofari expatriates were the bulk of the forces that formed DLF 

(Ordeman 2017). 

The evolution of the rebellion: 

The rebellion started as a revolt against the Sultan in Muscat41 marginalized the region. In 

1968, after the Six-Day war and the rise of left-wing popular fronts in the Arab world, DLF was 

transformed into PFLOAG42. The rebellion ‘s platform changed from being sub-national concerned 

with the Dhofari cause into a transnational rebellion marked with a Marxist tint43. This 

transformation led the rebels to receive weapons from Eastern Bloc countries, like China and 

USSR. Meanwhile, NDLOAG44 was also formed and contrary to PFLOAG which was a rural-

based organization, its base of support was urban population and the intelligentsia (Lippman 1977). 

In 1970, both organizations merged to form the PFLO45. Throughout its evolution, the rebellion in 

Dhofar aimed at toppling the Sultan as the incompatibility was about the government. 

Characteristics of the conflict and rebel’s technology of rebellion: 

As the rebellion started as a tribal revolt, the insurgency was tribal and peasant-based 

(Valeri 2009:59; Laliberté 1973,162). Out of the main four tribal confederations that dwelled 

Dhofar (Bait Kathir, Mahri, Jabbali, and Shahri), the Bait Kahtir tribe supported rebels with 

recruits. (Jones and Ridout 2015,136-139). DLF was able to spread its operations throughout 

Dhofar because it provided a unified cause for all Dhofaris that transcended tribal loyalties (Jones 

2011, 561). An overarching platform for Dhoaris overcame tribal rivalries that once was “denied 

                                                           
40Now Arab Gulf states. By the time the war started, Trucial states were still under the British control and did not wholly gain 
independence except Kuwait.  
41 The Sultan married to a Dhofari women as a way to win the legitimacy of the population after he controlled Dhofar following 
a previous rebellion in 1950s.  
42 Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arab Gulf.   
43 DLF did not target the British presence in Oman or in the Gulf, but when the movement adopted the Marxists discourse, it 
started to question the British influence in Oman and other Gulf countries. Anti-Western presence in The Arab land was part of 
the anti-colonial discourse of Arab Socialist Movements. DLF initially borrowed slogans like,”Dhofar for Dhofaris” 
44 National Dhofari Liberation of Occupied Arab Gulf 
45 Popular front for the liberation of Oman 
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the effective voice of opposition against the Sultan” (Jones 2011, 560). Rebels employed hit-and-

run tactics against government posts. The success of rebels’ tactics was attributed to the 

collaboration of Dhofaris that provided rebels with strategic hiding and information-sharing about 

the locations and movements of the government forces (DeVore 2012, 147).  

2. Empirics and Case Analysis: 

Introduction to the main two cases: 

The Omani civil war46 provides two cases of pro-governmental interventions in asymmetric 

civil war. The first one represents the case “before treatment” in which the intervention focused 

on increasing the physical capabilities of the government. The second case represents the “after 

treatment” in which the intervener adopts legitimacy-focused tools. Although the second case also 

includes physical capability-focused intervention (military), the level/type of military intervention 

in both cases was roughly similar, which means that the military intervention is controlled for in 

both cases, and thus legitimacy-focused tools were the only addition in the second case. In sum, 

Ceterus paribus is fulfilled in this comparison. In relation to the theory section, I did not contradict 

the rationale that using legitimacy only is not always sufficient by itself to lead to victory, because 

out of “Clauszitzian” logic, there should be at least a minimum level (base level) of military tool 

being employed in order to face the rebels. In this study, the minimum of the military tool is being 

used and it is the same in both cases, which enables me to solely study the effect of legitimacy-

based tools. 

2.1 The first case: pro-government intervention that targets the physical capability gap, 1965-

september 1970 
The independent variable: assessing the type of intervention?  

The British intervention started in 1965 to help the Omani government fight the Dhofari 

insurgency. During the period from 1965 till late 1970, the British intervention aimed at increasing 

the physical capabilities of the Omani government.  The British intervention tried to influence the 

physical capabilities of the government by providing assistance in building intelligence cells in 

Dhofar, directly engaging in fighting alongside the Omani forces, and commanding Omani 

                                                           
46 Sambinas and Doyle code Omani civil war from 1964-1975 (2004). Regan also code the civil war, but starting with 1971, 
because of two reasons: 1) his higher death threshold per year which is 100 per year b) coding the war after Oman 
independence (2000).  Gleditsh et al code the start of the war with the formation of PFLOAOG (2013). Doyle and Sambinas open 
the possibility to code the war either when it actually started in 1964 or after Oman gained independence (coding notes for 
JCR2004, page 169). For me, I will consider the 1964-1975 because: 1) it meets UCDP’s 25-battle related death per year 2) the 
date on which Oman gained independence does not make a great difference especially the Omani government existed before  
its formal independence under a special agreement with the UK . Although Oman was not formally independent, it was neither 
a British protectorate (Laliberte 1973: 163). 
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battalions and Platoons mandated by the Sultan to engage in direct fighting. In this sense, the 

British intervention fulfills the authority-targeted criteria as it worked to influence the balance of 

physical power between the government and rebels (Regan 2000, 9). The British did not support 

Oman with substantial financial support, that is why there is no need to employ the convention-

breaking criteria.  

Forms of intervention tools 

The first instances of British involvement in the war occurred in 1965 when the Sultan 

order the British-led Omani platoons and regiments47 to deal with Dhofari rebels (Peterson 

2008,197-199). Before 1965, Dhofari Forces (DF) were assigned to deal with the security of the 

region (Peterson 2008, 250). DF in Dhofar was mainly composed of Omani from outside Dhofar 

and Baluchis and by the time rebellion started, DF was headed by a Pakistani high-ranking officer48 

(C. Ladwig 2008, 68). The British-led regiments were primarily stationed around the Capital 

(Muscat Regiment) and in Northern areas of Oman (the Northern Frontier Regiment), and they 

had not been allowed to engage in fighting the rebels in Dhofar unless after the Sultan asked them 

to do so in 196549 (McKeown 1988, 2250). The British also started to provide specific military 

advising and intelligence to the Omani war effort.  The British officers in these regiments and the 

British Joint Intelligence Committee established intelligence cells and provided maps about 

Dhofar, something that was not available the Sultan’s government before (McKeown 1988, 23; 

Jones 2011, 453; C. Ladwig 2008, 68). In 1969, the British SAS51 started to support the fighting 

effort of the Omani forces after the Sultan asked for the British airpower to help (Peterson 2008, 

294). The involvement of the British forces was not only limited to providing non-combat services, 

like airborne troop transportation, but they limitedly engaged in some skirmishes with the rebels 

(McKeown 1988, 32; DeVore 2012, 150). The British were also the main suppliers of weaponry 

                                                           
47 Northern Frontier Regiment and Muscat Regiment 
48 Laliberte mentioned that the Sultan depended on international expertise to run his country. For example, the head of the 
Sultan’s cabinet was Egyptian, his private secretary for defense was British, while the only Omani in the Sultan’s team headed 
the Sultan’s secretary of finance (1973:163). The Sultan was fearful if any of his Arab subjects assumed high ranking position in 
the army or in politics as it might lead to insurrection against him (Monick 1982:6) 
49 It could be argued that these British-led troops were part of the government of Oman and thus could not be considered 
intervention. Yet, it is still considered intervention because 1) providing military advising or commanding the army influences 
the physical capability gap and hence meets authority-targeted criteria 2) the British-led troops by virtue of 1958 agreement 
were not allowed to engage in Dhofar during normal times, so when the Sultan asked these regiments to engage in Dhofar, he 
was seeking the British help per se 3) the British presence was sanctioned by the 1958 bilateral agreement  
50 McKewon (1983) interviewed a Colonel in the Northern Frontier who stated that the British forces or British-led forces were 
not allowed to intervene in Dhofar except after the situation becomes alarming. 
51 SAS was totally British forces that were not part of the Sultan army. It was stationed in Salahla airbase and Masirah Island by 
the virtue of 1958 agreement (2012 :146) 
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to the Omani forces (Peterson 2008). They also provided training for the Omani forces in 

accordance with 1958 agreement (Peterson 2008; Hughes 2009; Goode 2014; McKeown 1988). 

During the first years of the conflict, the British supported the Sultan’s “collective punishment 

policy” and provided advice to him on how to push out rebels who mingled with civilians. The 

British advisors proposed the strategy of collective punishment to the Sultan for the sake of 

stopping the tribal rebellion in Dhofar (McKeown 1988, 33). This advice was based upon the past 

experience of the British in crushing out a prior rebellion in Oman with a collective punishment 

policy52(Goode 2014, 449). The Sultan’s forces destroyed water wells and ordered measures of 

collective punishments against villagers who were suspected of supporting the DLF (White 2008). 

The British forces in SAF even used “draconian campaign” of mass detention, destruction of wells, 

and reprisal attacks (Hughes 2009, 279-280).  

In this sense, the British intervention was a combination of direct para-combat involvement 

and indirect combat involvement that included: leading Omani military regiments, like NFR and 

MR, helping in providing intelligence, engaged in limited direct combat operations using SAS 

helicopters, providing training for the Omani forces, and providing military advising. 

After1968, when rebels’ number increased and rebels started to achieve territorial gains, 

the British recognized that crush-them-all” policy is counterproductive (Peterson 2008; DeVore 

2012). Although the British tried by various means to cajole the Sultan into undergoing political 

solutions and addressing legitimate concerns of Dhofari, they failed to make a change. The British 

devised a new policy of “Grand Remonstrance” in which they conditioned military assistance on 

the Sultan taking serious actions to address legitimate concerns in Dhofar, yet the British also 

failed to create a change (DeVore 2012, 151-153). Meanwhile, rebels received external support 

from Communist states, a factor that made the British unable to uphold their conditionality out of 

their fear of a Communist incursion into the Gulf (Hughes 2009, 280; Jones 2011, 574). In this 

sense, there was no legitimacy-based governmental plan nor was there a materialized influence of 

the British on the Sultan to change his policies towards population-based. 

Legitimacy-based Intervention NO 

conceptual aspects Structured questions/indicator 

                                                           
52 The British succeeded in ending a past rebellion north of Oman and inside Dhofar by using collective punishment in 1950s 
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• Indirectly support to the 

government’s performance-

based legitimacy projects 

• Does the intervention state provide either personnel, expertise, in-kind, or 

financial support to the government’s legitimacy-focused plan? NO 

 

• Does the intervening state assist the government in planning the 

legitimacy-focused strategy? NO 

 

• Directly involved in planning 
and executing the COIN  
 

• Is the intervening state involved in planning or/and carrying out of the 

legitimacy-based strategy? NO 

• Did the intervening state actually intervened at higher intrusive levels 

(military) and change the COIN strategy? NO 

• was the external state engaged in some projects of legitimacy-based 

strategy? NO 

• Influencing the government to 

change its COIN 

• Is there any change of the government strategy from enemy-based to 

legitimacy-based influenced by the external state? NO 

 

The impact of pro-government intervention on the legitimacy gap 

As the British intervention did not change the Sultan’s enemy-based tactics, the 

governmental legitimacy was not increased in Dhofar while the popular support for rebels was 

increased. The increase of rebels’ popular support was instrumental in increasing rebels offensive 

and defensive capabilities. DLF’s political platform which was based on attaining regional 

autonomy and development attracted considerable popular support during the early years of the 

rebellion (DeVore 2012, 148).  The strength of DLF’s platform to reflect Dhofaris’ problems was 

a factor in influencing the defection of a number of Dhofari soldiers in the Sultan’s bodyguard 

team who tried to assassinate the Sultan in 1966.53This was intertwined with the countereffect of 

Said’s collective punishment policies that turned many of the population in the villages of Dhofar 

into active supporters for DLF (White 2008). Collective punishment decreased the governmental 

legitimacy-- something that DLF used to its advantage. Many of would-be-leaders of DLF and 

later PFLOAG mainly joined the rebellion because of the “offhand treatment of the British 

Officers” (Jones 2011, 573). 

Popular support for DLF was the main reason why they survived their relative weakness 

of military power and expanded their operations all over Dhofar (DeVore 2012, 147). The rebels 

were able to mingle with the population who additionally provided information about the location 

and movement of the government forces, which helped rebels to employ hit-and-run tactics 

undetected (DeVore 2012, 147-148). By the end of 1969, the government forces were unable to 

                                                           
53 The assassination attempt occurred in Salahla, the Capital of Dhofar 
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enter the mountains or to predict guerrilla attacks downhills in villages. By 1970, rebels’ forces 

were increased to reach around 6000 fighters (DeVore 2012, 150; Akehurst 1982, 30). 

Due to popular support, rebels were able to expand their presence to 80% of Dhofar by 

1969 (DeVore 2012, 149). Rebels assumed full control of Dhofar mountains, most of the villages, 

and midway to the region’s capital Salahala where government forces were stationed (Peterson 

2008, 227). Even, isolated governmental posts in Dhofar were subject to weekly attacks in a 

situation that was gloomy for the government (Peterson 2008, 227-232).  

The late increase of rebels’ attacks against governmental posts was additionally attributed 

to the increased material support coming from Southern Yemen. However, as mentioned above, 

even before the advent of external material support, rebels were about to assassinate the Sultan 

and were able to attack governmental positions. The impact of external support was on increasing 

the frequencies of rebels’ attacks to be on a weekly basis (Jones 2011, 561; Hughes 2009, 280). In 

both situations, the Omani and British forces were unable to predict when the attacks would have 

happened because they were unable to identify rebels who hid within the sympathized population 

in villages (DeVore 2012, 147). There was little or no intelligence about rebel’s movements 

(DeVore 2011, 445), and the absence of Dhofaris in the newly created intelligence cells curtailed 

the authorities’ abilities from infiltrating the population (C. Ladwig 2008, 71). 

Interestingly, when the PFLOAG began to impose Marxist doctrines on the conservative 

Dhofari tribes, rebel’s base of support started to decrease. Yet, governmental legitimacy was not 

in turn increased.  Even when rebels’ popular support was decreased, Dhofaris did not also support 

the Sultan and showed no affection to him (C. Ladwig 2008,67).  

At a glance, the offensive capabilities of rebels were caused by three factors. Increase 

popular support at the beginning of the war, counterproductive effect of Said’ collective 

punishment policy, and the late introduction of external support. The governmental forces were 

not able to predict rebel’s hit-and-run attacks because of the former’s inability to gather 

information from villagers who provided sanctuaries to the rebels. Governmental intelligence was 

limited because locals did not cooperate with the government (Jones 2011, 563). The absence of 

popular cooperation with the government continued even when popular support for the rebels 

started to decrease because of PFLOAG’s indoctrination policies. 
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Legitimacy gap 

Theoretical aspects Structured questions/indicators 

• Increased popular 

cooperation with the 

government and decreased 

popular cooperation with 

rebels 

 

• Is there an increase of information-sharing with the government? NO 

(intelligence cells were unable to predict attacks) 

 

 

• Is there a reduction of rebel offensive activities ( or loss of 

sanctuaries)? NO, rebel offensive capabilities substantially increased. 

No loss of rebel sanctuaries. 

The end of the episode of intervention and assessment of the dependent variable: 

Against the backdrop of rebel substantial expansion into Dhofar, as well as the Sultan 

Said’s reluctance to change his counter-rebel strategy, the British feared a Marxist spell-over into 

the whole of Oman. In late 1970, the British officers believed that the Sultan’s misrule would 

continue to fuel the rebellion (DeVore 2011, 151, 152). As a result, the British plotted a white coup 

that replaced Said with his British-educated son Qaboos, who agreed with the British needs to 

radically change his father’s policy in Dhofar54  (Takriti 2013, 173-177; DeVore 2011, 152-153; 

Jones 2011, 561). The deposal of Said signaled the end of the episode of British intervention 

employed since 1965. With the installation of Qaboos, the British not only directly changed the 

governmental strategy towards the rebellion, but it also changed its type of intervention to include 

legitimacy-focused aspects.  

In this sense, as the employed tool of intervention did not succeed in ending the conflict to the 

government’s favor, no victory is the result of this episode of intervention. 

No Victory 

Theoretical aspects Structured questions/indicators 

• Political or 

• Military at the battlefield 

• Is there a political end of the conflict that favors the government 

without giving concessions to the rebels? Conflict continued 

• Is there a military or political ending favoring the government? No 

• Is the conflict ended by entering into a low activity and continues to 

be so at least six months? No 

                                                           
54 There are couple of evidence that the British orchestrated the coup. Takriti 2013 and DeVore 2011 documented many clues 

of the leading role of the British in ousting Said. 
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2.2The second case: pro-government intervention that targets the legitimacy gap, September 

1970-1973 
The independent variable: assessing the type of intervention?  

From the start of this episode, the British intervention primarily aimed at increasing the 

legitimacy of the government. The British directly planned the population-based governmental 

strategy, directly engaged in carrying out some of its aspects, and provided it with the main 

funding. Meanwhile, the British maintained the same level/type of physical capability-targeted 

intervention but with a minimal change. The British forces completely took over intelligence duties 

(DeVore 2012, 152). 

The British legitimacy-focused intervention is manifested in two ways. First, the British 

influenced a change in the governmental strategy by instigating a palace coup that brought about 

a new leadership welcoming such a desired change. Second, the British directly engaged in 

carrying out some of the elements of the newly adopted population-based strategy. 

Days after Qaboos assumed power, he adopted the British-orchestrated population-based 

strategy in Dhofar. The strategy, which was written down by the British Foreign Office and 

members of SAS (White 2008; Hughes 2009, 283), was centered around three pillars; offering 

amnesty to those willing to abandon the rebellion, providing much-needed services and 

development to the population in Dhofar, and articulating anti-Communist campaign (Monick 

2012b: 6-7). The British completely took over the responsibility of anti-Communist campaign and 

directly carried out some development projects in Dhofar. The Omani government took over the 

responsibility of the amnesty program besides carrying out some developmental projects. 

For the pillar of development, the British forces established civil action teams tasked with 

providing medical services and veterinary medicine program (DeVore 2012, 152). The first British 

troops that were dispatched to Dhofar after Qaboos took over was a medical team (McKeown 

1988, 53). During this phase, British civil action teams (CAT) and British army training teams 

(BATT) drilled new water wells, helped animal livestock, and introduced basic medical services 

in places where none had previously existed (Jones 2011, 526). They also established model 

experimental farms, conducted soil analysis, and imported some animals to help the semi-nomadic 

livelihood of Dhofaris (White 2008; Monick 2012a, 13). The British field surgical team opened a 

small hospital in Dhofar (C. Ladwig 2008, 73-74). Some projects of these projects were eventually 

handed over to the Omani civil authorities (Monick 2012a ,13).  
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For the development plans carried out by the Omani authorities, the British provided the 

Qaboos’ development schemes with funds and equipment that was crucial in kick-starting his 

projects during its first years (Valeri 2009, 23; C. Ladwig 2008, 68; McKeown 1988, 55-60).  

Later, Oman was able to self-finance these projects after the oil boom in 1973 that increased its 

revenues. Also, many Arab countries started to cooperate with Qaboos at the mid-1970s by 

providing direct services and quick development projects in Dhofar. For example, Saudi Arabia 

financed Oman’s war development and war strategies with 80$ million in 1974 and 100$ million 

in 1975 (Royce and Treen 1975). Kuwait also financed many projects mid-1970s (McDermott 

1976). 

The British also played a much direct role in steering the anti-Communism propaganda. 

SAS was assigned to take responsibility for intelligence in Dhofar (Peterson 2008, 254). The 

British were aware of the fact that Marxists hijacked the popular revolution from traditionalist 

DLF (C. Ladwig 2008, 74).  Knowing that the tribes of Dhofar are mainly conservative and would 

not accept the forcible indoctrination of Marxism55, the head of SAS aimed at turning the decreased 

popular support for rebels into cooperative action with the government and British forces. SAS 

dropped religious leaflets56 and transmitted radio programs against Communism transmitted from 

Salahla base operated by SAS (White 2008). The British sold out cheap transistors to the locals in 

villages to facilitate the dissemination of their propaganda (C. Ladwig 2008,75). The British were 

able to persuade the senior judge of Dhofar 57 to declare anti-rebel strategy as a “holy war” ( DeVore 

2012, 153). 

In this sense, the British advisors were directly engaged in carrying out two pillars of 

Qaboos’ three-pronged population-based plan. Although the British neither directly participated 

nor financed the third pillar of the new plan (amnesty program), they even had an indirect impact 

on it because the British were the ones who prepared and laid out the schemes of Qaboos’ reform 

plan. During this episode of intervention, the British preserved its indirect combat involvement 

and direct para-combat involvement. The British engaged in direct confrontation with rebels in 

1972 Battle of Mirabat (Monick 2012b, 14), expanded its training activities to train newly recruited 

                                                           
55 Early defectors benefited from amnesty and local Omani were also involved in laying out the strategy of winning the hearts of 
local Dhofaris (DeVore 2011: 454) 
56 One of the British posters state: “Hand of God Crushes the Fist of Communism” 
57 Who had also strong tribal backing 
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local militias known as Firqat, and took over intelligence activities58( Peterson 2008; DeVore 

2012, 152). The British intervention mixed normal tools of interventions and legitimacy-focused 

ones, but the focus of the British strategy was on increasing legitimacy (Peterson 2008; Takriti 

2013). During this episode of intervention, the British continued giving Oman logistic support and 

training (Peterson 2008, 327).  

Legitimacy-based Intervention 

conceptual aspects Structured questions/indicator 

• Indirectly support the 

government’s 

performance-based 

legitimacy projects 

 

 

• Does the intervention state provide either personnel, expertise, in-

kind, or financial support to the government’s legitimacy-focused 

plan? YES, financial assistance to some of the Omani project plans 

 

• Does the intervening state assist the government in planning the 

legitimacy-focused strategy? YES 

 

• Directly involved in the 
planning and execution 

of the COIN  
 

• Is the intervening state involved in planning or/and carrying out of 

the legitimacy-based strategy? YES, to a higher degree (major 

influence) 

• Did the intervening state actually intervened at higher intrusive 

levels (military) and change the COIN strategy? No, but it drafted 

the new strategy for the new Omani leadership without troop 

intervention  

• was the external state engaged in some projects of legitimacy-based 

strategy? YES, like British Civil Action Teams 

• Influencing the 

government to change its 

COIN 

• Is there any change of the government strategy from enemy-based to 

legitimacy-based influenced by the external state? YES, direct 

influence of the British manifested in regime change 

 

The impact of pro-government intervention on legitimacy gap 

The three-pronged strategy succeeded in increasing the legitimacy of the government 

among the Dhofari locals. The impact of the new strategy on legitimacy was manifested in the 

increase of popular cooperation with both the government and British forces. Local cooperation 

was instrumental for Omani and British forces in solving “rebel identification problem”, increasing 

the ability of the intelligence to foreknow rebels’ plans of attacks against the government, ending 

                                                           
58 Director of SAS Brigadier Semple , who had previous experience of hearts-and-mind strategy, was tasked with intelligence in 
Dhofar 
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sanctuaries provided by villagers to rebels, and allowing governmental forces to regain control of 

some areas in Dhofar (Hughes 2009). 

Amnesty program opened the door ajar for Qaboos to take advantage of the divisions 

within rebels’ leadership59. Twelve days after the declaration of amnesty, traditionalists and former 

members of DLF launched a mutiny against Marxists in PFLOAG (Takriti 2013, 264). In fact, 

many traditionalists who had grown disgruntled with Marxists accepted the offer of amnesty, 

among which was the founder of the rebellion Mussalim bin Nafi. Within eight months after the 

declaration of amnesty, 201 rebels gave up arms to the government (Jones 2014, 637). The 

defection was much attributed to the defectors’ rejection of Marxism coupled with the financial 

incentives provided by the amnesty program (Jones 2014, 637).  

Furthermore, the declaration of amnesty worked in tandem with the British-led anti-

Communist propaganda that sought to take advantage of the decreased support for the rebels and 

turn it to be in the government’s favor. Anti-Communism propaganda found strong resonance 

within the conservative and traditionalist leaders of the rebellion, as well as tribal leaders. 

PFLOAG used forcible measures to discredit Islam, challenged traditional tribal authorities, and 

indoctrinated communism. Together with amnesty, anti-Communism propaganda contributed in 

convincing rebel and tribal leaders to abandon rebellion. Some of these leaders, like Mussalim, 

worked to convince tribal affiliates to switch sides and support the government (Peterson 2008).  

For the lay people in Dhofar, the anti-Communist propaganda tried to frame the new ruler 

as a viable alternative to the Marxists, portraying Qaboos as a defender of both Islam and tribal 

traditions (Hughes 2009, 291).  This did not automatically turn locals into active supporters. 

However, with the introduction of civil and developmental services to the region, anti-Communist 

campaign transformed negative, but passive, popular attitude towards the rebels into a positive 

attitude towards the Sultan (Jones 2011, 559). Both providing developmental services and the 

portrayal of Sultan as a defender of local values exposed rebels’ inability to provide a better 

alternative to the Sultan’s rule (Hughes 2009, 291) Providing services enabled Qaboos to tackle 

aspects of the main grievances that had contributed to the eruption of the war in the first place. Ex-

rebel leader Mussalim declared that there was no need for Dhofaris to continue fighting as the 

government gave them more than they wanted (White 2008). Development projects and the 

                                                           
59 By summer of 1970, the British and Omani authorities had had the knowledge about division within rebellion leadership 
(Jones 2011, 569) 
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emphasis on the traditions of Islam and tribalism helped Dhofaris made informed decision when 

they switched side to support the government (McKeown 1988, 99)  

The impact of three-pronged strategy on legitimacy was quickly manifested in information-

sharing between locals and the British and Omani forces. In contested areas, information-sharing 

was crucial in exposing clandestine rebel cells to the authorities. The locals informed the 

authorities about the presence of rebel elements hidden among them in villages (McKeown 1988, 

49-50; Peterson 2009, 278-280). Usually, rebels mounted down from their strongholds in the 

mountains to strike governmental positions in villages. Yet, local cooperation with the Anglo-

Omani forces denied the rebels from safely hiding in villages (C. Ladwig 2008, 77). Influenced by 

the anti-Communist campaign, some tribes began to fight rebels and arrest some of them (Peterson 

1977, 282). As rebels’ ability to hide among the population was no longer an available option. 

Rebels could no more employ hit-and-run attacks against the government because the British and 

Omani forces discovered their hideouts in villages due to popular cooperation and subsequently 

arrested them (DeVore 2011, 457).  

In areas where Anglo-Omani forces were able to recapture, not only information provided 

by locals denied rebels from sanctuary in villages, but it was crucial in securing the control of the 

British and Omani forces. Before the adoption of the population-based strategy, Omani and British 

forces’ hold on many villages had been short-termed, because the locals had always provided 

sanctuaries for rebels who managed to attack these forces and eventually push them out (Peterson 

1977, 283; DeVore 2011, 445).  With the denial of this sanctuary, rebels could not establish a 

foothold back to areas that they lost to the government. In contested and government-controlled 

areas, Anglo-Omani forces were no longer vulnerable to rebel attacks. In rebel-controlled areas 

around the mountains, locals provided the British intelligence unit with rebel’s plans to attack 

British and governmental forces. This was vivid when locals provided crucial information about 

the intentions of rebels to expand their operations in Northern Oman (DeVore 2011, 16). After the 

formation of local militias composed of Dhofaris (Firqat), tribal affiliates in rebel-controlled areas 

assisted the Anglo-Omani forces in coordinating attacks against some of the rebels’ strongholds. 

The additional role of locals in fighting alongside the government 

This newly introduced strategy did not only contribute in turning the locals into 

collaborators with the government, it did also turn some locals into active participants who fought 
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alongside the government in its wars against rebels. The Anglo-Omani forces established Firqat 

militias to help the pacification efforts in areas where the Anglo-Omani forces had been able to 

recapture. Moreover, Firqat provided guidance to the Anglo-Omani forces up in the mountains 

and fought alongside the Anglo-British forces. Firqat were recruited not only from among dissents, 

but also from tribal members and Dhofari expatriates who had been influenced by the 

government’s policy of development and rebels’ indoctrination of Marxism (Peterson 2008, 411; 

Devore 2012, 153). Firqat members were motivated to fight rebellion out of two reasons. First, 

gaining tribal territorial areas that had been previously wrested by rebels (C. Ladwig 2008, 77). 

Second, anti-Communist campaign intertwined with their animosity towards Rebels’ ideologies 

that were against tribal values and Islam (Hughes 2009, 281).  

Firqat teams were indispensable to the British intelligence efforts because of their 

knowledge of the mountain’s geographical terrain (Cheney 1984). Firqat were also important for 

pacification efforts in areas recaptured by the Anglo-Omani forces as they were assigned to 

patrolling the liberated villages. This was crucial in accruing legitimacy to the British and Omani 

presence in newly liberated areas. Consequently, firqat militias were able to convince more locals 

to cooperate with the Anglo-Omani forces (Hughes 2009, 292: McKeown 1988, 64). By securing 

local support, Firqat helped Anglo-Omani forces to establish both a military base and a focal 

civilian point inside the mountain for the first time since the start of rebellion in 1971 (McKeown 

1988, 61). Establishing a governmental foothold on the mountain was attributed to many factors, 

among which is the role played by Firqat in information-gathering and pacification of the locals 

(Monich 2012b: 1660).  

Firqat members participated in the British Civil Action teams that provided services to 

locals. This helped in increasing popular support for the government (Devore 2012, 153:  C. 

Ladwig 2008, 77-78). In this sense, as the creation of firqat was a result of the legitimacy-focused 

strategy, it was also a cause of increasing governmental legitimacy, because Dhofaris were 

stakeholders in services-providing efforts exerted by the British and Omani forces. In addition, 

firqat members took over the fighting role that had previously been assumed by Baluchi soldiers. 

For the first time, Dhofaris were represented in the Sultan’s army, albeit indirectly (Hughes 2009, 

                                                           
60 Monick listed some of detailed operations of Firqat  
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281). Although the overall impact of firqat’s role in fighting was questioned, their mere 

participation in fighting gave additional credit to the British and Omani forces for Dhofaris. 

As a result of the British-led legitimacy-focused strategy, rebels’ offensive capabilities 

were constrained and they were confined to their hideouts up in the mountains (Martinez 2012; 

Peterson 2008, 301-302; Peterson 1977, 283).  Frequencies of rebel attacks against the government 

dramatically decreased two years after the adoption of the legitimacy-based strategy (Peterson 

1977: 283; Martinez 2012). The last major offensive carried out by rebels occurred in 1972 in the 

Battle of Mirbat, after which rebels were unable to strike any major offensive attacks against the 

government or British forces. Even their offensive at the Battle of Mirbat was not quintessentially 

a hit-and-run attack—a fact that indicates how the absence of local support influenced rebels’ 

choices of tactics. 

In sum, the legitimacy-based strategy which was drafted and co-implemented by the British 

no only increased the legitimacy of the government, but also turned such aspects of increased 

legitimacy into proactive behavioral actions that helped the British and Omani forces in their fight 

against rebels. 

Figure 6 The Effect of the UK-led Legitimacy-focused Program 
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Legitimacy gap decreased (substantially increased for the government) 

Theoretical aspects Structured questions/indicators 

• Increased popular 

cooperation with the 

government and 

decreased popular 

cooperation with rebels 

 

• Is there an increase of information-sharing with the government? YES 

 

• If yes, are there territorial gains (at the expense of rebels) by the 

government because of civilian cooperation? YES in villages which 

were considered rebel-contested areas 

 

• Is there a reduction of rebel offensive activities (or loss of sanctuaries) 

attributed to increased popular cooperation with the government? YES 

 

• Was the government able to regain some lost territories as a result of 

increased popular cooperation with the government? YES 

 

• Additional observation: people fought alongside the government 

The end of the episode of intervention and assessment of the dependent variable: 

This episode of intervention ended, however, without a governmental victory. The end of 

this intervention episode occurred in December 1973 when a new third-party, Iran, engaged with 

sizeable troop intervention. With the end of the episode of British legitimacy-focused intervention, 

the Omani government neither ended the conflict with a political settlement that favored It, nor 

was it able to finish the conflict militarily as rebels were able to carry out limited attacks and the 

conflict continued (Takriti 2013; Peterson 2008).  

There are a couple of reasons why December 1973 is considered a point at which 

legitimacy-targeted British intervention ended. First, the Sultan reached a conclusion that he could 

not win the war without increasing the level and type of military involvement (Goode 2014). 

Meanwhile, the Sultan recognized that the British would not increase their involvement because 

the British Foreign Office remained committed to its low-involvement policy in the Gulf, which 

capped the overall British presence in Oman to be around 1000 personnel (Goode 2014, 450; 

Peterson 2008, 33061). 

                                                           
61 Peterson (2008) provided detailed numbers of the British troops, the majority of which served in legitimacy-based non-
military units, like BATT, engineering units, and surgical team filed. 
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Second, from December 1973, in response to the request of Oman to intervene, Iran 

dispatched its Iranian Imperial Battle Group (Peterson 2008, 329) that transformed the level and 

type of external intervention to direct combat involvement, which was radically different from the 

type of British military involvement. In December 1973, Iran deployed 1,400 troops of the Iranian 

battalion with helicopters and logistical support (Marschall 2003; White 2008; Cheney 1984). It 

installed air-defense shield and carried out direct military operations in Dhofar (Peterson 2008, 

329). In total, Iran intervened with about 4000 troopers from the start of Iranian troop intervention 

in 1973 till the end of the war (Goode 2014, 451) 62. Also, starting from 1974, other actors provided 

Oman with substantial military support that changed the type of military involvement compared 

to the second and the first cases of the British intervention. Jordan participated with a squadron of 

Royal Jordanian engineers (Peterson 2008, 328). India, Abu Dhabi, and the United States also 

supported Oman with weapons (Peterson 2008, 331). 

Third, due to the troop involvement of Iran, Iran and Oman took over the main charge of 

anti-rebel strategy. Both adopted a new strategy towards rebels that focused on increasing military 

offensives against rebels’ sturdiest strongholds in the mountains (Goode 2014, 452). In this sense, 

not only the level of external intervention in Omani civil war was changed but also was the anti-

rebel strategy as priority was given to military solutions, even though this did not affect the 

population-based tools employed by the British63 (Peterson 2008; Goode 2014).  

 No Victory 

Theoretical aspects Structured questions/indicators 

• Political or 

• Military at the battlefield 

 
  

• Is there a political end of the conflict that favors the government 

without giving concessions to the rebels? No  

• Is there a military or political ending favoring the government? No, 

there were major military accomplishments of the government, but the 

conflict continued in certain areas in Dhofar (up in the hills).  

• Is the conflict ended by entering into a low activity and continues to 

be so for at least six months? No 

 

                                                           
62 Iran provided Oman with intelligence and relatively small number of engineers in early 1973, but this intervention was small 
scale that did not affect the British-led legitimacy-targeted policy. 
63 The British established communications with the Americans and Iranians to make sure that Iranian troop intervention would 
not discard the legitimacy-targeted approach directed to Dhofari civilians. 
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3. Results and Comparative analysis: 
Table 3 the result of the empirical study: 

 X1 Controls Outcome 

Case 1 0 0 No victory 

Case 2 1 0 No victory 

The empirical findings show that after the inclusion of legitimacy-focused intervention in 

the second case, the government still did not achieve victory. This means that the hypothesis 

receives no support. However, the empirical results are still inconclusive. In the following sub-

section, I will show how the treatment case still provides support for the causal mechanism despite 

that the outcome did not meet the predicted expectations. I will also show that additional tests are 

needed before completely discarding the effect of legitimacy-focused intervention on the outcome. 

Why the outcome was not materialized in the second case, examining the causal mechanism 

comparatively 

The theorized causal story hypothesized that if intervention targets to increase the 

government’s legitimacy, popular cooperation with the government will increase and thus both 

offensive and defensive capabilities of guerrillas would be decreased. Consequently, rebels’ 

expected utility of continuing fighting would be decreased and thus governmental victory is 

attained.  

The treatment case (the second case) showed that although the British intervention 

substantially increased governmental legitimacy and thus decreased the sanctuaries for rebels and 

their offensive and defensive capabilities, the government did not achieve victory. This is puzzling 

especially since pro-government legitimacy in the treatment case was increased to entirely new 

levels not predicted by theory as some Dhofaris unexpectedly participated in fighting alongside 

the government. So, what could explain the puzzle in the outcome despite positive gains in 

governmental legitimacy? 

The comparison between the two cases shows that targeting legitimacy in the treatment 

case significantly changed the course of the war to be in the government’s favor. At the end of the 

first case, attacks against the government were on a weekly basis (Peterson 2008; Takriti 2013). 

The government was not able to achieve any military advancement and lost 80% of Dhofar-- not 

to mention that the legitimacy of the government reached its lowest ebbs. However, in the 

treatment case, the government was able to secure popular cooperation in villages, which was 
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instrumental in helping the government regaining the control of most of Dhofar. It also enabled 

the government to deny the rebels from safe sanctuaries in villages, pushing them to retreat to their 

strongholds in the mountains. Compared to the first case, the government in the treatment case was 

in a better position strategically and politically64. The change of the government’s political and 

military position in the treatment case is attributed to the introduction of legitimacy-focused 

intervention. SFC enabled me to control for level/type of the external military intervention in both 

cases. The British employed the same tools for the sake of increasing the Omani physical 

capabilities. Also, there was no change of the capabilities of Omani forces as the increase in its 

deployment of forces already reached its peak during the first case.  Oil did not start to be a major 

source of income for Oman until after the 1973 oil crisis.  This increases our confidence that 

legitimacy-based strategy is the cause of advancing the government’s strategic and political 

position in Dhofar. 

The comparison between the two cases also shows that legitimacy was central to increasing 

rebels’ defensive and offensive capabilities in the first case and decreasing them in the second 

case. In the first case, despite the physical capability gap that favored the government, popular 

cooperation with rebels increased the latter’s ability to hide in villages. This was instrumental for 

the rebels to find an alternative solution to the asymmetry of physical power. By hiding among 

villagers, rebels effectively employed successful hit-and-run attacks against the government on a 

regular basis. Popular cooperation with rebels made the Omani and British forces unable to gather 

information about the location of the rebels in villages, their movements, and the timing of their 

attacks. Collective punishment policy had already led to counterproductive results. It was even a 

factor in preventing the population from cooperating with the government, despite the start of 

decreased levels of popular legitimacy of rebels at the end of the first case (C. Ladwig 2008).  

However, in the “treatment” case when the government built its legitimacy, rebels no longer had 

the advantage of hiding among villagers and their hit-and-run tactics were radically decreased as 

a result. Rebels also had to retreat to their outposts in the mountains because villagers usually 

informed the British and Omani forces about rebels who were hiding among them.  

                                                           
64 By strategically, I mean regaining territorial control and pushing rebels away. Politically, I mean the increase of governmental 
legitimacy. 
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Although the rebels received external support in the two cases65, it had limited effect on 

 rebels’ offensive and defensive capabilities when rebels lose popular support. In the second caseه

after rebels lost the popular base of support, they were unable to use weapons coming from South 

Yemen except in rare occasions. In these rare occasions, rebels employed conventional-styled 

attacks that are different from hit-and-run ones. For example, at the battle of Mirbat, rebels 

attacked a joint British and Omani outpost that was composed of 80 soldiers by mobilizing by a 

force of around 300 rebels supplemented with mortar rockets. However, despite rebels’ relative 

advantage in terms of personnel, the Anglo-Omani forces easily defeated rebels because the former 

were better suited to fight conventional battles, especially since the government outnumbered 

rebels in terms of possessing advanced heavy weaponry (Jeaps 2016, 122-136)66. Rebels employed 

conventional attacks when it deemed hard for them to use hit-and-run tactics after losing popular 

support. In the first case, external material support was useful for rebels to attack governmental 

outposts, however, in the second case, with relatively the same level of external support, rebels’ 

ability to conduct hit-and-run attacks were considerably constrained by the decrease of popular 

backing.  At a glance, the decrease of rebels’ legitimacy coupled with the increase of governmental 

legitimacy changed the course of the war to be in the favor of the government. The comparison 

between the two cases, however, does not answer why the government did not achieve victory 

despite such a change.   

By comparing the treatment case with a third case67 of intervention that succeeded in 

bringing victory to the government (see table 4), it seemed that the decrease of the defensive 

capabilities of rebels in the treatment case was not enough to completely end the rebellion. The 

mountainous terrain enabled the rebels to survive without popular backing. Because of the 

mountainous terrain, rebels’ expected utility of continuing fighting was not substantially 

decreased. In the second case, although the British-Omani forces succeeded in establishing 

footholds in villages and around the mountains because of popular cooperation, they were unable 

to move their attacks to rebels’ strongholds in the mountains. The third case illustrates that the 

ability to strike rebels in their mountainous strongholds is what was missing in the second case to 

attain decisive military victory. With the introduction of a significant number of Iranian troops and 

weaponry in the third case, the Iranian and Omani forces were able to attack rebels in their 

                                                           
65 Starting from 1969 in the first case. External support continued till after the end of the second case 
66 Like tanks, artilleries, and anti-missiles rockets 
67 The third case is not an integral part of the study. It provides explanatory purpose 
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mountainous strongholds. The Iranian troops captured Rakhyut, the rebel strongest hideout, and 

their supply center at Shershitti caves, signaling the end of the war with a military victory for the 

government (Goode 2014, 461).  

Table 4 The comparison between the treatment case and illustrative third case  

 direct combat intervention (Troop 

Intervention) 

Control 

variables 

Legitimacy-based 

intervention 

Outcome 

Case 2 0 0 1 No victory 

Case 3 1 0 1 Victory 

However, attributing victory in the third case only to the increase of military intervention 

(from direct para-combat to direct combat troop intervention) is misleading. The Iranian 

intervention happened after legitimacy-based intervention had already decreased the overall 

rebels’ offensive capabilities and ended the “human terrain” for rebels in villages. Legitimacy-

focused intervention, which was used in the second case and continued to be employed in the third 

case, created an effect that lasted in the third case. By the time Iranian troops intervened, the British 

legitimacy-focused intervention had already succeeded in securing governmental positions in 

many areas in Dhofar, with exception to the mountains. This means that at least both interventions 

interact with each other (each’s causal dynamic meet at a certain point). Or it could be possible 

that the success of one intervention is conditional on the success of the other.  

 Figure 7. Pathways that led to the victory materialized in the third case 
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mountains. Mountains made the survival of rebels unscathed by their loss of sanctuaries in villages. 

Despite rebel’s loss of their offensive capabilities, rebels’ survival was a factor in preventing 

legitimacy-focused intervention from achieving victory for the government.    

However, the absence of governmental victory in the treatment case could not be wholly 

attributed to rebel’s ability to survive in the mountains. Oman preferred to end the conflict 

militarily without offering any political ending to the conflict. It could be possible that Oman could 

have ended the conflict with a political settlement that favors it. In Algeria for example, the 

government ended the Algerian Civil War by offering amnesty to rebels and without meeting any 

of the rebels’ initial demands. We do not know what would have happened if the Omani 

government offered a similar deal or proposed a political ending of the conflict to rebels. We also 

do not know what would be the rebels’ reaction to such hypothetical offer or what could be the 

effect of such an offer on rebels’ expected utility of continuing fighting, especially since the 

prospect for rebels to win the war ceased to exist after the government gained legitimacy in Dhofar 

and cut arms supplies coming from Southern Yemen. Regardless, the issue here is that Oman 

emphasized  achieving a decisive military victory over political victory and this could be or not a 

factor that explains the delay of governmental victory in the second case. A fulfilled answer needs 

a comparison between the treatment case and a counterfactual case in which rebels were offered a 

political settlement favoring the government.  

Figure 8. Comparison between the two main cases of this study 
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Intervention in the second case 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chart is based on 1) rational-choice assumption that actors are risk-averse and rational 2) assumption that 

there is no information gap that overshadows expected utility of continuing fighting for rebels 

To sum up, legitimacy-focused intervention failed in bringing about governmental victory in 

the treatment case because its impact on reducing rebels’ expected utility of continuing fighting 

was offset by the presence of mountainous terrain. Yet, mountainous terrains did not totally discard 

the theoretical causal mechanism. First, this study shows that mountainous terrain prevents the 

legitimacy-focused intervention from achieving decisive military victory for the government. 

However, there was still a probability that legitimacy-focused intervention could have led to 

political victory as rebels’ expected utility of continuing fighting was not examined when there is 

an offer of ending the conflict politically. By the end of the second case, rebels’ offensive 

capabilities were constrained, ending any hope for them to expand their fighting or to win the war 

in the future. This means that although rebels’ expected utility of continuing fighting was not 

substantially reduced in the second case, it became vulnerable to incremental, but continuous, 

decrease as time passes on. Meanwhile, the strategic and political advancement enjoyed by Oman 

as a result of British legitimacy-focused intervention made time less of a concern to the 

government68. So, there is a possibility that the government could have politically ended the war 

                                                           
68 This comports with Regan’s contention that when the government is at a better position relative to rebels, it preferred to 
achieve military victory at the expenses of military one (2000). This is mostly relevant to authoritarian governments which 
prefer to deter any future rebellions by signaling their military strength in ending the current conflict. 
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in the treatment case, but it preferred to discount probable immediate political victory to gain 

decisive military victory in the future. 

Second, the legitimacy-focused intervention still decreased rebel’s offensive capability, denied 

rebels from their sanctuaries in villages, and made the government regain many lost areas in 

Dhofar. I do not say that legitimacy-based intervention in non-mountainous terrains will 

automatically lead to governmental victory. This is left for future studies to verify as there is a 

need to additionally examine the proposed causal mechanism in other qualitative cases69. However, 

based on this study, even if we accept that legitimacy-based intervention does not lead to 

governmental victory, it is still an important factor that leads to it. The third case points to the 

possibility of an interaction or conditional relation between troop interventions (higher levels of 

military interventions) and legitimacy-focused interventions. Other future studies could delve deep 

into assessing the nature of the relationship between the two interventions and their effect on the 

outcome. In the following sub-section, I will discuss what future studies can do to complement 

this study. 

4. limitations of the research design and roadmap for future studies: 

This study does not provide conclusive results regarding the impact of legitimacy-based 

intervention on governmental victory. First, although we know that legitimacy-focused 

intervention cannot bring about a military victory in mountainous terrain, we do not know whether 

it could lead to political victory. As mentioned above, counterfactual comparisons are needed to 

answer this question by examining what would happen if there is an offer of political 

agreement/settlement.   

 Second, we are not sure about the impact of legitimacy-based intervention on non-

mountainous terrains because of two reasons. First, this research does not study a case of 

legitimacy-focused intervention in non-mountainous terrain. Other future studies are needed to 

cover this aspect. Second and much important, as the third case suggests, there could be a 

conditional relation between legitimacy-focused interventions and troop interventions. 

Actually, I reckon the possibility of the existence of conditional or an interactive relationship. 

We have a theoretical knowledge that pro-government troop intervention does not always lead to 

                                                           
69 I was aware of the existence of mountainous terrain in the selected case studies. I thought that rough terrain would 
additionally provide hard test for the hypothesis. Although rough terrains are not associated with rebel victory (Lyall and Wilson 
2009:91), they still have effect on rebels’ ability to prolong civil war.  
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governmental victory in most cases70, so troops intervention alone cannot lead to victory. In the 

third case of this analysis, legitimacy-focused intervention has already created an impact that 

benefited troop interventions. Iranian troops did not trigger “backlash effect” due to the impact of 

legitimacy-focused intervention71 and troop intervention already happened when there is no 

problem of governmental legitimacy in most of Dhofar.  However, we cannot confidently establish 

that there is a conditional or interactive relationship unless we conduct a proper test with suitable 

methods designed to examine the nature of the relationship between the two interventions and the 

net effect of each on the outcome. Mill’s methods can neither explore conditional or interactive 

relations, nor can it unpack the causal mechanisms (George and Bennett 2005). It also cannot test 

spuriousness or assess which variable is conditional on the other.  

Although we know that both interventions operate through separate causal mechanisms that 

converge at rebels’ expected utility of continuing fighting, we do not have a theoretical 

predisposition to say which intervention has the strongest net effect on the outcome or what could 

be the nature of the relationship between the two interventions. Case-oriented process tracing could 

give us indication of the type of relationship, which intervention is conditional on the other, the 

magnitude and weight of each variable on the outcome, and the sequence of events (George and 

Bennett 2005, 82). With its advantage of unpacking the causal story, case-specific process tracing 

can also give insights on the necessity and sufficiency of each intervention on the outcome, and 

also control for the effect of history/time and maturation effect.  

Process tracing however, is limited in commenting on the necessity and sufficiency outside the 

scope of the individual case study. In this sense, cross-case comparisons are additionally needed 

to provide a valid assessment of necessity and sufficiency. Based on previous quantitative studies 

and theoretical knowledge, troops intervention is not sufficient for governmental victory because 

there are many cases without victory while troop intervention was employed. Also, I did not argue 

that legitimacy-focused intervention is by itself sufficient to bring about governmental victory. In 

the second case of this study, legitimacy-focused intervention was employed but victory was not 

obtained. For necessity, the third case shows that victory was achieved while legitimacy-focused 

                                                           
70 Gent (2008) says that troops interventions for the government does not also lead to victory. Non-State Actor dataset 
(Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2013) shows that out of 63 troop intervention for the government, only 21 interventions 
achieved victory. The most frequent form of pro-government intervention is military intervention without troops (188 cases), 
then 63 cases of troop intervention and 26 non-military intervention (economic) 
71 See Kim 2012; 68-69; Gent 2008 
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intervention was maintained alongside troop intervention. Although we cannot comment on 

necessity based on just one case, this at least does not disconfirm the possibility that legitimacy-

focused intervention might be necessary for governmental victory in cases of pro-government 

interventions in asymmetric civil war. We need to conduct cross-case positive on the outcome 

comparison (Beach and Pedersen 2016, 253) supplemented with counterfactual comparisons to 

better assess the necessity of legitimacy-based intervention.   

5. Implications of this study on the literature of external interventions in civil war 

Although this study did not answer the research question, it provides some implications for 

studies of external interventions. 

First, the first case challenges Gent’s (2008) contention that self-selection of pro-

governmental intervention is the reason why they fail in bringing about governmental victory. Gent 

(2008) contends that pro-government interveners self-select themselves in the toughest cases in 

which rebels are strong enough to marginalize the impact of interventions (714).  The first case 

shows that the British intervention occurred roughly at the start of the conflict when the physical 

power gap was wider in favor of the government and rebels were much weaker. This means that 

the British intervened in “easier”, not “tougher” case, and nevertheless they were unable to bring 

about victory for the government. This study also shows that the reason of no victory in the first 

case was neither attributed to the timing of pro-government intervention nor the lack of influence 

on physical capability gap. Not addressing the popular legitimacy is one of the reasons why British 

intervention failed to bring about victory in the first case despite intervening when the power gap 

was wide.  

Second, this study reinvigorates the discussion on the impact of military intervention on 

governmental legitimacy. Some scholars see that military intervention triggers a “backlash effect” 

on the legitimacy of government (Karreth and Sullivan 2015; Kim 2012; Gent 2008; Lyall and 

Wilson 2009). Military intervention may inflame nationalist feelings that could give rebels a 

“unifying case” and this might additionally explain why pro-government intervention fails in some 

cases (Sullivan and Karreth 2015, 273; Kim 2012, 8, 57). Other scholars, like Nalbandov (2009), 

see that intervention can increase the legitimacy of the government if the intervention is 

multilateral and sanctioned by the UN or regional organization. While the first argument is focused 

on the direct effect of intervention in decreasing the government’s internal legitimacy, Nalbandov 

focuses on the influence of external legitimacy in increasing the internal legitimacy of the 
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government72. In this study, the British intervention did not trigger “backlash effect”. It rather 

helped the government building its internal legitimacy. It was even surprising to notice that the 

locals in Dhofar directly cooperated with the British forces against Dhofari rebels. This is not 

normal in a conservative society, like Dhofar, that normally holds foreign presence with suspicion 

and sometimes hostility. Also, before the introduction of legitimacy-focused tools, Dhofaris did 

not view the Omani forces in Dhofar as “legitimate” because it was composed of many Baluchis, 

even though they were also Muslims (C. Ladwig 2008; Peterson 2008). This gives us a reason to 

predict that locals would have been much hostile to foreign Christian forces. Quite the contrary, 

this did not happen. Since this study argues for the relativity of the concept of legitimacy, the 

reason why locals cooperated with the British could be attributed to the strong impact of anti-

Communism in making locals prefer cooperating with other believers (the British) to fight local 

disbelievers.  Furthermore, the British military intervention was less intrusive with low size and 

operated within a scheme that actually targeted to increase local legitimacy, which could explain 

why the British forces did not trigger backlash on governmental legitimacy. 

This study gives indication that military intervention is not always correlated with negative 

effect on the governmental legitimacy, especially if the intervener is aware of the dynamics of 

legitimacy in the context in which it operates. A question that begs answering is: does high 

intrusive military intervention decrease governmental legitimacy? The answer could be yes or no, 

or it depends. In the third case of this study, the troop intervention did not trigger backlash effect 

mainly due to its timing. The troop intervention occurred after the legitimacy of the government 

has already been consolidated and rebels no longer gained momentum amongst the population. 

This might explain why Dhofaris did not reject the Iranian troop intervention. This study points to 

the probability of an interactive or conditional relation between legitimacy-focused intervention 

and other forms of military intervention. So, knowing what type of military intervention and when 

to combine it with legitimacy-focused intervention would be useful in formulating ideas about the 

best combination of interventions that lead to government victory in asymmetric civil wars. 

Third, legitimacy-focused intervention could give new insights to our analysis of both the 

motivations and decisions of external states to intervene. As Regan puts it, the decision of the 

external state to intervene militarily depends on the calculation of material (estimated casualties) 

and financial costs that the intervener could bear coupled with the estimates of the probability of 

                                                           
72 Kindly consult the appendix 
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intervention’s success (Regan 2000, 44). Costs are not only human, material or economic, but also 

political. The success or failure of intervention would reflect on the external state’s domestic 

politics, especially if the external state is much sensitive to public opinion. On the other hand, 

legitimacy-focused intervention incurs comparatively lower costs for the intervener and does not 

directly undermine the reputation of the external state in case intervention fails. This could provide 

the external state with an alternative, especially if the external state would like to intervene, but 

ponders much on domestic political repercussions or in case that the domestic situation constrains 

the external state’s ability to allocate military and considerable financial resources abroad. 

Of course, the decision of intervener to choose any form of intervention not only depends 

on the availability of these tools, but also on the external state’s goal behind the intervention. 

Interveners are strategic and rational actors who have their own interests that might diverge or 

converge with that of the fighting actors (Regan 2000, Balch-Lindsay and Enterline 2000). So, it 

is probable that the external state might decide on choosing a particular form of intervention at the 

expenses of the other based on its strategic aims. For example, Rasler shows that the motivation 

of Syria to increase its military involvement at a certain point of time during the Lebanese civil 

war was attributed to the Syrian regime’s desire to extend its regional influence rather than to help 

the government win the war, although it appeared to be so (Rasler 1983, 23). The cases of external 

interventions in Angola since 1970s are also telling. So, the intervener might choose among three 

options: legitimacy-based tool, less intrusive military tools, or highly intrusive military ones, but 

it might choose the latter, not because of its comparative effectiveness to bring governmental 

victory, but because it serves the intervener’s strategic aims. This might also happen when the 

intervener is endogenized to the conflict and sees itself as one of its main actors73. All in all, given 

that the intervener’s goals do not diverge much with the government’s aims, and if the impact of 

legitimacy-focused intervention on governmental victory is further proven, legitimacy-focused 

tools might provide the external state with a viable alternative tool of intervention that is less costly 

and effective. 

Fourth, despite the limitations if this study in terms of generalizability and its inconclusive 

results, it highlights the importance of qualitative studies. Case studies delve deep into causal 

stories, examine the internal validity, and focus on different levels of analysis. Most studies on 

                                                           
73 Like the cases of US and USSR interventions in some civil wars during the Cold War or when a state, like Russia, supports its 
ethnic brethren, like Serbia in Bosnia War. 
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external interventions are quantitative or based on game-theoretical models that provided 

correlations or insights regarding feasible causal dynamics. Qualitative studies are 

complementarily needed not only for examining the correlations established by quantitative 

studies, but also for discovering new causal pathways at various and potential levels of analysis. 

My motivation was to discover the micro-micro impact of intervention on people’s perceptions 

and actions and how it might coalesce into transformational effect. Previous literature of civil wars 

explored the mechanisms that link between a change in physical capability gap (structural impact) 

with a change in belligerents’ EUC74 (micro-micro changes in belligerents). Yet, in some civil wars 

in which civilians play a role for rebels, the population could be one of a three components that 

constitute a relevant triad (civilians, rebels, and the government). My venture was that by 

examining the possible role of intervention on the population, I could discover new pathways that 

could link between intervention, the population, and civil war outcomes. The examination of the 

causal story could not have been done without in-depth qualitative investigation.  

Fifth, this study supports the idea of disaggregating civil wars. Disaggregation between 

asymmetric and conventional civil wars allows me to explore the causal connections that only has 

particular relevance in asymmetric civil wars (Kreutz 2014, 358). Disaggregation does not 

however mean losing contact with the general picture. As George and Bernett (2005) put it, “better 

results are achieved if the class of the phenomenon to be investigated is not defined too broadly” 

(77) as most successful studies “work within sub-class of the general phenomenon” (77). In this 

study, disaggregation allows me to explore an alternative pathway through which intervention can 

influence belligerents’ EUC.  In relation to the general picture, legitimacy-based intervention still 

relates to the general phenomenon of interventions because intervention generally influences civil 

war outcome by affecting the belligerent’s EUC75. 

Sixth, this study is actor-centric, rather than phenomenon-centric. The focus of this study 

is on exploring the probable effect of a particular cause (legitimacy-based pro-government 

intervention), rather than on what causes the outcome (governmental victory in asymmetric civil 

wars). So, formulating an actor-centric unit of analysis enables me to focus on interventions’ traits 

and their various tools irrespective of the country/countries in which intervention happens. For 

increasing empirical precision, we may construct the unit of analysis along dyads (a specific tool 

                                                           
74 Expected utility of continuing fighting 
75 Even diplomatic intervention influences EUC through the revelation of private information 
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of intervention employed to face a given rebel group). In this study, there was one rebel group, 

while the other group (NFLOAG) was relatively unimportant and the British did not target them. 

If the British had targeted this group, it would be better to have two dyads within the same episode 

of intervention. 

    Seventh, it could be probable that the limits of legitimacy-focused intervention on rebels’ 

defensive capabilities are also applicable to other forms of rough terrains or other physical 

sanctuaries, like safe havens in neighboring states or porous borders. As mountains made rebels’ 

defensive capabilities invulnerable to the loss of human sanctuaries in villages, other geographical 

sanctuaries or safe havens in neighboring states could protect rebels from a decrease in their 

defensive capabilities. So, they can increase their chances of survival. Regardless, as the treatment 

case shows, the maintenance or the increase of rebels’ defensive capabilities does not lead to an 

increase of their offensive capabilities. The treatment case shows that external support did not 

increase rebel’s offensive capabilities despite the sheer number of weapons coming from Yemen. 

Also, the impact of mountains on increasing rebels’ offensive capabilities was non-existent. In this 

sense, it is probable that factors that lead to an increase in rebels’ offensive capabilities (human 

terrain) are separable from factors that lead to an increase in rebels’ defensive capabilities (physical 

terrain). Anyway, in case rebels’ offensive capabilities are halted, and regardless that their 

defensive capabilities either remained the same or increased, rebel’s chance to achieve political 

victory is undermined (Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 2009, 575). Under this situation, 

defensive capabilities alone will make rebels only prolong the war (Ibid). Actually, this could 

explain why rough terrains are not correlated with rebel victory (Lyall and Wilson 2009).  

Rough terrains do not only limit the impact of legitimacy-focused intervention, but it also may 

limit the effect of various forms of military intervention, especially less intrusive ones. Generally 

rough terrains are correlated with increased war duration as it favors the conditions for rebels to 

prolong the conflict (Sawyer, Cunningham and Reed 2015; Cunningham 2016; Fearon and Laitin 

2013). 

    Eighth, this study shows that military strength is not the only parameter of power. 

Legitimacy or political strength is also one form of power. Although military power is important 

to win the war, but political power emanated from legitimacy is also important.  In the first case 

of this study, despite the military weakness of rebels, they were much stronger than the government 

because of their base of popular support. 
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6. Revisiting key assumptions: 
Assumption of the homogeneity of actors, and the motivations of the intervener  

The only possible way for external intervention to influence governmental legitimacy is 

through the government76. This means the government must have a desire to address legitimacy 

and it acknowledges that it needs external assistance to do so. However, this is not always the case 

as some governments may prefer to mobilize militarized means to face new-fledging rebellion77. 

Alternatively, as shown in the Omani civil war, the external state may push or convince the 

government towards changing its strategy from military-based to population-based. This requires 

three essential aspects. First, the external state has to have significant leverage on the government 

that is enough to force or cajole it to make such a change.  Second, it requires that the influence of 

the external state outmatches the influences of other external states on the government. For 

example, the US succeeded to force El Salvador to change its strategies during El Salvador Civil 

War not only because it had significant leverage on El Salvador, but also because the leverage of 

other countries on El Salvador was dwarfed compared to that of the US. This means that San 

Salvador could not escape the US pressure by seeking the help from another country. 

Third, and much important, for the external state to undergo a change in the government’s 

anti-rebel strategy, it must have the motivation to do so. In Oman, the British were motivated to 

end the conflict with a governmental victory because of the fear of losing Oman to Communism. 

This was coupled with the desire of the British to adopt legitimacy-focused strategy to win 

Dhofaris. In this sense, the British had both the motivation and the capability to pressure the 

government into changing its strategy. So, the success of intervener in pressuring the government 

to change its strategy towards the population depends on the intervener’s motivation to do so and 

its ability to pressure the government without losing its leverage on it78.  

My aim was to explore the net effect of the independent variable on the outcome, and the 

Omani civil war provided me with two aspects that enabled me to do so. First, in the second case, 

the British planned the legitimacy-focused policy, mainly funded it, and carried out many of its 

aspects. Even, the government’s desire to address legitimacy was directly influenced by the 

British. This means that the effect of intervention on legitimacy was direct and possibly not 

                                                           
76 This does not differ much from military interventions that cannot work unless the government asks for it. 
77 Because of reputation and the physical capability gap that increases the government’s expected utility of continuing fighting  
78 This is different from discussing the motivation of external state before intervening.  This is much related to intervention 
during the course of the war 
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confounded by other factors, especially a native change in governmental policies towards the 

population. Also, this enabled me to significantly minimize “principal-agent” problem between 

the intervener and the government, because in case it was otherwise present, it could have 

overshadowed the net effect of the British intervention on both the intervening and dependent 

variables. The British influence on the government was so strong and uncontested. This was 

already manifested at the end of the first case when the British forced a change in governmental 

strategy through a palace coup. This means that the principle-agent problem did not exist in the 

treatment case or if existed, its influence on the direct effect of the independent variable on the 

intervening and dependent variables would be insignificant. Actually, in the second case, the 

intervener and the government were much closer to be classified as a “unitary actor”. 

Second, I was fortunate enough not only to know that the British motivations converged 

with that of the government’s, but I had also the knowledge that the British were motivated to 

make the government win through gaining the legitimacy of the local population. Knowing the 

motivation of intervener was additionally crucial for my study since it is an actor-centric79 as the 

unit of analysis is based on the tools used by intervener. Since I know that the motivation of the 

British was the same in both cases (make the government win), the change of intervention tools 

could not be possibly attributed to a change in intervener’s motivations during the course of war. 

In the literature of intervention into civil war, it is hard to know the motivations of interveners and 

how far do they converge with the government’s especially since many of interventions’ real 

motivations are undeclared and hard to discover. 

Therefore, the cases of the British intervention in the Omani civil war provide me with 

exceptionally unprecedented conditions to trace the direct effect of the independent variable of 

interest on the intervening and dependent variables. In most cases, it is expected to notice principal-

agent problem and it is likely that the intervener’s motivation will vary during the course of the 

conflict. It might be rare to see other cases in which the intervener’s effect on legitimacy is similar 

in magnitude and influence to that of the British in Oman. Therefore, for further exploration of the 

relationship between legitimacy-focused intervention and legitimacy, studies are needed to test the 

impact of the intervener-government relationship and intervener motivations on both the 

probability of legitimacy-focused intervention to occur and its probability of success. In fact, this 

                                                           
79 See Findley and Teo 2006, Enterline and Linebarger.  2016 in What Do We Know about Civil Wars?  Mason, T. David, and Sara 
McLaughlin Mitchell, eds. Rowman & Littlefield 
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is not limited to legitimacy-focused intervention. Military interventions are also subject to the same 

dynamics. 

Assumptions regarding rebel motivations and their expected utility of continuing fighting: 

One of the cornerstones of this study is the link between the decrease in rebels’ offensive 

and defensive capabilities and the change of rebel’s expected utility of continuing fighting (EUC). 

Uncovering the effect of intervention on rebels’ EUC could be better analyzed if we are able to 

explore the cognitive and attitudinal influences of intervention on rebels. This desired investigation 

needs to cover all rebels, not only rebels’ leadership, because it will otherwise entail the 

assumption of rebels as a homogenous actor. Interviewing ex-rebels could be a viable option to 

delve deep into this dimension. In Oman, we did not know how far the intervention influenced the 

cognitive calculations of rebels towards either continuing fighting or ending the rebellion.  For 

example, we do not know how the dialectic of the Cold War influenced the Marxist rebels’ 

perception towards the British, and how far this influenced their motivations towards fighting. 

Assumptions of the legitimacy gap 

There are two assumptions needed to be revisited with respect to the legitimacy gap. First, 

I presumed that a change of people’s attitude is automatically connected to a change in their 

behavior. I treated legitimacy gap as a combined change of both attitude and behavior. Yet, factors 

that lead to attitudinal change may not necessarily influence a behavioral action. There could be 

attitudinal change, but people could be passive. Therefore, there is a need to uncover the link that 

connects between attitudinal change and change of behavior.   

Second, I presumed that people will provide information-sharing with the government if 

there is an increase in governmental legitimacy. However, unlike legitimacy-increasing tools that 

target the population collectively, the government can garner information-sharing by providing 

private anonymous tips. These tips are distributed selectively on an individual basis.  This might 

give the impression that the government may not necessarily be required to increase its legitimacy 

to gain information-sharing as long as it can gain it through private anonymous tips. However, we 

are not sure whether information-sharing generated by private tips would be much effective and 

sustainable for the government than that provided through legitimacy-increasing tools.  I assumed 

that a substantial proportion of the population might be needed to create effective cooperation with 

the government manifested in information-sharing in addition to the denial of sanctuaries. This 
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assumption however, needed to be tested by answering:  is a substantial segment of the population 

required to provide the government with effective information-sharing? or a few individuals 

cooperating with the government would be enough? In other words, does collective collaboration 

provide the government with comparatively better value in terms of information-sharing than 

provided by individuals? Actually, for private, anonymous tips, previous studies do not give a 

conclusive answer on how many of the population are needed to provide the government with 

“needed” or valuable information. Future studies are hence required to provide a satisfactory 

answer. Basically, the presumed difference between legitimacy-increasing tools and private tips 

lies at the collective impact of the population on the war. This is much related to the mechanism 

of the denial of sanctuaries in contested areas. A few individuals cooperating with the government 

could not be enough to prevent rebels from hiding within the population. A substantial proportion 

of the population is thus needed to create such effect. 

Another assumption that I made regarding legitimacy gap is that the increasing 

governmental legitimacy comes at the expense of rebels’ legitimacy. In the treatment case, the 

success of the British-led legitimacy-focused tools was attributed also to the decrease of rebel 

legitimacy that occurred at the end of the first case. Although the decrease of rebel legitimacy did 

not increase the government’s legitimacy in the first case, it did lay the ground for the success of 

British-led legitimacy-focused tools. Anti-Communism propaganda created a strong impact due to 

the conservative nature of Dhofaris and the countereffect of rebels’ indoctrination policies. We do 

not know what could be the effect of legitimacy-focused tools if rebels’ legitimacy had not been 

decreased. We also do not know what could be the alternative to anti-Communist propaganda if 

the traditionalists continued to lead the rebellion instead of the Marxists. At a glance, if rebel’s 

legitimacy did not decline in the second case, it would have provided a hard test for the impact of 

the British-legitimacy-focused tools on increasing governmental legitimacy, because under this 

situation the government and rebels would compete with each other in gaining the legitimacy of 

the population. 

7. Limitations of the study: 
Case representativeness: 

Legitimacy-based intervention is not representative of cases of pro-government 

interventions in asymmetric civil wars as most interventions are concerned with tackling the 

physical capability gap via military and economic tools. In addition to the inconclusive results, 
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this fact might constrain this study from generalizing across the broader cases of pro-government 

interventions. It however, introduces a new mechanism that could be generalized in other cases. 

This study shows that intervention influences the course of the civil war through the legitimacy 

gap. Other future studies might show how legitimacy-focused intervention interacts with other 

types of interventions to affect civil war outcome. We already know that military and economic 

interventions influence civil war outcome through the capability gap. Also, in the literature of 

diplomatic interventions, external state affects civil war outcome through the mechanism of 

revealing private information (the information gap) (Regan, Frank and Aydin 2009). In fact, each 

mechanism has its distinctive significance and the three mechanisms might or not complement 

each other depending on many factors, including how and when both intervener and the state would 

like to end the conflict. 

limitations of the legitimacy-gap: 

The legitimacy gap is limited to the condition that both rebels and the government have 

tendencies not to discard the population from their calculations. In the theory section, I argued why 

civilians are important for guerrillas’ success. For the government, civilians do not always matter. 

There are conditions in which the government does not care about civilians. This means that for 

legitimacy to be a tool in winning popular cooperation, civilians at least must be important for the 

government. This limitation is extended to the condition that the government should not have 

previously committed civilian atrocities for it to be able increase its legitimacy in the future. Tools 

targeted to increasing legitimacy could be undermined by previous actions that had caused 

“irreparable harm” or had led to an ethnic security dilemma.  

Considering civilians as important is subject to the perceptions of the government towards 

civilians —as well as regime type and the structural context of the war. Therefore, assuming that 

increasing legitimacy is not applicable to certain cases of civil war, like ethnic wars (before ethnic 

security dilemma) or certain regime types, could be misleading. There are many reasons that make 

some authoritarian governments restrain from victimizing civilians. They could be the fear of 

international repercussions, fear of losing internal constituencies, progressive ideologies of the 

ruler, fear of losing external international legitimacy, and etc. We can also expect two countries 

that are facing the same dilemma to follow different policies towards civilians. Regardless, the 

ability of the government to influence the legitimacy gap depends on how important are civilians 

to it beside the absence of any previous actions that might cause “irreparable harm”. 
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V. Conclusion 
 

This study aims at filling the gap in the research of pro-governmental interventions into 

civil wars. Previous studies indicate that pro-governmental intervention can help the government 

win the civil war if rebels’ strength matches or outmatches that of the government’s, but no study 

suggest the conditions under which pro-government intervention can bring about governmental 

victory in asymmetric contexts. This research tried to provide an answer by theorizing that if the 

intervener focuses on the legitimacy gap, instead of physical capability gap, it would be more 

probable to bring about victory for the government.  

Although the comparative case study in this thesis does not support the theoretical 

argument, its shows the considerable effect of legitimacy-focused intervention in changing rebels’ 

offensive capabilities. Legitimacy-focused tools do not bring bout victory since physical 

sanctuaries for rebels limit the impact of legitimacy-focused tools.  However, this study point to 

the probability that legitimacy-focused tools may work with other military tools of interventions 

to lead to governmental victory. Various types of interventions have different effects on the war 

(Cunningham 2016), and intervention that focuses on promoting governmental legitimacy creates 

an effect on the war that differs from the effect that military intervention creates. Both types of 

interventions work through separate pathways but both eventually tries to influence civil war 

outcome through affecting the expected utility of continuing fighting for the belligerents. Future 

research may look at the situation when the intervener mixes between the two types of 

interventions and how they interact to influence the outcome of the war. 

One of the main contributions of this study is to highlight the impact of external 

intervention on affecting the popular legitimacy for the government. While previous studies show 

that intervention may trigger negative impact on the legitimacy of the government, this study 

shows that if the tool of intervention is legitimacy-focused, rather than troop engagement, 

governmental legitimacy could be increased. By shifting the focus from the dyad of the 

government versus rebels to the triad of civilians, rebels, and the government, we could spot the 

light on the role that civilians could play in influencing the dynamics of civil wars. Since civilian 

support or acquiescence is crucial for rebels’ success in some asymmetric wars, targeting people’s 

legitimacy could be crucial in tilting the war towards one of the two warring actors.    
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This study points to the importance of comparing between interventions’ tools or types. 

Comparing between interventions exposes their different causal pathways and effects on civil war 

outcomes. In other words, this study focused on exploring the independent impact of the traits and 

characteristics of interventions on the outcome instead of “pegging” this effect on the 

characteristics of the conflict. Future research may conduct actor-centric units of analysis instead 

of having the country in which intervention happens as the unit of analysis. Quantitative studies 

of interventions may start comparing between the effect of different types of external interventions. 

One potential limit in doing so could be the knowledge of the interveners’ goals. Intervention is 

connected in the first place to the goals of interveners. Comparing the effectiveness of intervention 

tools on bringing about governmental victory requires knowing that the intervener is actually 

interested in making the government win. This is hard to get since the real goal of some interveners 

are not declared and hard to get, but this is left for future studies to solve.  

Future research can also revisit some important aspects related to intervention, particularly 

the relationship between the intervener and the government and how far these two could be 

considered as unitary actors or two separate actors. 
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