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Abstract 

Alliances are a way of acquiring security without military investment: they 
are a partial substitute for arming. But what do leaders do with the funds that 
they do not need to spend on their military? We argue that they use the funds 
not directed into military expenditures very similarly to how they use any 
other resources, to line their pockets or remain in office. In democratic states, 
that means budgetary resources? can be allocated to greater provision of 
public goods, such as through lower taxes, better funded welfare programs, 
or infrastructure improvement. In non-democratic states, where the leader is 
less institutionally constrained, those funds can be invested in domestic 
coercion, or repression, in order to suppress or eliminate domestic threats to 
her or his rule. Alliances, in this way, both promote and diminish the use of 
repressive strategies, conditional on regime type.  
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Alliances are a way of acquiring security without military investment: they are a 

partial substitute for arming1. But what do leaders do with the funds that they do not 

need to spend on their military and external security activities? The domestic 

consequences of military alliances are rarely examined.  In this paper, we examine one 

consequence of military alliances: domestic political repression. We argue that by 

providing military support against external threats, military alliances allow states to 

reallocate funds that would have otherwise been used to protect against external 

threats. Certain leaders, we argue, will use these funds to increase repression as a 

means of reinforcing a leader’s hold on power. We argue that leaders use the funds very 

similarly to how they use any other resources, to line their pockets or reinforce their 

hold power. In democratic states, that means greater provision of public goods, be it 

through lower taxes, welfare states, or other kinds of public goods provisioning. In non-

democratic states, where the leader is less constrained by the public, it means increased 

use of domestic coercion, or repression, in order to suppress or eliminate threats to her 

or his rule, (and/or spending that benefits just the leader and her supporters.) Alliances, 

in this way, both promote and diminish the use of repressive strategies.  

We test this argument using time series cross sectional data on repression, allied 

capabilities, and a variety of controls. The estimates of an ordinal probit model of 

repression support our contention that alliances affect repression, with the degree and 

direction of that effect conditional on leadership constraints. The implications of this 

finding are threefold. First, they suggest that foreign policies and external security 

environment of the state have direct effects on the domestic security policies of the state. 

Second, our findings reiterate the centrality of domestic political institutions in policies 

promoting repressive behavior. The nature of how governments respond to their 

circumstances is conditional on the decision-making process constraints and incentives 

                                                
1 Waltz referred to them as external (alliances) and internal (arming) balancing. (Waltz 1979) 
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of the leader and government. Third, policy-makers considering the provision of 

foreign military support ought to consider the implications for states with whom they 

ally – the formation of the alliance may affect the degree to which the new ally abuses 

its people (conditional on the new ally’s regime type). Taken together, our argument 

and finding imply that both political scientists and policy-makers need to relax the 

assumption of separation between foreign and domestic security arrangements. Any 

treatment of either that entirely neglects the other is incompletes.   

 

Literature review: Why Repress 

Although there is little literature on the links between military alliances and 

repression, there exists a robust literature on the determinants of repression.  Davenport 

(2007) provides a comprehensive literature review of the determinants of repression.  

He identifies two core findings.  First, the “law of coercive responsiveness” summarizes 

the key finding that leaders respond to internal threats to power with repression. 

Therefore, contentious behavior, in the form of violent dissent, potential coup threats or 

even peaceful protest increases the risk of repression.  The second core finding centers 

on the relationship between democracy and repression; the literature has generally 

found that democracies are less likely to use repression as a tool of political control?.  As 

Davenport (2007) and others have pointed out, however, the relationship may not be 

linear (c.f. Fein 1995 who argues that there is “more murder in the middle” and that 

countries in transition have the highest levels of repression) or that not all components 

of democracy are equally important (c.f. Bueno de Mesquita et al 2005 who argue that 

full accountability and multi-party competition are critical aspects of democracy).  

 Scholars have also widely found economic development to limit political 

repression, but find mixed results with respect to economic growth (Poe, Tate, and 

Camp Keith 1999). Economic development increases the availability of goods and 

reduces dissent that can lead to repression.  Economic growth, on the other hand, can 
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create destabilizing pressures that, in turn, lead to dissent and repressive reactions.  

Finally, existing scholarship finds that high populations and high population growth 

increase repression (Poe, Tate, and Camp Keith 1999).  

 When it comes to the relationship between military variables, external security 

threats, and repression, the literature is sparse. Blanton (1999) examines the relationship 

between arms imports and repression, finding that arms imports to developing 

countries are used against internal threats. In this way, a direct relationship can be seen 

between arms deals – providing military equipment to governments – and repression – 

governments using this equipment to target internal threats to power. Relatedly, Park 

(1987) and Davenport (1995) find a relationship between military expenditure and 

repression. Taken together, the sparse extant literature linking military variables to 

human rights suggest that there is a relationship.  In this paper, we seek to extend this 

analysis to consider the ways in which military alliances affect repression.  

 

Literature review: Alliances and Resources 

 Alliances are military agreements to provide security assistance (Morrow 1991, 

Olson and Zeckhauser 1966, Poast et al 2014). They are partial substitutes for other 

strategies of acquiring security, such as arming (Morrow 1993). Accordingly, they 

should be expected to create a windfall in at least one of the member states2. However, 

what states do with that windfall is understudied, though it is worth noting that many 

investigations do examine free-riding (CITE). Kimball (2010), who uses the selectorate 

theory to help explain alliance formation, is a notable partial exception.  She argues that 

when states face a domestic demand for more social policies, one option is for leaders to 

turn to alliances. Outsourcing national security through alliances gives leaders the 

ability to allocate more resources towards providing resources to the winning coalition. 

                                                
2	Some	scholars	find	that	alliances	tend	to	increase	spending	(e.g.	Flores).	That	may	be	because	
alliances	are	a	result	of	foreign	threat,	which	is	difficult	to	fully	account	for.		
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While Kimball (2010) explains alliance formation using demands for social policies; she 

does not extend this argument further to examine what states do with these newfound 

resources. She focuses on leaders using these resources to provide public benefits, 

leaders may use these resources in other ways. As you will see in the following section, 

our argument is consistent with Kimball (2010) for constrained leaders, who will 

allocate these resources to public goods3.  Military alliances may free up resources that 

can be re-allocated, but how leaders choose to re-allocate those resources may vary 

based on political institutional constraints.  In the parlance of the selectorate theory, 

increasing public goods provision is incentive-compatible for leaders of large winning 

coalition systems. The leaders need to keep a large group of supporters satisfied to stay 

in power and providing public goods is the most economically efficient way to do so. 

Unconstrained leaders face a different set of political incentives, and so allocate that 

windfall differently.   

 

Argument 

Repression is a political tool that leaders will use to stay in power when they are 

willing and able (Poe, Tate, and Camp Keith 1999; Davenport 2007). Alliances free up 

security resources and, conditional on a leader’s incentives and constraints to use 

repression, can accordingly increase a leader’s ability to repress.   

An alliance provides security against foreign threats, which gives the state more 

resources (or can reallocate security resources) to spend on internal policies, including 

repression, depending on the institutions of the state itself. In states with constrained 

executives, those gains will be passed on to the public to shore up support, in the form 

                                                
3	We do not test this proposition explicitly in our paper. However, as we mention, providing more public 
goods may reduce the need for repression. In other words, public goods are part of our argument, but not 
the subject of inquiry here.		
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of lower taxes, social welfare, or other public goods provision. In states with 

unconstrained leaders, however, those gains will be pocketed by the leader or her most 

immediate supporters, and potentially used to maintain domestic security through 

coercion. In both cases, the resources freed up by the alliance are used by the leader to 

remain in office. In unconstrained leaders, those effects are more pernicious. In essence, 

leaders with a freehand are able to choose to invest in domestic coercion when they 

experience a windfall. Leaders who are more constrained by the public are more likely 

to invest in alternatives to coercion, such as public goods (or other “carrots”), making 

state led violence a less important tool for remaining in office.  

 To stay in power, leaders need to prevent external and internal threats to power. 

Strong allies provide external security, thereby freeing up resources that a leader would 

have otherwise spent on protecting himself from external threats to power. Using the 

framework of Bueno de Mesquita et al’s selectorate theory, we assume that to protect 

their hold on power from domestic rivals, leaders focus on their winning coalition and 

provide a mix of private and public goods. How leaders allocate their resources 

depends, in part, on the size of their winning coalition. Leaders with large winning 

coalitions will provide more public goods to keep this large number of people satisfied.  

As a result, there is a smaller chance of dissent and a reduced need to use repression. 

Therefore, we expect that strong alliances will result in lower levels of repression (all 

else equal) in states where leaders answer to a large winning coalition.  
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 When leaders only need to satisfy a small winning coalition to maintain power, 

these leaders are unlikely to allocate these newfound resource to public goods.  Instead, 

leaders will either pocket the additional funds or use them to provide private benefits to 

their small winning coalition. Further, the leader may need to use these resources to 

fund increased repression, particularly in the absence of public goods provisions that 

could increase grievances against the state. Regardless of military alliances, leaders of 

small winning coalition states have greater incentives to repress than leaders of large 

winning coalition states.  Bueno de Mesquita and his co-authors identify three uses of 

repression in small winning coalition states: (1) to punish challengers, (2) punish 

members of the selectorate that support a challenger, and (3) punish the disenfranchised 

who might revolt (340).  

 The willingness or perceived need to repress likely exists for leaders of small 

winning coalition states.  But repression is not free. In addition to the resources needed 

to repress, leaders need to foster loyalty in the agents who will carry out repression. In 

the context of the selectorate theory, these may be members of the winning coalition 

who receive private benefits. A strong ally, by providing external security, allows a 

leader to allocate those resources needed to carry out repression and keep those agents 

loyal.  Further, these leaders also face less accountability than democratic leaders.  This 

relative lack of accountability opens the door to repression. Given the opportunity to 

invest more in domestic coercion, these leaders face a permissive political opportunity 

structure. As a result, we expect that, all else equal, non-democratic regimes with strong 

allies will experience more repression.  
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Hypothesis: 

H1: The effect of ally strength will be associated with the amount of repression, conditional on 

the degree of executive constraint.  

H1A: Strong allies will make unconstrained leaders more repressive  

H1B: Strong allies will  make constrained leaders less repressive.  

 

 

Research and Estimation Strategy 

We evaluate our argument using cross-national data on physical integrity rights 

and political terror. The data is in country-year format, and spans from 1976-2008. We 

use three measures of repression as my dependent variable: CIRI’s measure of physical 

integrity rights (Cingranelli and Richards 2010, Cingranelli et. al. 2014), Amnesty 

International’s measure of political terror, and the U.S. State Department’s measure of 

political terror (Gibney and Wood 2009). All three are ordinal scales. Accordingly, we 

use an ordinal probit model, with a lagged dependent variable and clustered standard 

errors by country.  

 

Dependent Variables 

We use three different but related variables as measures of state repression. Two 

measures are of political terror, as judged by Amnesty International and the United 

States Department of State. CIRI’s measure of physical integrity is the third. The 

political terror measures run in the opposite direction from the CIRI measure, but 

otherwise look similar, with correlation of -.751 between Amnesty and CIRI, -.8253 

between State and CIRI, and .7955 between State and Amnesty. All three variables yield 

similar results, so we present the Amnesty International Political Terror scale results in 

the body of the paper, and models with the other two in the attached appendix.  
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Independent Variables of Interest 

There are two primary variables of interest: the summed capability of the state’s 

allies, and the institutionalized executive constraints, which are interacted. Material 

capability is measured using the Correlates of War cinc variable, which aggregates 6 

distinct components of material capabilities (Singer et. al. 1972, Singer 1987). Alliances is 

measured using the ATOP dataset (Leeds et. al. 2002), with the variable of interest being 

the sum of the capabilities of all allies. Executive constraints is measured using the 

component of the polity scale (Marshall et. al 2009).  

 

Control Variables 

We use control variables from several recent studies on state repression. We 

include two measures of youth bulges (Davenport and Nordas 2013), real gdp growth, a 

measure of independent judiciary, natural log of total population, and a one year lag of 

the dependent variable. We also include the aggregated material capabilities of rival 

states, measured by Klein, Goertz, and Diehl (2006), and its interaction with executive 

constraints, to verify that the effect of alliances is not just a proxy for foreign threat. 

Their inclusion or exclusion does not affect the results in a substantive manner.   
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Table 1 

 Model 1: Amnesty Model 2: State Model 3: CIRI 
LDV  1.171*** 1.352*** 0.546*** 
 (0.0555) (0.0496) (0.0212) 
    
Exec. Constraints  0.00680 -0.00763 0.0209 
 (0.0216) (0.0228) (0.0213) 
    
Wallycinc 0.980*** 1.915*** -0.958*** 
 (0.367) (0.355) (0.356) 
    
Exec. Constraints X  -0.219** -0.410*** 0.233** 
Ally Cinc (0.0913) (0.0913) (0.0942) 
    
Exec. Constraints X  -0.700*** -0.431* 0.504*** 
Rival Cinc (0.218) (0.247) (0.188) 
    
Rival Cinc 2.447** 1.718 -2.131** 
 (0.968) (1.065) (0.993) 
    
Indep. Judiciary -0.312*** -0.302*** 0.197*** 
 (0.0738) (0.0756) (0.0653) 
    
Youth bulge 0.0229*** 0.0123* -0.0105 
 (0.00721) (0.00707) (0.00753) 
    
Youth bulge squared -0.00231*** -0.00226*** 0.00205*** 
 (0.000747) (0.000679) (0.000618) 
    
LN(POP) 0.134*** 0.142*** -0.166*** 
 (0.0206) (0.0202) (0.0231) 
    
LN(GDP PC)  0.00377 -0.0837** 0.0736** 
 (0.0372) (0.0343) (0.0360) 
Observations 2369 2852 2385 
Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
 
 

Results 

Table 1 presents the estimates using all three dependent variables, in models 1, 2 

and 3. The CIRI physical integrity variable moves in the opposite direction as the others 

– high numbers mean less repression, not more – and so the signs on several variables 
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are appropriately reversed. Beyond that, the results are consistent across all three 

models.  

 

Figure 1 

  
Figure 1 shows the marginal effect of ally capabilities on Amnesty’s measure of 

political terror, conditioned by executive constraints. In countries with low executive 

constraints, increased ally capability corresponds to an increased likelihood of being in 

the categories associated with more repression, and a decreased likelihood of outcomes 

in the less severe categories. As executive constraints increases, the relationship 

reverses, with more ally capabilities corresponding with increased probability of less 

severe records of political terror, and decreased probabilities of more severe records. 

The effect is statistically significant outside of the middle categories of executive 

constraints, where the estimated marginal effects cross zero.  
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Figure 2 

  
Figure 2 shows estimates of the marginal effect of a unit change in executive 

constraints over different levels of ally capability. Shifts in executive constraints have no 

estimated effect on the likelihood of Amnesty’s middle category of political terror. More 

interestingly, the effect of executive constraints on the higher and lower categories 

increases in magnitude as ally capabilities increase, showing that the pacifying effect of 

executive constraints on state violence is, itself, conditional on the foreign security 

environment of the state. Figures of the marginal effects for the other two dependent 

variables can be found in the appendix, but look very similar, and yield substantively 

identical conclusions.  
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Discussion 

The results presented above demonstrate that behaviors typically considered 

internal to the state are partially caused by factors external to the state. Alliances, which 

typically are viewed as a primarily international phenomenon, shape the behavior of 

the government vis-à-vis its own people, leading to more or less repression, depending 

on the political institutions of the state. This is important for understanding variation in 

repression – why and when some states engage in more repressive activity than others. 

It also is a reminder to policy-makers that they cannot separate their foreign policies 

from the domestic outcomes of those states affected by that foreign policy – forming 

and maintaining an alliance with a state with an unconstrained executive is likely to 

increase the use of repressive tactics on the part of that executive.  

They also emphasize the degree to which the policies made by a government are 

interdependent – forming alliances is a policy choice, as is the violation of the physical 

integrity of citizens of the state. Neither policy is made fully independent of the other 

(though alliances require the consent of another party). When theorizing about the 

causes and consequences of particular policies, political scientists and policy-makers 

should keep in mind that no policies are made in a vacuum. Identifying which are 

particularly relevant to each other, however, will be an on-going challenge. Our 

findings suggest that, at the very least, the arrangements that the state makes for its 

external, or sovereign, security are related to the arrangements the regime makes for its 

domestic security.  

Finally, they demonstrate the centrality of political institutions in the 

determination of any policy. While sometimes institutions exercise a straightforward 

effect on outcomes, far more often their impact is both conditional on the environment 

of the state, and conditions the effect of most meaningful potential causes of the policy. 

In this case, executive constraint exerts its influence by conditioning how military 
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alliances matter, and in turn, the effect of executive constraints is magnified by the 

presence of powerful foreign allies.  
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Appendix 
 
Full Output, with Cut Points, Constants: 

 Model 1:Amnesty Model 2: State Model 3: CIRI 
LDV  1.171*** 1.352*** 0.546*** 
 (0.0555) (0.0496) (0.0212) 
Exec. Constraints  0.00680 -0.00763 0.0209 
 (0.0216) (0.0228) (0.0213) 
Wallycinc 0.980*** 1.915*** -0.958*** 
 (0.367) (0.355) (0.356) 
Exec. Constraints X  -0.219** -0.410*** 0.233** 
Wallycinc (0.0913) (0.0913) (0.0942) 
Exec. Constraints X  -0.700*** -0.431* 0.504*** 
Rival Cinc (0.218) (0.247) (0.188) 
Rival Cinc 2.447** 1.718 -2.131** 
 (0.968) (1.065) (0.993) 
Indep. Judiciary -0.312*** -0.302*** 0.197*** 
 (0.0738) (0.0756) (0.0653) 



	 16	

Youth bulge 0.0229*** 0.0123* -0.0105 
 (0.00721) (0.00707) (0.00753) 
Youth bulge squared -0.00231*** -0.00226*** 0.00205*** 
 (0.000747) (0.000679) (0.000618) 
LN(POP) 0.134*** 0.142*** -0.166*** 
 (0.0206) (0.0202) (0.0231) 
LN(GDP PC)  0.00377 -0.0837** 0.0736** 
 (0.0372) (0.0343) (0.0360) 
cut1    
Constant 1.664*** 1.332*** -0.275 
 (0.469) (0.426) (0.476) 
cut2    
Constant 3.762*** 3.299*** 0.401 
 (0.489) (0.433) (0.476) 
cut3    
Constant 5.452*** 5.119*** 1.064** 
 (0.500) (0.448) (0.477) 
cut4    
Constant 6.862*** 6.541*** 1.685*** 
 (0.530) (0.473) (0.479) 
cut5    
Constant   2.491*** 
   (0.479) 
cut6    
Constant   3.261*** 
   (0.482) 
cut7    
Constant   4.076*** 
   (0.474) 
cut8    
Constant   5.094*** 
   (0.483) 
Observations 2369 2852 2385 

Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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