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Motivation

Why do authorities repress some nonviolent dissent and not others? I suggest that the
variation in the use of repression against nonviolent dissent can be explained by the uncer-
tainty of backfire — in other words, authorities may be unsure whether or not repression
will leave them in a better or worse position than doing nothing. If authorities anticipate
that repression is likely to backfire and produce greater costs to political power, then they
will be less likely to select repression as a policy tool for handling nonviolent dissent. I ar-
gue that authorities can look to two key domestic institutions for cues as to when backfire
is likely and repression should be avoided — press freedom and constitutionally protected
rights of assembly.

Theory and Contribution

What explains the variation in repression of nonviolent dissent?

• States consistently respond to challenges to the status quo with some form of repres-
sion (Davenport 2007), with violent challenges being especially likely to prompt repres-
sion (Carey 2010; Conrad and Moore 2010).

• The presence of violence, however, is not the only indicator of threat to the state —
nonviolent movements also threaten state power, albeit differently than violent dissent.

• The threat posed by nonviolent dissent may tempt state actors to use repression to end
the threat, but the likely costs of doing so differ from cases of violent dissent. In fact,
failing to repress violent dissent may carry its own political costs (Mason and Krane
1989; Ginkel and Smith 1999).

• Nonviolent tactics do not employ the use or threat of physical coercion and, as a re-
sult, attract a more representative segment of the population (Chenoweth and Stephan
2011). Given these characteristics, the public is likely to view repression of nonviolent
dissent as illegitimate (Davenport 1995), which may cause repression to backfire if an
outraged public withdraws political support for the state (Martin 2007).

• Assuming actors want to minimize the costs and maximize the benefits of their actions
(Moore 2000; Pierskalla 2010), state actors should consider the likelihood that repres-
sion will backfire before selecting repression as a policy.

How do state actors anticipate the likelihood that repression of nonviolent dissent
will backfire?

• The level of press freedom and presence of a constitutionally protected right of assem-
bly offer information to state actors about the likelihood that the public will learn about
and be angered by repression of nonviolence.

• The level of press freedom in the state provides information to state actors about both
the likelihood of wider audiences learning about repression of nonviolent dissent and
their own ability to control the story.

• A constitutionally protected right of assembly indicates to state actors that the public
has an important reference point to identify a transgression and articulate discontent
(Weingast 1997; Elkins, Ginsburg, and Melton 2014).

Hypothesis: States with higher levels of press freedom and constitutionally pro-
tected rights of assembly are less likely to repress nonviolent dissent.

Data

Dissent and Repression Data

• Social Conflict Analysis Database (SCAD) Version 3.2 (Salehyan and Hendrix 2016) —
Social disturbance events in Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, 1990-2015

Table 1: Frequency of Repression: Violent & Nonviolent Dissent (SCAD)

SCAD Events
Repression Violent Nonviolent

None 74% 68%
Non-Lethal 14% 24%
Lethal 12% 8%
n 7564 6045

• Nonviolent and Violent Campaigns and Outcomes (NAVCO) Data Project Version 2.0
(Chenoweth and Lewis 2013) — Yearly nonviolent and violent campaigns, 1981-2006

Table 2: Frequency of Repression: Violent & Nonviolent Dissent (NAVCO)

NAVCO Campaigns
Repression Violent Nonviolent

None 3% 25%
Non-Lethal 6% 26%
Lethal 91% 49%
n 1367 336

Explanatory Variables: Speech and Assembly

• The Cingranelli and Richards (CIRI) Human Rights Data Project (Cingranelli and
Richards 2010) — Freedom of Speech measure, 1981-2011

• Characteristics of National Constitutions (CCP) Version 2.0 (Elkins, Ginsburg, and
Melton 2014) — Right of Assembly measure, 1981-2013

Results

Table 3: Probit Models (SCAD & NAVCO)

Model 1 Model 2
(SCAD) (NAVCO)

Speech (Partial) 1.19 -0.68
(0.19) (0.46)

Speech (High) .47 -1.24**
(.17) (0.49)

Right of Assembly .84 —
(.16) —

Speech (Partial)*Assembly -1.11*** —
(.19) —

Speech (High)*Assembly -0.65*** —
(0.22) —

n 2389 148
Controls (not shown): judicial independence, executive constraints, GDP, lagged repression

Clustered standard errors in parentheses, *p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01

Figure 1: Predictive Margins for Probit Models

Discussion and Conclusions

• In states with protected rights of assembly, press freedom decreases the probability of
repression across all regime types.

• Interestingly, moving from low to partial levels of press freedom in states with protected
rights of assembly decreases the probability of repression more than moving from par-
tial to high levels of speech, indicating that even some press freedom — in conjunction
with the right of assembly — is enough to possibly deter repression of nonviolent dis-
sent.

• Press freedom alone decreases the probability of repression among NAVCO nonviolent
campaigns by 30 percentage points (when moving from no press freedom to high press
freedom).


