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Abstract This paper documents two novel patterns in the use of repression in response to protests in Africa: (1) repression is more frequent in response to social conflicts in urban areas, but (2) if the state does employ repression, it more frequently kills dissidents in rural areas. I argue that protests in rural areas pose a smaller threat to governments and, thus, prompt less frequent intervention. However, when governments do decide to repress rural protests, they are less constrained by concerns that lethal repression might incite a backlash, as there are fewer bystanders in these more sparsely populated areas that might join the fray. I formalize these intuitions and test the implications of the model with data on the use of non-lethal and lethal repression in response to protests that occur in localities of varying population density. I find empirical support for my hypotheses that is robust to a number of plausible alternative explanations.
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Motivation: Two Patterns of Repression



In January 2004, university students in Nairobi, Kenya “went on a rampage,” destroying property and demanding that the University of Agriculture Technology fire its vice chancellor and reopen (AFP, 2004a). Nine months later 600 University of Nairobi students violently demonstrated in response to proposed fee hikes, blocking streets and stoning passing motorists (AFP, 2004b). In both instances, the Kenyan police used tear gas to quell the riots. In June 2005, students and parents in a village outside of Garissa, Kenya – a small city of 70,000, 350 kilometers northeast of Nairobi – protested the seizing of school land for private development. In this case, the police response was more heavy-handed: Police opened fire on these students and parents, killing at least one and wounding dozens of others (AFP, 2005). All three conflicts occurred under the same regime and involved students speaking out against their schools’ administration. If anything, the available reports suggest that the students in the capital were more numerous and violent. What then explains why police opened fire in rural Garissa but employed non-lethal means in Nairobi? Existing studies of repression provide little insight into why the Kenyan police responded differently to these protests. The literature focuses on cross-national differences in the level of repression and, in so doing, masks subnational variation in whether and how leaders and their agents in the police or military respond to protests. Yet, understanding this geographic variation provides greater insight into executives’ decisions about whether to permit or repress (using different degrees of force) public challenges. This paper describes and offers an explanation for two striking patterns in the use of repression across African countries. Using recently compiled data on social conflicts in 47 African countries between 19902010 I find that (1) repression is more frequent in response to social conflicts in urban areas; but (2) if the state does employ repression, it more frequently kills dissidents in more rural areas (defined broadly in the data to include all localities with a population of less than 100,000).1 Figure 1 illustrates (on the left) that the probability of repression in response to a social conflict is roughly one-third in urban areas but less than one-fifth in rural areas. However, when repression does occur, it is lethal in only a quarter of urban social conflicts but nearly half of rural events. These patterns are not driven by a small number of countries in the sample. The urban-rural differences displayed in Figure 1 are apparent in the vast majority of African countries for which we have at least 10 social conflicts in both urban and rural areas. For all countries in blue on the left hand side of Figure 2, the probability of repression is higher in urban areas than in rural areas. For all countries in red on the right hand side of the figure, the conditional probability of lethal repression is higher in rural areas. I proceed by building a formal model to rationalize these regularities, and then empirically evaluating key comparative statics of the model. In short, I argue that governments have little incentive to intervene in small, rural protests; yet, when they do intervene in these settings, they are not constrained by concerns that lethal repression will incite a costly backlash. I find empirical support for these hypotheses: repression is more likely when social conflicts occur in densely populated areas; however, when events in more sparsely populated areas are repressed, repression is more likely to be lethal. These results are robust to the inclusion of plausible omitted variables, including aid dependence, ethnicity, event characteristics, history of armed conflict, proximity to natural resources, and regime type. I conclude the empirical section by also addressing concerns that events in capital cities, particular countries, or reporting bias are driving the results. This paper adds to our understanding of the conditions under which governments employ repression in several ways: first, it describes two previously undocumented patterns in the use of repression across Africa; second, it offers a formal logic that relates these patterns to governments’ desires to suppress dissent without escalating the scale of protests; and third, it uses geo-coded observational data to evaluate the validity of the theory as well as the plausibility of several alternative explanations. 1 Social conflicts include events, such as riots, strikes, and protests that do not occur during a civil conflict, which is defined by the Uppsala Conflict Database as a conflict over territory or government with more than 25 battle deaths per year. Urban is defined as a city of over 100,000 and the country’s capital (Hendrix et al., 2012).
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Figure 1: Repression across Urban and Rural Social Conflicts Pr(Repression)
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Figure 1: The left panel displays the probability of repression for social conflicts that occur in urban (population ≥ 100,000 & capital city) and rural areas; the right panel, the probability of lethal repression in both urban and rural areas within the subset of events that involve some form of repression. The black bars represent 95% confidence intervals around each estimate. Events that overlap with the Uppsala Armed Conflict Database or are represented twice in the SCAD (see codebook for further details) are first excluded.



Figure 2: Uniformity of Patterns across Countries
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Figure 2: If a country is shaded blue then Pr(X|Urban) > Pr(X|Rural); if a country is shaded red, then Pr(X|Urban) < Pr(X|Rural); countries in in white did not experience at least 10 social conflicts in both urban and rural areas. In the left panel, X = 1(Repression); in the right panel, X = (1(Lethal) | 1(Repress) = 1), where 1(·) is simply an indicator function.
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Background Explanations for Repression from Cross-National Studies



Most existing studies of repression focus on cross-national variation (see Davenport, 2007). This work yields two central findings: first, repression is costly and, thus, unlikely to be employed against a docile population (Lichbach, 1984); and second, democracies repress less, because they can peacefully
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incorporate opposition groups and oust abusive leaders (Davenport, 1995).2 Unfortunately, these two prevailing theories do not help explain the patterns noted above: first, I do not consider the repression of docile citizens, but rather restrict attention to repression that comes in response to protests; second, regime type does not vary subnationally in the cross-section, and what inter-temporal variation exists is unable to explain why repression is more frequent in urban areas but more lethal in rural areas. A more relevant, but also more contested body of literature, does not attempt to explain repression, but rather considers whether repression deters or inflames protests. Backlash theories contend that repression can be counter-productive, and case studies from East Germany, Iran, Palestine, and South Africa have been cited in support of this core claim (Ortiz, 2007). In particular, scholars have argued that repression that fails to suppress opponents, harms the innocent, confirms perceptions of regime vulnerability, or is aimed at groups that the public considers representative and justified is more likely to inspire backlash (see Goldstone, 2001, for a review). Quantitative analysis using either cross-sectional or time-series data on repression and protest has not provided convincing evidence in support of these hypotheses. However, these mixed findings could, in part, be attributable to an unaddressed selection problem: governments are strategic actors whose decisions to employ repression incorporate the probability of backlash. We may then observe repression primarily in contexts where backlash is less likely and, thus, underestimate the potential for repression to inflame dissent. In fact, one of the contributions of this paper is to demonstrate that governments, in deciding how forcefully to repress protests, weigh the removal of protesters against the possibility that repression may incite bystanders. A second contribution of this project is to add to the small but growing number of recent studies that leverage sub-national variation to study the use of repression (e.g., Bohara et al. (2006); Murtagh et al. (2009); Vadlamannati (2008)). Davenport (2007, p. 18) implores scholars to move beyond country-year analyses: “Such an approach is not only essential for gauging the robustness of the propositions developed in this [cross-national] literature but also allows us to explore other arguments that have previously been ignored.” The use of sub-national data not only reduces concerns about omitted variables that plague cross-national comparisons, but also allows for the development and testing of theories (such as the model proposed below) regarding how governments target repression – a line of research that can help identify vulnerable sub-populations. 2.2



Explanations for the More Severe Treatment of Rural Citizens in Africa



This paper also builds on existing work in African political economy, which argues that government policies are biased in favor of urban areas. In his seminal work, Bates (1981) finds that African leaders depress food costs in cities to maintain the purchasing power of workers and avoid destabilizing social conflict in urban areas: “The issue that most frequently drives African city dwellers to militant action is the erosion of their purchasing power. . . Sadat, Nimeiri, Kaunda, Moi, Gowan, and Tolbert are among the other African leaders whose governments have felt the political pressures generated by the erosion of the purchasing power of urban dwellers; in the face of these pressures, several have fallen” (pp. 30-2). Keeping food prices low in cities requires paying below-market prices to rural farmers. Where farmers resist this expropriation, Bates claims they are coerced: “Through the use of violence, the governments of Africa have forestalled the mobilization of the rural majority against policies that harm their interests” (p. 112). Bates marshals extensive evidence that agricultural policies benefit urban workers at the expense of rural farmers. However, he does not present comparable evidence to confirm his arguments regarding the use of repression in the countryside. This paper investigates two of Bates’s key claims about the handling of urban and rural social conflicts: first, that governments are more responsive to social conflicts 2 A number of works associate economic variables, such as development, inequality, and openness with levels of repression. However, empirical work has frequently yielded conflicting results: Hafner-Burton (2005), for example, demonstrates that the correlation between openness and repression is highly measure and model dependent.
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in urban centers; but second, that repression is more likely to backfire in cities. “Direct attacks on labor movements are open to reprisals; in moments of economic stress, labor movements can join with their urban constituents, paralyze cities, and create the conditions under which ambitious rivals can displace those in power” (p. 33). Left unaddressed, social conflicts in cities pose greater threats to leaders survival; and yet, lethally repressing these conflicts also has the potential to do more harm than good. Through its analysis of event-level data on the use of repression, this paper contributes both to the literature on why certain leaders use repression and regionally focused work on urban bias. The larger goal is to better understand why, within any given regime, some protests are (lethally) repressed and other are not. Insights into how leaders selectively deploy coercion have policy implications that fall short of requiring regime change to reduce the lethal suppression of protests or riots.
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A Model of Repression



The model presented below formalizes the trade-offs that a government faces when deciding whether and how forcefully to repress a protest. First, does the protest warrant any intervention? The government may not want to bear the costs of repressing a small group of relatively restrained protesters. Earl and Soule (2006, p. 146) note (unsurprisingly) that “threat is the most widely accepted and empirically supported explanation of repression developed thus far.” From the state’s perspective, the returns to repression should then be increasing in the threat posed by the initial group of protesters. Second, while repression imposes a cost on protesters and can, thus, be effective at suppressing dissent, intervening in a protest or riot is a public act. Bystanders (i.e., citizens not involved in the initial protest) observe the government’s decision about whether and how brutally to repress and may use this information to update their beliefs about how much the government cares about its citizens. Governments should then worry about how repressing a protest – for example, by firing on demonstrators – will affect their reputation for being benevolent or brutal, as bystanders are more inclined to join protests against a reputedly bad government. In her analysis of urban protests in Iran prior to the Revolution, Rasler (1996, p. 142-7) argues that several “critical events” – most often involving the use of lethal repression – “represent important turning points in collective action. . . these events propel large numbers of people into collective action.” The deaths of earlier protesters were acknowledged in “mourning ceremonies,” and “these observances produced violent clashes between security forces and the public and generated new deaths and a new cycle of mourning throughout the country.” In Rasler’s account, the use of lethal repression incited other citizens to publicly oppose the Shah, and this escalation contributed to his eventual ousting. To summarize, repression offers the government an opportunity to suppress public dissent, but also carries the risk of revealing that a government cares little about its citizens – a reputation that can incite conflicts that are larger and, thus, costlier than the original protest. I argue that a government is likely to resolve this strategic dilemma differently based on where a protest takes place. In particular, larger initial protests are likely to pose a greater threat to the executive, prompting more frequent repression. However, in densely populated areas the government has to be most concerned about the reactions of bystanders to brutal forms of repression, as there are more people who may be incited by lethal repression to take to the streets. Hence, we are more likely to observe repression in urban areas, where larger demonstrations or riots take place. Yet, when the government does repress urban protesters, brutal types will be constrained by fears that lethal force might prompt a costly escalation and, thus, opt for non-lethal repression in urban settings. 3.1



Setting Up the Model



These intuitions are formalized in a model, where bystanders have incomplete information about the government’s type. Consider a protest by a vanguard of dissidents. With publicly known probability, α ∈ [0, 1], these protesters face the brutal type, who receives greater utility from repression than the good type, θj ∈ R1+ for j ∈ {G, B} such that θB > θG . There are a continuum of bystanders in the locality where this protest occurs, each indexed by i and of total measure n.
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The sequence of the game is as follows. There has been a protest by a vanguard of dissidents of size p. The game starts with the executive choosing a level of repression, r ∈ {0} ∪ [r, r], where r = 0 corresponds to no repression, r to non-lethal repression, and any r > r to increasingly brutal forms of repression. Each bystander, i, observes r and decides whether or not to join the vanguard in protesting. The bystander receives vi ∈ R1 if they join the protest against the bad type, 0 if they join the protest against a good type, and q ∈ R1+ for not joining regardless of the executive’s type. vi captures bystander i’s costs of joining and the positive utility they derive from protesting against a brutal executive. Note that vi can be less than zero for individuals that face very high costs of joining a protest or receive no positive utility from dissent, even against a bad government. vi is distributed according to a distribution function FV (·). Leaders care about maintaining power and the associated stream of benefits. I focus here on a component of their utility that varies with protests and leaders’ decisions about how to deploy repression. The executive’s payoff is then uj = pθj r − cn[1 − FV ] for j ∈ {G, B}. This function captures the intuition that repression is double-edged sword, which can both quell and inflame dissent. Looking at the first term, the returns to repression are increasing in the size of the initial protest, p ∈ R1+ . Large protests are more likely to shut down major roads and disrupt commerce and government activities. Restoring order in these cases through the use of repression, thus, brings greater returns to the executive.3 However, the executive also pays a cost, c ∈ R1+ , for every additional bystander that joins the protest. The cost of any backlash is captured in the second term, which multiplies this marginal cost, c, by the proportion of bystanders that join after observing the executive’s decision regarding whether and how forcefully to intervene in a protest. 3.2



Equilibria



Proposition 1. Assuming conditions (1) and (2) in the proof below hold, there exists a Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium, in which both types pool on r = r or non-lethal repression. More specifically, the PBE is characterized as follows  ! (  1 r > r Join vi > q/α sθB = sθG = r, si = and β(r) = α r = r  ∼ Join o.w.  0 r q. The proportion of all bystanders, n, that choose to join is the proportion for which vi > q/α or 1 − F (q/α). Suppose off-the-path beliefs are such that if a bystander observes repression in excess of non-lethal repression, then they believe that they are certainly facing a brutal type. However, if they witness no repression, then the bystander believes that they are definitely facing a good type. In terms of the notation used above, the posterior belief, β(r), equals one for r > r and zero for r < r. More generally, in any pooling equilibrium on r∗ , bystanders who observe repression less severe than r∗ infer that they face a good type; repression more brutal than r∗ conveys to bystanders that they are definitely confronting a bad type. 3 At



first glance, it may appear odd that the executive’s utility function is increasing in the size of the initial protest. However, note that we could subtract pK from this utility function, with K ∈ R1+ : K > θB r, to ensure that the executive’s utility is always decreasing in p, but decreasing at a slower rate when they deploy repression. As p is not endogenously determined, including −pK would only add parameters without affecting any of the results presented below.
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Both types choose non-lethal repression (sθB = sθG = r) in this pooling equilibrium, and receive: uj = pθj r − nc[1 − F (q/α)] for j ∈ {G, B}. These strategies are incentive compatible if pθG r − nc[1 − F (q/α)] > 0 pθG r > nc[1 − F (q/α)]



(1)



pθB r − nc[1 − F (q/α)] > pθB r − nc[1 − F (q)] nc[F (q/α) − F (q)] > pθB (r − r)



(2)



Recall that θB > θG > 0, so if (1) is satisfied for the good type, it will also be satisfied for the bad type. By the same logic, if (2) is satisfied for the bad type, it will also be satisfied for the good type. These constraints relate back to the intuitions provided above. The first incentive compatibility constraint suggests that, if the vanguard of protesters is large enough relative to the total population, the good type can justify repression at the expense of remaining indistinguishable from the bad type. The second implies that even executives with little regard for their citizens’ welfare will not want to lethally repress protesters in settings where revealing their type can touch off a sizable backlash – settings where bystanders hold a low prior belief that the executive is brutal or those where there are a large number of bystanders relative to the size of the vanguard. Holding the population of bystanders and off-the-path beliefs fixed, as the size of the protest (p) grows, this pooling equilibrium becomes unsustainable. Bad types are the first to defect, and a separating equilibrium occurs in which good types continue to employ non-lethal repression (r), but bad types now resort to lethal forms of repression (r). The bad type has no incentive to deviate from this separating equilibrium, so long as the benefits of lethally cracking down on the protesters exceeds the value of disguising their type and, thus, reducing the proportion of bystanders that join. More formally, the incentive compatibility constraint for the bad type is pθB r − nc[1 − F (q)] > pθB r p>



nc[1 − F (q)] . θB (r − r)



(3)



Good types continue to repress non-lethally, so long as the cost of inciting bystanders to join the protest exceeds the added benefit of dispersing the vanguard with lethal repression: pθG r > pθG r − nc[1 − F (q)] p 
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