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Abstract
This study examines the major factors that predict states’ repressive policies, focusing on the relationship 
between oppositional terror attacks and state repression of core human rights. We rely on a theoretical 
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former emphasize purposive rational action, international pressures, and domestic threats, the latter focus 
on the power of ideas and on processes of policy diffusion and cultural norms. Relying on a longitudinal 
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that emphasizes the importance of the institutional and cultural determinants of states’ counterterrorist 
policies.
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Introduction

Numerous studies have examined the relationship between non-state oppositional terrorism (hence-
forward ‘terrorism’) and state terrorism (henceforward ‘state repression’), mainly in the form of 
human rights abuses (Shor, 2010). This relationship is by no means a simple one and contentions 
about its causal direction abound. Many scholars argue that state repression is one of the main 
precursors of non-state terrorist acts. Indeed, various case studies (e.g. Alexander, 2002; Hewitt, 
1984) as well as recent cross-national analyses (Allen and Colley, 2008; Bell et al., 2013; Piazza, 
2006; Robison, 2010; Walsh and Piazza, 2010) lend support for this view. The current study focuses 
on the other direction of the relationship – the effects of terrorism on state repression. In other 
words, we ask how terrorist acts affect subsequent repression and what other factors may help to 
explain which states are more likely to repress human rights.

When facing terrorist campaigns, states frequently resort to various repressive measures, often 
justified as ‘acts of prevention’, ‘acts of deterrence’, or ‘retaliatory measures’ (Shor, 2011).1 States 
may direct these measures toward perpetrators of terrorist acts (as in the case of targeted assassina-
tions, although even then non-combatants sometimes get hurt), toward the groups of people 
accused of supporting their goals, or toward the general civil population of a country. Common 
forms of state repression, which often follow terrorist acts, are as follows (1) killing or wounding 
terrorists or civilians; (2) widespread arrests, often without due process and internment without 
trial; (3) state kidnappings of those accused of carrying or being involved in terrorism; (4) torture; 
(5) collective punishments, such as closures, destruction of houses or property; and (6) curtailment 
of civil liberties such as the freedom of movement, speech, or assembly.

Various countries commonly employ one or more of these measures throughout recent history 
in their fight against terrorism. The first well-researched case in the last two centuries is that of 
Russia at the end of the 19th century. Following the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, the Russian 
government began a wave of arbitrary arrests, banishments, large-scale executions of opposition 
leaders, and the abolishment of liberal reforms (Lacquer, 1999; Lacquer and Alexander, 1987; 
Scheppele, 2005). One can find more recent examples of human and civil rights curtailment in 
countries suffering from terror attacks in Cyprus in the late 1950s (Hewitt, 1984), Argentina in the 
late 1970s (Fontaine, 2002; Sikkink and Booth Walling, 2006), Israel since the 1970s (Gross, 2006; 
Shor, 2008a, 2008c), the United Kingdom since the 1970s (Bonner, 1993), Sri Lanka since the 
1980s (Okudzeto, 2007; Wilkinson, 2001), Russia in the early 2000s (Scheppele, 2005), India 
since the 1960s (Marwah, 2002), the United States following 9/11 (Greenberg and Dratel, 2005; 
Murphy, 2006), and many others (Okudzeto, 2007).

However, case studies of states (including democracies) that suffered from terrorist campaigns 
suggest that countries do not always respond in the same way and with the same degree of repres-
sion. First, repression levels often vary within the same country at different periods. Indeed, one 
can find substantial fluctuations over time in the level of repression of various countries. A few 
prominent examples from the last three decades are Turkey’s varying responses to the attacks of 
the Kurdish PKK (Aktan and Koknar, 2002), the ebbs and flows in India’s repressive policies in 
Kashmir and Jammu (Bhoumik, 2005; Marwah, 2002), Russia’s increasingly repressive response 
to Chechnyan terrorism during the late 1990s and early 2000s (Scheppele, 2005), and the changing 
levels of state repression in Sri-Lanka’s policies toward its Tamil minority (Van de Voorde, 2005; 
Whittaker, 2001).

Furthermore, repression levels following terrorist attacks vary substantially between different 
countries. While some countries resort to highly repressive policies and engage in mass human 
rights violations, others adopt much more moderate responses. Examples of the former include the 
mass murders, torture, imprisonment without charges, and ‘disappearances’ during the ‘Dirty War’ 
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of the late 1970s in Argentina (Fontaine, 2002; Roniger and Sznajder, 1999; Sikkink and Booth 
Walling, 2006); Russia’s violent attacks in Chechnya during the late 1990s and early 2000s 
(Kramer, 2005; Scheppele, 2005); and the deterioration in respect for human and civil rights in 
various provinces of India since the late 1980s (Bhoumik, 2005; Marwah, 2002). Countries that 
adopted less repressive policies (such as negotiations and structural reforms) following terrorist 
campaigns include Spain since the 1970s (Brotóns and Espósito, 2002; Jimenez, 1993; Martiet al., 
2007), Germany in the 1970s (Heinz, 2007; Pridham, 1981; Sobieck, 1994), and Japan in the 1990s 
(Itabashi et al., 2002).

This variability suggests a need for study designs that combine longitudinal and cross-national 
analysis. Only recently researchers began to perform large-scale quantitative cross-national analy-
ses that target the relationship between terrorism and state repression. In particular, three studies 
examined the effects of terrorism on state repression, all looking at transnational terrorist acts. 
First, Robison (2010) examined the relationship between international terrorist acts and what he 
termed ‘state terror’. Robison focused his analysis on 124 developing nations, between the years 
1976 and 2002. He found a significant deleterious effect of terrorism on the respect for personal 
integrity rights, a measure combining states’ practices in regard to extrajudicial killings, disappear-
ances, torture, and political imprisonment. A second study by Piazza and Walsh (2009) analyzed 
pooled data from 1981 to 2003 for 144 countries, examining not only the composite measure, but 
also each of the particular practices separately. The authors found that transnational attacks led 
governments to engage in more extrajudicial killings and disappearances, but had no discernible 
influence on torture and political imprisonment practices. Finally, Dreher et al. (2010) examined 
111 countries over the period 1982–2002. The authors found that transnational terrorism signifi-
cantly, although not dramatically, diminishes government’s respect for basic human rights. They 
further reported that terrorism negatively affected respect for all four individual physical rights.

The present analysis follows in the footsteps of these pioneering studies. One of our goals is to 
examine whether the relationship between terrorism and human rights repression holds with the 
introduction of additional important explanatory variables, ones which scholars of comparative 
sociology often emphasize, such as measures for globalization and for spatial diffusion (looking at 
repression in neighbor states). We further seek to reexamine each of the disaggregated measures of 
repression (extrajudicial killings, disappearances, torture, and political imprisonment). As the stud-
ies by Piazza and Walsh (2009) and by Dreher et al. (2010) report diverging results for the effects 
of terrorism on some of these measures, it is important to further examine how terror events affect 
each repressive practice separately.2

Beyond this replication aspect, our study also offers two novel contributions. First, we wish to 
contrast two major theoretical views in the fields of international relations (IR) and political sociol-
ogy regarding the determinants of state repression. We argue that terrorist attacks constitute one 
form of threat to nation states (similar to other threats, such as civil wars and internal dissent), 
which according to actor-oriented theorists of IR might drive states to respond with aggression. We 
examine this view in conjunction with socio-cultural approaches, which often attribute states’ 
repressive policies to the effects of non-governmental pressure groups, isomorphic processes, and 
cultural traditions.

Our second important contribution is the use of a measure of terrorism that focuses on domestic 
rather than transnational events. Although instances of domestic terrorism greatly outnumber 
instances of international terrorism, earlier databases on terrorist events, such as the RAND data-
base, the ITERATE database, and the Patterns of Global Terrorism excluded domestic terrorist 
events and reported only on international ones. Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle (2009), who 
reviewed the literature on domestic terrorism, suggest that this focus on international terrorism may 
have affected previous cross-national studies on terrorism, its determinants and its consequences, or 
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at least missed an important part of the phenomenon (see also Asal and Rethemeyer (2008)). In the 
present study, we use the recently released Global Terrorism Database (GTD), (LaFree and Dugan, 
2008a), which includes data on close to 100,000 domestic and international terrorist events around 
the world since 1970 (for further details on this database see our ‘Data and Measurements’ section). 
While previous studies already examined domestic terrorism as a measure of robustness (Dreher 
et al., 2010), the current study focuses on this measure exclusively.

Theoretical frame and research hypotheses

We seek to identify the main factors that help explain variations between countries in their level of 
respect for human rights following terrorist acts. Two major overarching theoretical approaches 
provide a useful framework for examining this issue: actor-oriented approaches and socio-cultural 
approaches. Below is a short review of these approaches and the major theoretical arguments 
within each of them as they relate to states’ adoption of repressive measures.

Actor oriented approaches

Some of the leading researchers of state repression prioritize explanations that focus on the proper-
ties of the actors involved in decision-making. They argue that governments engage in repression 
when they believe that there is a real threat to their regime and that the benefits of using repressive 
measures exceed the costs of such measures (Gurr, 1986; Moravcsik, 1995, 2000; Poe et al., 1999; 
Poe and Tate, 1994). According to Poe et  al. (1999), political leaders are rational actors who 
‘choose to commit abuses of personal integrity rights because they see these inhumane actions as 
the most effective means to achieve their ends … When faced with threats, leaders will consider 
responding to them with repression’ (p. 293). This approach provides an important point of depar-
ture for the current analysis. It suggests that since governments often perceive terrorism as a real 
threat, they will use any measures available to them, including ones that repress human rights, in 
order to eliminate or reduce future terrorist threats. We may therefore expect the following:

H1. A larger number of terrorist attacks in a given country will increase the likelihood that this 
country will adopt various repressive policies.

The straightforward utility model is moderated by the recognition of most IR scholars that 
rational state action is often directed primarily at appeasing powerful international players or local 
constituencies. According to realist approaches in IR, a strong relationship with a great power 
should affect a country’s respect for human rights and moderate its violent counterterrorist policies. 
However, the way in which this moderation occurs is controversial. While some scholars stress the 
role of pressures from great powers (particularly the United States and West European countries) 
in states’ compliance with humanitarian norms (Ikenberry and Kupchan, 1990; Krasner, 1993, 
1999; Waltz, 1979), others maintain that political interference and pressures from western coun-
tries or close relationships with them often push countries, especially in the developing world, to 
adopt more repressive policies (Chomsky, 1988, 1991; George, 1991; Gill, 2004; Lustick, 2006; 
Sikkink, 2004). In other words, government which maintain substantial political and economic 
relations with the United States and are dependent on US aid may receive more military assistance 
that allows for repressive policies, as well as political support that helps dealing with pressures 
from human rights organizations and the international community to reduce repressive practices. 
We therefore suggest the following:
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H2. Countries that exhibit higher economic or military dependency on the United States will be 
more likely to repress core physical rights.

According to the logic of liberal IR approaches (Moravcsik, 1995, 1997; Poe et  al., 1999), 
states choose to react to terrorism with repressive measures because they believe this is the best 
way to stop or at least reduce these attacks, but also in order to win the support of their local con-
stituency and guard against oppositional forces. One would therefore expect governments that are 
relatively unstable and unpopular to respond with more repressive measures following terrorist 
attacks. In addition, this approach emphasizes the importance of other factors that may produce 
domestic pressures and consequently increase repression. These include, for example, political 
pressures, intensified by events such as state involvement in wars (including civil wars) and inter-
national disputes (Gurr, 1986; Poe and Tate, 1994).

H3. Countries involved in violent disputes (whether international or domestic) and those suffer-
ing from political instability and unrest will be more likely to adopt repressive policies.

Socio-institutional and cultural approaches

In contrast to actor-oriented approaches, socio-cultural approaches in IR and political sociology 
tend to emphasize properties of the social and cultural environment and their influence on deci-
sion-making. Below we present three related approaches that fall within this broader tradition. 
While distinct, each points to the effects of the environment and cultural traditions in which a given 
government operates and adopts policies.

Constructivist scholars of IR believe that humanitarian norms diffusion is a contested process, 
which social actors must constantly push in order to preserve its inertia. While some emphasize the 
role of states in spreading human rights norms (Krasner, 1999; Wendt, 1999), most constructivists 
emphasize the role of non-state social agents working to diffuse these norms. Central among these 
agents are non-governmental social movements and organizations, both local and transnational 
(Gränzer, 1999; Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Lutz and Sikkink, 2000; Smith et al., 1998; Tsutsui, 2004), 
and legislative institutions and activists (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui, 2005; Risse et al., 1999; Scheppele, 
2005; Shor, 2008a, 2008c; Sikkink and Booth Walling, 2006). We propose the following:

H4. Higher involvement in the global system and various transnational bodies will be associated 
with a lower likelihood for adopting repressive policies.

Sociological new-institutionalism scholars believe that organizations, including states, are espe-
cially likely to emulate behaviors and structural components from their environment when facing 
complex situations, in which there is a high degree of uncertainty (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, 
1991; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Meyer and Scott, 1992). According to the logic of world polity 
theory (Boli and Thomas, 1997; Meyer et al., 1997), when confronted with such uncertainty, states 
are likely to adopt measures that other states commonly use, leading to a process of behavioral 
convergence. States may adopt such measures even when it is not clear if they will lead to the 
reduction of terrorism, simply because ‘something must be done’. Furthermore, neo-institutional-
ists offer that countries often adopt human rights norms and practices, which may counterbalance 
repressive measures, not because states are convinced that they are important or moral, but simply 
in an effort to legitimize state action and reduce future uncertainty (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui, 
2005; Meyer et al., 1997). Hence
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H5. Countries would be more likely to adopt repressive policies following the adoption of simi-
lar policies by neighboring countries.

Finally, Cultural Explanations to state policies tend to emphasize common traditions, ideolo-
gies, and value systems. In explaining state repression, they emphasize dehumanization and the 
exclusion of certain individuals from the realm of those who deserve rights protection (Huntington, 
1996; Kuper, 1981), and the belief in ends that justify the use of repressive means (Cole, 2013; 
Heinz and Frühling, 1999; Pion-Berlin and Lopez, 1991). States with cultures that value principles 
such as democracy, liberalism, and individual human rights would be less likely to adopt repressive 
behaviors. On the other hand, states and governments with value systems that emphasize state 
power, collective uniformity, nationalism, religiosity, and conservative traditions would be more 
likely to adopt repressive measures. These latter regimes are often non-democracies. Indeed, for-
mer studies on repression emphasize the importance of regime type and the protective effect that 
democracies have over compliance with human rights norms (e.g. Davenport, 1995, 1996, 2007; 
Davenport and Armstrong, 2004; Henderson, 1991, 1993; Poe et al., 1999).

H6. Democracies and Commonwealth countries will be less likely to use repression, while 
Muslim countries will be more likely to use repression.

Data and measurements

Table 1 summarizes the variables examined in the study. It includes data on the measurement of 
variables, where data came from, the years for which data was available, the number of countries 
for which data were available, and key descriptive statistics.

Dependent variable

We obtained data for the dependent variable – state repression of core human rights – for the 
years 1981–2009 from the Cingranelli–Richards (CIRI) dataset (Cingranelli and Richards, 
2010). This database presents quantitative information on government respect for 15 interna-
tionally recognized human rights for 195 countries. The information in the database relies both 
on the annual US Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, and on 
Amnesty International’s Annual Reports. CIRI is increasingly used both inside and outside 
academia, and has the advantages of (1) being updated annually, (2) providing separate data on 
physical integrity rights and on the repression of civil freedoms, and (3) containing data on 
specific (rather than just aggregated) state practices.3 In order to make the interpretation of the 
results more intuitive (where a higher rank means more repression), we reversed the original 
scale or the CIRI measure.4 We examine the following four physical integrity rights, as well as 
the combined scale of all four:

1.	 Extrajudicial Killings – killings by government officials without due process of law, includ-
ing murders by private groups if instigated by the government.

2.	 Disappearances – cases in which people disappeared, political motivation appears likely, 
and the victims were been found.

3.	 Torture – purposeful inflicting of extreme pain, whether mental or physical, by government 
officials or by private individuals at the instigation of government officials.

4.	 Political Imprisonment – the incarceration of people by government officials because of: 
their speech, their non-violent religious practices, or their membership in a group.
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Independent variables

We organize the various predictors used in the analyses by the theoretical approach they best rep-
resent. We recognize that at least some of these predictors may represent more than just one theo-
retical approach, and that these approaches are not necessarily mutually exclusive. However, we 
believe that there is value in trying to assess which theoretical assumptions each of these variables 
most closely measures. Below we briefly describe the logic that led to the inclusion of each of these 
variables in the analyses.

1.	 Measurements of actor-oriented approaches

Terrorism. Actor-oriented instrumental rationality approaches suggest that terrorism should have a 
direct impact and lead to a substantial increase in repressive policies (H1). Following a growing 
consensus among social science scholars (e.g. Bergesen and Lizardo, 2004; Ganor, 2005; Goodwin, 
2006; Piazza, 2006; Robison, 2007), we define terrorism here as the strategic use of violence by 
non-state political actors against non-combatants for symbolic purposes, usually with the intention 
of influencing policies. In order to adhere most closely to this definition, our measure of terrorism 
excludes events in which the main target of the attack was security personnel or armed forces 
(which many would define as guerilla attacks).5

The main predictor, appearing in all of the equations, is the logged6 number of terrorist events 
in a given country-year.7 This measure was constructed from the recently released GTD, collected 
by the National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START; 
LaFree and Dugan, 2008a). The GTD includes data on close to 100,000 domestic and international 
terrorist events around the world since 1970.8 In an attempt to capture not only actual levels of ter-
rorism, but also the level of terrorist threats, we also include in all models a measure of the number 
of terror attacks in neighbor states. This measure accounts for the plausible proposition that coun-
tries may react to terrorist acts in neighboring countries, seeking to prevent terrorists and ideas 
from permeating across borders.

To assess our second hypothesis, regarding the influence of external normative and political 
pressures by the United States, we use US military assistance as a percent of the total US security 
assistance for the years 1982–2004.9 According to different realist scholars (see above), US influ-
ence has the potential to affect state repression in two contrasting ways: either by increasing com-
mitment to human rights principles and ideas (thus decreasing repression) or by influencing states 
to ignore these principles in the name of real politics and the adoption of policies that serve 
American interests (thus increasing repression).

Our third hypothesis emphasizes the importance of internal pressures and instability. We use the 
following measures to assess these conditions: the number of (1) strikes, (2) riots, (3) revolutions, 
and (4) demonstrations in a given year (all logged); (5) regime stability,10 (6) the presence of a civil 
war, and (7) the number of international conflicts (logged). We predict that all these measures will 
increase state repression of physical integrity rights and civil liberties.

2.	 Measurements of socio-cultural approaches

Socio-institutional and world polity approaches emphasize processes of globalization and diffusion and 
the influence of normative international conventions and non-governmental organizations on state poli-
cies. We use the globalization index, developed by Dreher (2006), (Dreher et al., 2012), as a measure of 
globalization and global influence. We expect regimes with higher levels of social, political, and eco-
nomic integration in the global system to be more exposed to world culture and to political and eco-
nomic pressures. These regimes should therefore be more likely to adopt international humanitarian 
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principles. Similarly, we predict that the ratification of human rights treaties will decrease repression. 
To evaluate diffusion effects, we use the average level of repression in neighboring countries in the 
previous year. If we find that the practices of neighbors substantially affect countries, regardless of other 
threats and pressures, this would suggest the existence of diffusion effects.

Democracy is perhaps the single most studied predictor of state repression (Davenport and 
Armstrong, 2004). According to Davenport and Armstrong (2004), when studying state repression, 
a minimalist definition (although still one that includes procedural as well as behavioral aspects) 
should be preferred in order to avoid conflating measures of repression and democracy. Following 
these authors and others (Dreher et al., 2010; Piazza and Walsh, 2009) we also adopt a minimalist 
measure of democracy – the commonly used Polity IV index, which identifies nations along a scale 
ranging from −10 (‘strongly autocratic’) to +10 (‘strongly democratic’).11 We expect democracies 
(in particular liberal democracies) to uphold a set of values and beliefs that should make them more 
respectful of human rights. A second cultural measure used in the various analyses is the preva-
lence of Islamic culture in a given country. Samuel Huntington (Huntington, 1996) and other pro-
ponents of the cultural (or primordial) approaches (e.g. Barber, 1995; Blankley, 2005) argued that 
Muslim countries (operationalized here as countries in which over 50% of the population is 
Muslim) tend to be more fundamentalist and less committed to human rights principles. Finally, 
some former studies (e.g. Mitchell and McCormick, 1988; Poe et al., 1999) suggested that certain 
Western attitudes and cultural norms (such as respect for individual rights principles) permeated 
former British colonies (Commonwealth countries) and assimilated into the local cultures, making 
them more respectful of human and civil rights.

Controls. We include in all models three control variables: (1) population size, (2) gross domes-
tic product (GDP) per capita (constant 2000 US$; logged), and (3) urbanization (percent urban).
Countries with larger populations (e.g. China, India, or Indonesia) may be able to better fend off 
humanitarian pressures from economic and political powers, and thus adopt more repressive poli-
cies following terrorist acts. In addition, a larger population may introduce higher levels of internal 
pressure and unrest, leading to more repression. Regimes that enjoy higher levels of GDP per 
capita are likely to have a wider variety of options to fight terrorism, and therefore may adopt less 
repressive measures in response to terrorist attacks. On the other hand, a poorer regime, which 
lacks financial means, advanced technological measures, or efficient bureaucracies, may turn to 
wide repression simply because this is its most available policy. As for the level of urbanization, 
modernization approaches suggest that a country’s level of urbanization is a good measure of that 
country’s level of modernization. We would expect more modernized countries, in turn, to adopt 
advanced technological means and thus obtain a wider and less repressive set of tools with which 
to fight terrorism. In addition, modernization views argue that urbanization facilitates literacy and 
the expansion of middle classes, which in turn are likely to lead to political liberalization and the 
adoption of human rights norms (Brachet-Marquez, 1992; Robinson, 1995).

Samples and analyses

We use pooled cross-national time-series regressions to analyze panel data ranging in years from 
1981 to 2005. Our large-scale approach has two important advantages over small-scale compara-
tive case studies research designs. First, the quantitative analysis relies on a much larger sample, 
which in turn increases our ability to generalize beyond the cases examined in the study (see 
Shandra et al., 2008, 2009). In fact, since the current study covers most countries of the world, our 
results enjoy very high external validity. The second advantage of our methods lies in the meticu-
lous nature of the data analysis. We examine states’ actions and terrorist events over a long period, 
minimizing the danger of focusing too much attention on spectacular or well-known incidents and 
responses and overstating their importance while neglecting other important occurrences.
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Analyses cover all countries for which data are available (see Appendix 1). As is common in 
cross-national time-series study designs, the unit of analysis is the country-year. One of the main 
advantages of the pooled time-series method over cross-sectional ordinary least squares (OLS) 
methods is that it increases the number of observations and thus maximizes the number of degrees 
of freedom and increases the flexibility of the statistical analysis. The large number of observations 
also helps in minimizing the influence of outlying country-years. Finally, the pooled analysis 
allows for variance in the policies of the same country at different points in time, enabling the 
researcher to address subtle changes over time in the dependent variable (Robison, 2007).

We use ordinal logistic regression analysis for panel data in all of our models, conducted using 
STATA version 13. We also use a random effects (RE) model; the results of the Hausman test sta-
tistic (all non-significant) indicate a lack of systematic differences between the point estimates 
from either fixed effects (FE) or RE models, suggesting that the latter may be preferred on effi-
ciency grounds as well.12 RE models also have the advantage of allowing us to capture the effects 
of theoretically important time-invariant variables, such as US military aid, a country having a 
Muslim majority, and a county coming from a Commonwealth tradition, which we cannot assess 
using a FE model.

In order to account for possible global time trends in state repression, we include in all analyses 
a FEs time measure. We lagged all predictors by 1 year. Recent research designs of this type (e.g. 
Allen and Colley, 2008; Burgoon, 2006; Robison, 2010; Robison et al., 2006; Walsh and Piazza, 
2010) often use a lag of 1 year, as it enables the researcher to better capture causality, by allowing 
social policies some time to percolate (Burgoon, 2006). However, in order to also capture the 
longer-term effects of various predictors and policies, we also ran statistical models in which the 
independent variables were lagged 2–5 years.13 Outliers appeared in the analysis, but were not 
significantly influential. We thus chose to leave them in the data. Pairwise correlation analysis 
showed that no two variables had a correlation higher than 0.5. Variance inflation factor (VIF) 
analysis (conducted using OLS) further suggested that multicollinearity is not likely a major prob-
lem in our models (no VIF score higher than 5).

One of the major problems that might influence our analysis is reverse causality, leading to 
endogeneity. In this particular case, one can reasonably suggest that government repression may 
lead to civil unrest and resentfulness and as a result to non-state violence, including in the form of 
terrorist acts. Indeed, a number of recent studies (Bell et al., 2013; Piazza, 2006; Robison, 2010; 
Walsh and Piazza, 2010) suggest that state repression increases terrorism. In other words, state 
repression may not be the result of terrorism, but might instead be its cause. Similarly, one might 
suspect that our measure of policy diffusion (neighbors’ repression scores) suffers from reverse 
causality, as a country’s practices might actually affect the policies of its neighbors rather than the 
other way around. As one of the results of endogeneity may be an underestimation of the standard 
errors, we use robust standard errors in all of our analyses (Achen, 2000).

In order to further assess the possibility of reverse causality and potential endogeneity, we also 
report results that were obtained by employing an instrumental variable regression technique. 
Following Dreher et al. (2010) and Roodman (2006), we used Arellano–Bond panel-data estima-
tion, with one-step difference generalized method of moments (GMM; see also Arellano and Bover 
(1995)). In these models, we treat the lagged dependent variable, our measure for terrorism, and 
our measure for policy diffusion as endogenous and the other independent variables as exogenous. 
We report results of the Sargan–Hansen test on the validity of the instruments and Arellano–Bond 
tests of first- and second-order autocorrelation. When using the lag of all variables as instruments, 
the number of instruments amounts to 171. Therefore, as suggested by Roodman (2006), we col-
lapsed the matrix of instruments, combining them into a single column. This approach reduced the 
number of instruments to a maximum of 66.
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Findings

Table 2 presents the basic findings for the effects of various predictors on state repression of physical 
integrity rights (extrajudicial killings, disappearances, torture, and political imprisonment). As might 
be expected, the lagged dependent variable has a robust positive effect on the dependent variable, 
suggesting substantial inertia in state policies. Our focal independent variable, the coefficient for the 
log of the number of terror events, is positive and significant in all models except for the last (torture), 
supporting our first hypothesis that terrorism is associated with increased repression. These findings 
remained consistent and models were largely unchanged when we examined alternative measures of 
terrorism.14 Our findings thus provide support for arguments that following terrorist attacks, states 
tend to react with repression of core human rights, regardless of other conditions and limitations.

It is interesting to compare these findings to those of previous studies that examined the rela-
tionship between terrorism and respect for specific human rights using a measure of transnational 
terrorism. Piazza and Walsh (2009) reported that transnational attacks increased extrajudicial kill-
ings and disappearances, but had no discernible influence on torture and political imprisonment 
practices, Dreher et al. (2010), however, found that terrorism significantly, although not dramati-
cally, diminishes government’s respect for all four individual dimensions of physical rights integ-
rity. Our analysis of domestic terrorism provides further support for this latter finding, suggesting 
that terrorism is indeed detrimental for most core human rights, excluding torture.

Other measurements for actor-oriented approaches were also mostly positive and significant, pro-
viding support for this theoretical approach. First, supporting our second hypothesis, the regression 
coefficients for military US aid was positive and significant in Model 1 (the cumulative scale), lending 
support to the claims of scholars who argue that higher levels of economic and military dependence on 
the United States tend to have deleterious effects in terms of countries’ respect for human rights. Our 
findings show that the two practices that especially flourish under such conditions are imprisonment 
and torture, perhaps because these are practices that are not as overt (compared to extrajudicial kill-
ings) and governments are better able to conceal them from the public eye and the media. Thus, they 
may be less visible to Western publics and human rights organizations and result in less critique on the 
US government for turning a blind eye to (or even assisting) violating governments.

A more diverse picture emerges when looking at the measures for liberal IR approaches. While 
the coefficients for strikes and riots were mostly non-significant, the number of revolutions in a 
country is a robust predictor of all four measures of repression. Demonstrations also increase the 
likelihood of imprisonment and torture, although their effect on disappearances is reversed 
(accounting perhaps for the non-significant effect for the cumulative scale). Consistent with the 
results of previous studies (e.g. Dreher et al., 2010; Piazza and Walsh, 2009), we also found that 
civil war is consistently a significant predictor of the aggregated measure for state repression, as 
well as the repression of most core right individually (except for torture).

Taken together, these results demonstrate that the presence of internal disquiet and violence is very 
important in predicting repressive policies, and that high levels of domestic unrest are harmful to 
human rights practices regardless of the levels of terrorism that a country experiences. As noted above, 
terrorist attacks often lead to political unrest and internal dissent, which undermine governments and 
push them towards using repression in the hopes of regaining control and suppressing the dissent. 
Furthermore, as the latest events in Algeria, Egypt, and Syria demonstrate, even non-violent political 
dissent may push governments (in particular non-democratic ones) to use repressive measures. While 
many of the measures for domestic political unrest are significant, the measure for international dis-
putes is not, except for a curious negative effect on torture (suggesting that international conflicts 
might actually reduce torture practices rather than increasing them).

Socio-cultural approaches also receive support in our results. First, in line with our fourth 
hypothesis, Table 2 shows that a country’s connection to the global system, as measured by its 
globalization index, is a significant predictor of lower levels of overall repression, as well as the 
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individual repression measures. A possible explanation for this finding is that in countries with 
more economic, political, and social openness and dependence, regimes may feel more compelled 
to abide by global and international human rights norms. This may be because they have more to 
lose by violating these norms, but also because the norms are likely to permeate local practices as 
their moral power increasingly affects people and institutions.

The ratification of global human rights treaties, on the other hand, has no statistically significant 
effect, but the direction of the coefficients suggests that it might actually be somewhat harmful to 
human rights practices. This finding is consistent with the practice which Hafner-Burton and 
Tsutsui (2005) refer to as ‘empty promises’ – the fact that governments often ratify human rights 
treaties as a matter of window dressing and at least in the short run actually exacerbate repressive 
human rights practices (see also Vreeland, 2008). These results suggest that the ability of transna-
tional agents and legislation to reduce serious violations of basic human rights is limited. Hence, 
as I argued in previous research (Shor, 2008a), the power of norms and ideas to change repressive 
policies, especially in the face of terrorist threats, should not be overstated.

Our findings regarding regional effects provide more conclusive support for socio-institutional 
views. Table 2 shows that regimes in countries with neighbors in which the average repression levels 
had been higher in the previous year were more likely to subsequently repress physical integrity rights 
(as measured by the cumulative scale). This clearly entails a process of policy diffusion between neigh-
boring countries, where events and policies that are not directly related to the country in question 
increase the chances that this country will adopt repressive policies, in particular, extrajudicial killings 
and political imprisonment. This process is in line with neo-institutional and world polity explanations 
that emphasize processes of policy diffusion, especially when actors face high levels of uncertainty.

Consistent with the results of previous studies, the level of democracy was a robust and power-
ful predictor of state repression. Regimes that are more democratic were less likely to engage in 
serious violations of core human rights in comparison to their less democratic counterparts. 
However, other measures of cultural traditions, such as British cultural tradition (a Commonwealth 
of Nations country) or the dominance of Muslim culture in the country produced mixed results. 
While extrajudicial killings and disappearances are actually less likely in Muslim countries, the 
practice of political imprisonment is more likely. These findings put into question the monolithic 
assumption that Muslim cultures are more repressive across the board, and show that the violation 
of some core rights is actually more common in non-Muslim countries.15

Finally, the results for our control variables provide support for our theoretical predictions. The 
coefficient for population was consistently positive and significant across all practices, suggesting that 
when the population is larger, regimes tend to be more repressive. One possible explanation for this 
finding, suggested earlier, is that these regimes may be less susceptible to external pressures to avoid 
repressive practices. An alternative explanation would be that countries with a higher population find 
it harder to exercise their autonomy and consequently are more likely to resort to repressive measures. 
The coefficient for GDP per capita was negative and statistically significant (although not for disap-
pearances and political imprisonment), perhaps because higher income countries have at their disposal 
alternative ways of dealing with dissent and threats, rather than resorting to killings and torture.

Tests for endogeneity

To account for potential endogeneity, we also ran models that we obtained by employing instrumental 
variable regression techniques. In Table 3, we report the findings from the Arellano–Bond dynamic 
panel-data models. Results for the Arellano–Bond test show the presence of autocorrelation of the 
first order and the absence of autocorrelation of the second order, suggesting that the estimator is 
producing consistent and reliable estimates. Because GMM approaches assume cardinality, the 
results are easier to interpret than those derived from ordered probit methods. For example, Table 3 
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shows that an increase of one standard deviation in the average repression score of neighboring coun-
tries results in an increase of 0.26 points in the repression score of the focal country.

The results show that employing instruments changes some of our main findings, in particular 
the results for terrorist attacks, but also for globalization, population, and GDP per capita. Thus, it 
appears that once we employ a more conservative correction for endogeneity, terrorism no longer 
significantly predicts the cumulative scale and only remains a significant predictor of disappear-
ances. These results suggest that endogeneity is a major issue in the association between terrorism 
and state repression and that the well-established association between the two may in fact be driven 
mainly by the effects of repression over terrorism rather than the other way around. Furthermore, 
these models show that while some measures do not withstand a more rigorous test (notably, glo-
balization, population, and GDP per capita, in addition to terrorism), other measures such as revo-
lutions, civil wars, and spatial repression emerge as particularly robust predictors of state repression. 
Spatial diffusion (as measured by the average repression of neighbor states) is particularly interest-
ing here, as we suspected that reverse causality and endogeneity were especially likely for this 
predictor. Table 3, however, clarifies that employing instruments does not change our previous 
finding and repression in neighbor states is clearly a robust predictor of state repression.

Conclusion

This study examined the effects of terrorism and various other factors on state repression of physi-
cal integrity rights. The theoretical tension between what Krasner (1999) calls actor-oriented per-
spectives (or rational choice approaches, as they are often referred to in the literature16) on the one 
hand and socio-cultural paradigms on the other hand stood in the center of much of the IR and 
political sociology literature over the last two decades (Cardenas, 2004; Checkel, 1997; Hafner-
Burton and Tsutsui, 2005; Hartigan, 1992; Krasner, 1993; Risse et al., 1999). Scholars who study 
the relationships between conflicts, insurgency, terrorism, and state policies (Brym and Maoz-Shai, 
2009; Mitchell, 2004; Muller and Weede, 1990; Pape, 2005; Ron, 2003; Shor, 2008a, 2008b; Shor 
and Yonay, 2010, 2011; Yonay and Shor, 2014) also increasingly adopted this analytical frame-
work. While the results of the current study cannot provide a definite resolution to this debate, our 
findings join a growing body of research (e.g. Brym and Maoz-Shai, 2009; Cole, 2013; Ron, 2000, 
2003; Shor, 2008a) that emphasizes the importance of socio-cultural determinants of states’ coun-
terterrorist policies.

Similarly to previous studies (e.g. Dreher et  al., 2010; Piazza and Walsh, 2009; Robison, 
2010), we found that terror attacks increase state repression of core physical integrity rights, 
such as killings and imprisonment when adopting a standard ordinal logistic regression panel 
analysis where covariates are lagged 1 year. Furthermore, our results support the findings pre-
sented by Dreher et al. (2010) regarding the disaggregated measures of repression. Terrorism 
appears to be detrimental for all four of these core human rights. However, when we ran more 
rigorous models that employ instruments, terrorism was no longer a significant predictor of 
overall repression and of most of the disaggregated measurements. This suggests that at least 
when it comes to domestic terrorism, the now well-established association between terrorism 
and state repression may be largely due to the effects of repression on terrorism rather than the 
other way around. However, as other variables (e.g. globalization, population, and GDP per 
capita) also lost their statistical significance when moving to the GMM model, one should be 
cautious in drawing conclusions and additional examination of the relationship between terror-
ism and state repression may be in order.

Among the other measurements of traditional actor-oriented IR approaches, two received consist-
ent support in all of our models (including those in which we employed instruments): the number of 
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revolutions and the presence of civil war. In accordance with our third hypothesis, and consistent with 
the findings of previous studies (Dreher et al., 2010; Piazza and Walsh, 2009; Robison, 2010), both 
of these were significant predictors of increased repression. In the face of political instability and 
serious threats to the government’s legitimacy and ability to rule, leaders often resort to repressive 
measures, in an effort to contain the threat (whether this actually works is a different question).

However, while security threats and political instability play an important role in predicting 
states’ repressive policies, they cannot provide a comprehensive enough explanation for these 
policies. Most importantly, actor-oriented explanations fail to consider the socio-institutional and 
cultural elements that are involved in shaping governmental policies. Indeed, we found consistent 
support for some socio-institutional approaches. Political, social, and economic globalization 
were significantly associated with lower levels of physical rights repression, although the effect 
diminished when we ran models that contained instrumental variables. In addition, spatial diffu-
sion effects were perhaps the single most consistent and robust predictor of state repression in our 
analysis. Governments’ clearly look to their neighbors for guidance and their respect for core 
human rights is influenced by the respect of neighboring countries for these rights. It seems there-
fore that governments often emulate the practices of their neighbors regardless of actual levels of 
terrorism and other internal or external conflicts and political pressures.

Our results call for an expansion of the way we understand state repression and its antecedents. 
First, repression is not by any means a reflexive and unavoidable response to terror attacks, as many 
countries suffering from terrorism choose to deal with the threat with measures that do not infringe on 
people’s basic rights. Furthermore, it is clear that countries often use real or imagined terrorist threats 
as an excuse to carry out repressive policies regardless of whether these policies are effective in deal-
ing with the threat. The events over the last few years in the Middle East and North Africa demonstrate 
this point, as governments in Syria, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Bahrain were quick to label the often-
nonviolent oppositional protests as a serious terrorist threat and responded with a heavy hand (which 
often only served to exacerbate the revolt and resulted in further mutual violence).
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Notes

  1.	 While states rarely declare that they direct their policies at infringing human and civil rights, this is nev-
ertheless often the result of such policies.

  2.	 Other recent studies also suggest that disaggregating these measures may yield important variability 
(Abouharb and Cingranelli, 2006).

  3.	 Statistical analyses using alternative aggregated measures of state repression, such as the Poe et  al. 
repression scale (which also relies on the reports of US State Department and Amnesty International) 
produced very similar results. They are available from the authors upon request.

  4.	 In the original Cingranelli–Richards 9-point scale, a score of 0 on the cumulative scale represents no 
respect for physical integrity rights, while a score of 8 represents high respect. We reversed this scale so 
that a score of 0 represents low levels of repression while a score of 8 represents high repression levels. 
Similarly, each of the four distinct measures of repression was recoded, so that 0 represents no repression 
and 2 represents severe repression.

  5.	 It is important to note though that statistical analyses that used measures that included both terrorist and 
guerilla attacks, as well as those that included only guerilla attacks produced very similar results to those 
presented here.

  6.	 We logged a few variables in the analysis in order to minimize skewness. In all of these cases, we 
recoded observations with a value of 0 into 0.00001, as is standard practice in many analyses.
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  7.	 While the number of incidents is commonly used in most similar research designs (e.g. Burgoon, 2006; 
Dreher et al., 2010; Lai, 2007; Piazza, 2006; Piazza and Walsh, 2009; Robison, 2006), some suggest that 
studies must also try and capture the intensity, severity, and consequences of the acts, rather than just 
their frequency. These dimensions of terrorism may be better captured by alternative measures, such 
as the number of people killed/wounded in those attacks, the amount of damage caused by the attacks, 
or the number of attacks defined as ‘successful’ (from the point of view of the terrorists). We therefore 
examined equations including all of these measures (also compiled from the Global Terrorism Database 
(GTD)). Results did not change substantially, and they are available from the authors.

  8.	 The GTD suffers from a problem of consistency, resulting from a change in its data collection method-
ology over time. Still, it is the best and most comprehensive source of terrorism data available, in the 
absence of more robust domestic or international terrorism datasets.

  9.	 As this is the total amount of support for the given years, the variable is time-invariant. We also tested 
models in which US military assistance was replaced with general US aid. The two measures are highly 
correlated and could not be included in the same model due to collinearity issues, but results were almost 
identical.

10.	 Calculated based on the Regime Durability measure from Polity IV, this variable gives a score of 0 to 
regimes that retained power for less than 5 years (four or less years since the last regime change) and 
to regimes that will have been replaced within the next 2 years (1 or 2 years before regime change). All 
other regimes receive a score of 1. The rationale is that in both of these cases, the regime is less stable, 
either because it is about to be replaced by another (often suggesting that turbulence has already began), 
or because it has recently been replaced.

11.	 The Polity IV definition of democracy is based on structural characteristics such as competitive and open 
elections and constraints on power holders.

12.	 As a test of robustness, we also ran fixed effects models, dropping the time-invariant variables. Our key 
findings remain consistent when using these models.

13.	 We do not present these models in the current article, as results did not change substantially, although, as 
might be expected, effect sizes did become weaker with growing lags, further supporting our choice to 
use a 1-year lag.

14.	 We also ran models with measures that included guerilla attacks and with measures that examine the 
number of people killed or wounded in attacks; we do not present these models here, but they are avail-
able from the authors.

15.	 We should note here that what we conceptualize here as Muslim countries statistical effects may actually 
be the results of Arab countries effects, due to the dominance of Arab nations in the Muslim world (see 
Stepan and Robertson (2003) for further discussion of this issue).

16.	 We prefer terms such as actor-oriented approaches and calculated utilitarian approaches, because the use 
of the term ‘rational choice action’ may be interpreted to mean that other approaches (e.g. new-institu-
tional and cultural approaches) emphasize irrational human behavior. In fact, these approaches simply 
recognize that actors may have various types of rationality and that behaviors that at first seem irrational 
are in fact simply action that is determined by a different (and often tacit) rationale. While actor-oriented 
approaches emphasize instrumental straightforward rationality, institutionalist and cultural approaches 
highlight the role of factors such as the search for legitimacy and the desire to maintain cultural traditions 
in guiding purposive individual and organizational choices.
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Botswana Ghana Mozambique Tanzania
Brazil Greece Myanmar (Burma) Thailand
Bulgaria Guatemala Namibia Togo
Burkina Faso Guinea Nepal Trinidad and Tobago
Burundi Guinea-Bissau New Zealand Tunisia
Cambodia Guyana Nicaragua Turkey
Cameroon Haiti Niger Turkmenistan
Canada Honduras Nigeria Uganda
Central African Republic Hungary Norway Ukraine
Chad India Oman United Arab Emirates
Chile Indonesia Pakistan United Kingdom
China Iran Panama United States
Colombia Iraq Papua New Guinea Uruguay
Comoros Ireland Paraguay USSR
Congo (Zaire) Israel Peru Uzbekistan
Congo (Brazzaville) Italy Philippines Venezuela
Costa Rica Jamaica Poland Vietnam
Cote d’Ivoire Japan Portugal Yemen
Croatia Jordan Qatar Yemen, North
Cuba Kazakhstan Romania Yugoslavia
Cyprus Kenya Russia Zambia
Czech Republic Kuwait Rwanda Zimbabwe
Czechoslovakia Kyrgyzstan Saudi Arabia  
Denmark Laos Senegal  

Appendix 1.  List of countries included in the most inclusive analyses.
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