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Abstract
The literature on autocracies has argued that repression of protest is either a result of the political envir-
onment in which protest occurs, or depends on particular characteristics of the protest events themselves.
We argue that the interaction of both matters. Authoritarian regimes vary in how they legitimize their
rule, and they should be particularly thin-skinned if protesters challenge the basis of their legitimacy.
Using event-level data on mass mobilization in autocracies between 2003 and 2015, we use text classifi-
cation methods to extract protest issues from newspaper reports. Our analysis shows that dictators are
more likely to repress protest against incumbents when they claim legitimacy based on the person of
the leader. Overall, our study shows that protest issues are not universal in triggering repression; rather,
they need to be considered together with the political context in which they are raised.
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1. Introduction
Without any doubt, 2019 saw an unprecedented spike in popular mobilization worldwide, with
some observers calling it the “year of resistance” (Emanuel, 2020) or the “year of global protests”
(Maerz et al., 2020, 920). At the same time, however, autocratic leaders have tried to counter these
threats to their rule. As the examples from Hong Kong or Venezuela show, governments some-
times choose to use violence against protesters, attempting to crush dissent by coercive means.
Not surprisingly, violent repression of mass protest is much more common in autocratic coun-
tries than in democracies. According to data from Clark and Regan (2016), more than 20 percent
of protest events in autocracies were repressed violently, while this is the case for only 8.5 percent
in democracies.1 Still, repression is not omnipresent, and autocratic rulers sometimes choose to
respond violently, but oftentimes fail to do so. In this paper, we aim to explain this variation.

Repression has been a recurrent topic in the political science literature. Much existing work
has argued that the likelihood of repression depends on characteristics of the political system
in which protest occurs. For example, the “law of coercive responsiveness” (Davenport, 2007a)
states that autocratic leaders will respond with repression when facing threats to their rule.
Comparing levels of state repression within authoritarian regimes shows that single-party regimes
are less repressive than other regime types (Davenport, 2007b) and that the concentration of
power in few hands (personalism) is associated with more repression (Frantz et al., 2020).
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Along similar lines, other research has argued that the likelihood of repression depends on the
leader’s characteristics (Hencken Ritter, 2014). More recent work, in contrast, has attempted to
explain the repression of protest by characteristics of protest events themselves. An example
from this literature is the recent paper by Klein and Regan (2018), which argues that a violent
response from the state is less likely if disruption caused by protest is high, but more so if the
demands of the protesters are more difficult for the government to meet.

Our argument follows this line of inquiry. We argue that protest characteristics (such as pro-
testers’ demands) are not universal in triggering violent repression. Rather, it matters in which
political context these demands are raised. As earlier work has shown, autocratic regimes invoke
different claims to justify their rule. While some emphasize the legitimacy of their leaders, others
make claims based on their economic performance or the rationality of their rule (Gerschewski,
2018). Our argument stipulates that these regimes should differ in the way they respond violently
to particular protest issues, and they should be particularly repressive when faced with protesters
questioning the basis for the regime’s legitimacy. For example, a regime deriving legitimacy pri-
marily through its leader should be thin-skinned if protest is directed against the leadership.

This mechanism can explain why otherwise similar protests can trigger very different govern-
mental reactions, depending which type of regime they are directed against. In other words, we
argue that rather than individual characteristics of the protests themselves or the political envir-
onment they occur in, it is particular combinations of both that lead to violent repression. Our
argument therefore combines the key insights from two existing explanatory approaches in the
study of repression, and examines the interaction of protest issues and the political context in
which they are raised.

We test our argument using protest event data for all autocracies worldwide and the years
2003–2015 (Weidmann and Geelmuyden Rød, 2019; Hellmeier et al., 2019). Our data contain
individual incidents of anti-regime protest that are coded based on news reports. The data include
information about the level of repression used by a regime, but also about the protest issue(s).
Since the latter information is simply extracted from the news report without imposing a prior
classification, we use topic modeling to assign protest demands to particular issues. In a regres-
sion analysis at the level of protest events, we combine these data with information on regimes’
legitimation strategies (Tannenberg et al., 2020). Our results provide partial support for our
expectations: we find that protests directed against the leader and the ruling elite are more likely
to be repressed in regimes legitimized through their leader. However, there is little evidence that
this logic applies also to regimes/protests beyond the “leadership” dimension.

2. Protest and repression in autocracies
Existing work on the repression of protest can largely be divided into two strands of literature.
The first one uses characteristics of the political system to explain whether protest is repressed
or not.2 “The Law of Coercive Responsiveness” (Davenport, 2007a) is one of the core findings
in repression research, and states that threats to political power in autocracies trigger a violent
response by incumbents (Carey, 2006). Popular protests as contentious events challenge the status
quo and bear the risk of toppling the government and the political system. Therefore, we fre-
quently see images of security forces dispersing crowds using tear gas or rubber bullets, arresting
and sometimes even killing activists. Through means of repression, incumbents aim to prevent
the diffusion of protest, restore political order and signal strength and determination to stay in
power. Other state-level explanations of repression have focused on regime type and found

2We build on Earl (2011, 263) and her definition of repression as “(...) state or private action meant to prevent, control, or
constrain non-institutional, collective action (e.g., protest), including its initiation”. Our focus is on state repression rather
than repression by private actors.
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that coercion is more widely used in autocracies than in democracies (Davenport, 1999;
Davenport and Armstrong, 2004), and especially so in dictatorships where power is personalized
(Frantz et al., 2020). Similarly, research has shown that leaders are more likely to resort to vio-
lence when their prospects of staying in office are low (Young, 2012; Hencken Ritter, 2014),
which can indeed be effective as a strategy to help autocrats secure power (Escribà-Folch,
2013). In addition to domestic determinants of repression, previous work has emphasized the
importance of international factors such as economic sanctions (Wood, 2008) or preferential
trade agreements (Hafner-Burton, 2005).

At the same time, recent scholarship has recognized that there is still a lot of variation in the
likelihood and frequency of repression within particular regimes. It therefore takes a more differ-
entiated perspective by focusing on event-level explanations to investigate the conditions under
which governments repress protest and under which they tolerate mass mobilization. While
Moore (2000) sees repression and accommodation as substitutes in case one strategy fails,
Klein and Regan (2018) argue that incumbents’ use of violence is contingent on the costs
imposed by mass mobilization: repression is more likely when protest demands entail high con-
cession costs, whereas incumbents are more likely to accommodate demands if protest generates
high economic and social costs. Christensen (2018) shows that incumbents are well aware of the
danger of coercion, and that the use of lethal repression is more likely in rural areas where there
are fewer bystanders and the risk of a backlash is lower. Other work argues that protests in autoc-
racies can provide information on sources of discontent in an information-scarce environment
(Huang et al., 2019), and finds that small-scale economic protest is more likely to be tolerated
in China (Lorentzen, 2013).

In sum, repression research suggests that governments do not coerce when the costs of repres-
sion outweigh its benefits, but do respond with violence when stakes are high: when mass mobil-
ization threatens the survival of the regime, it is more likely to respond violently. By focusing on
protesters’ demands and tactics, the literature has treated threats and costs as rather constant
across countries. It also assumes that certain demands, for example, the more radical ones, should
be equally likely to be repressed, regardless of the political environment in which they occur. This
approach, however, cannot explain why protests with similar issues are repressed in some coun-
tries but tolerated in others.

2.1 Linking protest issues and legitimacy claims

Similar to much of the repression literature, we ask why autocrats repress some protests but tol-
erate others. In line with existing work, we argue that some protest issues are more likely to be
perceived as a threat to a regime. However, the extent to which this happens depends on the char-
acteristics of the regime against which protest is directed. We argue that whether protesters’
demands are perceived as a threat should be contingent on regimes’ legitimation strategies, or
in other words, the claims that autocratic regimes make to justify their rule. In short, our argu-
ment is that legitimation strategies and protest issues together explain repression: if protesters dir-
ectly challenge these claims and therefore question the foundations of the government’s rule,
repression should be more likely.

What are these legitimation strategies, and why do autocratic leaders need them? Even if only
for strategic reasons, autocrats care about what citizens think, and almost all of them aim to gen-
erate favorable attitudes toward the regime among the broader public (White, 1986; Gilley, 2009).
These attitudes stem from a broad legitimacy belief according to which citizens are convinced that
rulers are entitled to exercise their power (Weber, 1922). This has an instrumental value (Gilley,
2009) in generating popular support for the regime as well as voluntary cooperation and compli-
ance by the ruled (Beetham, 1991). While obedience can also be achieved through intimidation, it
is not the most efficient way of ruling. From the dictator’s perspective, exercising legitimate power
rather than solely relying on force makes ruling less costly (Beetham, 1991, 26–28), because she is
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not constantly faced with challenges. These benefits can make legitimacy an appealing comple-
mentary tool for dictators to stay in office (Gerschewski, 2018).

The notion and importance of legitimacy, however, is contested (Marquez, 2016), even more
so for autocracies (Gerschewski, 2018). While Weber’s concept is empirical and refers to whether
citizens believe political rule to be justified, it contrasts with normative accounts according to
which only democratic rule can be legitimate. Nonetheless, we know that many autocrats still
try to justify their rule (White, 1986; Dukalskis and Gerschewski, 2017), which may play an
important role in understanding dictators’ peaceful or repressive interaction with their citizens.
Here, the distinction between legitimacy and legitimation is further helpful in understanding
how and why autocrats seek to justify their rule. While the former refers to a regime’s property,
the latter describes the process, or effort, to generate the belief among the public (Barker, 2001)—
irrespective of whether citizens believe rulers’ claims. Similarly, recent developments in autocracy
research that examine authoritarian responsiveness also highlight incumbents’ efforts to appear
receptive to citizen concerns, which is believed to increase popular support for the regime
(Chen et al., 2016). In any case, rulers’ efforts to generate and keep citizens’ support are wide-
spread in authoritarian regimes, even if the outcomes of such efforts are contested.

In democracies, incumbents’ political power rests on the democratic process itself. This is by
definition not possible in autocracies where leaders are rarely elected into office in free and fair
elections. However, autocrats can draw on a variety of sources to justify their rule. Most famously,
Weber (1922) distinguishes between three ideal types of legitimate rule: traditional, legal-rational,
and charismatic authority. While traditional authority rests on supposedly long-standing systems
of ideas, such as religion or a political ideology, charismatic rule is tied to the personal character-
istics of the ruler herself. Legal-rational power is rooted in legality, meaning an adherence to exist-
ing law, often mimicking democratic rule by holding elections (Schedler, 2002).3 While most
scholars agree on these three types of legitimacy claims or some version of it, performance-based
legitimation is a fourth source many scholars refer to in their discussion of authoritarian stability
(White, 1986; Brooker, 2014; von Soest and Grauvogel, 2017). The latter refers to incumbents’
claim to spur economic development and provide high living standards for their citizens. Even
though one type of legitimacy claim can dominate the justification of rule, incumbents often
draw on several sources. In communist systems, for instance, the socialist ideology and claims
to superior socio-economic performance are usually intertwined (White, 1986). Similarly, auto-
crats can draw both on a particular ideology and seek personalistic legitimation. Those strategies
can also change over time. We observe this in China where claims drawing on the person of presi-
dent Xi Jinping have become stronger in recent years (Phillips, 2018).

How are legitimacy claims linked to the repression of protest? We expect that autocratic
regimes will see those incidents of mass mobilization as particularly threatening that challenge
predominant legitimacy claims. Authoritarian governments should thus be more likely to repress
mass mobilization when protesters’ demands bring up core issues that are central to their justi-
fication of power. For instance, in some autocracies such as North Korea under the Kim dynasty,
leaders draw on their charisma and personal achievements or the myth of their family history to
justify their rule. Since there is no separation between the office and the incumbents as office-
holders, the survival of the regime is tied to the (political) survival of the leader. Therefore,
we expect that in these regimes, protests that criticize leadership or may even demand the resig-
nation of high-level politicians are more likely to be repressed. Similarly, when autocrats justify
their rule by referring to their ability to provide for the well-being of citizens, as is the case in
China and Singapore, they are less likely to tolerate criticism of their performance. In this
case, regimes should be more likely to respond with coercion when citizens voice dissatisfaction
with their economic or social situation. In China, for example, workers faced a coercive response

3Legitimation through democratic elections taps into this type.
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by authorities when their protests in 2016 amidst a slowing economy threatened leaders’ credible
claim to superior performance (Hernández, 2016). When authoritarian rule is anchored in an
ideology, such as a political dogma or religion, we expect governments to be less tolerant of pro-
test against that doctrine. Accordingly, protesters are more likely to face violence when they criti-
cize core aspects of that ideology. Lastly, some autocracies draw mainly on their supposed
adherence to existing law. We expect that these authoritarian governments are more likely to
repress protest when it refers to the rational-legality of the system. When citizens take to the
streets to protest election fraud, for instance, they risk being repressed violently.

3. Empirical approach
In this section, we describe in more detail how we investigate the relationship between protest
issues and repression empirically. We use event-level data on anti-government protest in authori-
tarian regimes, which contains information about (i) the level of state repression and (ii) the
issues that were raised by protesters during a given event. In contrast to previous approaches
that manually assign protesters’ demands to pre-defined categories, we rely on topic modeling
for short texts to identify topics and to determine the prevalence of these topics at the event
level. We add yearly information on the regime’s claims to legitimacy and perform regression
analyses to see whether the probability of state repression changes as a function of the interaction
between protesters’ demands and regimes’ claims to legitimacy.

3.1 Protest events

We rely on the Mass Mobilization in Autocracies Database (MMAD) (Hellmeier et al., 2019;
Weidmann and Geelmuyden Rød, 2019) to gather information on the occurrence of protest
against the government in a large sample of non-democracies. MMAD provides details on key
features of protest events, defined as “a public gathering of at least 25 people with an expressed
political motivation” (Hellmeier et al., 2019), directed against the local, regional, or national gov-
ernment. The coding of protest events is based on news reports provided by the news agencies
Associated Press (AP), Agence France Presse (AFP), and BBC Monitoring. Crucially, the latter
collects and translates news reports from local sources, which reduces reporting bias. The country
sample in MMAD builds on the binary regime classification by Geddes et al. (2014) and includes
76 countries from 2003 to 2015 that were coded as “autocratic.” We restrict our sample to reports
of anti-government protest and exclude pro-government rallies and events directed against non-
state actors.

3.2 Repression

Besides the timing and location of protest events, the MMAD contains information on the behav-
ior of state security forces during events. It codes whether official security forces were present, and
if so, how they interacted with protesters. Security force engagement is coded in three categories:
(i) presence (but no intervention), (ii) physical (crowd dispersals, arrests), or (iii) lethal violence.
We recode this measure to a binary indicator of repression such that incidents of physical or
lethal violence receive a score of “1”. Repression is coded as “0” if security forces were present
but did not intervene, or if event reports do not contain information about the engagement of
security forces. This decision is made because police violence has a great news value (Barranco
and Wisler, 1999) and it is likely that violence would have been reported if it occurred. Based
on this classification, out of 16,357 events in the sample, 29 percent of events were repressed
by the state. This binary measure of repression is the dependent variable throughout the subse-
quent regression analyses.
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3.3 Legitimacy claims

To assess whether and which sources authoritarian governments draw on in an effort to justify
their rule, we rely on expert-coded data on legitimacy claims provided by the Varieties of
Democracy (V-Dem) Project (Coppedge et al., 2020). Tannenberg et al. (2020) give an extensive
discussion of the measure’s underlying theoretical concept, which is in line with the Weberian
empirical notion of legitimacy this paper draws on. Accordingly, V-Dem gives information on
“(...) the extent to which the government promotes or references its performance, the person of
the leader, rational-legal procedures and ideology in order to justify the regime in
place”(Tannenberg et al., 2020, 3).4 It is important to note that the indicator does not measure
the regime’s actual legitimacy but rather its efforts to produce it.

The ordinal-scaled indicators represent the extent to which a regime draws on the respective
source of authority, from “not at all” to “exclusively” (Tannenberg et al., 2020, 11). Scores are
assigned for each indicator and country-year, allowing us to assess multiple claims and their
respective strength at the same time. In the regression analyses, we use the interval-scaled
point estimates for each legitimacy indicator from the V-Dem measurement model that can
range from −5 to +5. The Bayesian item response model takes into account coder-specific
thresholds, disagreement between coders as well as measurement error (Pemstein et al., 2020).
To give an example, Cuba (1959–2006) scores very high on the ideology and leader dimension.
As Figure 1 (left panel) shows, however, toward the end of the Castros’ rule, values for ideology
remain high, whereas the person of the leader becomes less important (0.42 in 2018). We observe
a similar dynamic in Venezuela (right panel in Figure 1) where the main source of legitimation
was Chávez’s person and his political agenda of “Chavismo”. After his death in early 2013, the
importance of leader-based claims significantly drops, whereas the strength of ideology-based
legitimacy claims increases constantly. Figure A.1 in the Appendix plots all claims over time
for all countries in our sample.

3.4 Protest issues

MMAD also contains information on issues raised during protest events. Human coders were
asked to identify the reported issues that motivate the protest, and list them using the original
wording in the news report. This strategy retains the raw information and researchers can process
it according to their needs. Most existing hand-coded protest event databases define issues, such
as “economy” or “opposition” beforehand and have coders classify events accordingly. While this
is a valid and common approach, there are several disadvantages that make databases with pre-
defined categories difficult to use for the purpose of our analysis. First, some categories are too
broad and conflate several topics that we would need to assign separately to different legitimacy
claims. Second, they cannot capture newly emerging protest issues that do not fit the existing cod-
ing scheme, as all theoretically relevant issues have to be identified before processing the data.
Nonetheless, the MM data, for instance, provide additional notes that describe protest events
in more detail. In principle, this information could be used to extract issues independent of pre-
defined categories. Crucially, however, the coverage of protest events in autocracies in MM
(around 7,500) is significantly lower than in MMAD (more than 16,300).5

We deviate from these approaches by automatically analyzing the raw text in the short issue
descriptions in the MMAD. To make sense of the diverse protest issues, we employ topic mod-
eling for short texts. In other words, instead of coding manually, we let an algorithm uncover

4Ideology includes nationalist, communist/socialist, conservative/restorative, religious, and/or separatist notions
(Tannenberg et al., 2020).

5Additionally, around 1,000 of these MM events lack detailed notes, whereas MMAD provides information on issues for
more than 15,000 events.
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semantic commonalities in the data. In this way, we can detect broader topics to which specific
protest demands relate. Our study only includes those events for which there is information on
protest issues, which is the case for roughly 90 percent of all events in the database. Topic mod-
eling is widely used in political science.6 However, commonly applied topic modeling techniques
such as Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) that work for collections of words at the document
level do not perform well in our case, since we have only a few words for each event, which
makes the information too sparse to identify topics with this method.

We follow Yan et al. (2013) and apply Biterm Topic Modeling (BTM) for short texts. BTM
infers topics from word co-occurrence patterns in the whole corpus instead of document
co-occurrence as with LDA. It is therefore better suited for the analysis of short texts, such as
headlines or twitter posts.7 The basic idea is that words that frequently co-occur in the event-level
description of protesters’ demands belong to the same topic.8 We use the BTM package (Wijffels,
2018) in R to identify the main topics in our protest issue variable.9

Table 1 lists the most common ten tokens of each topic. Based on an assessment of those, we
assign topic labels to describe their underlying commonality. The topic Regime subsumes issue
words that relate to the core of the regime and fundamental change such as democracy.
Demands that refer to office-holders rather than the political system are included in the topic
labeled Incumbents/officials. The topic Economy/living conditions includes economic demands
that affect ordinary citizens’ lives, whereas the topic Governance is concerned with more specific
policy issues such as infrastructure, housing, and construction. We use the label Elections to
describe topics that touch the issue of voting, electoral fraud, and election results. The remaining

Figure 1. Strength of legitimacy claims in Cuba (left panel) and Venezuela (right panel) over time. Shadings represent CIs.

6For an overview of applications in comparative politics, see Lucas et al. (2015) and for a recent application to the study of
state repression and human rights, see Bagozzi and Berliner (2018).

7Yan et al. (2013) conduct a systematic comparison between BTM and LDA and show that BTM achieves better results in
identifying coherent topics. In the Appendix (Tables A.1 and A.2), we apply LDA topic modeling to our data and compare it
to the BTM results. The results show moderate to high correlations between the two methods.

8The technical details are described in Yan et al. (2013).
9See Appendix for technical details.
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two topics both deal with repression: Opposition/repression refers to coercion of the opposition
and dissidents, whereas Repression refers to repression by security forces more generally.

Next, we link protest issues and legitimacy claims by assigning the topics to broader issues that
correspond to the different claims described above (see Table 1).10 When protest demands refer
to incumbents, they are linked to the issue of the leader, while claims about regime performance
are mirrored by topics on economy and governance. When citizens mobilize because of elections
or in favor of the opposition, protest relates to the rational-legal issue. While we cannot assign the
topics of repression and regime to any specific issue in our legitimation framework, we also do
not find topics that relate to the legitimacy claims about the regime’s ideology. We therefore
focus on the three sets of protest issues and legitimacy claims, namely those that revolve around
leadership, performance, and the rational-legal dimension. Figure 2 shows the distribution of
topics. The most frequent issue that motivates protest against dictatorships is elections, followed
by repression and economic issues. However, there are no large differences between topics, which
is not surprising given that we selected a small number of topics.

Based on the biterm topic model, we obtain predicted topic probabilities for each event. In
other words, for each event, we let the model determine the probability that the issues at the
core of that event belong to each of the seven major topics. For example, on May 8, 2013, tens
of thousands of citizens took to the streets of Kuala Lumpur to protest recent election results.11

The corresponding entry in the MMAD lists “electoral fraud by ruling regime; repeating the elec-
tions; alleged electoral fraud; electoral bias and cheating” as the main protest issues. The model
correctly identifies Elections as the most likely topic (72 percent).

To further validate our measure, we plot the weekly average strength of three major topics,
Regime, Elections, and Economy, relative to all other topics, for all anti-government protests that
occurred in Venezuela in 2014 (Figure 3a) and in Armenia in 2013 (Figure 3b). The plots show
how the salience of the three issues varies between countries and over time. The protests in
Venezuela were mainly about the devastating state of the country’s healthcare system, increas-
ing crime rates, and inflation, while the protests in Armenia focused on the contested presiden-
tial elections in February 2013. However, the plot also shows that Armenians stopped
contesting the election results in mid-2013. Later that year, they returned to the streets to
raise concerns about the country’s decision to join the Eurasian Customs Union. We use

Table 1. Issues, topic labels, and tokens

Issue Topic label Top 10 tokens

Person of the leader Incumbents/officials presid, govern, resign, militari, reform,
regim, minist, former, rule, polit

Performance Economy/living conditions price, rise, govern, wage, increas,
servic, corrupt, better, live, condit

Governance govern, land, construct, plan, local,
build, compens, author, hous, citi

Rational-legal Elections elect, candid, presidenti, result, presid,
parliamentari, resign, vote, fraud, elector

Opposition/repression releas, polit, opposit, prison, freedom,
leader, protest, activist, arrest, detain

Repression govern, kill, forc, polic, secur,
attack, author, peopl, foreign, action

Regime right, freedom, democraci, govern, law,
restor, constitut, state, king, ban

10When we assign more than one topic to an issue, we take the maximum value of all respective topics to construct the
strength of the issue.

11See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-22445435 (last accessed on September 27, 2020).
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these continuous measures to capture the presence of particular protest issues in the subsequent
regression analyses.

3.5 Controls

We control for additional protest characteristics coded in the MMAD. Larger protests may lead
protesters to push for more far-reaching demands and thus pose a greater threat to incumbents
who, in turn, may be more inclined to crush the mobilized masses. We therefore include the
number of participants (logged) in a given event. When protesters turn violent, security forces
may respond with repression to restore social order. We therefore add information on partici-
pant violence during an event, and differentiate between damaged property, injured others, and
killed people.12 Protest directed against the national government may also be perceived as more
threatening than protest directed at the regional or local government, and therefore increase the
likelihood of repression, which is why we consider the scope of protest events (Weidmann and
Geelmuyden Rød, 2019). We also include the number of protest events in the previous three
weeks in a given location. Repression may be more likely when the regime has already faced
challenges and wants to contain the further spread of popular contention. In addition, we
include the remaining topics: Regime controls for the extent to which protest is concerned
with fundamental change and issues affecting the core of authoritarianism, and Repression
accounts for demands referring to state coercion. Table A.3 in the Appendix reports summary
statistics for all variables.

4. Models and results
Table 2 reports the main regression results. All models are conditional logistic regressions
(Therneau and Grambsch, 2000) with country- and year-fixed effects to account for time-
invariant country characteristics and unobserved factors changing over time. The unit of analysis

Figure 2. Distribution of topic frequencies.

12Similar to our coding of the repression variable, we code no reports of participant violence as the absence of such
violence.
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is the individual anti-government protest event.13 Model 1 regresses repression on the main pro-
test issues as labeled in Table 1. None of the protest issues is systematically linked to state vio-
lence. We extend this model by including all relevant legitimacy claims (Model 2). In this
model, only autocracies that draw on the person of the leader to justify power are significantly
more repressive, but none of the protest demands nor other claims are systematically related to
state violence.

To test whether dictators’ justifications moderate the relationship between contention and
repression, we assess the effect of protest issues conditional on the extent of their respective legitim-
acy claims in Model 3. From our theoretical discussion, we expect that repression is more likely the
more protesters’ core demands target the very foundations on which dictators build their power.
However, the coefficients for the interaction effects support our expectation only for the interaction
between protest against incumbent politicians. Before we assess the results based on a visualization

Figure 3. Topic relevance over time for anti-government protest events in Venezuela 2014 (a) and Armenia 2013 (b).

13We cluster standard errors at the country level to take into account dependencies between our event-level observations.
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of the effects, we estimate an additional model controlling for event-level factors that affect rulers’
decisions to repress (Model 4). The model shows that the interaction between issues targeting the
leadership and repression in leader-based autocracies remains unchanged.

Regression coefficients alone do not allow for a straightforward interpretation of coefficients
for interactions in non-linear models (Ai and Norton, 2003). Therefore, we visualize the condi-
tional effects of issues across the strengths of the respective legitimacy claims in marginal effect
plots.14 Figure 4a plots the effect of incumbent-related protest issues on repression, conditional
on the extent to which the autocrat’s rule is justified in reference to the person of the leader.
Higher values on the legitimacy dimension indicate stronger claims. The plot shows that

Table 2. Repression of anti-government protest

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Issue: performance 0.04 0.05 0.17 −0.03
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10)

Issue: rational-legal 0.09 0.10 0.19 0.12
(0.09) (0.09) (0.10) (0.10)

Issue: leader 0.05 0.04 −0.13 0.04
(0.12) (0.12) (0.13) (0.13)

Issue: regime 0.28 0.28 0.31 0.54∗∗

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.11)
Issue: repression 0.02 0.03 0.06 −0.04

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Claim: performance −0.02 0.01 −0.03

(0.08) (0.08) (0.09)
Claim: rational-legal −0.08 −0.05 −0.10

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Claim: leader 0.31∗ 0.26∗ 0.16

(0.05) (0.05) (0.06)
Performance: issue x claim −0.18 −0.07

(0.06) (0.06)
Rational-legal: issue x claim −0.18∗ −0.10

(0.06) (0.06)
Leader: issue x claim 0.42∗∗ 0.28∗∗

(0.09) (0.09)
Property damage by participants 1.59∗∗∗

(0.04)
People injured by participants 1.90∗∗∗

(0.05)
People killed by participants 1.65∗∗∗

(0.08)
Participants (log) −0.11∗∗∗

(0.01)
Scope: regional/ state 0.001

(0.07)
Scope: local 0.04

(0.06)
Event history 0.003

(0.01)

Country FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 15,035 15,035 15,035 15,035
Log likelihood −23,994.34 −23,972.90 −23,953.61 −22,891.68
AIC 48,022 47,985 47,953 45,843

∗p , 0.05; ∗∗p , 0.01; ∗∗∗p , 0.001.
Conditional logistic regressions. Unit of analysis: protest events. Robust standard errors clustered at country-level.

14All interaction plots are based on estimates from Model 4. Shaded areas represent 95 percent CIs, bars plot the distribu-
tions of legitimacy claims.
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Figure 4. Effect plots based on Model 4. Marginal effect of leader issue (a), performance issue (b), and rational-legal issue
(c) on the probability of protest repression.
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incumbent-related protest is not systematically linked to repression in autocracies that place little
emphasis on the leader. However, the more dictatorships draw on the person of the leader in an
effort to legitimize power, the more threatening leader-related protest becomes. The conditional
effect of the incumbent issue on repression becomes larger and significant for autocracies with
intermediate and high scores on the leader legitimacy dimension, thus supporting our initial
observation above. We show similar plots for the performance (Figure 4b) and the rational-legal
dimension (Figure 4c). Contrary to our expectations, the plots show that there is no evidence for a
systematic effect on repression once protest issues and legitimacy claims clash.

Overall, the empirical evidence lends partial support to our expectations about the relevance of
a regime’s foundation in understanding whether protest is repressed. The results show that pro-
tests against leaders are more likely to be met with violence if they occur in leader-legitimized
regimes. However, we find no evidence that a similar clash of protest issues and legitimacy claims
explains the occurrence of repression for other dimensions (performance and rational-legal).
Before we relate this finding to our theoretical framework, we conduct several robustness tests.

4.1 Robustness

Country-level factors. We run additional tests to increase confidence in our results. We consider a
series of additional country-level factors that could confound the relationship between protest
issues and repression. The results are summarized in Table A.4 in our Appendix.15 Model 5
accounts for several observable economic and political factors such as gross domestic product
(GDP) per capita (log-transformed), population size (log-transformed)(World Bank, 2019),
and V-Dem’s electoral democracy index that measures the quality of elections and other demo-
cratic features (Coppedge et al., 2020). We also assess whether the executive’s power base is deter-
mined by the military (military dimension index) or a ruling party (ruling party dimension
index) (Coppedge et al., 2020) to account for important differences between autocracies
(Teorell and Lindberg, 2019; Wright, 2019). Further, we account for overall state repression by
assessing states’ respect for human rights (Fariss, 2014). We also assess whether there was an
armed conflict in a given country-year (Gleditsch et al., 2002; Pettersson and Öberg, 2020).
Model 6 additionally assesses the degree to which power is institutionally concentrated in one
person as a measure for personalism, a driver of state coercion (Frantz et al., 2020). The results
remain essentially unchanged in Models 5 and 6, as the interaction plots in Figure A.2 show:
Autocrats claiming leader-based legitimacy are significantly more repressive when they face criti-
cism referring to leadership. To account for the possibility that V-Dem experts conflate person-
alist concentration of power with leader-centered legitimation, we interact the measure of
personalism with our measure on leader issues in Model 7. Figure A.3 shows that the result is
not significant, which indicates that the interaction between leader claims and issues is not driven
by institutional concentrations of power in one person.

Alternative measurement. We check robustness to alternative measurements of our independ-
ent variables. Table A.5 shows the results for models where we replaced the continuous measures
of legitimacy claims with binary ones that indicate whether a respective claim is the strongest one
in a given country-year. We would expect dictators to be especially thin-skinned when protesters
target the primary legitimacy source of a regime. This alternative measure does not change our
main result. As Figure A.4 in the Appendix shows, we find that repression of leader-related pro-
test is significantly more likely if the strongest claim is based on the person of the leader. In
Table A.6, we replicate our models using binary measures that indicate whether a particular
issue is the strongest one for a given event. It may make a difference for autocrats’ threat percep-
tion when a particular issue is especially pronounced. As Figure A.5 shows, the result remains

15All models retain country- and year-fixed effects.
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essentially unchanged. When leader-based autocracies face protest where the strongest issue tar-
gets incumbents, repression is significantly more likely.

Endogeneity. Research has shown that there is a dynamic relationship between protest and
incumbents’ responses (Carey, 2006; Young, 2012). Accordingly, dissidents’ and incumbents’
interactions and expectations of each others’ behavior is linked to the likelihood of protest and
repression (Moore, 1998; Ritter and Conrad, 2016). Just as contention can trigger repression, pre-
vious state coercion shapes present dissent behavior (White, 1989; Siegel, 2011). Most of the work
on this dissent-repression-nexus has focused on the occurrence and frequency of protest. While
this article’s scope is different in assessing state response to protesters’ demands once protest
has taken place, similar dynamics may hold in our case. Dictators use repression to fend off chal-
lengers. This may not only cause a backlash in triggering further protest (as previous research has
shown), but may also shift the issues raised in later protests more toward incumbents (which is
relevant for our analysis). In short, repression of previous protests may lead to the emergence of
particular issues in future episodes, which in turn increases the likelihood of repression again.

We consider the effect of previous repression in additional models in Table A.7 included in the
Appendix. Repressed protest in the past may affect both the extent to which a protest is directed
against leader and incumbents’ likelihood to resort to violence. First, we control for the impact of
the number of repressed and unrepressed protests in the preceding 7 and 21 days in the country
(Models 16 and 17). When protesters in one corner of the nation were coerced, we expect this to
affect later demands and repression irrespective of location. We replicate this controlling for the
impact of previously repressed protest in the same location to assess location-specific dynamics
(Models 18 and 19). The results show that previous repression significantly increases the likeli-
hood that protesters will face coercion again. Our finding of the joint impact of leader issues
and leader claims on repression remains robust across all models. We illustrate the marginal
effects in Figures A.6 (controlling for previously repressed protest in the country) and A.7 (loca-
tion) in the Appendix. Both figures show that repression of protest targeting incumbents is more
likely in leader-based regimes.

To model the interdependent relation of protest issues and repression, we run simultaneous
equation models that include both leader issue strength and repression (for a similar approach
see Young (2012)). Due to the binary nature of our dependent variable, we run two-stage probit
least squares where the first stage is estimated using OLS and the second with probit models.
Because we cannot instrument the interactive term between protest issues and legitimacy claims,
we rely on a subsampling strategy, and split the sample into those country-years where legitim-
ation strategies strongly refer to the leader and those where legitimacy claims are based on other
sources.16 We then estimate the effect of leader issue on repression by running the same simul-
taneous equation models for each subsample. Model 20 in Table A.8 in the Appendix reports the
second-stage results for the sample where legitimation is strongly based on the person of the
leader. We find a significant link between the instrumented leader issue and the likelihood
that these protests will be repressed. We do not find such an effect for the sample where leader-
based legitimation is weak (Model 21). We visualize these probabilities in Figure A.8. The plot
shows that in regimes that stress the person of the leader, the probability that a protest will
be repressed increases from around 30 percent to more than 65 percent with the extent that it
targets incumbents. For regimes that rely on other legitimation strategies, this effect is not
significant.

In addition to the protest-repression-dynamic, there are other possibly endogenous relations
that may drive our results. It may be that dictators drawing on particular claims are more
prone to experience contention in the first place. Figure A.9 in the Appendix plots the distribu-
tion of the number of anti-government protest events per autocracy and year, dependent on the
strongest legitimacy claim for each country-year. The figure shows that, on average, the pattern is

16See Appendix for details.
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similar for all four of the legitimation strategies. For most autocratic country-years, event num-
bers are low with less than 25 events per year. We assess this more systematically in Model 22 in
Table A.9 in the Appendix, where we regress the yearly number of protest events on different
claims, while controlling for other country-level factors that may be related to contention. We
do not find any evidence that the number of protest events is systematically related to any of
the legitimacy claims.

However, it could also be possible that particular claims attract particular demands, which
means that leader-based protest issues would be especially prevalent in leader-based autocracies.
To assess this, we plot the number of anti-government protest events for each of the three claims
and issues in Figure A.10 in the Appendix. We select events where the strength of the issue is
above the respective mean of the sample. The plot shows no stark differences between claims.
Rather, they follow similar patterns, suggesting that neither claim is more susceptible to
certain issues. We explore this further in additional models that regress issue strengths on claims
(Models 23–25). Again, there is no evidence that leader-based autocracies are either more or less
prone to protest targeting incumbents. In light of our main finding, this again suggests that these
autocrats do not face more severe popular criticism—but when they do, they are less likely to
tolerate it.

5 Conclusion
While many instances of protest are met with violent repression from the regime, some do not face
such a response. Much of the existing literature has argued that the characteristics of protest deter-
mine whether an autocratic government uses repression. This would suggest that particular issues
brought forward by protesters should be related to a similar likelihood of being repressed, regardless
of the regime in which they occur. In this paper, however, we argued that regimes vary in the degree
to which they perceive particular protest issues as threatening. More precisely, we hypothesized that
if protesters challenge the basis of the regime’s legitimation, repression should be more likely. Our
empirical analysis used recent protest event data from the Mass Mobilization in Autocracies
Database that contains descriptions for the protest issues. Using topic modeling, we identified
issue categories that map onto the legitimation claims made by the regime. In a regression analysis,
we tested whether repression is more likely if protest issues clash with regime legitimation.

The results showed that protests challenging leaders are more likely to trigger violent repres-
sion, but only in regimes that claim legitimacy based on their leaders. We do not, however, find a
similar pattern for the other dimensions we examined (regime performance, rational-legal). What
could be the reason for this? Regimes with legitimacy based on performance or rational-legal gov-
ernance could be more tolerant toward public dissent because (i) the targets of criticism are more
diffuse, and (ii) the underlying cause for a particular state of affairs may be external to the regime.
For example, if protest occurs around economic problems in a performance-legitimized regime,
the targets of that that protest are likely to be members of the administration, rather than the
government as a whole. Similarly, for protest of this kind, regimes can always blame external fac-
tors such as economic crises, rather than admit their own incompetence. Similar reasons may
apply to regimes legitimized through rational-legal rule. In contrast, in a leader-based regime,
protests criticizing the incumbent unavoidably target the foundation of the regime, and conces-
sions could not be made other than through a leadership change.

Our study emphasizes the interaction between protest issues and the political environment in
which they occur to explain repression. Regimes legitimized through a leader are those that are
particularly thin-skinned when protesters criticize the foundation of their rule. According to the
V-Dem data (Coppedge et al., 2020), some regimes are increasingly relying on the leader to
justify their rule, among them Russia, China, Eritrea, and Jordan. It is in these countries that
protesters face a high risk of repression if they publicly voice dissent against the regime and its
leadership.
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Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.
2021.19.
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