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How does state obligation to an international human rights treaty (HRT) affect mobilized

dissent? Although numerous studies point to the social causes and societal consequences of

mobilization and protest (see, e.g., Olson, 1965; McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Tilly, 1978; Kuran,

1991; Tarrow, 1991; McAdam, 1999; Gates, 2002; Schussman and Soule, 2005), very few scholars

look to the effect of international institutions on these domestic outcomes. Those that do focus

on how HRTs affect mobilization—and not dissent (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Risse et al., 1999;

Dai, 2005; Simmons, 2009; Bell et al., 2014).1 In the specific case of international treaties, schol-

ars argue they coordinate disorganized actors, enabling and encouraging citizens to mobilize

for the purpose of dissent. Formal obligations like HRTs serve as focal points, creating common

goals around which individuals can rally (Weingast, 1997; Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Carey, 2000;

Dai, 2005). Furthermore, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) often refer to international

obligations when mobilizing collective demands, drawing on the law to convince actors of the

importance of an issue and the state’s obligation to respond (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Risse et al.,

1999; Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui, 2005). These studies suggest that government obligation to

HRTs may lower individuals’ expected costs of solving the collective action problem but say

little about the connection between mobilization and actual dissent. Not all mobilized groups

protest; do international treaties affect the likelihood that groups engage in dissent, i.e., popular

challenges to the status quo?

A group’s choice to challenge the government must balance the desire to change policies

against an increased risk of repression. Repression is used to deter or end dissent (Tilly, 1978;

Earl et al., 2003; Davenport, 2007a; Ritter, 2014); citizens may be more likely to dissent when

1Excepting this rule, Murdie and Bhasin (2011) find that international non-governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) with activities on the ground are connected with an increase in the inci-
dence of domestic protests.
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repressed (Almeida, 2003; Cederman et al., 2010), or they may stay home altogether in expec-

tation of repression (Rejali, 2007; Sullivan, 2015; Ritter and Conrad, 2016). Institutions that af-

fect authorities’ decisions to violate rights influence the government’s strategic interaction with

dissidents, yet the growing body of work investigating the effects of HRTs focuses squarely on

their influence on state repression as the dependent variable of interest (e.g., Hathaway, 2002;

Hafner-Burton, 2005; Hill, 2010; Lupu, 2013b). Treaties have been connected to meaningful

improvements in human rights protections in some cases (Hathaway, 2007; Hill, 2010; Lupu,

2013b; Fariss, 2014; Lupu, 2015) but no effect or even worsening repression in others (Hath-

away, 2002; Hafner-Burton, 2005; Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui, 2007; Vreeland, 2008). Even when

authorities face meaningful institutional costs for rights violations, incentives to respond to dis-

sent can lead authorities to repress anyway (e.g., Davenport, 2007b; Conrad and Moore, 2010;

Conrad and Ritter, 2013). In short, treaty obligations may contribute to mobilization, but they

also have variable effects on government repression. Both of these treaty effects—on mobiliza-

tion and on repression—influence the likelihood of dissent. How do citizens choose between

these incentives? What effect does state obligation to a HRT have on mobilized dissent?

We contribute to the scholarly understanding of the domestic consequences of interna-

tional law by examining the conditions under which the expected effects of HRTs on govern-

ment repression influence populations considering dissent. We argue that a treaty will modify

a group’s decision to dissent based on their expectations of two factors: (1) the likelihood that

a treaty will create consequences that a repressive actor would otherwise not incur and (2) the

propensity of government authorities to repress. We assume that HRT obligation increases the

likelihood that authorities will incur litigation costs should they repress—more actors will be

willing to bring claims against the government. However, citizens will only expect this change to
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affect authorities’ behavior when extant, domestic institutions would fail to constrain rights vi-

olations in the absence of the treaty obligation. If authorities are already relatively constrained,

the addition of small consequences will not alter their behavior. When authorities do not gen-

erally expect to come before the domestic court for repression, HRT obligation represents a

meaningful change in the likelihood that repressive agents will face litigation costs. But leaders

are only constrained by an institution when they are already inclined to repress, which we ar-

gue is correlated with the expected likelihood that a loss to the group would affect the leader’s

likelihood of holding on to power (Conrad and Ritter, 2013). If leaders would not repress the

opposition regardless of their behavior, then an institution changes neither the expectation

of repression nor dissidents’ behavior. Dissatisfied citizens expect treaty obligations to have

the strongest constraining effects on repression when leaders face few domestic institutional

constraints and are sufficiently secure to repress at will; these are the conditions under which

treaties lead to more dissent.

We estimate the effect of HRT membership on the likelihood of mobilized dissent using

country-month data from the Integrated Data for Events Analysis (IDEA) Project from 1990 to

2004. Using a selection model to assess the effect of obligation to the International Covenant

for the Protection of Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) on mobilized dissent, we find support

for our hypotheses: HRT obligations have a positive effect on the likelihood of mobilized dis-

sent against politically secure leaders when domestic courts are ineffective. When domestic

actors will be likely to bring rights claims under an effective domestic judiciary or the leader is

vulnerable to turnover, HRT obligations have no effect on popular dissent.

This project offers a number of innovations for our understanding as to how institutions

affect mobilized dissent. We argue that institutions that work to constrain repression have a
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structural effect on dissent, altering the incentive structure in which potential dissidents make

decisions. Although treaties and standards can act as focal points to facilitate coordination

(Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998; Vreeland, 2008; Simmons, 2009), we argue that these institutions

also change the game dissidents are playing. By increasing institutional costs for repression,

HRTs create openings for citizens to challenge the state. We also make a clear case as to when a

treaty will represent value added to dissidents and when it will do little to alter conflict behavior.

Potential dissidents draw their expectations over state repression based on how likely domestic

institutions are to constrain authorities. When those institutions create high expectations that

authorities will experience consequences, the dissidents will not expect a treaty to change that

environment. The environment differs far more if an unconstrained government is obligated

to a treaty than if the same state is not. International treaties designed to curb rights violations

can encourage dissidents to dissent against the government by opening opportunities for action

with less likely repressive consequences—which perversely creates new incentives for the state

to further violate human rights.

International Treaties and Mobilized Dissent

We define mobilized dissent as a coordinated attempt by a group of non-state actors within the

territorial jurisdiction of the state to influence political outcomes outside of state institutions.2

Citizens dissatisfied with the status quo act together to threaten to or actually impose costs on

the government, using this leverage in the attempt to gain concessions on some policy, resource

2For similar definitions, see, e.g., Tilly (1978); Tarrow (1991) and McAdam (1999).
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allocation, or power arrangement.3 Mobilized dissent may be legal or illegal, and it can be

violent or nonviolent, with dissident actions ranging from peaceful protests to violent riots.

Mobilized dissent materializes in two stages. First, individuals decide whether to incur indi-

vidual costs to act collectively (mobilization). Next, formed groups threaten to or actually carry

out actions that impose costs on the government in an effort to alter the status quo (dissent).

Scholars examining how treaties affect social action have focused on the former, arguing that

state obligation to international law can help individuals overcome collective action problems.

Treaties are argued to decrease the costs of mobilization, but extant literature does little to ex-

plain the emergence of collective dissent, which is in part a function of dissident expectations of

repression. Because of their potential to constrain repression, HRTs can affect dissent in ways

that are counter to expectations from informational stories of treaty effects on mobilization. In

this section, we first describe existing scholarly perspectives as to the role of international law

in influencing mobilization and then the effect of HRTs on expectations of dissent.

Overcoming Collective Action Problems

Individuals face a collective action problem when deciding whether to mobilize around an issue

or action. Grievances such as inequalities, deprivation, or poor economic conditions create

dissatisfaction which serves as a pre-condition for dissent or rebellion (Gurr, 1970; Muller, 1985;

Weede, 1987; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2006). When actors desire change to the status quo, they

consider joining together, committing to exert resources and effort and assuming the risk of

negative government responses (Lohmann, 1994; Shadmehr and Bernhardt, 2011). Changes in

3The group of actors can be of any size. Individuals need not be naturalized to take mobilized
action against the government. For more on why and how individuals engage in dissent, see,
e.g., Gurr (1970); Tilly (1978); Grossman (1991); Kuran (1991); Moore (1998); McAdam (1999).
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the status quo often take the form of a non-excludable good (e.g., policy change), so individuals

face incentives to free-ride and let others bear the costs of collective action (Lichbach, 1995).

The logical conclusion of the free-rider problem is underprovision (Olson, 1965)—no one joins

the movement, and desired change cannot occur. To solve this problem, institutions or actors

must reduce the costs of mobilization, increase the benefits, or provide information about each

(Klandermans, 1984; Snow et al., 1986; Klandermans and Oegema, 1987; Kuran, 1991).

International treaties can reduce the costs of individual participation and facilitate mobi-

lization. Formal or written standards create shared expectations, helping to coordinate indi-

vidual behavior (Schelling, 1978; Weingast, 1997; Carey, 2000). When states ratify treaties, they

agree to be bound to a standard, whether the topic in question is international (e.g., trade pol-

icy) or domestic (e.g., environmental policy). Human rights treaties help to coordinate actors’

expectations around state promises for rights protections (Simmons, 2009). Treaties set stan-

dards as to what the state has agreed to provide, thus highlighting failures to do so (Dai, 2005,

384-387). INGOs facilitate this process, educating the populace about new standards and re-

vealing violations of treaty obligations (e.g., Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Smith et al., 1998; Simmons,

2009). Using these formal standards, actors can more easily agree when a state has transgressed

its agreed-upon limits and coordinate to punish authorities accordingly (Weingast, 1997).4

Obligation to a treaty also sends a signal that the government is willing to consider conces-

sions on a particular issue. Ratification can be a costly process, signaling that the state either

values the content of the treaty (sincere ratifiers) or may bend on the issue to obtain short-term

benefits or avoid costs (strategic ratifiers) (Simmons, 2009). Even states with easier ratification

4Although domestic institutions and behaviors are often more salient to those considering
mobilization than international forces, their presence and effects do not preclude treaties from
having a separate or supporting effect in facilitating mobilization.
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processes can send such a signal; dictators with inclusionary domestic institutions ratify HRTs

to satisfy the opposition with a cursory nod to their demands (Vreeland, 2008), and others may

ratify to signal desire to change practices even if they cannot do so at the time (Hafner-Burton

et al., 2008). Because opponents of the status quo expect the leader to be more willing to con-

cede on an issue following treaty obligation, they are more likely to mobilize and challenge the

state on that issue (Vreeland, 2008; Simmons, 2009). By increasing the perceived probability of

successful mobilization (cf. Lichbach, 1995, 71-74), international treaties can lower the barriers

of risk that incentivize individuals free-riding.

International treaties are devices that provide information to coordinate and motivate mo-

bilization, offering an institutional solution to a collective action problem. Most of the schol-

arship built around coordination concludes that state obligation to HRTs should lead to more

mobilized challenges against the state (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Dai, 2005; Simmons, 2009). Yet

mobilization and dissent action are distinct choices (Tilly, 1978; Ritter, 2014; Shadmehr, 2014),

and while treaties may affect mobilization through coordinating devices, they also affect repres-

sion, which can have the countervailing effect of discouraging dissent.

Expectations of State Repression

Once able to overcome the problems of mobilization, a group’s calculus over dissent includes

not only the expected value of changing the status quo but also the risk that the state will re-

press them (cf. Moore, 1995; Ritter, 2014). Political opportunity arguments suggest that dissat-

isfaction is insufficient; groups considering dissent rationally weigh benefits and costs of that

action, taking risk into account (Tarrow, 1994; McAdam et al., 1996; McAdam, 1999; Shadmehr,
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2014). Rather than dissenting whenever they can rouse a group, dissidents will take action as a

function of their expectations of being repressed and likelihood of success.

Repression is a common tactic used by leaders who want to remain in power and control

policies to prevent and/or stop mobilized dissent.5 Expectations of repression affect dissent

in a variety of ways (e.g., Moore, 1998; Brockett et al., 2005; Ritter and Conrad, 2016). Repres-

sion can be the unacceptable status quo driving citizens to engage in collective challenges (e.g.,

Gurr, 1970; Opp and Gern, 1993; McAdam, 1999; Francisco, 2004; Cederman et al., 2010; Dugan

and Chenoweth, 2012), but it can also prevent dissent by restricting group capacity (Sullivan,

2015) or invoking fear of severe consequences (Rejali, 2007; Ritter, 2014). The choice of whether

or not to dissent is in part a function of the extent to which a group expects the state to re-

press; these decisions are endogenous and inferences cannot be straightforward assumptions

of linear relationships.6

The group’s expectations over repression are formed in part on the basis of the institutional

environment that would potentially constrain that behavior. Many broad domestic institutions

can influence a government’s rights-related behavior (e.g., Keith, 1999, 2002; Cingranelli and

Filippov, 2010; Lupu, 2015), but human rights treaties are specifically intended to constrain

government repression. These international instruments are legally binding standards of how

states should (or should not) treat their citizens. Scholarship on their efficacy is mixed. In the

aggregate, scholars have found treaties to have a positive effect on rights protection (Neumayer,

2005; Hill, 2010; Lupu, 2013b), a negative one (Hathaway, 2002; Vreeland, 2008; Hollyer and

5One of the most consistent arguments in political violence is that state authorities respond
to domestic threats with repression (cf. Davenport, 2007a). For more on repression in response
to dissent, see, e.g., Poe and Tate (1994); Gartner and Regan (1996); Moore (2000); Regan and
Henderson (2002); Carey (2006).

6See also McAdam et al. (2004) and Tarrow (1994) on cycles of contention.
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Rosendorff, 2011), or no effect at all (Hafner-Burton, 2005; von Stein, 2015). Digging into the

details, though, certain treaties have been found to reduce repression in certain states (Hill,

2010; Conrad and Ritter, 2013), especially when domestic institutions are in place to facilitate

implementation (Hathaway, 2007; Simmons, 2009; Lupu, 2013a, 2015). In particular, treaties

seem to reduce repression when there is a common expectation that they add terms, standards,

and legitimacy to the domestic environment (Simmons, 2009).

We argue that an institution does not affect repression alone—it affects the overall conflict

between the state and its population. The endogeneity between state repression and popular

mobilized dissent makes it important to consider their connection when examining the effect of

an HRT on one or the other. Since the ability to repress can have a variety of effects on dissent,

so should constraining authorities’ ability to repress. If a treaty affects expectations by struc-

turing the government’s choice, a group’s incentives to challenge the state become ambiguous.

Expected constraint may open doors for dissidents to alter the status quo, but the limitation

or weakness of that constraint may mean that their increased dissent is met with even more

repression. What’s a group to do? Under what conditions will a treaty embolden dissidents?

The Theory

In this section, we present a theory of how government obligation to a human rights treaty af-

fects the likelihood of mobilized dissent.7 In this interaction, a state either is or is not obligated

to a human rights treaty; by considering behavior in both types of states, we can derive com-

parative statics that inform empirical implications. In either state of the world, a government

7We do not explicitly theorize the mobilization stage. If a group is sufficiently coordinated
that they could act collectively, we model their decision to act or not.
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and a group choose a level of repression and dissent simultaneously.8 After conflict decisions

have been made, outcomes are determined according to conditional probabilities: who “won”

the costly lottery, whether the government incurred institutional consequences for repression,

and whether the leader will retain power.9

Being obligated to an HRT increases the common expected probability that repressive au-

thorities incur litigation costs, as compared to the same state without such an international

obligation. Because repression is one part of the conflict with dissidents from the population,

this shift in structural incentives (not) to repress affects more than the state’s decision alone.

Mobilized groups decide whether to dissent against the state to change a status quo policy or

set of policies based on their expectations of achieving their goals and of being repressed.10

To assess these expectations and make a decision, potential dissidents look to the expectation

that the leader will retain power ex ante to the conflict, the domestic probability of incurring

litigation costs, and the state’s HRT status.

Expectations of Leader Retention and Conflict Behaviors

Dissent and repression work against one another in a costly lottery that determines whether

the group or the state sets policy at the end of the interaction. We think of this conflict as a

simultaneous move: a group and a government must decide how much to dissent and repress

8We assume both repression and dissent require resources and effort that increase with the
severity of the action, making them costly for the actors.

9This is an informal presentation of a formal model, which we have relegated to the Supple-
mentary Appendix.

10Dissidents can take action against the state for any reason; they need not dissent for policy
change related to the terms of a particular HRT. All that matters is that they believe authorities
who repress will be a small amount more likely to face costs as a result of HRT obligation—no
matter the reason for the dissent.
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in expectation of each others’ moves without seeing them, and their choices affect the conflict.

As the government and the dissident group increase the severity or frequency of their conflict

actions, respectively, each increases the probability that they will emerge victorious.11 For the

dissidents, winning means altering the status quo. For the state, more is at stake—losing to the

group reduces the leader’s ability to retain power. Leaders lose office for many reasons, both

“regularly” and “irregularly.” We assume that the probability of leader turnover is a function of

two elements: (1) the leader’s expectations of job security ex ante to conflict and (2) the outcome

of the conflict with the dissidents.

Both the leader and the group share a common expectation of the probability that the leader

will remain in power prior to any occurrence of repression and/or dissent. We call this common

expectation the leader’s ex ante job security.12 Many elements inform the ex ante probability of

retaining power, including observable aspects of personal characteristics like age and experi-

ence, the institutional means available to remove a leader from office, and policy outcomes

during his or her tenure. Is s/he personally weak, untested in office, subject to a called election,

or overseeing a weak economy? These characteristics (and others like them) set the stage for

the conflict with a potential dissident group.13

11The actors can choose any form or amount of repression and dissent, respectively, including
not to repress or dissent at all. Repression at level 0 is the equivalent of accommodation, grant-
ing concessions to the group, while refusal to dissent accepts the status quo. See Ritter (2014)
for a similar set of assumptions.

12See also Cheibub (1998); Young (2009).
13We assume actors have the same expectation of the leader’s likelihood of retaining power.

This is because our concept of the probability of retention is based on the accumulation of a
number of observable determinants of a leader’s hold on power in addition to some amount of
error; it is an estimate, as we discuss in depth with regard to operationalization below. It is an
estimate made by both actors, drawing on elements from the observable world and including
some error. It is possible that leaders may have more information that might reduce the vari-
ance of their estimates, but that should not necessarily bias the average estimate away from
that of the group.
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Figure 1: How Conflict Choices Affect Leader Turnover

Job
Security +

Repression + Dissent

Policy
Control → Probability of

Leader
Retention

The outcome of the conflict—whether the government or the dissident group wins the con-

flict and thus controls the policy in question—modifies the probability that the leader loses

office. Figure 1 illustrates our conceptualization of how the actors’ conflict choices indirectly

affect a leader’s probability of retaining or losing power. A leader’s ex ante job security is the

common expectation of the variety of institutional and behavioral elements that influence how

likely s/he is to retain power. The chosen level of repression combines with the group’s level

of dissent in a costly lottery that determines who, at the end of the day, will set the policy. If

the government retains control over the status quo policy, even after facing dissent, there is no

change to the leader’s probability of remaining in office. If, by contrast, s/he loses policy control

to the group, the leader’s ex post job security will be lower than his or her pre-conflict security.

When a group wins and a leader makes concessions, altering the status quo in the interests

of an actively dissenting group, it becomes more difficult for the leader to retain the necessary

support to hold power. Such a loss of control threatens the leader’s legitimacy, suggesting that

some constituents believe he sets bad policies or is otherwise not fit to rule (Davenport, 1995).

Further, concessions to the group move resources away from those who support the leader in
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power (see, e.g., Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2003).14 A leader who cannot control policy-setting

in the context of a challenge will be more likely to lose office than a leader with the same level of

security who wins the day and can maintain the status quo. In short, the actors’ conflict choices

determine who controls policy; the policy outcome modifies a leader’s pre-existing job security

to influence his or her ultimate probability of retaining office.15

The more secure a leader is in office, the more a group will dissent—more is required to

counter the leader’s repression. Secure leaders—ones who are more likely to remain in office

prior to repression and dissent choices—have the most to lose if a conflict with dissidents leads

to their ousting. Imagine a middle-aged leader who expects to be in power into his nineties. For

that leader, losing policy ground or resource allocations to dissenting groups—and its attendant

dip in publicly perceived legitimacy—has a major impact on what would otherwise be a sure

retention of power. Experiencing dissent does not affect the compound probability of losing

power, but losing policy ground to a group does, and this effect is much more pronounced if

the leader otherwise would have little reason to anticipate turnover. Consequently, as a leader

becomes more ex ante secure in office, s/he has increasingly strong incentives to repress to put

down dissent and maintain control over the status quo, even though repression is costly. By

comparison, if a leader expects to step down for some other reason—like a term limit or poor

14This is likely to be true when the dissidents are not members of a winning coalition (which,
as those dissatisfied with the status quo, they rarely are).

15In making the assumptions illustrated in Figure 1, we assume that it is not the act of repres-
sion itself that leads to retention or removal from office, though that act does entail costs to the
leader in the form of resource costs. Nor does dissent itself oust a leader or encourage others
to do so. Instead, we assume that it is the policy outcome of the interaction that matters to the
supporting coalition that would keep a leader in power. Regardless of the size of that coalition,
the in-group wants the government to retain resources for distribution to them. If the leader
retains those resources, it matters not how much s/he repressed an out-group to retain them.
If, however, the leader loses some of those resources to a group such that they cannot be dis-
tributed to the coalition, s/he is less likely to remain in power.
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economic outcomes—the benefit of repression is low, since s/he is likely to lose office anyway.

Leaders with a high ex ante expectation of remaining in power are playing a higher stakes game

and so are prone to repress more than comparatively vulnerable leaders.

Expecting this, dissatisfied groups will dissent at higher levels as a leader is more secure in

office. The group wants to dissent as severely as possible to receive its preferred policy but is

limited by resource constraints. Dissidents want to cause just enough trouble to maximize their

chances of altering the policy in question, and no more. When leaders are particularly secure

in power, low levels of dissent won’t work: the group’s efforts are likely to be subsumed by state

repression. The group must increase dissent as they expect the leader to increase repression,

making the most efficient use of dissent tactics in the effort to emerge from the interaction

victorious. Therefore, dissent increases with the leader’s ex ante job security.

Institutional Constraints and Their Effects on Dissent

In addition to being costly in terms of resources, repression is associated with a probability

that the leader or repressive subordinates will incur institutional consequences. Every domes-

tic legal environment produces some variable probability that a claim will be brought against

authorities who repress, and the process of litigation is a costly one. Victims or advocates can

bring cases against the state for violating their civil rights and liberties, citing relevant domes-

tic or international law for the obligation to protect them (Hathaway, 2007; Powell and Staton,

2009; Simmons, 2009). Experiencing litigation creates meaningful costs for the targeted author-

ities that they would prefer to avoid: they must expend resources responding to the accusations

and defending themselves in court, and there may be negative publicity they must counter or
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silence. These litigation costs exist even if the government is not found in violation of the law

(Powell and Staton, 2009). Of course, the judicial costs are higher for if the court finds against

the state, but this is not necessary for the potential for litigation to create institutional and rep-

utational costs the government would prefer to avoid. A leader who expects litigants will be

willing to bring legal claims against state authorities will be less likely to engage in repression

(Cross, 1999; Hathaway, 2007; Powell and Staton, 2009), especially if the barriers to litigation are

low (Lupu, 2013a).

Obligation to an HRT increases common expectations of domestic litigation for a number

of reasons. First, international standards often add to the canon of domestic law (Powell and

Staton, 2009; Simmons, 2009). Ratification obliges states to adopt treaty terms, adding to or

clarifying existing domestic laws regarding rights protections.16 International court rulings fur-

ther add to domestic canon in many systems (Helfer and Voeten, 2014), increasing the referents

and case law for claimants to draw upon. The adaptation or expansion of domestic law can

increase the number or variety of situations for which the repressive state could be brought to

court (Simmons, 2009). Second, victims may believe there is increased legitimacy or support for

their claim if there is an international standard in addition to a domestic obligation to protect

rights, increasing their willingness to litigate (Keck and Sikkink, 1998). Third, obligation to a

human rights treaty encourages NGOs to train lawyers to help victims to bring cases against the

state (Smith et al., 1998). For example, the US Center for Justice and Accountability has worked

to train lawyers in Thailand to use the terms of the Convention Against Torture in domestic

16Despite the increased risks associated with treaty obligation, there are a variety of benefits
that tempt the state to ratify. These benefits may be short- or long-term, domestic or interna-
tional, normative or self-serving. See, e.g., Hathaway (2003, 2007); Hafner-Burton et al. (2008);
Vreeland (2008); Simmons (2009).
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court cases on behalf of victims.17 In these ways, the international legal obligation increases

the probability state authorities will face litigation-related resource and political costs for vio-

lating rights. More importantly, the obligation increases the expectation that the leader will face

legal costs, thereby affecting both the government’s and the group’s behavior.18

For a treaty obligation to change repressive behavior from what it would have been if the

same leader were not obliged to the treaty, we must consider the marginal change in the like-

lihood of litigation costs associated with the obligation. How likely would it be that repression

would land the leader in court without the treaty obligation, and how would that probability dif-

fer under the treaty? There are many reasons why repression might be more likely to see trial in

one uncommitted state as compared to another: there are more domestic laws defining rights

protection, a higher number of NGOs are searching for victims and experienced in litigation,

individuals have prosecutorial rights, the judiciary enjoys popular support, etc. When there is a

high expectation of litigation for repression based on the domestic system alone, obligation to

an HRT does little to change that already high probability. International terms will add few legal

referents, NGOs are already active, etc. Leaders under such a domestic legal situation would

have little reason to alter their repressive strategies under obligation to an HRT.

By contrast, HRT obligations bring sufficient legal and behavioral changes to boost the base-

line expected probability of litigation by a significant amount if that baseline is otherwise low.

The treaty obligation represents a clear value added in the environment of constraint. But how

17Telephone interview with author. See Merry (2006) for additional examples.
18In some states, international law must and will be incorporated into domestic law, but this

need not happen for our theory’s predictions to hold. If the authorities and the population ex-
pect the state to experience even a small increase in the likelihood of incurring litigation costs—
through the court’s increased likelihood of hearing a case, even if it rules in favor of the state—as
the result of an international obligation, this changes the incentive environment enough to af-
fect dissident behavior according to our theory.
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can this arguably small change in legal standards affect dissident expectations and behavior in

states where people do not usually expect to find redress in courts? Carrubba (2009) argues that

the early stages of change in the legitimacy of judicial institutions provide meaningful opportu-

nity for litigants to push boundaries as to what a court would previously not do. Courts lacking

independence and legitimacy must operate in close alignment with the executive’s preferences

(Helmke, 2002, 2005). As a court builds its legitimacy toward its limited purpose, however, pub-

lic support (Vanberg, 2005; Staton, 2010) and adventurous lawyers and litigants (Rosenberg,

1991) can push a court to foray into new waters (Carrubba, 2009). Egypt provides an example.

At its inception, the constitutional court lacked independence and was unable to bind govern-

ment behavior in any area. Finding a need for credible commitments when it came to inter-

national financial relations, the government ceded some power to the very weak constitutional

court for the enforcement of property rights. Domestic human rights organizations, seeing a

small opening, began to bring human rights-related cases, despite no evidence that the court

would rule in their favor. Not only did rights litigation increase, but the court did occasion-

ally rule against the state in cases of repression (Moustafa, 2003, 2007). This case and others

(see, e.g., Hilbink, 2007; Helmke, 2005; Carrubba, 2009; Staton, 2010) suggest small shifts in the

incentive structures surrounding even very weak courts can lead people to seek redress.19

Empirical Implications

Groups prefer not to act if dissent is unlikely to yield their desired outcome, and the expectation

of whether the group will successfully alter the status quo depends on the leader’s choice of re-

19This is not to say that potential dissidents themselves bring legal claims against the HRT-
committed leader; the expectation that authorities will be brought to court by anyone experi-
encing repression activates government constraint and thus affects the group’s dissent strategy.
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pression. Unable to observe the actual likelihood of repression while making decisions, groups

must look to observable things—like the leader’s job security and the presence of institutional

constraints—to predict whether authorities will repress their dissent efforts. These variables

interact, conditioning our expectations as to how treaties will affect dissent behavior.

Institutions only alter a group’s behavior if they were going to dissent otherwise. A group that

stays at home because there’s no reason to dissent cannot be said to have been effected by treaty

status. So we must first suggest when dissent will be most likely—which is when repression is

most likely. As discussed above, the relationship between dissent and repression is a complex

one. Here, we made the simplifying assumption that the conflict is a costly lottery of effort,

and the more a group dissents relative to repression, the more likely it is to alter the status quo.

Therefore, the conditions that make a leader repress more also make the group dissent more in

kind.20 We expect that leaders who are vulnerable to turnover are likely to lose office regardless

of the conflict outcome and so will be less likely to use resources on repression. Therefore,

dissidents need not dissent much to get what they want from a leader heading out the door.

With such low levels of dissent under insecure leaders, the institutional environment does little

to change conflict choices. Treaties, and their associated increase in the domestic probability of

litigation, will have no effect on dissent choices when the common expectation of the leader’s

security in power is low.

Implication 1. When the baseline probability the leader will remain in power is low, HRT obli-

gation has no effect on mobilized dissent.

20Many scholars have found different directional relationships (e.g., Lichbach, 1987; Moore,
1998, 2000). Shellman (2006); Pierskalla (2010) and Ritter (2014) argue the conflicting findings
in the literature have arisen because scholars have not derived predictions from a strategic un-
derstanding of the interaction.
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Furthermore, we argue obligation to an HRT will only affect dissent choices when it repre-

sents real value added to the domestic constraint environment. An HRT does not alter the con-

straining incentives when the probability of litigation is already high. Since the group should

expect little or no difference in a state’s repressive strategy as a function of its treaty status, treaty

status will not effect dissent choices when authorities already face meaningful constraints.

Implication 2. When the baseline domestic probability of litigation is high, HRT obligation has

no effect on mobilized dissent.

The more the leader and state agents repress, the more vulnerable they are to litigation.

More victims can bring suit, more publicity piques the attention of advocates, more evidence

accumulates against authorities—all of which make it easier to litigate, which is costly for the

leader. Since ex ante secure leaders will repress more to retain that security, the expectation of

litigation has a greater restraining effect than it does on leaders who would repress less. Lead-

ers who expect to lose office regardless of conflict outcomes have little to fear from possible

litigation, because they repress at lower levels and they do not expect to be in power to bear the

costs.

Obligation to an HRT has the greatest constraining effect on repression when (a) the base-

line domestic probability of litigation for repression is low and (b) the probability the leader will

remain in power outside of conflict is high. A low domestic probability that repression would

yield litigation costs is the prime counterfactual condition for the addition of an HRT mem-

bership to increase those potential costs by a large amount. A treaty obligation should lead to

the greatest change in the leader’s and group’s decision-making structure when this is the case.

However, the altered constraint only leads to changed behavior when the leader would repress
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enough to be bothered by it. Leaders who expect that they would remain in power if they won

but would have a lot to lose in conflict will be the ones who repress at the highest levels—and so

be most affected by the higher probability of litigation costs associated with the HRT obligation.

This increased constraint from the treaty obligation creates opportunities for the group to

dissent. HRT obligation does not change the relative costs or benefits of dissent directly; the in-

creased threat of litigation constrains the leader’s ability to engage in repression as s/he would

be wont to do in the absence of the obligation, which creates new opportunities for the group

to take advantage of that higher constraint to demand their desired change. Groups will be

more likely to dissent if they expect the action will yield their desired shift in policy, and that

is most true when the leader is constrained from repressing as much as s/he would have liked

to counter the group attack. Dissidents expect HRTs to yield this advantage when the leader

would have otherwise repressed the most (when secure in power) and when the treaty repre-

sents a large marginal change in the likelihood of repression litigation (when the domestic legal

baseline is low), and so the treaty has the greatest effect on increased dissent under these con-

ditions.21

Implication 3. When the baseline domestic probability of litigation is low, HRT obligation has an

increasingly positive effect on the likelihood of mobilized dissent as expectations that the leader

would remain in power outside of conflict increase.

21Although individuals may not be aware of HRT obligation status, they respond to changes in
popular expectations about repression. NGOs play a vital role in providing information about
rights and HRT ratification status, influencing citizen expectations of repression and dissent.
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Empirical Analysis

We analyze the implications of the theory by estimating the likelihood of mobilized dissent as

a function of obligation to international human rights law. Our sample includes 147 countries

from 1990 to 2004, analyzed at the country-month level of observation.22

Research Design

For the dependent variable, we need a measure that provides information on the extent to

which domestic non-state actors engage in mobilized dissent against the government. Although

there are several cross-national measures of Mobilized Dissent available at the country-year unit

of observation, these measures are inappropriate for our use. First, these indicators often in-

clude information on repression in addition to mobilized dissent;23 the theory requires sepa-

rate empirical indicators of the two concepts. Second, most commonly used data on mobilized

challenges24 are only available at the country-year unit of observation.25 Given that dissent and

repression vary so much within a year, and that temporal aggregation of events data can bias

parameter estimates (Shellman, 2004), we use a less aggregated measure of dissent.26 We use

data from the Integrated Data for Events Analysis (IDEA) Project (Bond et al., 2003; King and

Lowe, 2003), which codes events from daily reports of the Reuters Global News Service from

22A number of analyses with additional or different variables or specifications are available in
our Supplemental Appendix. Replication files will be made available on the authors’ websites
and the website of this journal.

23For example, data from the Political Risk Service and the World Governance Indicators com-
bine information on opposition mobilization and the government’s response.

24Data from the Cross-National Time-Series (CNTS) Data Archive (Banks, 2010) is an example.
25Other data are available at lower levels of temporal aggregation for one or few countries (e.g.,

Rasler, 1996).
26Results are robust to using country-year observations, as shown in the Supplementary Ap-

pendix.

22



1990 to 2004,27 and aggregate the data to the state-month level of analysis.

The IDEA framework provides information on many types of events and identifies targets

and sources of violent and non-violent behavior, allowing us to create a count of incidents

in which a domestic non-state group took a conflictual action against the government. The

variable in our estimates is a dichotomous indicator of Mobilized Dissent coded 1 in a given

country-month if a domestic non-state group engages in any action coded as “conflictual” ac-

cording to the Taylor et al. (1999) Conflict-Cooperation Scale, targeted at a state actor.28 This

operationalization allows us to estimate the continuous, latent likelihood of observing an act of

mobilized dissent against the state.29

The primary independent variable is HRT Obligation. Although there are a variety of treaties

intended to improve state respect for human rights, we analyze the implications using data on

obligations to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). Investigating

the effect of HRT obligation on mobilized dissent using this treaty is appropriate for several rea-

sons. First, we prefer to test the effect of a broad treaty that focuses on constraining the state

27Using data that relies on international news reports comes with bias that could potentially
influence our results. Some countries have a larger media presence than others, such that sto-
ries will be more likely to be reported from there than a country with just as much dissent but
fewer reporters. International reporters also tend to focus on bigger, more violent events while
more minor events are less likely to be reported. Our measure of dissent, which is described in
more detail in the Supplementary Appendix, includes very low-level events but may still miss
smaller, local events. This should bias our estimates toward finding no effect on dissent out-
comes.

28These data are described in more detail in Ritter (2014) and its online materials, as well as in
the Supplementary Appendix.

29This measure essentially treats any dissent event of any size or level of violence as the same.
The formal theory technically assumes the group will choose a level of dissent from a continu-
ous range, such that obligation to a treaty should lead to a lower level of dissent under certain
conditions. For purposes of empirical estimation, we translate this concept as the continuous
likelihood of observing a dissent event. For a discussion of the conceptual difference between
likelihood and level of conflict events, see Ritter (2014).
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from violating multiple rights. A more specific treaty, such as the Convention Against Torture,

only hopes to constrain authorities from using one type of repression, which they could eas-

ily substitute with another. Expecting substitution, dissidents are unlikely to alter their dissent

choices. The broader ICCPR prohibits the use of many civil and political rights violations that

are common forms of repression, so if it affects state behavior, it should affect it in a way that

would motivate dissidents to expect an opening in the opportunity for dissent. Second, the

treaty represents restrictions on different types of rights issue areas, governing both the protec-

tion of empowerment rights (e.g., voting, assembly, speech) and physical integrity rights (e.g.,

the right to be protected from torture, political imprisonment); these rights are intended to be

for all people. If we find empirical support for treaty effects on dissent for this treaty, this should

allow us to generalize our findings and expectations for a wider range of HRT types, both more

specific and more general. HRT obligation is coded 1 in the country-month during which a

county ratifies (or accedes to) the ICCPR, and 1 every year thereafter.30

To gauge the probability that a leader experiences litigation for repression in the absence of

HRT obligations, we consider a state’s level of domestic judicial effectiveness. Powell and Staton

(2009, 154) define a judiciary as effective if it “constitutes a genuine constraint on state behav-

ior.”31 Under such conditions, victims will expect to find redress in the court, and so are more

30We are interested in the long-term effect of the obligation, rather than the effect of initial
ratification. It is possible that a treaty alters state behavior from one year to the next much less
after it has been committed for many years than it did in the years immediately after ratification.
However, our theory does not assume that a group looks to changes in actual behavior from year
to year to make its decisions. We argue that the treaty effects dissident behavior if a group acts
differently in a state that is so obligated than it would if the same state were not obligated to the
treaty. If a group in a state that has been obligated to the ICCPR for ten years acts differently
than it would if the same state were not so obligated, then the treaty alters behavior. Therefore,
states do not drop out of our sample in the country-months following ratification.

31Courts can constrain executives, even from repressing, when the court is (a) able to rule
freely, without external manipulation (Cross, 1999; Keith, 2002) and (b) powerful, such that ac-
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likely to seek it. An effective court will rule against repressive leaders with or without the inter-

national standard, and potential complainants expect as such and litigate freely (Keith, 2002).

Victims are likely to have little faith that a case will be fairly heard in a comparatively ineffective

judicial system. Recall from our theory that a court need not rule that authorities have violated

rights to create costs; having a case brought to court creates costs authorities would reduce re-

pression to avoid. We use judicial effectiveness to approximate dissidents’ expectation of the

probability that victims or advocates would bring a case against a given act of repression.

We require a measure of Judicial Effectiveness that accounts for several concepts: (1) whether

judges are permitted to rule without interference (Keith, 2002; Staton and Moore, 2011), (2)

whether judges’ rulings are translated into policy or practice (Staton and Moore, 2011; Cameron,

2002), and (3) whether the population believes the court is effective according to points (1) and

(2) and is inclined to use it (Powell and Staton, 2009). Unfortunately, measurement of domestic

judicial effectiveness is not a straightforward enterprise. Many are available only for a limited

temporal domain, and non-random missingness is a problem across many indicators.32 To deal

with these difficulties, Linzer and Staton (2015) use a heteroskedastic graded response item re-

sponse theory model to cull information from eight existing measures of judicial independence,

rule of law, etc. to capture the underlying latent concept of judicial effectiveness (LJI). The in-

formation from these constituent measures means the final continuous indicator (which ranges

from 0 to 1, where higher values on the scale represent higher levels of Judicial Effectiveness)

captures both what the court does and what the population expects as an outlet for remedy.33

tors actually comply with court decisions (Howard and Carey, 2004; Powell and Staton, 2009).
32For more on the variety of empirical indicators of judicial effectiveness, see Ríos-Figueroa

and Staton (2014).
33LJI is conceptually the best available approximation of the theoretical concept we present

here, but using a country-year measure in a country-month analysis means that we assume no
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Potential dissidents also make decisions about dissent as a function of their expectations

that the leader would remain in power outside of the repression-dissent interaction. We argue

that leaders make decisions over how to handle the threat from the group based on how likely

they are to hold office and expectations of how that would be effected by a policy loss to the

group. We need to capture the former—the pre-decision probability of remaining in power—to

operationalize the cues the group would use to anticipate the leader’s decision.

Like the group, we use observable characteristics and policy outcomes to form an estimate

of the leader’s pre-conflict staying power. Cheibub (1998) uses parametric survival models to

create estimates of job insecurity based on the leader’s time in office to date, previous trends

in leadership change, and annual economic growth. Because we require data at the country-

month unit of observation, we estimated our own survival models predicting a leader’s risk

of losing office using data on leader characteristics from Archigos (Goemans et al., 2009) in a

given month as a function of time-to-date in office, previous trends in leadership change, and

economic growth at that unit of observation. The estimated hazard of job insecurity ranges

from 0 (lowest probability of turnover) to 1 (highest probability of turnover). We reverse the

scale to create our final measure of Expectations of Executive Job Security.34

Finally, we account for Repression, for which we again use IDEA event data. We created a

count of all events in which a state actor targets a non-state actor within its territory with any

action coded as “conflictual” short of civil war according to the Taylor et al. (1999) Conflict-

change in Judicial Effectiveness within a given year. Because institutions are “sticky” (e.g., Grief
and Laitin, 2004; Page, 2006) and domestic court effectiveness is unlikely to change rapidly (e.g.,
Staton, 2006; Carrubba, 2009), we do not think this unreasonable.

34The likelihood of losing power in a given country-month is low, so the measure is highly
skewed toward one. We use additional measures of job security in the Supplementary Ap-
pendix.
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Cooperation Scale. We dichotomize the count and use a binary indicator coded 1 in a given

country-month if the state engaged in any of the qualifying repressive behaviors.

We restate our empirical implications in terms of these measures of our concepts:

Hypothesis 1. When expectations of executive job security are low, HRT obligation has no effect

on the likelihood of mobilized dissent.

Hypothesis 2. When the domestic judiciary is relatively effective, HRT obligation has no effect on

the likelihood of mobilized dissent.

Hypothesis 3. When the domestic judiciary is relatively ineffective, HRT obligation has an in-

creasingly positive effect on the likelihood of mobilized dissent as expectations of executive job

security increase.

Error Structure Specification

One of the difficulties of determining the effect of HRT obligations on domestic outcomes is

that selection into international treaties is non-random. The factors affecting compliance with

a treaty also affect the decision to commit to international law in the first place. Although this

point is made often in studies on the effect of HRT obligation with regard to repression (e.g.,

Vreeland, 2008; Powell and Staton, 2009; Hill, 2010), it is equally relevant for mobilized dissent.

We argue that the same domestic factors that affect the group’s decision to engage in mobilized

dissent also affect the state’s decisions over treaty obligation and repression. Empirically, this

means that one-stage statistical models do not allow us to determine whether committed states

face different dissent patterns from non-committed states because of treaty obligation or as a

result of preexisting domestic conditions that determine both.
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Selection models are often used for this purpose, but our data provide us with more infor-

mation than scholars typically have when they turn to a standard Heckman (1979) model. Typ-

ically, scholars turning to selection models only have information on (and predictions over) the

outcome variable for selected observations (HRT-obligated states), but we have expectations

and data regarding dissent in both HRT-committed and uncommitted countries. The problem

with studying the effects of treaty obligations is that it is impossible to observe (1) dissent out-

comes that would have occurred in non-signatory states if they had committed to an HRT, and

(2) dissent outcomes that would have occurred in committed states if they had not adopted the

obligation. We use a selection or treatment model similar to that of Von Stein (2005) to estimate

the average treatment effect using these counterfactuals. The estimator is similar to a tradi-

tional selection model in that it accounts for both observed and unobserved factors that affect

state decisions to ratify international law. While a Heckman (1979) model estimates a selection

equation and then the effect of that treatment on the selected group, the treatment model es-

timates an additional outcome equation of the likelihood of the outcome for the non-selected

group. The model allows us to imagine a counterfactual in which all non-signatory states com-

mit to an HRT, as well as a counterfactual in which signatory states do not commit to an HRT.

We include measures of judicial effectiveness, expectations of executive job security, and re-

pression in the selection stage to determine the effect of HRT obligation on mobilized dissent.

To meet the exclusion restriction, we include the number of intergovernmental organization

(IO) memberships a state maintains during a given year. This captures a state’s affinity for in-

ternational obligations, including those not related to human rights such as trade or alliances.

Obligation to international law in other areas is unlikely to be related to dissent; obligation to a

trade agreement should not alter a group’s expectation of repression. Our measure comes from
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the Intergovernmental Organizations Data Set and ranges from one to ten (Ulfelder, 2011).

In accordance with our conditional hypotheses predicting Mobilized Dissent, we interact

our primary explanatory variables. We expect the effect of HRT obligation on dissent to be

conditional on a leader’s baseline job security, as a function of the effectiveness of the domestic

judiciary. The treatment model estimates the process of obligation to each of the treaties in

the selection stage, so we interact the remaining two predictive variables in the selection and

outcome equations: Judicial Effectiveness and Expectations of Executive Job Security.

Empirical Results & Discussion

When the judiciary is relatively ineffective, we predict HRT obligation will have a positive effect

on dissent only when leaders are sufficiently secure in office; when the court is comparatively

effective, obligation will have no effect on dissent. Table 1 presents estimates of the effects of the

independent variables on the likelihood of mobilized dissent.35 Bootstrapped standard errors

are reported in parentheses.36 The first column of Table 1 lists results for HRT-committed states,

and the second reports results for states that have not committed to the ICCPR.

[Table 1 about here.]

We cannot draw inferences about the effects of HRT obligations on dissent from Table 1

alone. We compare the empirical results to two estimated counterfactuals: one in which all

countries that have not committed to a treaty are made to ratify—the average treatment effect

35 Our results are robust to the inclusion of cubic splines and a counter of prior failures (Beck
et al., 1998) or a third order polynomial time counter (Carter and Signorino, 2010) to account
for temporal dependence.

36Expectations of Executive Job Security and Judicial Effectiveness are both predicted values.
Introducing the errors of estimation requires a recalculation of the variance-covariance matrix,
requiring bootstrapping.
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for the controls (ATC)—and one in which all countries that committed to a treaty renege on their

obligation—the average treatment effect for the treated (ATT). We can examine the expected

difference in the likelihood of mobilized dissent that derives from the treatment across these

outcomes to determine the effect of the treaty.

Figures 2 and 3 illustrate the average treatment effect for control cases and treatment cases,

respectively, of obligation to the ICCPR on the probability of dissent across the range of job se-

curity in states with (a) ineffective domestic courts and (b) effective domestic courts.37 To cre-

ate the ATC figures (Figure 2, we estimated the predicted probability of dissent occurring in an

average state-month using the parameters estimated for uncommitted states and the mean val-

ues of the independent variables within the uncommitted sub-sample. Next, we used the same

mean values of our independent variables for uncommitted states and the estimated parame-

ters for obligated states to estimate the predicted probability that dissent would have occurred

if an uncommitted state were obligated to the ICCPR. This strategy allows us to observe the

effect of treaty obligation across hypothetical states that only differ on one dimension: treaty

obligation. The solid lines in show the difference in these estimates across the observed range

of job security, illustrating how committing to the ICCPR would change the predicted proba-

bility of mobilized dissent for the control sample of unobligated states.38 The estimated effect

is statistically significant when the bounds of the ninety-five percent confidence intervals (the

37For both Figures 2 and 3 we classify an ineffective judiciary as a state with the sample min-
imum of judicial effectiveness and an effective one with the sample maximum. We replicated
these figures at each tenth percentile to show that the conclusions are robust to a number of
different cutpoints; these are presented in the Supplemental Appendix.

38We follow Brambor et al. (2006) and subtract the first calculated predicted probability from
the second predicted probability and repeat this process at each 0.01 interval of Job Security
from 0.9 up to a value of 1.0 (its maximum possible value) and graph the first difference across
the observed range of job security.
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dashed lines) do not encompass the zero line.
-.1

-.0
5

0
.0

5
.1

.1
5

.2
C

ha
ng

e 
in

 P
r(M

ob
iliz

at
io

n)

0.9 1.00.95
Executive Job Security

(a) Ineffective Judiciary

-.1
-.0

5
0

.0
5

.1
.1

5
.2

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 P

r(M
ob

iliz
at

io
n)

0.9 1.00.95
Executive Job Security

(b) Effective Judiciary

Figure 2: Average Treatment Effect (ATC) of ICCPR obligation on the Pr(Mobilized Dissent) as
Expectations of Executive Job Security Increase in States with (a) Ineffective Courts (defined as
the sample minimum of judicial effectiveness) and (b) Effective Courts (defined as the sample
maximum of judicial effectiveness) for the Control Cases. Estimates using alternative values of
judicial effectiveness are in the Online Appendix.

Figure 2 suggests support for the theory. In Figure 2(a), domestic courts are relatively inef-

fective. The probability of observing dissent increases significantly if an unobligated state were

obligated to the ICCPR—but only when dissidents face leaders who are secure in power. On the

left side of Figure 2(a), citizens seem to be no more or less likely to challenge the government as

a function of obligation to international law when leaders are likely to lose office anyway. How-

ever, on the right side of Figure 2(a), when the executive is sufficiently secure in power, there is a

statistically and substantively meaningful increase in the probability that a group will engage in

dissent against the government connected with state obligation to the ICCPR. This is consistent

with our theory that dissatisfied groups will be more likely to take mobilized action against the

state under HRT obligations, believing the government to be more constrained from repressing

them than it would be without the international obligation.
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Yet, as expected, this is only the case when the judiciary is comparatively ineffective, be-

cause the treaty obligation alters citizens’ expectations of state constraint in ways the domestic

judiciary cannot do alone. In Figure 2(b), the judiciary is quite effective on its own, and there is

no discernible effect of ICCPR obligation on the probability of dissent, regardless of the level of

executive job security. When the court is sufficiently effective in its own right, groups do not ex-

pect obligation to the ICCPR to constrain the leader from repressing much more than domestic

institutions already do. Therefore, the obligation has no effect on their choice to dissent.

Figure 3 illustrates the Average Treatment Effect for the Treated (ATT). The marginal change

in the probability of mobilized dissent was calculated in the reverse manner of Figure 2: we es-

timated the probability of mobilized dissent for the average ICCPR-obligated state, estimated

what the same state would do if it with only its treaty status changed, and subtracted the latter

from the former. According to our theory, we expect that if a state that is committed to a treaty

were to revoke that commitment, mobilization would decrease in states with ineffective judicia-

ries and sufficiently secure leaders. To rephrase, a treaty-obligated state that would have a given

level of dissent would have comparatively less dissent if it were not obligated. These figures

support this prediction. Once again, treaty status has no effect on the probability of dissent in

states with sufficiently effective judiciaries (Figure 3(b)), but treaty status has a meaningful neg-

ative effect on dissent in states with weak domestic constraints and secure leaders who would

be more free to repress in the absence of the treaty than under its legal obligation.

32



-.2
-.1

5
-.1

-.0
5

0
.0

5
.1

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 P

r(M
ob

iliz
at

io
n)

0.9 1.00.95
Executive Job Security

(a) Ineffective Judiciary

-.2
-.1

5
-.1

-.0
5

0
.0

5
.1

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 P

r(M
ob

iliz
at

io
n)

0.9 1.00.95
Executive Job Security

(b) Effective Judiciary

Figure 3: Average Treatment Effect (ATT) of ICCPR obligation on the Pr(Mobilized Dissent) as
Expectations of Executive Job Security Increase in States with (a) Ineffective Courts (defined as
the sample minimum of judicial effectiveness) and (b) Effective Courts (defined as the sample
maximum of judicial effectiveness) for the Treated Cases. Estimates using alternative values of
judicial effectiveness are in the Online Appendix.

Conclusion

We argue that state obligation to international human rights law can incentivize dissent. More

precisely, an international obligation to protect human rights leads to a meaningful reduction

in repression (cf. Conrad and Ritter, 2013), which allows for an increase in popular dissent.

These effects are conditional on domestic political structures. HRT obligation leads to increased

mobilized dissent only in states where leaders are secure and domestic courts are ineffective.

This project represents an important contribution to our understanding of the effects of

international treaties on domestic politics. Studies have suggested that citizens dissent in sup-

port of HRTs, but few focus specifically on dissent as a dependent variable. We build on the

work of Simmons (2009), which argues that treaties lead populations to expect that dissent is

more likely to be successful. We explicitly theorize this claim, arguing that citizens will be more

likely to take costly action against the state because they expect the treaty to constrain leaders
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from repressing them. While Simmons (2009) examines how regime type conditions this expec-

tation of success in her study of its effects on repression, we focus on the leader’s sensitivity to

removal—a more precise signal of the group’s ability to threaten him to alter the status quo.

We integrate these ideas into a cohesive theoretical framework of domestic institutions and

popular behavior. HRTs affect citizens’ expectations of repression as a function of the proba-

bility of legal constraint and the leader’s need to use it to stay in power, and both of these enter

into groups’ calculations of optimal outcomes. Our findings suggest that treaties affect dissent

as more than a focal point for overcoming collective action problems—they also structure the

interaction between the mobilized group and state authorities. Written obligations do provide

important information to actors considering dissent, helping to identify common ideas of state

transgressions and increasing expectations of cooperation. While this understanding of treaty

effects on dissent is very likely true, it is insufficient to explain when a group willing to incur the

costs of dissent actually engages in this costly activity. Deriving implications from a theory that

includes a strategic interaction with a repressive government, we find that treaty obligation can

impact the likelihood of mobilized dissent by creating a constraint on state responses.

We thus add to our understanding of how international institutions affect social behavior;

we consider the consequences of mobilized dissent in a theory of domestic conflict. By affecting

a leader’s ability to repress, HRTs open space for dissent. Studying how citizens respond to these

opportunities in the expectation of a repressive state response allows us to learn a great deal

about how HRTs affect popular decision-making in light of structural changes.

In particular, HRTs have the largest effect on dissent when the judiciary is relatively ineffec-

tive. This result obtains because we model repression and dissent in the absence of the treaty

obligation and predict differences in its presence. Effective judiciaries largely constrain leaders
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from violating rights with or without an obligation to an international standard of protection.

Under these circumstances, repression and dissent remain comparatively low, and obligation

to a treaty does little to shift these behaviors. However, ineffective judiciaries represent a low

baseline of legal constraint on leaders who would choose to repress, and overall levels of repres-

sion are much higher. This low constraint shifts significantly with the introduction of new legal

standards and the attendant popular expectations, such that we see the greatest magnitude of

HRT effects on repression—and therefore dissent—when the judiciary is ineffective. In short,

international treaties have their strongest impact when states lack the domestic mechanisms to

constrain leaders, leading to increases in popular action against the state. This runs counter to

existing scholarly expectations that courts need to be effective to enforce HRT obligations.

Because they influence both state repression and dissent, HRTs have potentially divergent

effects: when they are most effective at constraining state violations of human rights, they po-

tentially provide incentives for citizens to dissent against the state. Consequently, even when

treaties successfully constrain human rights violations, they may indirectly increase incentives

to repress via their effects on popular dissent. Effective domestic courts potentially provide a

solution: when states with secure leaders have ineffective courts, dissent increases with HRT

obligation, providing indirect incentives to repress. But when these states have effective courts,

groups are not more likely to dissent, leaving state authorities more constrained, but less sub-

ject to threatening challenges than they otherwise would be.
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Table 1: Effect of ICCPR Obligation on Dissent

Outcome DV: Dissent Signatories Non-Signatories

Judi ci al E f f ect i venesst -0.180 -9.902
(4.668) (10.461)

Job Secur i t y E xpect ati onst -13.097* -26.861*
(3.533) (7.627)

JEt x JSt 0.228 10.615
(4.769) (10.661)

Repr essi ont 1.062* 1.298*
(0.032) (0.049)

Const ant 12.387* 25.523*
(3.444) (7.572)

Selection DV: HRT Obligation

Judi ci al E f f ect i venesst -43.456*
(4.170)

Job Secur i t y E xpect ati onst -34.335*
(3.016)

JEt x JSt 45.144*
(4.238)

Repr essi ont 0.017
(0.019)

IO Member shi pt 0.103*
(0.005)

Const ant 33.585*
(2.971)

ρ -0.563* 0.274*
(0.104) (0.134)

Log −pseudo l i kel i hood -27001.530 -27001.530
N 24883

NOTES: * Significant within 95% CI; two-tailed test. Sample: 147 countries from 1990 to
2004. ρ measures sample selection and ranges from -1 to 1.
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