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Motivation Theoretical Model Empirical Implications summary

Backlash to Repression

Although a primary purpose of repression is to quell dissent, it
can instead spur expanded participation or intensified efforts
inmobilized dissent.

This is often called backlash.
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A Backlash Review

• 91 backlash articles

• 20 years of backlash to
repression in the APSR,
AJPS, JOP

• Many other frequently
referenced articles in
subfield journals
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A Backlash Review Conceptualization

Characterization of Backlash
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Figure: Concept Implying Backlash/Deterrence
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A Backlash Review Actors
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Figure: Political Actors in the Backlash Process
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A Backlash Review Mechanisms
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Figure: Mechanisms for Repression to Cause/Deter Backlash
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A Backlash Review Methodologies
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Figure: Methods for studying backlash/deterrence
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Identification Problems

• Observability:
How do we know
it’s backlash when
we see dissent after
repression?

• Attribution:
What mechanism
caused (deterred)
the backlash?
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Theory Objective & Sequence

A formalmodel to demonstrate and solve the observability and
attribution challenges.

0. Nature sets govt capacity to repress and initial repression,

1. A bystander demonstrates or abstains from dissent, and

2. The government and activist choose contentious strategies.
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Theory Utility Functions &Definition

uG(e, r, d; θ, ρ) (1)
uA(e, r, d; θ, ρ) (2)

d ·
(
uB(e, r; θ, ρ) − cB

)
(3)
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There exists an equilibrium, characterized by the triple
(c∗B(ρ), e∗(d, θ; ρ), r∗(d, θ; ρ)), where Activist effort is

e∗(d, θ; ρ) ∈
e∈[0,e]

uA(e, r, d; ρ, θ);

Government repression is

r∗(d, θ; ρ) ∈
r∈[0,r]

uG(e, r, d; ρ, θ);

and where Bystander participates iff cB ⩽ c∗B(ρ), where

c∗B(ρ) =
∫
uB(e∗(1, θ; ρ), r∗(1, θ; ρ), ρ; θ)πp(θ | ρ) dθ.

Backlash: Increase in the bystander’s incentive to demonstrate,
c∗B(ρ), caused by an increase in initial repression, ρ.
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Observability: A Problem ofTheory

1. Define backlash

2. Identify counterfactual for treatment effects

3. General assumptions for reliability
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Attribution: A Problem of Research Design

1. Derive expectations specific to each mechanism

2. Identify what to hold fixed to isolate the treatment and
expected outcome
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Attribution Process of Analysis

To examine what must be true for each mechanism to produce
observable backlash, we

1. Hold r and e fixed in the conflict and assert complete
information to derive the direct effect of initial repression
(rho) on bystander demonstration (d) through emotion

2. Hold r (e) and uB fixed to derive the direct effect of initial
repression (ρ) on effort e (r) and thus the indirect effect on
bystander demonstration (d) through strategic feedback

3. Hold uB fixed in (ρ, e, r) to derive the direct effect of
repression (ρ) on bystander demonstration through learning
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Attribution Emotion

Direct Effect: Emotion
Backlash that arises from an emotional response requires that
repression increases negative emotion (direct effect) and that
participation offsets the direct negative effects (agency).
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Attribution Strategic Feedback with the Activist

Direct Effect: Initial repression on effort
Activist effort increases (decreases) as initial repression
increases.

Indirect Effect: Effort on participation
Bystander participation (backlash) is increasing (decreasing) in
activist effort.
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Attribution Strategic Feedback with the Government

Direct Effect: Initial repression on repressive response
Government repression increases (decreases) as initial
repression increases.

Indirect Effect: Expected repression on participation
Bystander participation is increasing (decreasing) in expected
repression.
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Attribution Nota Bene

For both the anger and logistical mechanisms, the things that
increase participation also increase activist effort and vice versa.

∴Observing a larger demonstration after repression is
insufficient to distinguish mechanisms.
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Attribution Learning

Requirement: Repression & type
The bystander’s posterior belief about the government’s type is
correlated with initial repression.

Learning: Repression & participation
Backlash that emerges from an informational mechanism
requires that uB increases in government capacity as understood
from initial repression.
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Attribution Research Design

Figure: A problem of attribution
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Substantive Takeaways

• Scholarly research on backlash is varied and informative but
difficult to understand as a corpus of knowledge. This is due
to two causal identification problems.

• Observability: For the concept of backlash to be determined
as present from observable indicators, theories need to
adhere to a common definition and include key assumptions
depending on the mechanism at work.

• Attribution: A research design should sufficiently control for
different mechanism characteristics to be sure as to what
causal process the treatment activates.
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Broader Contributions

• Coded summary of scholarly understanding of when and how
repression causes either backlash or deterrence.

• General formal model of backlash with four possible causal
mechanisms from first repression to second political contest

• Clear guidance for improved and precise theories of reactive
dissent to empirically identify it as backlash in the wild.

• Suggestions for research designs to more effectively attribute
backlash or deterrence to specific mechanisms.
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Send us your thoughts!

emily.h.ritter@vanderbilt.edu



Formal Appendix

Equilibrium
There exists an equilibrium, characterized by the triple
(c∗B(ρ0), e∗(d, θ; ρ0), r∗(d, θ; ρ0)), where activist effort is

e∗(d, θ; ρ0) ∈
e∈[0,e]

uA(e, r, d; ρ0, θ);

government repression is

r∗(d, θ; ρ0) ∈
r∈[0,r]

uG(e, r, d; ρ0, θ);

and where Bystander participates if and only if cB ⩽ c∗B(ρ0),
where

c∗B(ρ0) =
∫
uB(e∗(1, θ; ρ0), r∗(1, θ; ρ0), ρ0; θ)πp(θ | ρ0) dθ. (4)
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