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FRIENDLY TYRANTS


When thousands of Iranians took to the streets in late 1978, they did not just rise up to denounce their authoritarian monarch, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The shah was indeed an autocrat, and his repressive rule featured centrally in the protests. But he was not the only source of revolutionary ire. In addition to chants of “Death to the shah,” protesters exclaimed “Yankee go home!” Demonstrators repeatedly tied their dictator to distant America. American policy was highlighted so prominently by protesters because the United States was viewed by all sides as a central player in Iranian politics. To supporters, the monarch was a stalwart American ally bolstered by American support. To detractors, he was an American puppet. It was presumed by both that his survival in office was the product of US military and economic aid. For many protesters, it was believed that in order to overthrow the shah the revolutionaries would need to break his support not only in Tehran but also in Washington.1


It was not only protesters in Iran who decried their authoritarian leader as a stooge of a foreign power. Opposition activists in Ngo Dinh Diem’s South Vietnam, Hosni Mubarak’s Egypt, and both Fidel Castro and Fulgencio Batista’s Cuba all claimed their ruling regimes to be puppets propped up by a foreign power. It is not only in the cries of those seeking the overthrow of the regime where one finds the claim that the government remains in office thanks to external aid. Very diverse actors tend to agree that many dictatorships are kept in power thanks to the assistance of foreign countries. Opposition activists, foreign adversaries, and even policymakers in the state offering the support often presume that certain regimes are propped up by foreign aid.


No period in recent history would seem to illustrate these dynamics more than the Cold War. This climactic battle of wills between the communist Soviet Union and capitalist United States pitted two competing worldviews and superpowers against each other in a contest over the fate of the global order. In this competition for global supremacy, Moscow and Washington each cultivated a network of allies arrayed against its competitor. These alliances were vulnerable to reversal if the ruling governments were to fall. A central dynamic of this Cold War therefore involved efforts to ensure aligned regimes did not collapse, lest their replacement realign to the rival superpower. Aid, arms, and advisers poured into friendly governments to bolster their rule. Like the shah, not all of these allies were particularly savory.


While the US had many democratic allies in the so-called Free World, it also aligned itself repeatedly with anticommunist authoritarian leaders. To many analysts, these dictators were propped up by American aid. Prominent critics of American foreign policy like Noam Chomsky argue that in Guatemala the US overthrew the democratic government in 1954 and has “maintained the rule of murderous gangsters ever since.” Other governments too lobbed such criticism against US-supported regimes, describing Chiang Kai-shek in Taiwan as a “puppet propped up by American bayonets” and Ngo Dinh Diem as an American lackey. US Senator Jacob Javits bemoaned aid for the anticommunist junta in Cambodia as another effort at “propping up incompetent or unpopular governments.” Leading accounts of American foreign policy offer that during the Cold War the United States broadly supported “reactionary political elites” who “survived only with American support.” American officials installed “despots in their place abroad as strategic weapons” to be used against Soviet geopolitical rivals.2


Propping up friendly dictators was not a behavior apparently limited to the United States. France, China, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union were all accused of ensuring the survival of allied autocrats through military and economic aid in the Cold War. The argument that US support stabilizes friendly dictatorships is not unique to the critics of such policies. Supporters of aid for autocrats agree that American assistance helped entrench friendly regimes who served core foreign policy interests.3


The accepted wisdom that American aid stabilized authoritarian regimes generated considerable discomfort for policymakers. The “friendly tyrants” dilemma emerged from the tension between America’s own democracy and any embrace of foreign autocrats. Detractors claimed that as a democracy the US should not ally with authoritarians. Supporters contended that however distasteful these foreign tyrants, these alliances served core American foreign policy interests. It was a dilemma nested in a larger debate about the goals that ought to guide American foreign policy, pitting self-described “realists” who advocated the passionless pursuit of America’s national interests against “idealists” who argued the US had a duty to promote the expansion of liberty and equality abroad.4


These debates have shaped American foreign policy since the founding. In the early years of the republic, the US government agonized over whether to provide aid to the French revolutionaries who rose up for many of the same principles that had motivated America’s own revolution. As the US rose to international prominence, it came to expand its reach into Central and Latin America and experienced dilemmas over whether to support democratic movements or retrograde regimes that promised stability and pro-American orientation. While many American administrations reconciled themselves with the need to enter into temporary alliances with foreign despots, most have also maintained that America has a duty to support the expansion of democracy beyond its borders. In the evocative formulation of President Woodrow Wilson, America’s mission was “to make the world safe for democracy.” The clash of dictatorships against democracies in the World Wars of the twentieth century reinforced American officials’ conviction that the nation was to serve as the vanguard of democracy, spreading liberty worldwide.5


But the tension between pursuing interests and values in foreign policy only became more acute after the US rose to a position of unprecedented global power. At the conclusion of the Second World War, Washington emerged as the undisputed center of Western power. The British and French empires were irreparably damaged by the war and would never return to their prewar dominance.


By midcentury, only the Soviet Union rivaled America in power and influence. Moscow’s rise to global power was perhaps even more remarkable than America’s, given its position as it entered the twentieth century. Russia had gone from a backwater of Europe to a state riven by revolutionary ferment and near total collapse. When the Bolshevik revolutionaries seized power in 1917, they inaugurated the first successful communist revolution. After years of intense and bloody struggle the Bolsheviks consolidated a brutally effective authoritarian regime in Moscow. Besieged on all sides by foreign powers and counterrevolutionaries intent on crushing their revolution, the Bolsheviks constructed a paranoid and repressive regime. Despite its inauspicious origins and the attendant almost unimaginable violence, the Soviet Union experienced rapid industrialization and modernization, although at tremendous cost to human life.6


After the existential war against Nazi Germany, the Soviet Red Army straddled a landmass that rivaled some of the greatest empires in history. Soviet troops stood from the Elbe River in Germany to halfway down the Korean peninsula. At the same time, communist revolutionaries seized power in the Balkans and were on the offensive in Greece. Meanwhile, French and Italian communist parties seemed poised to reap major election victories. It appeared communism was on the march. The debilitating economic inefficiencies that would later plague the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) were not yet readily apparent, and the Soviet Union experienced rapid postwar industrial growth.7


In response, America came to embrace its newfound responsibility as the leader of the Free World arrayed against the growing communist menace. Communism had posed a subversive threat to American interests before the US-Soviet competition that would soon be called the Cold War. But it was the newfound superpower status of the Soviet Union that rendered the spread of communism a strategic threat after 1945. Communist governments would not just challenge the new American-led economic system but could join the Soviet Union as military allies in a war to come. The task of stopping the spread of communism by bolstering noncommunist governments fell to the United States.8


At its core, the Cold War was a superpower rivalry that pitted two very different political and economic systems against each other. Ideologically, it featured a clash between the democratic, capitalist United States and the authoritarian, communist Soviet Union. As a geopolitical rivalry, it prompted both the US and the USSR to build a network of allies to seek a favorable correlation of forces. These competing power blocs emerged as a shifting patchwork of allies and aligned states that, with varying degrees of consistency, supported one superpower against the other. As starkly as the political and economic systems of the two superpowers differed, their allies in the Cold War proved a far more heterogeneous group.


This was most apparent in the US-led Free World. “Free” proved a capacious category that came to include many regimes with highly circumscribed freedoms for their own populations. Most notably, it included many anticommunist dictatorships, some of whom—like Thailand—had even allied with the former fascist powers. These were unappealing friends who presided over governmental systems that were often “repugnant” to the “basic ideals” of Americans.9


Supporting friendly tyrants was not a decision made lightly by Cold War–era US administrations. Nevertheless, anticommunism ultimately trumped enduring discomfort toward autocracies seeking American support during the Cold War. Where autocrats were considered sufficiently geopolitically important and potentially vulnerable to communist subversion, they found a willing patron in the United States.


For those seeking to understand how the US came to support anticommunist dictatorships, many have offered the apocryphal quote attributed to President Franklin D. Roosevelt, variously applied in reference to dictators in either Nicaragua or the Dominican Republic: “He may be a son of a bitch, but he is our son of a bitch.” In addition to its dubious veracity, this quote does a poor job capturing the dynamics of American support for foreign dictators during the Cold War. A statement that more accurately encapsulates the feelings of American government officials was provided by avid cold warrior John F. Kennedy. President Kennedy was remarkably frank about the priorities of his administration in regard to the Dominican Republic when he offered that “there are three possibilities in descending order of preference: a decent, democratic regime, a continuation of the Trujillo regime, or a Castro regime. We ought to aim for the first, but we really can’t renounce the second until we are sure that we can avoid the third.” It was not that the US preferred the rule of a despot, but only that it preferred a despot to a communist.10


In short, the rivalry with the Soviet Union was a looming exigency that dampened American preferences for promoting democracy. Policymakers believed that “while it would be best to allow free institutions and governments to struggle to take hold, there did not appear to be time.” Just as World War II had brought the United States to embrace some unsavory allies, from Central American military juntas to the Soviet Union itself, the superpower contest unfolding between Washington and Moscow pushed many American officials to accept a need to widen the coalition of allies to include anticommunist governments of many political stripes. In some cases, this meant merely a passive toleration of pro-American autocrats. In others, the US role was far more extensive: some dictatorships received covert and overt American assistance in seizing and consolidating power. The US poured aid, arms, and advisers into a range of friendly dictatorships to bolster the rule of anticommunist regimes.11


The US reconciled the tensions between democratic ideals and an embrace of friendly anticommunist dictatorships in several ways. American aid was intended to ensure the conservative leadership necessary to guarantee domestic stability, pursue reliable anticommunist polices, and usher in responsible political development that would even bring eventual democratization. Moreover, while their democratic credentials were far from impeccable, these regimes were usually freer than the “totalitarian” communist regimes in the Soviet bloc. With quiet American pressure, autocratic allies might be pushed to embrace formal democratic institutions like multicandidate elections, representative legislatures, and reasonably free rights of assembly for noncommunist groups. Military strongmen would trade their fatigues for business suits and hold managed plebiscites to rest a fig leaf of democratic legitimacy on their rule. The authoritarian nature of the regime could also be excused by a racist paternalism on the part of the US that viewed societies in the postcolonial world as too politically immature to sustain fully free elections, which they might use to elect communists.12


The geopolitical benefits provided by these friendly tyrants were vulnerable to reversal if regimes were overthrown. For the United States, the primary threat came from the violent revolutionary ouster of its allied governments. Marxist-Leninist insurgents defeating anticommunist regimes on the battlefield and seizing control of the capital haunted American policymakers. The reverse held true for the Soviet Union. For Moscow’s communist allies, the primary threat was posed by the counterrevolutionary overthrow of leftist incumbents. The forces of reaction—landowners, the clergy, military officers—lurked in the shadows of vulnerable revolutionary governments and threatened to oust Soviet allies from power through coups d’état or war. Therefore, for each superpower the domestic rule of friendly regimes had to be sustained with aid, arms, and advisers. Keeping a sovereign-friendly foreign government in power was no small task. Formal sovereignty reduced the levers available to foreign powers to guarantee continued rule by loyal clients. Local allies were vulnerable to overthrow by domestic forces yet had no desire to be dominated in neocolonial relationships with former metropolitan powers or the new superpowers.


Despite the practical and moral challenges posed by aid for friendly autocrats, the conventional wisdom is that the United States and other foreign powers broadly succeeded in entrenching friendly regimes in power. Much of the debate hinges on the morality of this policy and whether such interventions served broader foreign policy interests. Yet arguments both in favor of and opposed to support for friendly tyrants rest on untested assumptions about the actual effects of American aid for autocrats. Whether the US should have propped up dictators during the Cold War rests on an antecedent question: did the US really prop up dictators? Autocrats really did receive military supplies, economic aid, and advice designed to ensure their rule remained stable. But was external aid really so helpful for dictators? The conventional wisdom that external assistance ensures authoritarian survival stands on surprisingly shaky ground.


The question of whether aid really does stabilize dictatorships is not of mere historical significance. A growing American rivalry with China has resuscitated the debate over aid for friendly autocrats. Any argument over support for friendly tyrants in the future would benefit significantly from a serious examination of the history of foreign assistance for dictatorships in the first Cold War. What lessons do we learn by reexamining past American and Soviet support for authoritarian regimes?


We have learned much from particular cases of foreign aid for particular dictatorships. Scholars and practitioners have spilled much ink detailing the provision of economic aid, military supplies, and foreign advisers to help bolster the rule of individual authoritarian regimes. Yet without placing these behaviors in their comparative context, we lack insight into how common any one experience is.


Thanks to the declassification of government records and the work of political scientists and historians, we are now able to answer these questions. With an increasingly comprehensive picture of the history of foreign security and economic assistance during the Cold War, we are able to place particular dictatorships and specific actions of support in their proper comparative context. Using hundreds of books, intelligence reports, and diplomatic cables, I created an original measure of the foreign support available to every autocracy in every year from 1946 to 2010. Not only did this require the availability of hitherto unavailable records, it also required the generation of high-quality data on authoritarian regimes. Luckily, political scientists such as Barbara Geddes, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz have released data on the origins and tenure of all authoritarian regimes since the Second World War. By merging this data with information on foreign support, I was able to generate the highest-quality data to date on foreign aid for autocrats.13


Identifying autocrats that foreign powers sought to prop up presents conceptual difficulties in addition to the challenge of finding relevant data. Autocracies that do not receive military supplies or economic aid of any kind from foreign powers are rare. Yet the intensity and exclusivity of these connections vary considerably. Some regimes, like that of Julius Nyerere and his Party of the Revolution in Tanzania, deftly balanced competing global power blocs by hosting advisers and receiving aid from countries as varied as China and Canada. This kind of balanced foreign policy was relatively rare, however. Many regimes primarily aligned with one bloc in the bifurcated superpower struggle. Yet many of these alignments came with surprisingly sparse connections.14


Paraguay under Alfredo Stroessner (1954–1989) offers a useful illustration. Stroessner was an avowed anticommunist military dictator who explicitly and repeatedly aligned himself with the United States. However, the limited communist threat to his regime brought little reciprocal American interest. Contrary to popular assertion, American policymakers did not simply bankroll every anticommunist dictatorship. Aid was conditioned heavily on the perceived threat of communist subversion. The United States continued to provide Stroessner’s government with nominal military aid, sell him a modest supply of weapons, and dole out limited economic assistance, but the connections were relatively minimal and heavy subsidies nonexistent. Stroessner was staunchly pro-American, but there was no real American investment in his regime. Over the course of his tenure, American policy amounted to an orientation that vacillated between intermittent pressure for democratization and passive toleration of his personalized dictatorship.15


In other cases, relations were primarily commercial. Libya under Mu‘ammar al-Gaddhafi purchased billions in Soviet weaponry with revenue from oil exports, and advisers were deployed to service the advanced armaments. This was not military aid to entrench the erratic Libyan autocrat’s rule but instead was a mutually beneficial financial relationship. Moscow received hard currency, and Libya overcame its international isolation to receive sophisticated weaponry. It would be misleading to investigate such transactional relations as attempts to prop up a regime, given the primarily commercial motivations and relatively sparse foreign investment in the survival of the government.16


Finally, formal alliances did not always accompany extensive efforts to protect regimes from internal or external threats. Beijing provided the Khmer Rouge government (1975–1979) with extensive military and economic aid yet never maintained a formal alliance with Phnom Penh. Discerning the true nature of international relationships requires a deeper investigation than merely noting the formal structures tying two states together or the volume of weapons sales.17


Just as the US was wrongfully accused of propping up all anticommunist dictators, the Soviet Union was not always behind avowedly Marxist-Leninist governments. In 1974–1975, Marxist-Leninist guerrilla groups seized power across Portuguese Africa. These liberation movements had all received important support from the Soviet Union during their struggles for independence, yet the postcolonial revolutionary regimes generated widely varying Soviet interest and support. Angola and Mozambique were the objects of considerable Soviet efforts to support their independence movements both before and after they became ruling regimes. In Angola and Mozambique, the Soviet Union deployed advisers and provided key aid in reorganizing the army, building the secret police, and planning combat operations against insurgent groups. By contrast, Soviet interest and investment in Guinea-Bissau was marginal in both absolute and relative terms. Angola and Mozambique both hosted thousands of Soviet advisers and, in the case of Angola, tens of thousands of Cuban combat troops. By contrast, Guinea-Bissau never maintained more than one hundred Soviet military advisers.18


Of course, the muted reception of the United States toward military rule in Paraguay does not mean the US did not support any anticommunist dictatorships. Other regimes received considerable American investments to strengthen their governments. For some autocracies, this even involved US help with the seizure of power. The United States helped organize the intervention that brought former army officer Carlos Castillo Armas into power in Guatemala in 1954. Once ensconced in Guatemala City, Castillo Armas received millions in new military aid; US intelligence helped identify alleged communists; military and police advisers arrived to train their Guatemalan counterparts; and, in June 1955, a mutual defense treaty committed the United States to Guatemala’s defense. In other cases, aid was slower to materialize. In Nicaragua, significant US assistance for the regime of Anastasio Somoza García began to arrive only after the beginning of the small-scale guerrilla war by the Sandinista National Liberation Front in 1961. This was many years after the avowed anticommunist cold warrior Somoza had sought US aid. He had secured the resumption of military sales in 1950 and modest military aid four years later. But it took the sixty-three or so Sandinista fighters sharing around thirty weapons to bring serious American support for Somoza. After this tiny guerrilla column set up operations near the Honduran border, US military aid increased sevenfold, and military advisers were deployed. Therefore, while Somoza was not always an American client, he did become one.19
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Figure 1. Soviet military advisers in revolutionary regimes in Lusophone Africa (Source: Declassified CIA documents)








This same pattern holds for the Soviet Union. Moscow too provided enormous resources to some foreign authoritarian regimes. Some of these are well-known cases like Cuba, or the regimes imposed in Eastern Europe after World War II. Others have received scanter attention, like the Soviet efforts to support regimes in Ethiopia, Mozambique, South Yemen, and Somalia. Like their American counterparts, some Soviet allies received support on their road to power or immediately once they had seized control of the state. Moscow provided aid to the Angolan and Mozambican insurgent movements and to clandestine communist parties in places like Afghanistan long before these movements seized power. Others found Soviet support slower to arrive. In Cuba, the turn to Moscow for succor did not happen until the collapse in relations with the United States, some eighteen months into Castro’s tenure. In South Yemen, Soviet aid, arms, and advisers began to arrive in large quantities in the early 1970s, several years after the National Front had seized power.


In short, the actual pattern of military and economic aid for dictatorships in the Cold War was highly complex. As a truly global superpower competition, the Cold War touched all corners of the globe in some way. American and Soviet arms reached nearly everywhere, but the biggest battlegrounds featured far more intense involvement. Some autocracies received American or Soviet help building new armies from scratch, organizing intelligence agencies, paying and staffing government bureaucracies, drafting and executing economic policies, and identifying potential sources of opposition. These intense bilateral relations sought to entrench the rule of friendly regimes, with decidedly mixed results.


The accumulation of data on foreign military and economic support that underpins the findings in this book grapples directly with these complexities in international relationships. To build a measure of foreign support, I examined all 280 authoritarian regimes in this period. I compiled information on economic and military aid as well as the role of military and security advisers in organizing security forces in client autocracies. I operated using a high threshold for what constituted a client regime, to only compare autocracies with broadly similar intensity of foreign support. These data allow us to compare autocracies that a foreign sponsor makes serious efforts to protect from potential internal or external threats to those that do not enjoy such foreign backing.


Armed with systematic data on aid for autocrats in the Cold War, we are able to assess the effects of assistance on authoritarian survival. At first glance, the conventional wisdom that great powers propped up dictators appears well supported by a more systematic investigation. Throughout the Cold War, dictatorships that received foreign support over the course of their existence lasted on average a decade longer than other autocracies.
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Figure 2. Survival curves: Authoritarian regimes with foreign support, 1946–1989
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Figure 3. Survival curves: Authoritarian regimes with American support, 1946–1989
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Figure 4. Survival curves: Authoritarian regimes with Soviet support, 1946–1989 (Source for data in Figures 2–4: Adam E. Casey, “The Durability of Client Regimes: Foreign Sponsorship and Military Loyalty, 1946–2010,” World Politics 72, no. 3 (2020): 411–447, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887120000039)








However, if we split our analysis by who is supporting the dictatorships, we see that this relationship was driven almost entirely by the Soviet Union. Soviet client regimes lasted twice as long as their American counterparts. In any given year, American-backed dictatorships had almost the same risk of collapse as typical autocracies, while Soviet clients were seven times less likely to fall. The same story holds for the United Kingdom and France, whose support was also not associated with longer regime tenures. This means not only that Soviet-supported dictatorships were longer lasting than their American-backed rivals, but that they were some of the most resilient dictatorships in the twentieth century.20


What accounts for this stark variation? The answer lies not in the popularity, economic performance, or amount of aid granted to Soviet-backed dictators over their American counterparts. Both superpowers provided comparably enormous sums of military and economic aid to their clients. Despite their much greater resilience, Soviet-backed regimes presided over even worse economic outcomes than their US-backed counterparts. The variation we observe is not coincidental. Instead, it is the product of the intended and unintended impacts of strategies of support on the distribution of power within dictatorships.21


Aid, arms, and advisers do not just bolster dictatorships, they also transform them. These transformations are not always beneficial for the stability of authoritarian regimes. To understand why American support did not stabilize autocracies, while Soviet aid entrenched highly durable dictatorships, we must understand both how each superpower actually supported friendly regimes and how autocracies work. US and Soviet military and economic aid did have many similarities: both superpowers bankrolled the expansion of armies, paid government salaries, and offered advice for how to organize security forces and defeat enemies of the regime. Yet the advice for how to organize security forces differed in critically important ways. The models of military organization promoted by each superpower diverged starkly. Washington and Moscow each exported its own model of political-military relations, with very different consequences for their allied autocracies. The United States promoted the establishment of autonomous militaries that separated the army from autocratic politics. The Soviet Union sponsored the subordination of the army to the ruling regime by thoroughly politicizing the military.


American military aid strengthened the autonomy and position of the army within allied authoritarian regimes. While this served US goals for bolstering the single most important institution for preventing communist takeover, it proved a decidedly mixed blessing for the allied rulers themselves. In practice, it created a powerful internal rival to American-backed dictators. Contrary to the claims of protesters, America’s friendly tyrants were no puppets and recognized the threat their newly ascendant armies posed to their regimes. US-backed dictators bucked American advice and consistently sought to subvert this process by interfering in the army to keep it under their control. The regime’s American-trained military officers often reacted to this political meddling by attempting to overthrow their regimes in coups d’état. Confident the army would produce another anticommunist and pro-US leader, the United States largely accepted these coups.


When these coups failed, America’s friendly tyrants, aiming to reduce the threat of future coups, proceeded to cannibalize their own armed forces, steadily hollowing out the very state institutions the US sought to strengthen. The result was an increasingly weakened state apparatus that subverted American aid in the interests of regime survival and often dragged the United States further into interventions to sustain the beleaguered government.


By contrast, Soviet military aid did not strengthen the domestic position of the army in its client states. Instead, the very opposite happened: Soviet aid helped subordinate the army to the control of the ruling regime. With Soviet aid and advice, allied regimes embedded highly effective mechanisms of control within their armed forces that rendered military coups too difficult to carry out. This resulted in politically docile armed forces that were incapable of ousting Soviet client regimes in coups d’état. Not a single Soviet client regime fell to a military coup. As coups are the most common way authoritarian regimes collapse, this invulnerability accounted for the remarkably long tenures of Soviet client regimes even in the context of mass unrest, war, famine, economic collapse, and extreme state violence. By inoculating themselves from the threat of military coups, Soviet-backed regimes were able to survive in office far longer than most other autocracies.


In short, the common story about aid for autocrats in the Cold War is in need of retelling. Critics of American and Soviet foreign policy were not wrong that Washington and Moscow poured billions into friendly regimes to sustain their rule. But the actual effects of this aid on the internal stability of dictatorships is a much less known story. This book offers the first comprehensive attempt to tell this story. It is a history that is more urgent than it might seem.


INTEREST IN THE FRIENDLY-TYRANTS DILEMMA LARGELY DISSIPATED with the end of the Cold War. In part, this reflected the considerable decline in foreign support for autocrats. The collapse of the Soviet Union removed one major source of aid and engendered a profound change in American attitudes toward dictatorships. With the communist superpower gone, anticommunist dictatorships now inhabited a world markedly less threatening to American strategic interests. Washington’s newfound security brought a greater emphasis on promoting liberal reforms abroad. Dictators from Mobutu Sese Seko in Zaire to Samuel Doe in Liberia found that whatever vestiges remained of their appeal were markedly diminished with the end of the Cold War. The new global order was not lost on ruling regimes. Multiparty elections spread rapidly through much of the developing world in the early 1990s not because demands for democracy by citizens had sharply increased or entrenched dictators were suddenly converted into democrats. Instead, authoritarian regimes now inhabited a unipolar American world with a superpower that proved willing to use a muscular approach to promoting democracy. In the memorable explanation for a transition to multiparty rule offered by Tanzanian autocrat Julius Nyerere, “When you see your neighbor being shaved, you should wet your beard. Otherwise, you will get a rough shave.”22


In extreme cases like Panama (1989) or Haiti (1994), the United States engaged in direct military interventions to topple dictators. Elsewhere the US enacted coercive measures to restrict access to international financing and isolate recalcitrant autocrats who refused to liberalize their political systems. Reliant on American goodwill to access international financial institutions and devoid of a justification for support based on countering Soviet-backed communism, autocracy after autocracy ushered in liberalization to adjust to the new international system. Professed Marxist-Leninists like Yoweri Museveni in Uganda and Sam Nujoma in Namibia were apparent born-again liberals. Of course, autocrats proved adept in adopting the more visible trappings of democracy—elections and multiparty legislatures—while working behind the scenes to hobble the capacity of opposition to mount successful electoral campaigns. Yet amid the constraints of the new international system, even these insincere domestic reforms had real consequences. Autocrats had to work hard to manipulate competitive elections and frequently lost power. There were a few notable exceptions to this trend. For authoritarian regimes in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Pakistan, continued or renewed geopolitical relevance would ensure uninterrupted American support. But for other dictatorships, like Myanmar and Eritrea, forgone democratic reforms meant pariah status.23


This post–Cold War period of unrivaled American hegemony is ending. Over the past decade, proclamations of a “new Cold War” between China and the United States have become commonplace. While explicitly disavowing this designation, American officials frequently mention a need to counter the threat posed by their “near peer competitor” in Beijing. Like its twentieth-century predecessor, this contest embodies another clash of systems. US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken characterized China as the only country with the intention and means “to advance a different vision of international order.” The 2022 National Security Strategy released by the White House named China as “America’s most consequential geopolitical challenge.” In his State of the Union speech earlier that year, President Joseph R. Biden Jr. described a “battle between democracy and autocracies” taking place in the world. According to the White House, autocracies in this new era seek to “export” their own governance models abroad.24


Whether or not one agrees that the US–China contest constitutes a new Cold War, it is increasingly clear that, at the very least, the American unipolar moment is ending. In the view of the Biden administration, the post–Cold War era, a period of unrivaled American power, is “definitely over.” The friendly-tyrants dilemma has resurfaced with this return to great power competition. Some commentators have already called for the United States to embrace friendly autocracies to sustain its global position against China and Russia. Commentators noted that the first American-held “Summit for Democracy” in late 2021 included autocratic regimes like Angola and notable democratic backsliders like India and the Philippines. The latter two invitees were viewed by many as hardly accidental: both countries are destined to play an important role in countering China in America’s “pivot” to Asia. In the most recent National Security Strategy, the US partnership with the consolidated autocracy in the United Arab Emirates was cited as an example of a partnership with “democracies and other like-minded states.”25


The “new Cold War” is leading the United States in a search for potential allies, not all of whom are particularly politically palatable. In some cases, this has been a re-embrace of existing, if estranged, autocratic allies. The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks against the United States brought an increased toleration of and support for authoritarian regimes in the Middle East just after the turn of the century. While President Donald J. Trump was perhaps unusually explicit in his embrace of his “favorite dictator” in Egypt, the military coup that brought Abdel Fattah el-Sisi to power had been quietly—if awkwardly—accepted by the Obama administration. As a candidate, Joe Biden vowed to make Saudi Arabia a “pariah.” The new US administration did notably distance itself from America’s longtime autocratic clients in Riyadh by declassifying intelligence linking the crown prince and de facto ruler Mohammed bin Salman to the murder and dismemberment of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi in 2018 and by leveling sanctions against some of those involved in the killing. However, in June 2022 it was announced that in efforts to secure greater Saudi cooperation with American foreign policy goals, Biden would be making a volte-face and visiting Riyadh. While in Saudi Arabia, Biden greeted Mohammed bin Salman and declared that the United States would “not walk away and leave a vacuum to be filled by China, Russia, or Iran.” Just months later, however, tensions over Saudi cooperation with Russia to cut oil production led the United States to declare it was “reviewing” its relations with Saudi Arabia.26


America’s often tortured relationship with Saudi Arabia is a remnant of the first Cold War, yet there is evidence that a growing US tolerance toward authoritarian-leaning leaders is already underway in regions more central to the Sino-American rivalry. In the Philippines, the response by the United States to democratic backsliding under President Rodrigo Duterte was decidedly muted. In part, this reflected American fears that he would make good on his pledge to abrogate the US military basing agreement and continue his rapprochement with China. While Duterte opted not to remain in office, it is difficult to imagine strong American pressure against his regime if he were to have tried. Given continued fears of warming Filipino-Chinese relations, it is also hard to imagine strong pressure against any continued backsliding under Duterte’s successor, Ferdinand Marcos Jr. In February 2023, it was announced that the United States would be expanding its military facilities in the Philippines.27


The quiet warming of US-Thai relations despite continued rule by the military junta also demonstrates an increasing wariness of China and a desire to reestablish close links with the Thai defense establishment. While Thailand was once a key ally, the end of the Cold War reduced American willingness to tolerate continued military rule in Bangkok. The United States was dismayed and embarrassed when the Thai military, one week after senior US officials expressed confidence the armed forces would exercise restraint, declared martial law and seized power in May 2014. Secretary of State John Kerry stated plainly that the coup had “no justification” and would have “negative implications” for the US-Thai military and political relationships. Accordingly, the coup was quickly followed by sanctions. The Chinese reaction was much more permissive and brought military sales that further alarmed American policymakers. Despite notable snubs of the Thai junta—including its exclusion from the Summits for Democracy and from high-level regional visits—US military ties quickly recovered, especially after Thailand’s nominal return to democracy in 2019.28


Perhaps the most remarkable new alignment is with Hanoi. Vietnam is ruled by the same communist regime the United States fought in a long and bloody war. The Vietnamese security establishment unsurprisingly harbors considerable suspicion of the United States, and some Vietnamese war veterans apparently “vowed to go to Iraq to fight for Saddam Hussein” back in 2003. Nevertheless, concerns about China in both Vietnam and Washington have spurred a gradual warming of relations between the US and an authoritarian communist regime it lost considerable blood and treasure fighting in the first Cold War.29


In short, while this “new Cold War” does plausibly offer a “clash of systems” between the thoroughly authoritarian regime in the People’s Republic of China and the democratic United States of America, it would appear the “democracies” arrayed against autocracies may come to be as heterogeneous as their “Free World” predecessors. Unsurprisingly, this seeming return to a more widespread embrace of dictatorships as allies against China and Russia has generated considerable controversy. The contemporary debate between those seeking to place democracy promotion and an alliance of democracies at the center of American foreign policy and those who argue in favor of a “regime-type-blind” foreign policy is largely a rehashing of these Cold War–era disagreements. It remains to be seen whether the rivalry with China will resemble the first Cold War. There is cause for skepticism as to whether it will replicate the intense ideological clash of the US-Soviet contest. As I discuss in the conclusion, the ideological dimension of this rivalry will likely prove important. In any case, it is very likely to bring a return to other elements of the previous superpower rivalry. First and foremost, the Sino-American struggle for global supremacy has already brought an accelerated and broad search for foreign allies.30


As the United States reenters this period of great power competition, the same debates about whether Washington ought to offer military and economic aid to foreign dictatorships continue to resurface even as our evidence for the effectiveness of past policies remains woefully underexamined. What do we really know about how attempts to entrench the rule of friendly autocrats affect their domestic politics? Does foreign support really help autocrats remain in power? Were efforts by the United States to support friendly tyrants in the first Cold War successful? What might we learn about the effectiveness of future Chinese efforts to support their own autocratic allies by looking to their Soviet predecessors? This book seeks to answer these questions by systematically examining the history of foreign support for authoritarian regimes. By reinvestigating the past, we are offered a better window to the future of foreign support for friendly dictatorships.


THE CORE PROPOSITION OF THIS BOOK IS THAT IN ORDER TO understand the effects of efforts to prop up dictatorships we must understand both how the US and the Soviet Union actually went about supporting dictators and the domestic politics of how modern dictatorships work. It is the interaction of the strategies and practices pursued by foreign patrons with the domestic distribution of power inside dictatorships that shapes the survival and demise of foreign-backed autocracies. Beyond taking the behaviors and intentions of both dictators and their external supporters seriously, such an inquiry requires comparing all attempts to prop up friendly dictatorships to ascertain general patterns. Some foreign-backed dictatorships are extremely long-lasting, and others are very fragile. To know how typical a given case is requires a cross-national investigation.


The empirical approach to evaluating these arguments is simultaneously broad and deep. In the following chapters, we move repeatedly from comparative analysis to granular examinations of particular historical moments. We learn about how foreign patrons support autocrats by analyzing this phenomenon from many different angles. It is an inquiry that sits atop a scaffolding of original cross-national data on the foreign support available to autocracies each year. By leveraging recently declassified intelligence reports and historical monographs that access foreign archives, this book offers hitherto unavailable information on the origins and organization of security forces in dictatorships that were previously black boxes. This journey takes us from the hourly deliberations of American officials in Thailand during a coup attempt to the comprehensive record of security institutions set up by Soviet advisers in Afghanistan and Ethiopia. We move back and forth from the deliberations and interests of the superpowers to their allied governments and state institutions.


This work stands on the shoulders of many political scientists and historians who have carefully compiled information on particular instances of foreign aid for authoritarian regimes. By weaving these sources together and properly situating them in the literature on authoritarian politics, this book offers a clearer and more theoretically grounded understanding of how Cold War–era efforts to support friendly tyrants really worked. While every dictatorship is different, the set of policies advocated by foreign patrons was remarkably uniform. Moreover, autocrats themselves maintained surprising commonalities in their strategies to reduce the threats posed by their internal political rivals. This is not a story of a unidirectional flow of commands from superpowers. How such state-building plans were adapted, subverted, and grafted onto local political dynamics is key to understanding how foreign support really affects the durability of authoritarian regimes. By placing these behaviors in their comparative context, we are better able to see why some efforts succeeded and others failed.


To understand why American aid did not bring durable dictatorship and why Soviet assistance entrenched resilient regimes, we must turn to the domestic politics of dictatorships. In particular we must consider how US and Soviet aid shaped the relationship between autocrats and their armies. It is in the starkly different vulnerability to military coups where US-backed and Soviet-backed autocracies diverge. In order to understand why this is the case, we have to understand why coups are such a problem for autocracies.


The loyalty of the coercive apparatus—the army, intelligence agencies, police, and other internal security services—lies at the heart of authoritarian survival. Dictators must retain the support of security forces to survive challenges to their rule. This is true of all dictatorships. Autocrats solve the problem of ensuring military loyalty through a variety of strategies. Many of the most effective means, however, are difficult to achieve. The fundamental dilemma of coup prevention for autocrats is that the very measures that ensure the military cannot carry out a coup also hasten the arrival of coup attempts. Measures that weaken the coup capacity of the army also threaten the privileges and positions of the army’s officers, who often resist such measures before they can be fully implemented. It is generally only through considerable luck that autocrats are able to build loyal internal security services. Yet there is another path to subordinating security forces to the ruling regime: external support. The Soviet Union provided assistance in helping its allied regimes reorganize their security sectors to implement the Soviet model of political control over the armed forces. The United States was unwilling to provide such assistance, and in fact the model of military organization provided by American advisers exacerbated rather than reduced the problem of military disloyalty to autocratic governments.


After introducing the centrality of the coercive apparatus to understanding the durability of authoritarian regimes, we consider the origins of the two military models promoted by the US and the Soviet Union. This requires a journey back to the source of these twin political-military systems: the American and Russian revolutions. The United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics were both born of violent revolutions and shared a fear of standing armies. These revolutionaries subsequently set about, in markedly different ways, removing the praetorian threat posed by the army to their nascent republics. Both governments feared that their armies could pose the same challenge the Praetorian Guard posed to the Roman republic, evolving from loyal guardian to principal threat to the regime. For the United States, the solution to the problem of the army was to ensure it would be small and thoroughly depoliticized. For the Soviet Union, it was to tie the army to the ruling regime through thorough politicization. It was these two models of military organization that the US and the Soviet Union exported abroad once they became the twin superpowers at the end of the Second World War.


We then turn to the actual efforts to promote these models through support given to particular autocratic regimes. We examine Soviet efforts to build new regimes in Eastern Europe as well as in South Yemen and Mozambique. For the United States, we examine American efforts to build armies in Korea, South Vietnam, and Cambodia. Once these institutions were built, how did they affect the survival of their regimes? By examining the behavior of authoritarian security structures during coups, we see that the US was willing to accept military coups even in closely allied client regimes. By contrast, the security institutions built to prevent coups in Soviet allies were effective in preventing military takeovers. This discussion takes us to a further consequence of the political dynamics of American military aid for dictatorships. A sustained investigation into the efforts to build the Cambodian military and support the Lon Nol dictatorship (1970–1975) offers a window into how the internal political consequences of military aid and coup prevention paradoxically weakened the Cambodian military. This examination offers considerable parallels to the more recent American efforts to build a new military in Afghanistan.


This discussion of the Cold War is followed by an overview of how military aid from the United States and Russia has changed after the end of the Cold War. Of particular importance have been the decline and possible return of the military coup d’état. This book concludes with an attempt to make sense of the lessons learned from the history of foreign support for dictatorships. In which ways can US and Soviet foreign policy be considered successful or failed? Which of these lessons can be applied to any future Cold War? It is up to the reader to weigh the moral consequences of American and Soviet behavior toward authoritarian regimes in the first Cold War. It is the task of this book to provide an unbiased account of this history and take the goals of each patron and client seriously on their own terms. Only by taking Soviet goals and allied government interests seriously can we accurately account for their observed behavior.


In contrast to much recent work on authoritarian politics, the attention here is focused squarely on the role of the military and internal security services. This may seem unhelpfully retrograde in a world where coups d’état and military rule have declined. Unfortunately, optimism about the decline of the importance of the security apparatus for understanding authoritarian politics is misplaced. The army remains a central actor in the survival of democracies and autocracies alike.


Any return to great power aid for client dictatorships is likely to feature a replay of many of the tragedies and triumphs of the first Cold War. Much has changed since the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. But much has not. Dictatorships have not fundamentally changed. Even in this modern age, their survival and their demise fundamentally rest on the loyalty of their security services. Military aid in the future will continue to interact with the domestic politics of dictatorships. Without learning lessons from the first Cold War, we risk repeating earlier mistakes.















1 AUTOCRATS AND ARMIES



Coercion is at the core of authoritarian rule. Autocrats are autocrats because they rule without the consent of the governed. Of course, some authoritarian rulers enjoy real popularity. Dictators who preside over economic growth, provide relative political stability, and minimize corruption do sometimes gain popular support. Yet such efforts are rarely successfully sustained. In order to reward supporters and punish opponents, autocrats distort the economy to divert resources to supporters and provide their subordinates with opportunities to line their pockets. The political stability they provide is ephemeral—dictatorships appear stable until suddenly they are not. President Jimmy Carter described the shah’s regime in Iran as an “island of stability” just weeks before mass protests would mark the beginning of the Iranian Revolution that overthrew his regime. Even well-institutionalized authoritarian regimes struggle mightily with leadership succession. The insecurity of the position of members of the inner circle engenders a constant jockeying for power and a pervasive fear of losing out in a factional battle. While repression can keep dissent at bay, it also sows the seeds of future unrest. The prospects of a violent end also haunt all dictatorships. When dictators are overthrown, they face the risk of exile, jail, or death.1


As a dictator’s reign lengthens, whatever enthusiasm or hope greeted the initial seizure of power tends to dissipate. The lack of a reliable mechanism for accountability through elections virtually ensures that dictators outlive their popularity. Once autocrats face challenges from their fellow governing officials, powerful economic elites, or the masses, they must rely on their security forces. The military, police, internal security, and intelligence services are the institutions of last resort to defend the regime. In infiltrating and monitoring political parties, labor unions, and opposition groups, these security forces seek to preempt challenges from emerging. Police and other internal security forces engage in the quotidian repression that seeks to keep dissidents at bay. The life of an opposition activist in an authoritarian regime entails frequent arrests and harassment from state security agents. In some cases, the repression is highly legalistic, with trumped-up legal charges masking the political nature of the sentence. In others the coercion is more naked. As a last resort, security forces are equipped to use lethal violence to defend the regime from its enemies. Yet the sword that defends the regime is double-edged. The very armed forces who are tasked with protecting the autocracy themselves pose its most potent potential challenge.


We cannot understand how foreign aid affects the survival of autocrats without understanding these internal dynamics. The arrival of a foreign power offering money, guns, and advisers to autocrats facing multiple domestic challengers shapes most of the decisions of those autocrats on the receiving end of the assistance. As we will see, the consequences of external military aid for the relationship between the coercive apparatus and the dictatorship are not always well understood by either the provider or the recipient of this assistance. Of central importance is the relationship between autocrats and their security forces. This is not only because military aid is a central component of foreign assistance for friendly autocrats, but because the military is so central to authoritarian rule.


IT MAY NOT BE OBVIOUS THAT THE MILITARY AND OTHER SECURITY forces stand at the heart of modern authoritarian rule. The conventional popular image of the end of an authoritarian regime is through mass protests. The stylized version features brave protesters weathering repression to sustain mass mobilization that forces the dictator to give up. There is of course much truth to this story, and heroic individual sacrifices are often needed to bring down dictators. But in the end, it is the behavior of the security forces that determines whether an autocrat will fall. When mass protests bring down a dictatorship, it is because the armed forces defect or remove the autocrat themselves. In Algeria in April 2019, octogenarian dictator Abdelaziz Bouteflika resigned after sustained mass protests. But it was not protesters storming into his office that led to his departure. Instead, it was the chief of staff of the powerful Algerian army who ordered him to resign. Once Bouteflika lost the support of those armed to defend the regime, he was done. A very similar sequence of events led to the removal of the genocidal dictator of Sudan, Omar al-Bashir, just nine days after Bouteflika resigned. When Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez briefly resigned in April 2002, it was not because the mass of protesters pushed their way into the presidential palace and forced him to step down. Instead, it was the chief of staff of the armed forces who demanded he give up power after he ordered the army to crush mass protests. Unable to rally supporters within the armed forces, Chávez acquiesced and went into military custody. Two days later, disunity within the army would enable him to return with the support of key commanders. It was the army, not the masses in the streets, that proved decisive in both his removal and return to power.2


The defection of the army is often a dramatic moment in the life of a protest movement that signals the regime is finished. In Egypt during the Arab Spring, protesters triumphantly proclaimed that “the people and the army are one hand!” The army refused to use force to disperse the protests and, after several weeks of indecision, forced President Hosni Mubarak to resign. During the Iranian Revolution in 1979, protesters placed flowers in the gun barrels of soldiers confronting the mass movement. This fraternization between protesters and the military is common when the army defects from the regime and declines to use force. In other cases, the role of security service defection is more passive. Mass protests against Eduard Shevardnadze in Georgia in 2003 succeeded in ousting his regime during the Rose Revolution, thanks to the passive defection of the army and police. First, the woefully underresourced police did not resist the storming of the parliament by protesters. When Shevardnadze then called for a state of emergency, the military refused to support the declaration. Deprived of any coercive resources to use against the protests, he resigned. In Tunisia in 2011 the army similarly defected from the Zine El Abidine Ben Ali regime. When the chief of staff of the army, General Rachid Ammar, was called on by President Ben Ali to use force against the protesters, he refused and was arrested. In reaction, the army withdrew its forces from Tunis against Ben Ali’s wishes, and his regime collapsed.3


Yet for all the instances of triumphant crowds cheering the departure of a hated dictator alongside a defecting military there are those in which the armed forces brutally crush the protests. Mass protests in the early 1990s in Togo failed to precipitate the defection of military personnel, who instead reliably used coercion to save the regime. Both the 2009 and the 2022 protests across Iran also failed to bring the defection of state security forces. The two most important coercive pillars of the regime—the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps and the Basij militia—remained loyal to the clerical government. Months of mass protests in Belarus in 2020 similarly failed to secure the defection of the Belarusian army, internal security forces, and intelligence services. Protesters in Cuba, Venezuela, Russia, Syria, and Myanmar have all recently confronted security forces ready and willing to defend their beleaguered regimes, sometimes with brutal violence.4


Security force loyalty is also critical in defending regimes from violent challenges that emerge outside the state. Armed rebellions have threatened many dictatorships. To defeat the regime, rebel forces must either defeat the government’s army on the battlefield or persuade it to join the rebellion. Student protesters in Myanmar have taken up arms since the coup in 2021 as their peaceful protests faced a hail of bullets from the armed forces. Yet the military has remained largely cohesive and brutal in its defense of the junta. While the odds of these students-turned-rebels defeating the army remain long, insurgencies do regularly defeat dictatorships. They have done so nearly fifty times since 1945, in fact. In Ethiopia, a rebel movement that began with seven students meeting in an Addis Ababa café in 1974 grew into a rebel army that defeated the largest army in sub-Saharan Africa less than seventeen years later. Chad has experienced three successful armed rebellions against dictatorships (1979, 1982, and 1990). To defeat an armed rebellion, dictatorships must secure the backing of a loyal and effective army.5


While repressing unarmed protesters depends more on loyalty than military capacity, the army must be competent at executing complex operations to defeat rebels. Unfortunately for dictatorships, such military strength can be used for ends other than countering insurgents. Strengthening the military and other internal security services to defend the regime from these external challenges exacerbates the internal threat posed by the armed forces to the dictatorship. Powerful armies led by competent officers can also lead coups d’état to oust the autocrat they supposedly serve. This coup threat is in fact even more severe than that posed by mass protests or war. Military coups d’état have been the most common cause of authoritarian regime breakdown since the Second World War. For individual autocratic rulers the picture is even bleaker: more than two-thirds of ousted autocrats were removed by coups. The threat of mass unrest or war means that dictators cannot rule without security forces. Moreover, most autocrats inherit an army built by someone else and which can only be dismantled at great political cost. The problem of the army for autocrats leads authoritarian regimes to engage in a variety of measures to reduce the motivation or capacity of their militaries to carry out coups.6


There are three broad strategies that autocrats pursue in trying to reduce the coup threat they face: inducements, fragmentation, and infiltration. Autocrats try to induce their armies not to overthrow their regimes by distributing spoils to the military and by cultivating a loyal crop of senior officers. High wages, opportunities for corruption, and advanced equipment are given to the army in exchange for loyal service to the regime. If officers are happy enough with the current regime, they will be less likely to engage in risky acts of disloyalty. The main constraint on this behavior is fiscal, and the primary political cost is aggravating popular perceptions of corruption. This inducement strategy is not, however, very effective. It is difficult to durably purchase loyalty, and positive inducements leave in place a military capable of ousting the regime at some later date. Officers motivated by material rewards might also calculate that they could get a better deal by simply seizing power for themselves. Moreover, the spoils of command also tend to be unevenly shared, and lavishing senior commanders with opportunities for corruption can exacerbate tensions between junior officers and the generals. This is a problem, as it is the lower-ranked officers—lieutenants, captains, majors—who generally lead the troop commands that provide the muscle behind coups. In Tanzania, the January 1983 coup attempt was motivated by poor living standards for junior officers relative to their senior commanders. Such grievances have motivated many military mutinies.7


A riskier but nevertheless common inducement strategy is to manipulate promotions in the military to place allies in key commands. Often these are coethnics, individuals from a leader’s home region, preexisting allies, or even family members. Autocratic armies are replete with examples of brothers, nephews, and sons-in-law leading sensitive military commands. In Hafez al-Assad’s regime in Syria (1970–2000), his brother-in-law led the Republican Guard, his brother the formidable Defense Companies, and his nephew the Struggle Companies. Such interference in the military hierarchy generates significant grievances among the officers passed over for promotion and has motivated many coups. It is rarely popular among the existing officer corps to place family members or other political cronies in high-ranking commands. It is similarly unpopular to carve out exclusive ethnic enclaves in the upper ranks. While coethnics perhaps make for more loyal military commanders, excluded ethnic groups resent their subordinate position and frequently strike before their status can be successfully lowered.8


While the above methods focus on reducing the incentives for a coup, dictators also often attempt to reduce the capacity of their militaries to overthrow them in a coup. There are several common strategies. One is through institutional fragmentation: regimes create multiple and often redundant security forces meant to counterbalance the regular military. These are sometimes expanded presidential guards, party militia, paramilitary organizations, or troops from the interior ministry. These internal security forces outside the regular military are not always small: in the late 1960s the People’s Militia in Mali outnumbered the army three to one. The Saudi coercive apparatus involves a considerable amount of counterbalancing: the regular army is balanced by both the Royal Guard and the National Guard. The National Guard is not merely a poorly equipped paramilitary adjunct to a superior army but maintains combined arms capabilities and considerable professionalization. The Syrian Defense Companies mentioned above were an elite force with twenty thousand troops, an independent intelligence and security organization, special forces, air defense missile brigades, and the most advanced armored units available to the Syrian army.9
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