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The diversionary theory largely focuses on the incentives leaders have to use force. However,

us

little attention has been given to the characteristics that make for a good target. We argue that
US presidents choose targets that repress human rights since they are the easiest to sell to

an

international and domestic audiences. By targeting repressive states US presidents can justify
their use of force by cloaking their motivation in the language of human rights, responding to
calls for intervention, pointing to the failure of international actors and institutions to resolve

M

these problems, and building upon emerging norms that allow for intervention in repressive
states. Updating US Use of Force data, we empirically test and find support for our hypothesis

ed

that presidents target human rights abusers when they face trouble at home. This paper
contributes to target selection process by offering a complete theory of diversionary conflict
accounting for cost/benefit calculation of presidents. Moreover, we believe that our findings

ce
pt

reveal human rights practices’ role in international conflict, as well.
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Abstract
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Diversionary conflict theory argues that leaders use their war powers to divert public
attention when they face domestic policy failures, covering for failure in one policy area with
success in another (Alesina and Rosenthal 1989; Chappell and Keech 1985; Clark, Fordham, and
Nordstrom 2011; Erikson 1989; Fair 1978; Fordham 1998; Hess and Orphanides 1995; Hibbs

ip
t

1989; Levy 1988; Ostrom and Job 1986). To date the literature has mainly focused on the

cr

suggested that leaders benefit from diversionary conflict regardless of the target or the outcome

us

(Gelpi 1997; Levy 1988; Morgan and Bickers 1992), an emerging literature argues that strategic
target selection is integral to the success (or failure) of diversionary conflict (Jung 2014a, 2014b;

an

Klein and Tokdemir n.d.; Martinez Machain and Rosenberg n.d.; Mitchell and Prins 2000)1.
We begin by assuming that leaders have incentives to divert public attention. Then, we

M

argue that leaders must strategically select the best target using a cost-benefit calculation

ed

(Chiozza and Goemans 2003). Leaders need to choose a target that will divert the attention of
others, both in the domestic and international realm. Even further, they need a target that will

ce
pt

increase patriotic support at home in order to maintain the legitimacy of their actions. So what
makes a viable target? And what are the characteristics that presidents look for when choosing
their victims?

In this paper, we argue that human rights practices offer an important characteristic for

strategic target selection. Human rights have played an increasingly important role in U.S.
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incentives to use force rather than the target selection process. Though some studies have

foreign policy over time, and U.S. presidents frequently use human rights rhetoric in times of
conflict. Indeed, human rights violations were one of the justifications that George H. Bush used
for the 1991 Gulf War, George W. Bush for the 2003 Iraq war, Obama for the Libya intervention
in 2011, and recently Trump for the bombing of Syria.2 Previous research shows that politicians

have been known to use human rights rhetoric to further their own political agenda (Fordham
and Cutrone 2010). In addition, research has shown that people care about human rights (see
Eichenberg 2003; Hertel, Scruggs, and Heidkamp 2009; McFarland and Mathews 2005), and
some are willing to pay costs for the protection of those rights. Here, we focus on the U.S., and

ip
t

suggest that framing aggressive foreign policy around a state’s human rights violations helps

cr

Furthermore, we argue that target states are often unable to avoid being targeted because human

us

rights practices are sticky.

This paper contributes to the current literature in at least two big ways. First, we add to

an

the diversionary conflict literature by outlining human rights practices as an important indicator
of strategic target selection. Second, we add to the human rights literature by showing how

M

leaders may use human rights records as an excuse to target a state for attack. We test our

ed

argument on the United States’ uses of force between 1949 and 2007 to determine whether
repressive states are targeted more often in the face of domestic economic trouble. Our findings

ce
pt

show that countries with poor human rights records are subject to aggressive foreign policy in
times when diversionary incentives are present.

The Pillars of Diversionary Conflict Theory
The diversionary conflict literature argues that leaders may use force abroad as an oxygen tent to
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shape public opinion toward the conflict in a way that minimizes reputational costs to Presidents.

revive themselves from the suffocating costs of domestic policy failure (Levy 1988). Leaders
may also use their foreign policy tools to pursue their own goals, such as re-election or policy
change. This can work through a variety of mechanisms. First, previous studies show that
conflict with an out-group improves relations among the in-group (Coser 1956; Simmel 1955). In
this way, conflict with an “outside” state may help leaders improve their relations domestically.

Another argument suggests that leaders can cover-up the problems in one policy domain, such as
a loss of popularity and perceived lack of competence, through success in another issue area like
foreign policy (Levy 1988; Mueller 1973). In this way, a successful conflict abroad can help
make up for domestic policy failure. Finally, leaders can use foreign conflict as an agenda-setting

ip
t

tool. Conflict allows them to essentially clear the political agenda (Kisangani and Pickering

cr

improves a leader’s chance to survive and/or pass policy.

us

Leaders can, of course, address domestic policy failures by using other policy tools. However, it
is not always feasible to solve domestic policy failures immediately. As the recent global

an

economic crisis has shown, it is difficult to revive a struggling economy. Revival takes time and,
even worse, the solutions to economic trouble (such as austerity and cuts to social welfare) may

M

prove unpopular (Foster 2006). When leaders are unable to solve their domestic troubles directly,

ed

a diversionary conflict can help in a few different ways. Not only does it divert attention from
domestic policy failure, but it also boosts presidential popularity, improves re-election prospects,

ce
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and builds patriotism, which allows leaders to achieve domestic and foreign policy objectives
more easily (Enterline and Gleditsch 2000; Levy and Vakili 2014; Mueller 1973).
While the diversionary conflict literature has come quite far, there are few theories that

account for the positive impact aggressive foreign policy can have on public approval.
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2007). Common to each of these lines of argument is the implication that using force abroad

Accordingly, diversionary conflict can be an effective tool only if the public agrees that
aggressive foreign policy is a necessary measure to be taken. Assuming the public has limited
access to private information, specifically on foreign policy issues, they are open to
manipulation. Nevertheless, leaders must “sell” the use of force and its effectiveness to their
target audiences, as the public is not irrational but capable of post-hoc verification and

punishment (Arena 2008; Colaresi 2006; Reiter and Stam 1998). Hence, an aggressive foreign
policy action that is not appealing to the public may be seen as merely a self-interested act of a
leader, and thus provide no diversion at all. In other words, if the public knew about the private
preferences of a leader, then attempts to divert public attention would be of little use (see

ip
t

Colaresi 2014). For this reason, target selection is crucial. The target needs to help convince

cr

convincing the people, then the aggressive foreign policy will neither divert public attention from

us

domestic politics (and, in fact, may make it worse), nor create the rally effect necessary to
increase domestic support.

an

Following this logic, we contend that leaders must be able to convince others that the use
of force is justified, and the conflict itself must be salient enough to dominate the public sphere,

M

in order for diversionary conflict to be effective. In addition, if the audience sees the conflict as a

ed

self-interested action, then the action is unlikely to divert public attention. The challenge is made
all the more difficult for leaders because there are almost always people skeptical of any use of

ce
pt

force; in fact, this is one of the criticisms levied against President Bill Clinton’s use of force
during Operation Desert Fox right before his impeachment hearing.3 Thus leaders must seek
“legitimate” targets to maximize the chance of selling the conflict to the public and minimize the
number of people who view the use of force as politically motivated. Finally, since the ability to
sell the conflict is not constant across all targets, the probability of being targeted for
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people to believe in the goals of the aggressive foreign policy. If the leader is unsuccessful at

diversionary purposes is also not constant across all states.
However, domestic public opinion is only one side of the coin in the cost/benefit

calculation of diversionary behavior. On the other side is international reputation. If the conflict
violates international law, leaders may face international censure. One could argue that the

United States is exempt from international rules and regulation because of its hegemonic role.
However, there is a good deal of evidence that hegemonic states have incentives to follow
international norms and rules as well since they helped create them, and therefore benefit from
following them (Ikenberry 2000; 2003). A violation of state sovereignty perceived of as unjust

ip
t

might make other states hostile, less willing to interact, or unwilling to follow the rules in the

cr

States war in Iraq in 2003. The United States started the war without the approval of U.N.

us

Security Council, which prevented many states from supporting them in the war. States are not
solely concerned with international law when making their decision to engage in conflict.

an

Rivalries, alliances, and strategic interests are all parts of this equation. However, some conflicts
can be seen by the public abroad as just,4 which would prevent strong opposition, and generate

M

support. Therefore, it is important for presidents to justify their actions so that they may convince
other political actors to aid them. International support both reduces the costs of the conflict and

ed

allows presidents to share the blame should something go wrong. Further, convincing the

ce
pt

international community should also reduce the likelihood that other states come to the aid of
their target. For instance, standing in contrast with the second United States-Iraq War, the first
Gulf War is an example of how convincing the international community decreases the wartime
and post-war costs.

That said, we note that if leaders use force abroad hoping to divert public attention and
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future; all of which could prove costly to the United States. An example of this is the United

increase their support through increased public patriotism, then we should be able to predict
which types of states are most likely to be targeted by diversion-seeking leaders. There are many
different characteristics of a state that may define its potential for being targeted. As stated
above, we assume that presidents use a cost-benefit calculation when deciding who to target for

diversionary behavior. A state with a strong military may increase the costs to conflict, but a
state with too weak a military may not provide enough distraction to divert public opinion. The
historical, economic, political, and social setting of the state are all important when a president is
choosing a target (Tarar 2016). Previously, Mitchell and Prins (2000) found that high levels of

ip
t

domestic inflation increase the probability of use of force with rival countries. Jung (2014a)

cr

the rally-around-the-flag effect. Jung (2014b) contends that leaders also avoid large-scale

unstable targets that may reciprocate harshly.

us

conflicts that can trigger additional opposition directed at them; therefore, they do not go after

an

Given the primary role of the United States in world politics, and their extensive military
presence around the world, U.S. presidents, unlike many other leaders, have a large pool of

M

potential targets from which to choose.5 The best target should be the least costly one that diverts

ed

public attention, potentially improves long-term popularity, and allows the president to justify
the conflict as necessary. Moreover, as the pioneer of liberal values, democracy, and human

ce
pt

rights in the post-World War II era, we can expect U.S. presidents to engage in a strategic target
selection process in which they seek to determine the most appropriate and manageable target to
serve their diversionary needs. What, then, makes a good target?

Legitimizing the Action: The International Community and Human
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argues that leaders are more likely to target greedy or fear-producing targets because it increases

Rights

We contend that countries with frequent human rights violations constitute a legitimate,

and thus a less costly, target for U.S. Presidents searching for a target. By targeting countries
with poor human rights records, presidents will be better able to sell the conflict to the

international community and domestic actors. They can also respond to the demands of the
international community for human rights intervention in cases where other international actors
and institutions have failed to address these violations. We further argue that targeting countries
with a poor human rights record has become an increasingly viable and a much less costly

ip
t

strategy over time.

cr

repressive states. For example, the United Nations Security Council allows intervention under

us

Chapter VII when states are violating human rights or unable to protect the human rights of their
citizens. As humanitarian action has become increasingly politicized, institutionalized, and

an

popularized (Barnett 2005), it has become a much more useful tool for U.S. presidents who want
to use force for political reasons. Scholars have argued that, in cases in which states are violating

M

the human rights of their citizens, a war of intervention can be justified (Crawford 2003; Leebaw

ed

2007; Walzer 2006). To increase the legitimacy of intervention, presidents can point to the
failure of the United Nations and international law to address these violations themselves. There

ce
pt

are many scholars, policy makers, and human rights activists who argue that international human
rights treaties, like the Convention Against Torture (CAT) and the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), have no effect on preventing human rights abuses (Downs,
Rocke, and Barsoom 1996; Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005). Hence, many scholars have found
that international human rights treaties do not lead states to alter their behavior, specifically in
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Human rights violations have increasingly become a legitimate rationale for intervening in

the most repressive states (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005). There is similar criticism that the
United Nations “has no teeth” and is unable to adequately punish or change the state behavior of
repressive states. These perceived failures could provide U.S. presidents with a rationale for
justifying intervention.

Respect for human rights has significantly impacted state behavior, state decision
making, and a state’s propensity for conflict. Human rights abuses have been used to justify a
reduction in foreign aid (Cingranelli and Pasquerello 1985; Regan 1995), sanctions against
repressive states (Peksen 2009), and as justification for the large number of United Nations

ip
t

sanctioned military interventions (Semb 2000).6 Human rights violations have even been shown

cr

(Leebaw 2007) and human rights organizations (Murdie and Davis 2012) has successfully used

us

naming and shaming to alter state behavior. Sobek, Abouharb, and Ingram (2006) find that when
two states both have good human rights practices the probability of conflict is diminished. Their

an

findings hold whether it is two democracies, two autocracies, or one autocracy and one
democracy. Similarly, Caprioli and Trumbore (2003) find that states that discriminate and

M

repress their citizens (which they term human rights rogues) are more likely to be involved in
interstate conflict. Furthermore, recent work by Choi and James (2016; see also Choi 2013)

ed

argues that the U.S. intervenes militarily in response to human rights violations. We argue that

ce
pt

part of the reason that states with poor human rights practices are more likely to be involved in
interstate conflict is because they are appealing targets for leaders with diversionary incentives.
Human rights have also become an increasingly important part of United States’ foreign policy
specifically since World War II (Mertus 2008, Rana 2005). For example, in the early 1970s
Congress passed over 20 pieces of legislation linking foreign policy to human rights practices
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to affect the level of FDI that a country receives (Barry, Clay, and Flynn 2013). Further, activists

(Cingranelli and Pasquarello 1985). In addition, Cutrone and Fordham (2010) show that member
of Congress use human rights rhetoric to further their interests, and Mertus (2008) claims that
(regardless of their party) all presidents use human rights rhetoric selectively by “condemning
abuses of the enemies” and “overlooking the abuses of allies.” These studies all argue that the

normative weight of human rights provides a useful tool for politicians wishing to pursue their
own interests quite separately from humanitarian goals. In short, human rights are an important
part of foreign policy decisions both due to humanitarian goals and the self-interested goals of
political leaders.

ip
t

We argue that, given the benefits of targeting human rights violators, U.S. presidents will

cr

sole justification for using force. Indeed, our argument allows for presidents to target states for

us

many reasons; human rights will likely be only one justification among many. For example, the
Iraq war had a host of justifications such as weapons of mass destruction, oil, national security,

an

and human rights. Only one of them was the need to intervene in order to prevent human rights
abuses against the Kurdish and Shia populations. This prevented some human rights advocates

M

from becoming vocal opponents of the war, and even led some to endorse the war.7 Regardless

ed

of the long-term consequences of the war, this support from a typically anti-war segment of the
population helped President Bush at the onset of conflict. Although the Iraq war may not be a

ce
pt

clear example of a diversionary conflict, this shows that presidents are able to increase support
for the conflict and minimize those who are vehemently opposed to it by framing aggressive
foreign policy in the language of human rights and ending repression.
While there are few large-scale humanitarian atrocities today, targeting based on human rights
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target such states when they are looking for a diversionary target. However, this need not be the

practices can still provide presidents with a number of opportune targets. The human rights
abuses of foreign countries are increasingly visible (see Clark and Sekkink 2013; Fariss 2014),
and awareness of these issues in the United States should not be ignored. From the time of
Jimmy Carter until today human rights has always been part of presidential rhetoric. Presidents
Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama also asserted on many occasions that the

United States would act in the global defense of human rights and commit to improving human
rights throughout the world.8 For example, in 2002 George W. Bush stated in his presidential
address that “America will lead by defending liberty and justice” and in the National Security
Strategy of the United States two years prior he pledged that the United States would “press

ip
t

governments that deny human rights.”

cr

lack of information about elite decision-making processes with regard to the conflict at stake,

us

and second, the paradoxical nature of diversionary use of force. Accordingly, if the public knew
that a conflict was initiated as a result of diversionary ambitions, then the attempt would fail.

an

Nevertheless, following our theoretical expectation, we can still trace some conflict events that
were characterized as being diversionary as an illustration. The Libyan intervention in 2011 and

M

bombing of Syria in 2017 along with the bombing of Iraq in 1997 as illustrated above, are some

ed

of the examples, which can be seen (and indeed have been labelled) as attempts to divert from
domestic troubles using human rights rhetoric.

ce
pt

In a time when the Obama Administration was suffering domestic economic trouble (for
example, an unemployment rate around 9% and first quarter growth rate of -1.5%), the U.S.
decided to actively intervene in Libya to support Libyans in their uprising against the Qaddafi
regime. In fact, the Obama Administration used human rights violations as one of the

Ac

Downloaded by [Ohio State University Libraries] at 07:49 28 August 2017

It is never easy to predict whether conflict is diversionary or not. This is because, first, there is a

justifications for engaging in military operation to overthrow the Qaddafi regime. While there
was an abundance of targets in the region, for example Arab Spring states, the Qaddafi regime
was one of the most visible and legitimate targets in the eyes of the public due to domestic
repression of civilians as well as accusations of their involvement in the bombing of PanAm
Flight 103. Such an intervention provided a significant diversion of public attention, created a

rally effect, and helped boost President Obama’s approval. At the very least it helped the Obama
Administration provide a foreign policy success during a failing economy. We, of course, do not
claim that the Libyan intervention began solely to divert attention. However, along with strategic
reasons, the repressive regime of Qaddafi helped the Obama Administration in making a

ip
t

persuasive justification for intervention.

cr

diversion. Upon his election, the Trump Administration faced heavy criticism for many reasons,

us

including plans and proposals to abolish Obamacare, close relations with Russian President
Putin, and executive orders pertaining to the visa process and border security. Despite his

an

“America First” rhetoric, and an expressed desire not to intervene in the Syrian Civil War,
bombing the Assad regime in Syria after its use of chemical weapons generated a relatively

M

friendly environment for the Trump Administration in the mainstream media, and among the

ed

public. When explaining why the U.S. chose to intervene, President Trump’s rhetoric was indeed
based on human rights violations:

ce
pt

Assad choked out the lives of helpless men, women and children. It was a slow
and brutal death for so many. Even beautiful babies were cruelly murdered in this
very barbaric attack. No child of God should ever suffer such horror…Tonight I
ordered a targeted military strike on the airfield in Syria from where the chemical
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Similarly, the Trump Administration bombing of Syria may constitute another example of

attack was launched.9

Recent work by Choi and James (2016) has argued that U.S. presidents engage in military

intervention for humanitarian reasons, as opposed to threats to democracy or terrorism. Choi
(2013) similarly argues that U.S. military interventions are driven by the liberal contention that
force is used abroad to protect lives and stop human rights abuses, as opposed to being motivated

by self-interest or other realist reasons. Nonetheless, neither the former nor the latter study
explores the timing of these interventions. Human rights practices change very little over time.
Thus, repressive states today are often the same states that were repressive last year and the year
before last. Why intervene today while failing to intervene in the past? We argue that one

ip
t

possible reason is because the benefits of intervening today are greater than they were in the past.

cr

If an intervention is more likely during times of domestic trouble, this can be evidence that

us

leaders are choosing when to intervene by examining when it will benefit them the most.
Hence, the political salience of human rights provides presidents with visible and

an

legitimate targets in times where diversionary incentives occur. In fact, Kisangani and Pickering
(2007) find that leaders do engage in use of force for diversionary purposes to intervene during

M

humanitarian crises. We extend this by arguing that, although United States presidents may not

ed

always have the opportunity to intervene in a humanitarian crisis, they do have the power to
frame conflicts as humanitarian crises. Indeed, there is no clear line between human-rights

ce
pt

violations and humanitarian crises. There is no established guideline for how many people must
be repressed, in what time frame,10 or even what constitutes a government’s failure (or
culpability) with regard to protecting human rights in foreign countries. Furthermore, some
humanitarian crises are often not labeled as such until they are over. For example, during the
Rwandan genocide authorities did not label the mass atrocities as a genocide, thereby absolving
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In particular, repressive states provide a consistent set of targets when presidents are in trouble.

themselves of having to intervene under international law. In a recent interview, President
Clinton expressed his regret for not intervening in Rwanda, adding that he would “feel a lifetime
responsibility” for this decision.11 Hence, while we agree with Kisangani and Pickering (2007)

that United States presidents may intervene in humanitarian crises given diversionary incentives,
we also allow for the possibility that presidents may manufacture a crisis.
A possible challenge to our argument may come from the strategic conflict avoidance
theory. That is, if other states know that the president has diversionary incentives, they will act

ip
t

more cooperatively so that the United States will not have an excuse to start a conflict (Clark

cr

antagonistic behavior towards the United States when diversionary incentives occur, but argue

us

that tempering a poor human rights record is more difficult. Improving human rights is costly
because it involves punishing agents, building institutions, and establishing effective monitoring.

an

Further, repression is also used to respond to domestic concerns and to ensure that elites stay in
power (Davenport 2007), so improving human rights is likely to upset local elites who benefit

M

from the use of repression. Even if state leaders would only like to tone down the use of

ed

repression this may lead to domestic unrest and undermine their chances of staying in power.
Finally, if target states do decide to improve their human rights record, this often takes time. For

ce
pt

instance, a state’s human rights practices are often quite stable over time, as evidenced in both
the CIRI physical integrity index and the Political Terror Scale. The worst violators do not seem
able or willing to adjust their human rights behavior. The time, cost, and potential threat to leader
survival as a result of reducing repression makes it unlikely, or even impossible, for leaders to
take such a step to strategically avoid conflict. For this reason, we find strategic conflict
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2003; Clark et al. 2011; Fordham 2005). We agree that potential targets may temper their

avoidance less convincing when discussing the violation of human rights that occur in the
domestic realm.

Thus, we argue that when presidents need to divert public attention from a domestic
issue, they choose targets with less respect for human rights. These targets are easy to sell to both

the international and domestic communities because the purpose of the conflict can be framed as
a human rights intervention. Framing a conflict this way leads to increased support for both the
conflict and the president as a result of the increasingly popular support for human rights (and
distaste for human rights violators). This leads us to the following hypothesis:

ip
t

Hypothesis: As the incentive to divert increases, such as poor economic

cr
us

compared to less repressive states.

Methodological Approach

an

In order to test our hypothesis, we use Fordham’s (1998) data on U.S. uses of force short of war
as our dependent variable.12 The data cover United States’ uses of force quarterly between 1948

M

and 1994. To extend the time coverage, we update Fordham’s data using the Militarized
Interstate Dispute (MID) dataset. Following Fordham’s coding rules, we code only the three

ed

highest uses of force as a binary variable.13 Thus, we exclude non-uses of force such as troop
movements as well as uses of force in which presidents may not be involved, such as fishing boat

ce
pt

disputes. We also only code cases where the United States is the aggressor. The data exclude
ongoing wars since the theory of diversionary conflict suggests that leaders would prefer to avoid
a costly war.

As our main independent variable, we use quarterly unemployment in the United States, as a
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conditions, the U.S. will be more likely to use force against repressive states

percentage of the population that is 16 and older to measure the need for diversion.
Unemployment is often used as a measure of domestic trouble in developed democracies
(Kisanagi and Pickering 2005). Data are taken from the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS). As an alternative measure of domestic trouble, we use the misery index (a combination of
unemployment and quarterly rate of inflation compared to the preceding quarter) in our first

robustness model (see Mitchel and Prins 2004, Ostrom and Job 1986).14 Inflation data are also
taken from the BLS.
Our second independent variable is taken from Fariss (2014) who calculates a latent human
rights score from 1948 forward. Alternative measures of state human rights practices often do

ip
t

not start until the end of the 20th century.15 This is a continuous measure of state human rights

cr

variable ranges from -4.6 to 3.1, with a global average human rights score of -0.2. We use

us

bootstrapped standard errors to help account for the measurement error associated with this
measure (see Fariss 2014). Additionally, we include an interaction term to account for the

an

conditional nature of our hypothesis. We argue that without a suitable target, high unemployment
will not be a sufficient predictor of diversionary conflict. As such we include an interaction term

M

between unemployment and our human rights measure.

Finally, we control for a number of important indicators of conflict demonstrated to matter in

ed

earlier works. First, we control for the relative military strength of the target state using CINC

ce
pt

scores (Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey 1972), with higher values indicating a weaker target. We
control for an impending election in the United States (Howell and Pevehouse 2005) using a
dummy variable coded as 1 in the two quarters preceding a presidential election. Finally, we
include a variable indicating whether the government of the United States is unified (the party of
the president controls the legislative branches). In addition, we control for a number of
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practices, which we invert so that higher scores are associated with a more repressive state. This

alternative selection criteria. We account for the regime of the target state using a dichotomous
measure of democracy (Marshall and Jaggers 2002), coded a 1 if a country is democratic (that is,
having a polity2 score above 6) and 0 otherwise.16 We also include a measure of bi-lateral trade
(Barbieri and Keshk 2016) to account for economic interdependence. Finally, we include a

measure of UN voting similarity (Voeten 2013) to control for the strategic importance of
potential targets.
We employ probit models to test our hypothesis, which contends that a conflict is more likely
when there is both high unemployment and the target state is a repressive regime, following

ip
t

recent work on strategic target selection (see Jung 2014a, 2014b). Our unit of analysis is

cr

and 2007.

us

Results

an

The results from our analysis can be seen in Table 1. We start with a simple model which
regresses uses of force on unemployment. Unemployment is positive and significant. We then

M

move to a naïve model, which regresses use of force on unemployment and human rights
violations. The coefficients for both independent variables are significant and positive. Higher

ed

unemployment is associated with increased use of force abroad. The United States is also more
likely to use force against a repressive state. Both of these findings are consistent with our

ce
pt

expectations.

In Model 2, we add the interaction term. Unemployment loses significance but human

rights remains significant and the interaction term is both positive and significant.18 However,
since this is an interactive model the coefficients only tell a very small part of the story (see
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quarterly United States dyads.17 We test our theory on a sample of 30,416 cases between 1949

Brambor, Golder, and Clark 2006). We cannot directly interpret the coefficients for our main
independent variables of interest from this table. Accordingly, each coefficient must be
interpreted conditionally. As seen in Model 2 when unemployment is zero, repressive states are
more likely to be targeted. However, when a state has average levels of human rights respect (a
score of 0), higher unemployment has no effect on the probability that the United States uses

force in a given quarter. These findings are consistent with our theory. Having an incentive to
use diversionary force is meaningless without a good target.
[Table 1, here]
In Model 3, we add our control variables. We still find support for our hypothesis. As

ip
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noted above, interpreting interaction terms is often difficult. However, marginal effect plots and

cr

Looking at the controls, weaker states are significantly more likely to be targeted, though an

us

impending election, regime type, unified government, and bi-lateral trade are insignificant.
However, UN voting similarity is positively related to increased likelihood of being targeted.19

an

Figure 1 examines the effect that a one-standard-deviation increase in unemployment
(from a mean of 5.8% to 7.3%) has on the probability that the United States uses force in a given

M

quarter, across all values of the human rights variable. The histogram in the background
corresponds with the human rights variable. When the plotted line is above zero, this indicates

ed

that higher unemployment leads to a significant increase in the use of force.

ce
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The first thing to note is that higher unemployment has no effect on the probability that
force is used when a country is not more repressive than average. The global average in our
sample for the human rights variable is -0.2. This means that states with an average number of
human rights violations have little to fear. However, as repression exceeds the global average a
country is increasingly more likely to be targeted. Even when diversionary incentives are
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out-of-sample predictions can be useful in unpacking the information in interactive models.

present, the United States does not target states that are not repressive. However, as a state
becomes more repressive (exceeds zero), it becomes increasingly more likely to be targeted
when diversionary incentives are present. This is consistent with our theory that a suitable target
is an important component of diversionary conflict.

In Figure 2, we show the marginal effect of a one-standard-deviation increase in human rights
violations (from a mean of -0.2 to about 1.09) on the probability that force is used, across all
values of unemployment. The histogram in the background represents the unemployment
variable. The first thing to notice is that repressive regimes are more likely to be targeted across

ip
t

all values of unemployment. However, as unemployment rises and diversionary incentives

cr

Thus, it appears that as unemployment rises, repressive states become increasingly attractive

us

targets. Both figures suggest that as unemployment increase it becomes increasingly clear which
states are good targets for diversionary conflict. These results are consistent with our argument.

an

Finally, in Figure 3 we present out-of-sample predictions for Model 3.20 We generate a set of
data where the control variables in Model 3 are set to their mean or mode.21 Next, we predict the

M

probability of the United States using force across all values of unemployment in our sample
(from 2.5 to 10.6) first when human rights violations are set to their mean and then again when

ed

they are set to one standard deviation above the mean. This gives us a range of predictions from

ce
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our model for repressive and non-repressive states across various levels of unemployment. We
include 95% confidence intervals around these predictions and plot them in Figure 3.
States with average levels of human rights respect see a slight increase in the likelihood of being
targeted as unemployment increases. However, repressive states see a much larger increase in the
probability of being targeted as unemployment increases, consistent with our theory. We can also
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emerge, repressive states are significantly more likely to be targeted than non-repressive states.

see that once unemployment rises above about 3 repressive states are always more likely to be
targeted, and this difference grows as unemployment increases and diversionary incentives
emerge. When unemployment is low (2.5%) repressive states are targeted about 25% more often
(8% compared with 6%), though this difference is not statistically significant. However, when

unemployment is high (10.6%) repressive states are almost twice as likely (47%) to be targeted
than states with an average level of human rights respect (15% compared with 8%). This
difference is substantively meaningful and statistically significant. These findings once again
support our hypothesis.

ip
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Finally, we present 3-D out of sample predictions for our third model. Interacting a continuous

cr

it is nothing a standard statistical package cannot handle. However, in terms of prediction and

us

explanation it leads to significantly more predictions than it is possible to present. Each value of
unemployment has a different predicted effect on the probability of using force at each value of

an

human rights. Marginal effects can help compare two values of one variable across all values of
the other (as we have shown). Similarly, out-of-sample predictions can help show the substantive

M

effects of a conditional model. However, 3-D predictions can show all of our predictions
simultaneously.22 They allow for the full exploration of this interaction effect.

ed

The use of force axis (vertical or Y-axis) is associated with the probability that the United States

ce
pt

will use force in a given quarter. The human rights axis (horizontal or X-axis) and
unemployment axis (also horizontal or Z-axis) show the effects of an increase in human rights
and unemployment, respectively, on the predicted use of force. If we move along the human
rights axis (where the words human rights appear) from left (good human rights record) to right
(poor human rights record), we can see that higher scores of human rights (indicating poor
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variable with another continuous variable presents a challenge for researchers. Computationally,

practices) lead to a modest increase on the predicted use of force. This axis is consequentially
associated with a very low unemployment rate. Thus, human rights have an effect on the
probability that the United States will use force even when unemployment is low. However, this

effect is quite modest. Moving along the back unemployment axis (where human rights practices

are good) we can see that increases in unemployment have no effect on predicted uses of force
even at very high levels of unemployment. Both of these findings are consistent with our earlier
predictions, but would have also required their own marginal effects. Where this 3-D model
shines is in exploring the interactive effect of these two variables. At the top right of the graph

ip
t

we have the prediction of use of force against countries with poor human rights records in

cr

state is extremely repressive, there is a 23% chance that the United States will use force against

us

the state. What the graph shows is the way an increase in human rights and unemployment build
off of one other. Neither variable has a large effect on the use of force at low levels of the other.

an

However, when both variables increase the effect is exponential. These 3-D predictions once

Discussion

M

again show a set of empirical results that are consistent with our theory.

ed

For the empirical strategy, we present two alternative models to test the robustness of our
findings. In Model 4 we use an alternative measure of domestic trouble: the misery index.23 Our

ce
pt

results are consistent with our hypothesis. As noted earlier we need to interpret interactions with
care. Below we present out-of-sample predictions for Model 4 in Figure 5.24 Figure 5 is quite
similar to Figure 3. Repressive states (the top line) are more likely to be targeted than less
repressive states (the bottom line). Similarly, the probability that repressive states are targeted
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presence of diversionary incentives (high unemployment). When unemployment is 10% and a

increases as the misery index goes up. This is consistent with our argument that when
diversionary incentives are present repressive regimes make better targets. We can also see that
less repressive states are targeted about equally when misery is high compared with when it is
low.

We estimate a final model using only Fordham’s data (1949-1994). Fordham and Sarver (2001)
argue that MID data include many disputes in which leaders are not involved, and thus suggest
that stock MID data are not useful for testing diversionary conflict theories. While we tried to
account for this by only using higher levels of force, we also test whether the empirical evidence
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for our theory is robut when we use only Fordham’s data. In this model, we try alternative

cr

target is a rival, an ally, or whether a country is a nuclear power. Finally, we add a time variable

us

to account for changing uses of force over time.25 We also include the polity2 scale rather than a
dichotomous measure of democracy. We find that rivals are more likely to be targeted, as we

an

would expect. Democratic presidents are more likely to use force than their republican
counterparts, and that the use of force has declined over time. We also find that the unified

control variables are insignificant.

M

government variable switches sign (likely due to the inclusion of the president’s party). All other

ed

One notable difference in Model 5 is the loss of significance for human rights. However, this

ce
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tells us very little as this is the effect of human rights violations when unemployment is zero
(which does not exist in our sample). We present the out-of-sample predictions for this model in
Figure 6. Once again we find support for our main hypothesis. Repressive states are more likely
to be targeted at all levels of unemployment, and the probability they are targeted, compared to
less repressive states, grows as unemployment increases. We also run a series of additional
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selection criteria and a few additional controls. We include the party of the president, whether a

robustness checks which can be found in the appendix. These include: controlling for changes in
human rights practices, human rights treaty ratification, the Cold War, two additional rivalry
measures, using the CIRI human rights data, using presidential disapproval and GDP growth as
alternative measures of domestic trouble, controlling for peace quarters, and controlling for

human rights sanctions. We still find support for our hypotheses under these alternative model
specifications.

Conclusion

ip
t

The diversionary conflict theory argues that leaders use their war powers to divert public
attention when they face domestic policy failures. While the goal is to cover a failure in the

cr

us

for such actions. Therefore, leaders must engage in a strategic calculation of the costs and
benefits associated with political uses of force. While previous work has recognized this point,

an

the strategic target selection process is still widely ignored. In this paper, we examine strategic
target selection as a means of testing this argument. We argue that U.S. presidents are more

M

likely to target repressive regimes for diversionary purposes than non-repressive regimes. By
doing so they can frame the conflict in the moral language of human rights, can point to the

ed

failure of international institutions to prevent these abuses, and help preserve international order.
By targeting repressive regimes presidents can “sell” a conflict with a repressive regime to

ce
pt

relevant audiences more easily. This helps minimizes the costs of using force, and augment the
benefits.

The empirical analysis presented here provides support for our argument. When United

States presidents are looking to distract the public from domestic trouble they target human
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domestic policy arena with success in the foreign policy arena, there are potentially high costs

rights violators. We have argued that it is easier for presidents to target human rights violators
ceteris paribus. They can use ethical language, present the conflict as a humanitarian one,
minimize the cost of using force, and dampen opposition to such uses of force. We have also
argued that human rights violators are not able to “avoid” being targeted, as the costs of
improving human rights outweigh to probability of being targeted. We have shown that human

rights violators are targeted more often, all else equal, and this probability increases as
unemployment rises. We have also shown that unemployment alone is not enough to explain the
rise in uses of force amidst domestic trouble. The U.S. does not target states that have a human
rights record similar to most other states regardless of rising unemployment. The U.S. does, on

ip
t

the other hand, target repressive states more often when unemployment rises.

cr

repressive regime comes out to publicly denounce its human rights violations this may

us

undermine the ability of the United States to use political force. This may be enough for some
regimes to wait out the domestic troubles in the US. We have argued that presidents stand to gain

an

from framing these conflicts in the language of human rights but that does not mean that every
conflict is framed in this manner, or that it need be. Some conflicts may be salient and “sellable”

M

to the American public without making use of the human rights frame.

ed

Finally, we might also ask which human rights matter most. We have explored physical
integrity rights, however, future work might look at other human rights. Which rights are salient

ce
pt

enough for the American public that they justify the political uses of force? When incentives to
engage in political uses of force become large enough, will any human right violation do? Even
if states take actions to show they are improving human rights, how much improvement much
they show before the United States can no longer sell political uses of force? We think our
argument opens the door to a number of interesting future research questions about the

Ac

Downloaded by [Ohio State University Libraries] at 07:49 28 August 2017

There are other factors we have not been able to measure in this paper. For example, if a

characteristics that make for a good target and hope future scholars explore some of these
questions.
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Appendix

Mean
-.20
5.76

S.D.
1.30
1.46

Minimum Maximum
-4.64
3.11
2.57
10.67

UN voting similarity
Bilateral trade

.42
5,114

.27
26,293

0
0

1
544,015

CINC score
Democracy
Democracy scale
Unified Government
Democratic president
Election
Alliance
Rivalry
Nuclear power
Misery

.03
.40
0.80
.26
.41
.125
.96
.01
.04
6.70

.11
.49
7.72
.44
.49
.33
1.36
.11
.19
1.74

2.43e-06
0
-10
0
0
0
0
0
0
2.57

1.40
1
10
1
1
1
3
1
1
11.7
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Variable description
Fariss (2014)
US Bureau of Labor
Statistics (BLS)
Voeten (2013)
Barbieri and Keshk
(2016)
CoW
Polity IV
CoW
Thompson (2001)
NPT/SIPRI
BLS
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HR Violations
Unemployment rate
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Table 3.Descriptive Statistics

Table 1. Quarterly U.S. Uses of Force
Probit models
Unemployment

Model 0
0.05***
(0.01)

Model 1
0.03***
(0.01)
0.38***
(0.02)

Human rights violations

CINC score

cr
us

Bilateral trade
UN voting similarity

an

Unified government
Election

M

-2.54***
-2.62***
-2.49***
(0.07)
(0.08)
(0.10)
35,352
35,352
35,352
Bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses. Two-tail test.
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Democracy

Constant

Model 3
0.05**
(0.02)
0.14*
(0.08)
0.03**
(0.01)
0.89***
(0.13)
-0.03
(0.05)
-1.2e-5
(1.6e-5)
0.32***
(0.07)
0.02
(0.04)
-0.07
(0.08)
-2.89***
(0.12)
30,416

ip
t

Interaction

Model 2
0.01
(0.02)
0.24***
(0.07)
0.02**
(0.01)

Table 2. Quarterly U.S. Uses of Force
Probit models
Human rights violations

Model 4
0.10
(0.08)

Model 5
0.06
(0.08)
0.03
(0.02)

Misery index

0.01
(0.02)
0.04***
(0.01)
0.90***
(0.14)
-2.36e-3
(3.33e-3)
-0.01
(0.05)
-0.08
(0.07)

Interaction

cr

Democracy (polity 2)

us

Unified government
Election

an

Alliance

Quarter
Democratic president

-1.23e-5
(1.68e-5)
UN voting similarity
0.32***
(0.10)
Constant
-2.67***
20.51***
(0.15)
(4.41)
Observations
29,675
24,018
Bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses. Two-tail test.
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Bi-lateral trade
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Nuclear power

M

Rival
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CINC

0.04***
(0.01)
0.42
(0.28)
-1.42e-4
(2.57e-3)
-0.25*
(0.15)
0.06
(0.08)
0.02
(0.02)
0.91***
(0.13)
-0.45*
(0.24)
-1.17e-3***
(2.27e-4)
0.28*
(0.17)
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Figure 1. Marginal Effect of Unemployment.
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Figure 2. Marginal Effect of Human Rights Violations.
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Figure 3. Targeting Repressive for Diversionary Force.
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Figure 4. 3D Representation of Interaction Effect
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Figure 5. Out of Sample Predictions Model 4(Misery).
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Figure 6. Out of Sample Predictions Model(Fordham data).
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See George H. Bush’s (1991) and George W. Bush’s (2003) addresses to the nation, and

Obama’s (2010) address to the nation on Libya. Also see the work of Choi (2013) and Choi and

3
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James (2016).
Rep. Dave Weldon, R-Fla said, “The timing of this raises suspicions… If these attacks

cr

resolution.” USA Today December 17, 1998.

Just war theory suggests that some wars are justified. See, for example, Crawford (2003),

us

4

an

Waltzer (2006), and Leebaw 2007. Initiating a conflict to prevent mass human rights violations
has been used as one criteria for identifying a just war.

For other works solely focusing on the United States to test diversionary argument, refer to

M

5

Clark (2003), Fordham (1998a, 1998b, 2002, 2005), Foster (2006), and Meernik & Waterman

6
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(1996).

Semb (2000) cites a larger number of such interventions with a few of the more notable being

7
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the interventions in Kuwait (1991), Kosovo (1999), Bosnia (1995), and Somalia (1992).
A notable example being Michael Ignatieff, a prominent human rights scholar, who argued for

intervening in Iraq on humanitarian grounds.
8

See Dietrich (2006) for quotes evidencing the rhetoric of presidents related to human rights.
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(bombing Baghdad) are going to go on for days and weeks, we have no option but to take up this

9

President Donald Trump’s address to the nation on 04.06.2017, accessed from

http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2017/04/06/syria-airstrikes-trump-says-military-action-invital-national-security-interest.html

10

The worst killing during the Rwandan genocide occurred over a period of 100 days, while the

genocide in Darfur occurred over many years (supporting citation?).

11

For more details about Clinton’s statements, navigate to:

http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2014/02/bill-clinton-regrets-rwanda-now-not-so-much-in1994/
12

Fordham updates Blechman and Kaplan’s (1978) data. These measure new uses of force, coded

leaders are unlikely to be involved in lower levels of force.

We also add presidential disapproval and GDP growth to the model as reported in the

us

14

appendix.

For example, the Cingranelli and Richards (CIRI) physical integrity index does not begin until

an

15

cr

This is similar to the approach advocated by Blechman and Kaplan (1978) who argue that

1981 and the Political Terror Scale does not start until 1976.

In the appendix we show that our results hold even when we use the polity2 scale instead.

17

We opt for quarterly data to prevent temporal aggregation bias, as diversionary incentives are

M

16

ed

likely to change over the course of a year. Aggregating to the year also leads to a significant loss

ce
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in the variation of both our dependent and independent variable. Quarterly data allows for a more
precise test of the timing that our theory implies.
18

A joint significance test for human rights and the interaction term is significant. Chi-square =

17.64***.
19

In the appendix we run these model excluding the human rights variable and interaction term
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13
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as 1 in the first quarter and coded as 0 in subsequent quarters for ongoing conflicts.

and calculate AIC and BIC statistics for both sets of models. Our results indicate that our models
significantly improve model fit compared to those which exclude human rights.

20

We refer to these predictions as out-of-sample because the data used to generate these

predictions are not taken from the data set. Rather we generate control variables at values that are

representative of the data and generate a set of predictions across values of our independent
variables of interest.
21

CINC is set to 0.03; democracy is set to 1; unified government is set to 0; election is set to 0;

bi-lateral trade is set to 204.6; and UN voting similarity is set to 0.375
To show the magnitude of this let us take our data as an example. Unemployment ranges from
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cr

we are left with 75 different values for unemployment. If we take the same assumption for

us

human rights, which ranges from -4.7 to 3.3, we have 80 different values. When we interact
these two variables this leads to 75 x 80 predictions, or 6,000 different possible predictions in our

an

model. Above we have shown no more than 150 or 160 different predictions in a graph. We
therefore lose a significant amount of information if we only show marginal effects or out of

23
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sample predictions.

This is calculated as the quarterly unemployment rate plus the quarterly inflation rate compared

ed

to the previous quarter.

Marginal effects and 3-D plots are omitted for the sake of space but tell much the same story.
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Note that even without these added controls the results do not change.
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2.5% to around 10%. If we assume unemployment increases by one tenth of a percentage point

