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The dictator’s legionnaires: foreign recruitment, coups,
and uprisings
Marius Mehrl a and Abel Escribà-Folch b

aSchool of Politics and International Studies, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK; bDepartament de
Ciències Polítiques i Socials, Universitat Pompeu Fabra & Institut Barcelona d’Estudis Internacionals,
Barcelona, Spain

ABSTRACT
Several countries recruit foreign nationals into their armed forces. This is despite the
norm of citizen armies and the strong idea that individuals join the military to defend
their home country while military service socializes them into good citizens. We argue
that foreign recruits can have very specific benefits for some authoritarian
governments. Because they lack strong links to society, their loyalties lie with
whoever recruited and pays them, not the nation, country, or its citizens. As such,
we argue, first, that their recruitment is especially attractive for personalistic rulers.
Second, we propose that foreigners’ presence in the armed forces stymies these
forces’ ability to carry out coup attempts and deters the occurrence of mass
uprisings by signalling the security forces’ willingness to respond with violent
repression. Empirical tests for the period 1946–2010 support these arguments. This
research expands our understanding of legionnaire recruitment, civil–military
relations, and comparative authoritarianism.
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Introduction

Dictators face the risk of being irregularly unseated from the inside, via coups, or from
the outside, via mass uprisings.1 Consequently, they strategically design the organiz-
ation and composition of their security forces to neutralize these collective challenges.
These two dimensions shape the incentives and opportunities of members of the
armed forces and, hence, their behaviour. This article focuses on the second dimension
and shows that manipulating the composition of the military by incorporating foreign
nationals (legionnaires) into the armed forces, a strategy more likely to be pursued by
personalistic rulers, helps reduce the incidence of both forms of organized threats.
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Mercenary soldiers were common during medieval and early modern times.2

However, due to growing populations and territories as well as changing state-
society relations, during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, states moved
to adopt standing citizen armies to obtain military manpower. This change led to
the emergence of a new critical challenge: The guardianship dilemma, according to
which a permanent army capable enough of protecting the state against foreign
threats also acquires a pivotal position that it can use to seize power.3 Nondemocratic
rulers’ strong reliance on coercion makes this dilemma all the more important, result-
ing in the adoption of coup-proofing practices to guard against this inside threat.4

Despite the obvious sensitivity of national security issues and national identity, as
well as the historical (and normative) move to adopt citizen armies, many governments
continue to recruit foreigners – i.e. legionnaires – into their armed forces. Legionnaires
are “uniformed personnel who serve in a state’s armed forces, but who – at the time of
their service – are neither citizens of that state nor, in the days of the empire, subjects of
the government”.5 They are foreign recruits and, hence, members of the security
forces, including both “foreigners who volunteer and those whom states conscript”.6

As Figure 1 shows, this practice has become increasingly common among authoritar-
ian regimes; a trend that, interestingly, coincides with two other important political
developments: The gradual increase in the level of personalism in dictatorships,7

and the emergence of coups and later mass protests as the most common method
for irregular regime breakdown.8

Existing research suggests that there is a trade-off between tackling elite-based and
mass-based threats, so that the institutional and security strategies dictators adopt to
minimize one of these risks increase the other. Concerning formal political insti-
tutions, Woo and Conrad find that while coups are less likely in autocracies with
co-optive institutions (i.e. a legislature with multiple parties), those same institutions
make protests more frequent.9 Some posit that alternative designs of the security

Figure 1. Share of autocracies and non-autocracies with foreign legionnaires, 1946–2010. Data Sources –
Grasmeder (2021), Geddes et al. (2018).
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apparatus entail a similar trade-off. Greitens, for example, contends that “Optimizing
one’s internal security apparatus to defend against a coup, (…), produces precisely the
opposite organizational configuration of the one that an autocrat should want if his
main priority is the management of popular unrest”.10 She in turn contends that dic-
tators interested principally in coup-proofing are likely to build fragmented and
socially exclusive security forces, while those prioritizing mass control will create
unitary and inclusive forces. We challenge this tenet and argue that autocrats have
some compositional strategies in their toolkit that are, in fact, effective against both
forms of challenges. Specifically, we examine the political determinants and conse-
quences of one key practice determining the level of exclusivity or social ties of military
members, the recruitment of foreigners.

Traditional explanations for why contemporary governments enlist legionnaires
concentrate on the existence of imperial legacies and on governments’ contextual
need for manpower due to ongoing (internal or interstate) armed conflicts.11 For
example, Gaddafi allegedly employed numerous foreigners to fight against rebels in
the 2011 Libyan civil war. Yet, the presence of foreigners in authoritarian security
forces goes beyond the short-term, conflict-driven need for manpower. More recent
accounts of legionnaire recruitment stress structural constraints to enlisting nationals
due to untrustworthy populations and domestic threats.12 In fact, Gaddafi’s recruitment
of foreigners goes back to the 1970s when he created the Islamic Legion. In Bahrain, the
decision to rely on sectarianism and foreign recruits in the armed forces and exclude the
Shia population was in large part a response to internal threats, namely, the 1981 coup
attempt and, later, the mid-1990s popular uprising.13 Similarly, internal security needs
after the 1979 Grand Mosque uprising and, more recently, after the 2017–19 purges of
Saudi princes and other elites drove the Saudi monarch’s decision to recruit Pakistani
troops to serve as royal guards and in other units.

We build on these insights to suggest that there is a strategic component to
enlisting foreign nationals that is rooted in domestic security concerns and
power concentration. This article’s theoretical contribution thus furthers our
understanding of the interrelation between civil–military relations, authoritarian
politics, and contentious politics. Particularly, our arguments link the recruitment
of legionnaires to autocratic power dynamics and claim that personalization makes
this practice more likely. This is so because the presence of legionnaires reduces
ties between the armed forces and society at large, creates dependency ties with
the leader, and serves to exclude rival groups and counterbalance the army.
Accordingly, we claim that the presence of legionnaires increases autocratic stab-
ility by reducing the risk of coups and mass uprisings. This occurs because it
increases the probability of coordination failure and of facing loyal counter-
forces for the case of coups and increases the probability of facing state-led
violent repression for the case of protests. These, in turn, reduce potential
inside plotters’ and opponents’ expected utility of challenging the regime. Empiri-
cally, and using new data on the recruitment of foreign nationals into countries’
armed forces, personalism, coups, and uprisings for the 1946–2010 period, we
find evidence that (1) higher levels of personalism increase the likelihood of
observing foreigners being recruited; and (2) that this practice is effective in redu-
cing the risk of both elite- and mass-based threats. This article thus contributes
theoretical insights to the literatures on civil–military relations, autocracy, and
contentious politics, provides a first quantitative study on the drivers of
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legionnaire recruitment, and highlights the substantive consequences this practice
has for autocratic survival.

Civil–military relations and the composition of security forces

Scholars have stressed the importance of civil–military relations for understanding the
military’s propensity to intervene in politics via coup and, more recently, to understand
their response to popular uprisings. There are two main (and related) dimensions that
structure civil–military relations in dictatorships and help explain the military’s behav-
iour.14 The first one is the degree of institutionalization as opposed to the patrimonia-
lization of the armed forces. Institutionalized armies are characterized by institutional
autonomy, the absence of political interference, being rule-bound, a well-defined
command structure, and a promotion system based on merit, performance, and senior-
ity.15 Conversely, a patrimonialized and fragmented security apparatus is one where the
ruler establishes direct control over security institutions and decisions, controls
appointments to top positions, undermines internal cohesion, relies on loyalty and cro-
nyism as promotion and recruitment criteria, alters the army’s regular chain of
command, and changes its structure by creating (competing) parallel units.16

The second dimension concerns the security apparatus’ ties to society. This feature
is driven by the regime’s recruitment and promotion practices and, hence, by the
resulting composition of the security forces’ personnel and officer corps.17 When
recruitment entails broad-based conscription, such ties are broad and strong. On
the contrary, drawing on specific social or ethnic groups, or foreigners, undermines
these links. Autocracies strive to manipulate recruitment practices in order to
ensure the military’s loyalty. A security apparatus drawn from society reflects not
only the citizenry’s characteristics, but also their interests and grievances. Thus, a con-
scripted military may be less willing to use violence against potential protesters and
may opt to side with citizens,18 and it may be more likely to stage a coup.

Existing comparative studies of dictatorships and the tactics they employ to neutralize
inside and outside threats have mostly focused on formal political institutions19 or insti-
tutional coup-proofing practices such as counterbalancing,20 security personalization,21

secret police,22 and the commissioning of political officers.23 The practices affecting
recruitment and, hence, the military’s composition have received less empirical atten-
tion. Extant literature has focused on ethnic stacking, and, to a smaller extent, on con-
scription. Interestingly, both strategies have been found to have contradictory effects on
military’s behaviour. While ethnic exclusion and recruitment based on communal
ascription may increase loyalty and reduce the risk of inside rebellions,24 building or dis-
mantling ethnic armies often sparks resistance among officers and raises the risk of pre-
emptive coups in the short-term.25 Further, ethnically divided forces increase the likeli-
hood of a violent response to mass protests but also of defections and splits within the
military.26 As for conscription, some evidence suggests that it increases coup risk in
anocracies.27 Moreover, Cebul and Grewal find that nonviolent campaigns are more
likely to occur in countries with conscripted armies, and Vasquez and Powell report evi-
dence that coups by conscript-based armies are more likely to lead to democratization.28

Conversely, other research shows that, historically, although conscription is positively
related to franchise extensions during wars, it is unrelated to coup occurrence.29

Of the different compositional strategies, the recruitment of foreigners remains
comparatively understudied, especially regarding how intra-regime dynamics affect
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this practice and in terms of its consequences for autocratic stability. A first set of exist-
ing works examines the historical shift towards citizen-armies – and, thus, away from
often foreign-born mercenaries – which occurred in the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.30 They posit that growing populations and expanding territories necessi-
tated the presence of larger and permanent militaries. Also, the rise of nation-states
rooted in a social contract entailed a change in the relationship between citizens and
the state. Military service became a key instrument for instilling (if not imposing) a
shared national identity among citizens, but also a sense of obligation to the defense
of the political community. Additionally, over time, international norms moved to
limit and, due the UN Convention against the use of mercenaries coming into force
in 2001, even ban the use of mercenaries.

A second set of studies focus on contemporary states’ continued (and increasing)
practice of enlisting non-nationals and the trade-offs associated with it.31 Recruiting
foreigners entails certain risks such as undermining the military’s cohesion and coordi-
nation as well as lower levels of troop discipline and motivation. As for the advantages
of this policy, Hanson and Lin-Greenberg posit that some states recruit foreigners in
order to import specific skills and expertise they lack, especially in the top echelons of
the military structure.32 Others simply import labour and, thus, recruit foreigners
when small or unwilling populations impede filling the army ranks, especially in the
face of external or domestic threats. Strategic domestic motivations feature only par-
tially in this account, so few clues are offered as to which regime types would be
more likely to engage in foreign recruitment. They just highlight that some govern-
ments may face a shortage of personnel “because they face significant risks of coup
or revolution” stemming from ethnic or sectarian conflicts, as a result of which
“large portions of the population are potentially disloyal”.33

Alternatively, Grasmeder argues that the interaction of domestic political costs of
recruiting locally and external threats explain the recruitment of legionnaires,
suggesting that “as the severity of external threats, domestic constraints, or both
increases, the probability that states will implement new legionnaire recruitment pol-
icies rises”.34 External threats boost a state’s urgent need for military troops and, hence,
the incentives to recruit foreigners. Domestic costs are shaped by four factors, two of
which reflect the presence of domestic threats in the form of coups – due to regime
insiders having independent support networks – or mass protests, respectively.
Additionally, recruiting nationals is seen as less attractive when large segments of
society are politically excluded based on their ethnic identity.35

The argument

Drawing on the insights above, we next develop two sets of arguments aimed at further
understanding the domestic determinants as well as the consequences of legionnaire
recruitment in dictatorships.

Personalism and the recruitment of foreign legionnaires

We claim that the recruitment of foreigners into the armed forces is often another
strategy in the toolkit of (would-be) strongmen and, therefore, more likely to be
observed as personalism levels rise. Dictatorships differ from one another in the
extent to which leaders manage to concentrate power in their own hands.36
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Personalism is a trait that varies across regimes and time. Personalist dictators come to
dominate the entire state apparatus and can exercise power with little or no restraint.
Doing so involves leaving the military and the ruling party (if one exists) unable to
operate independently and marginalized to the point that they cannot credibly con-
strain the leader’s choices.37 Weakening the capacity of the collective institutions,
especially the military, to operate independently and coordinately is therefore critical
to the process of personalization. Dictators seek to do this by reshaping the organiz-
ation of these institutions and, importantly, also their composition. As it concerns
the security apparatus, autocrats aim to establish personal control and to tie it directly
to themselves as opposed to society (or certain rival groups within it). A strategy of
power consolidation thus taps into the two dimensions of civil–military relations dis-
cussed above: Organization and composition.38 Indeed, the creation of paramilitary
units – typically charged with the protection of the regime – and the promotion of loy-
alists are among the items used to estimate latent levels of personalism.39 Using regime
categories, personalist regimes have been found to rely more heavily on counterbalan-
cing,40 and to be more likely to resort to ethnic stacking,41 which, most often, applies to
top officers and paramilitary units.

Manipulating the composition of security forces is a practice that dictators intent on
accumulating power typically adopt with the aim of boosting the reliability and loyalty
of officers and soldiers and of undermining rivals’ support bases. As pointed out, this is
often done by recruiting and promoting based on ethnic or other relevant identities in
order to shape the incentive structure of members of the security apparatus.42 Filling
command positions and rank-and-file with individuals who share the dictator’s tribal,
ethnic, clan, or familiar affiliation creates a divide between the security apparatus and
society that boosts loyalty to the ruler.

Isolating servicemen from society and increasing ties with the ruler, we suggest, can
also be achieved via the recruitment of non-citizens into the military. On one hand,
this practice results in the enlistment of dependable, migrant individuals “who are rela-
tively better off with the specific leaders in power”.43 In other words, similar to co-
ethnics or relatives, non-citizen enlistees have limited outside options within the
country where they are employed.44 And deemed outsiders, foreigners can more
easily be identified and targeted by new ruling groups in the case of regime breakdown.
Foreign servicemen ultimately owe their recruitment and livelihood directly to the dic-
tator. They are thus directly bonded to the incumbent ruler because their positions,
payroll, status, and career advancement are totally dependent on him remaining in
power as they lack any other meaningful connection in the host country. That depen-
dency translates into loyalty and, hence, into strong incentives to not join conspiracies
or rebellions and to side with the incumbent in the event of existential challenges
against the regime.

On the other hand, recruiting foreigners helps strongmen deepen the disconnect
between the armed forces and the local population by limiting interpersonal links,
social solidarity as well as the presence of distrusted ethnic groups within the army
and in command positions.45 As Horowitz and Greitens underscore, enlisting non-
nationals is an alternative (or complementary) way of achieving exclusivity besides
relying on ascriptive identities.46 This comes with several advantages. For one,
“recruiting foreigners reduces ties between the military and the local population,
potentially increasing the willingness of troops to violently quell uprisings and
coups”.47 Secondly, policies of exclusion aim to neutralize the threat posed by security
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dilemmas and competition that are likely to arise “between elites with joint access to
the state’s coercive apparatus”.48 Incorporating non-nationals reduces that access
and, hence, allows rulers to dismantle power-sharing structures, exclude rival
groups, and concentrate power.

Finally, besides reducing the presence of rival groups within the military, enlisting
legionnaires contributes to power consolidation by – similar to counterbalancing –
undermining cohesion and creating coordination obstacles between local and
foreign officers and servicemen. This can be done, using Horowitz’s terms, by balan-
cing outside or inside the army.49 Foreigners can be used to fill the ranks of special par-
allel units tasked with regime protection. Alternatively, having commanders and
personnel inside the regular army with dissimilar backgrounds and socialized in
different norms saps the military’s capacity for coordinated collective action required
for coups50 and, ultimately, its ability to credibly constrain the autocrat’s power.51

Consider the case of Uganda under Idi Amin. After seizing power in a coup in 1971,
Idi Amin proceeded to marginalize and purge from the military ethnic groups deemed
disloyal – including some initial allies such as the Lugbara. To do so, he relied initially
onWest Nile and Nubian groups (many of whomwere Sudanese), but later increasingly
on foreign recruits (especially from Sudan and Zaire), some of which were elevated to
the most important command positions.52 Amin’s security force came to be principally
“composed of non-Ugandans which made up of three-quarters of the army”.53

Based on these insights, we hypothesize that higher levels of personalism in dictator-
ships should be associated with a higher likelihood of foreign legionnaire recruitment.

Foreign legionnaires, coups, and uprisings

We next examine how foreign recruitment impacts the motivation and opportunities
of foreign recruits, and how these, in turn, influence the expected utility of coup plot-
ters and would-be protesters. As mentioned above, some posit that the prevention of
coups and uprisings requires different security models that carry an organizational
trade-off.54 In terms of composition, it is suggested that protecting against coups
calls for social exclusivity, while the best protection against mass-based threats consists
of having an inclusive security apparatus. This view, however, understates the extent to
which the incentives that exclusivity – based on foreign recruitment – creates among
security personnel influence not only potential coup-plotters’ but also opponents’
decision to overtly challenge the regime. We argue that the presence of legionnaires
reduces the expected utility of coups and uprisings, thus deterring conspirators and
opponents from organizing them in the first place. Specifically, they do so by increas-
ing the probability of coordination failure and facing loyal counter-forces for the case
of coups (which reduces the likelihood of success) and by increasing the probability of
facing state-led violent repression for the case of protests (which increases the costs
associated with participating in anti-regime protests).

With regards to coup attempts, a first set of arguments suggest that the recruitment
of legionnaires could increase their risk. Compositional strategies – such as recruiting
foreigners – that aim at altering the ethnic structure of the military may aggrieve
officers and soldiers who see their positions jeopardized. Indeed, the adoption of
certain coup-proofing and security personalization measures have been empirically
found to lead to a higher risk of pre-emptive coups.55 Against this view, we claim
that the presence of legionnaires reduces the armed forces’ overall ties to society,
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shapes their loyalty, and hinders coordination, thereby decreasing these foreign
recruits’ motivation and the army’s ability to act against the incumbent. This in turn
shapes the motivation and ability of other (local) potential conspirators to move
against the regime in the first place.

In short,

whether used in force or only in key command and staff positions, foreign personnel afford
dual protection. They are unlikely to enter into or support conspiracies against the regime
they have been employed to defend, and if for some reason foreign officers should conspire
against the regime, it is most unlikely that anyone else would follow them.56

First, as discussed above, owing their positions to the incumbent ruler, legionnaires are
unlikely to turn against him and join coup plots. Moreover, foreign forces, lacking a
social base and hence independent networks of support among elites and citizenry,
are less prone to seize power for themselves because of their limited capacity of coordi-
nation, of mobilizing support, and of exercising power should they succeed. At the
same time, introducing foreigners as a source of military recruitment, and thus redu-
cing the reliance on local groups and elites (as well as their stand within the security
apparatus), also saps insiders’ ability to have a social base and to cultivate independent
support networks.57 This weakens rival elites’ and groups’ ability to mobilize sufficient
internal and social support to overthrow the incumbent regime.

Second, from the perspective of potential plotters, the presence of legionnaires with
such an incentive structure decreases officers’ expected utility of launching a coup via
two potential mechanisms. On one hand, when used to balance outside the army,58

legionnaires’ presence creates the expectation that some units staffed with or com-
manded by non-nationals will act as a counter-force and, thus, will likely remain
loyal to and defend the regime against a coup attempt. By signalling to inside rivals
the presence of parallel forces whose fate is tied to the leader’s and who, hence, have
an incentive to confront (or at least not join) takeover attempts, foreign recruitment
can reduce disgruntled officers’ willingness and ability to plan a coup. Moreover, the
willingness to conspire can also be reduced if foreign recruits are deployed to under-
take riskier and costlier missions or tasks that could cause resentment among local
officers and soldiers, such as firing on protesters or fighting bloody battles in foreign
military ventures.59

On the other hand, when used to balance inside the army,60 the presence of legion-
naires reduces the military’s ability to organize a putsch by creating additional com-
munication and coordination obstacles among military members. Foreign officers in
command positions can detect conspiracies from within. And coordination is often
driven by officers’ shared desire of avoiding intra-military bloodshed.61 Military
actors thus often join a coup because they believe that others will too.62 Such expec-
tations are unlikely to form, however, when military ranks are also staffed with
foreigners who are less likely to have this attachment to other fellow servicemen,
share their values and mission, and hold strong preferences for military’s unity and
discipline.63

The Ugandan 1974 coup attempt, led by discontented Lugbara and fellow Kakwa
officers against Idi Amin, illustrates these mechanisms. Once the Malire Regiment
launched the rebellion, several units commanded and staffed by foreigners and
other loyalists refused to join the coup and, despite initially capturing Kampala, plot-
ters encountered coordination problems. Most importantly, Amin’s personal guard
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commanded by the Zairian Maliyamungu along with the Marine Regiment, com-
manded by Taban, a Sudanese, were crucial in resisting and eventually defeating the
coup attempt.64 As Nugent remarks, “Amin could only put down [the coup] by
calling on Nubian troops”.65

Concerning the occurrence of mass uprisings, some arguments suggest a positive
relationship between legionnaire recruitment and the risk of mass protest in dictator-
ships. First, the presence of foreigners in the armed forces might be a source of grie-
vance among the civilian population as their recruitment can be seen as a
manifestation of exclusion from the state apparatus (including job opportunities). It
might also exacerbate xenophobic sentiments caused by the repressive role legion-
naires might be tasked with. Secondly, due to a lack of local knowledge, ethnic differ-
ences, and potential language barriers, foreigners in the security sector might have a
comparative disadvantage in monitoring and/or infiltrating society and, thus, in effec-
tively engaging in day-to-day policing as well as intelligence-based preventive repres-
sion to suppress clandestine mobilization.66 Finally, foreign recruits may exhibit lower
levels of motivation and discipline than nationals if tasked with internal coercion.67

Contrary to these arguments, and to the view that the risk of an uprising should lead
dictators to build unitary and inclusive armies,68 we posit that an exclusive strategy
consisting of enlisting foreign legionnaires can be effective in preventing popular
revolts.69 First, note that foreigners might not necessarily be less capable of preventing
open dissent. Governments can recruit from neighbouring countries with which they
share ethnic and/or language backgrounds. Specifically, they can recruit from ethnic
groups with which leaders have affinities or that span across state borders.70 Also,
foreigners, such as ex-colonial officers,71 might be placed in advisory and command
positions due to their superior experience and skills, and trusted with internal control.

However, foreign legionnaires’ ability to deter protests rests mainly on the expec-
tation that foreign recruits are more willing to respond with violent repression
should street mobilizations take place.72 As Hanson and Lin-Greenberg put it, “mili-
tary personnel without familial or cultural ties to the domestic population may have
fewer reservations about using force against local civilians”.73 Foreign recruits comple-
tely lack such ties, which turns local civilians into an out-group against which violent
repression is easier and more acceptable to be used.74 This, in turn, influences would-
be protesters’willingness to mobilize, which is largely determined by their expectations
for the reaction of the military – or other security organizations. The logic is, therefore,
the opposite to that of states with conscripted armies, where, as Cebul and Grewal
posit, conscription acts “as an especially salient signal that increases activists’ confi-
dence that the military will not repress’” should they decide to take to the streets.75

Conscripted servicemen may identify and sympathize with the goals and demands
of protesters, and thus refuse to use violence against their fellow citizens.76 Foreign
legionnaires, in contrast, are unlikely to have sympathy towards these goals and
demands, resulting in an increased willingness to use violence which, in turn, may
deter civilian protests in the first place by increasing the expected costs of collective
action.77 In Bahrain, for example, during the 2011 revolts that spread through
several MENA countries, “migrant security forces – mostly from Pakistan, Yemen
and Jordan – led the crackdown on citizen protesters”.78

Based on these arguments, our second and third hypotheses contend that the pres-
ence of foreign legionnaires in dictatorships lowers the likelihood of coup attempts and
reduces the probability of mass protest campaign onsets.

722 M. MEHRL AND A. ESCRIBÀ-FOLCH



Research design

To test these expectations, we rely on a dataset that includes information on the
employment of foreign legionnaires, regime personalization, coup attempts, and
mass protests in autocracies. The dataset covers the period 1946̫–2010 with the
country-year as unit of observation, and includes countries which Geddes, Wright,
and Frantz identify as autocratic.79 We first discuss our four main variables in detail
and then describe how we test each of our three hypotheses.

To capture whether a given country employed foreign legionnaires, we use data on
legionnaire recruitment policies collected by Grasmeder.80 They cover the universe of
countries reported by the Correlates of War (CoW) project and the coding relies on a
wide range of primary sources. To be included as instances of foreign recruitment,
countries’ policies had to be overt, last for at least six months, result in a minimum
of 100 recruits, and not be exclusively aimed at foreign co-ethnics.81 These policies cor-
respond to an actual recruitment of foreign nationals while excluding cases where this
recruitment was very minimal or solely applied to foreign nationals with a shared iden-
tity, such as Israel’s recruitment of foreign-born Jews or Greek nationals’ service in the
military of Cyprus.82 For our analyses, we rely on a binary indicator of legionnaire
presence which takes the value 1 if there was at least one qualifying legionnaire recruit-
ment policy in a given country-year and 0 otherwise.

To measure personalism, we follow recent studies on the subject83 and employ a
latent variable measure that takes into account eight indicators.84 Specifically, it is
based on items that capture whether the ruler.

makes access to office dependent on personal loyalty; creates a new support party after seizing
power; controls appointments to the party executive committee; makes the party executive
committee serve as a rubber stamp for his decisions; personally controls the security apparatus;
promotes officers loyal to himself or from his support group, or forces officers from other
groups to retire; creates paramilitaries or a new security force loyal to himself; and imprisons
or kills officers from other groups without a fair trial85

The resulting, latent measure of personalism is a continuous variable ranging from 0 to
1, where higher values indicate more personalized rule. It is time-varying, also within
regime- or ruler-spells, as its values change whenever one of the underlying items
changes. We prefer this measure of personalism over others, e.g. Geddes, Wright,
and Frantz’s autocratic regime typology,86 as it allows for different degrees of person-
alism within personalist regimes while recognizing that regimes not coded as person-
alist per se may still differ substantially in how personalized they are.

Data on coup attempts comes from Powell and Thyne, who define them as “illegal
and overt attempts by the military or other elites within the state apparatus to unseat
the sitting executive”.87 Based on their list of qualifying events, we construct a binary
variable that takes the value 1 if a given country experienced at least one coup attempt
in a given year and 0 otherwise. Finally, we rely on a binary indicator to capture mass
protests campaigns.88 This measure combines data from NAVCO89 as well two
alternative datasets on mass protests, NEVER and MEC,90 thus providing comprehen-
sive coverage of these events. Again, it takes the value 1 if at least one mass protest cam-
paign onset occurred in a given country-year and 0 otherwise; we set non-onset
campaign years to missing.91

To investigate whether higher levels of personalism are associated with a higher
likelihood of observing legionnaire recruitment (hypothesis 1), we take the binary

DEMOCRATIZATION 723



indicator of foreign nationals being recruited into the armed forces as dependent vari-
able, the latent measure of personalism as main independent variable, and use logistic
regression models to systematically test their relationship. As we are primarily inter-
ested in the initiation of legionnaire recruitment policies (as compared to their con-
tinuation), we again follow McGrath and set non-onset incidences to missing.92 As
different instances of legionnaire recruitment within a country will hardly be indepen-
dent, we cluster standard errors at the country-level and control for the cubic poly-
nomials of time since the last such instance to tackle temporal dependence.93

Specifically, the cubic polynomials capture to what extent a country’s adoption of
foreign recruitment policies is dependent on it having recruited legionnaires before,
as well as the time passed since then. For instance, it might well be the case that
countries which until very recently recruited legionnaires, but then stopped doing
so, may re-start this earlier policy. Including the linear, squared, and cubic of the
time since the last time foreigners were recruited accounts for such considerations
while, importantly, making no assumptions regarding the shape of such effects.94

We control for several alternative drivers of the military recruitment of foreigners
factors. Along these lines, countries may be pushed to recruit non-citizens if their
domestic pool of potential recruits, i.e. their own population, is very small,95 but
also if recruiting further citizens would entail labour trade-offs.96 Wealthy states
may recruit foreigners to lighten these trade-offs, reduce the military burden on
their own population, and/or to import specialized, often technological, know-
how.97 Finally, countries will increasingly turn to foreign recruits to bolster their mili-
tary power if they face security threats. The impact of these threats will depend on their
acuteness and severity, but should not be limited to internal or external, realized or
imminent conflict.98 At the same time, these factors may also credibly affect a
regime’s extent of personalism. In smaller countries, it may be easier for the ruler to
concentrate power while in wealthier ones, they will have more resources to do so.
Similarly, the ease with which such personalization of power can be carried out may
be affected by the domestic and international threat environment, with e.g. the military
being less able to block it if it is engaged in an active armed conflict.99 As the military
presents a core constraint on the ruler’s efforts at concentrating power, its political
sway may influence how successful these efforts are. We thus control for countries’
population size and wealth, using data on population and GDP per capita from the
CoW project and Anders et al.,100 respectively, and log-transform them. To account
for both the labour trade-offs in recruiting more own citizens as well as the armed
forces’ political power, we follow Böhmelt and Clayton and control for the population
share of military personnel,101 data for this are taken again from CoW. Finally, we
control for ongoing intrastate and interstate conflicts as well as active interstate rival-
ries using data from, respectively, the Uppsala Conflict Data Program, CoW, and
Thompson’s work on rivalries.102 The conflict items are binary, taking the value 1 if
a conflict is ongoing, while the rivalry variable counts the number of international riv-
alries the state is involved in. To test the first hypothesis, we thus estimate a logistic
regression model where the dependent variable is a dummy indicating the onset of
legionnaire recruitment and the independent variable of theoretical interest is our
measure of personalism.

Second, we test whether the presence of legionnaires in a country’s armed forces
reduces the risk of coups and mass uprisings (hypotheses 2 and 3). The indicator of
legionnaire recruitment is now used as the main independent variable while the
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coup attempt and mass protest campaign onset dummies are the dependent variables.
We again use logistic regressions to investigate these relationships but, as the recruit-
ment of foreign nationals now is an independent variable, do not code non-onset inci-
dences of it as missing. Just like the use of these policies, both coup attempts and mass
protest campaigns within the same country will be non-independent and exhibit tem-
poral dependencies, we thus also cluster standard errors at the country-level and
include the cubic polynomials of time since the last event. Again, the idea here is to
flexibly account for the possibility that both coup attempts and mass uprisings are
more likely to occur if such events already happened in the recent past.

Additionally, these models include controls accounting for factors which may
drive coup attempts and uprisings while potentially also being related to legion-
naire recruitment. We argue above that regimes with higher personalism levels
have stronger incentives to recruit foreign nationals into their armed forces
while existing research underlines that they also face distinct coup and mass pro-
tests risks.103 We thus include the latent personalism measure as a control. Fur-
thermore, we again control for population size, wealth, the population share of
military personnel, as well as active armed conflict as these factors have not
only been argued to influence the recruitment of foreign nationals, but also
drive coup attempts and mass protests.104 In addition, we control for defence
spending as it influences coup propensity105 and may again affect the resources
the dictator can spend on recruiting foreigners, for this we use data from CoW
which we log-transform before inclusion. Finally, following Powell, we also
control for yearly changes in countries’ wealth and military expenditures.106 To
test our second set of expectations, we thus estimate two sets of logistic regression
models where the dependent variable is a dummy respectively indicating (1) the
occurrence of a coup attempt and (2) a mass uprising onset while the independent
variable of theoretical interest is legionnaire recruitment.

Empirical results

Our empirical results on the relationship between personalism and the recruitment of
legionnaires are presented in Table 1 while those on the relationship between legion-
naires and coup attempts and uprisings are reported in Table 2. In each case, we begin
by estimating models that exclude all control variables except the cubic polynomials.
We do so as there is a real danger of post-treatment bias, with both personalism
and foreign legionnaires potentially influencing control variables such as wealth or,
in particular, conflict incidence. We then add all but the indicators of the domestic
and international threat environment and, finally, also include these controls to
arrive at the full specifications.

Personalism and legionnaires

Table 1 reports three models testing the relationship between personalism and the
recruitment of foreign nationals which, respectively, exclude, include a subset of,
and include all the covariates discussed above. These are logistic regression models,
as such we can directly interpret the direction and statistical significance of the coeffi-
cient estimates in Table 1, but not their substantive size. That being said, these results
already indicate that personalism is positively associated with autocrats’ recruitment of
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Table 1. Personalism and the establishment of foreign legions in autocracies.

(1) (2) (3)
DV: Legionnaire recruitment onset

Personalism 1.641** 1.893** 1.565**
(0.650) (0.647) (0.660)

Military share −8.881 −14.212
(19.983) (23.440)

GDP per capita 4.463** 6.214**
(2.057) (1.961)

Population 3.382* −1.016
(1.925) (2.175)

Intrastate conflict 1.632**
(0.284)

Interstate conflict 1.157**
(0.355)

Active rivalries −0.040
(0.126)

Constant −3.799** −22.421** −14.596**
(0.499) (6.270) (5.855)

Observations 3979 3979 3979
AIC 336.412 334.680 313.490
Log likelihood −163.206 −159.340 −145.745
Cubic polynomials included in models but omitted from presentation. Standard errors clustered on the country
in parentheses. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05.

Table 2. Foreign legions and regime challenges in autocracies.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
DV: Coup attempt DV: Mass uprising onset

Foreign Legion −0.730** −0.613** −0.672** −0.439 −0.830** −0.797**
(0.307) (0.309) (0.308) (0.313) (0.352) (0.373)

Personalism −0.595** −0.637** 0.123 0.138
(0.292) (0.289) (0.297) (0.300)

Military chare −26.953** −23.037* −46.111** −45.809**
(12.241) (11.925) (14.167) (14.293)

GDP per capita −0.201 −0.128 −0.191 −0.219
(0.156) (0.159) (0.282) (0.279)

Military cpending −0.079 −0.102* 0.336** 0.334**
(0.053) (0.054) (0.063) (0.064)

Δ GDP per capita −39.616** −36.717** −16.017 −16.085
(11.219) (10.867) (10.045) (10.200)

Δ Military cpending 0.145 0.139 −0.571** −0.568**
(0.200) (0.192) (0.190) (0.191)

Population −0.406 −0.831 −0.112 0.087
(1.265) (1.312) (1.636) (1.762)

Intrastate conflict 0.512** −0.075
(0.194) (0.247)

Interstate conflict 0.011 −0.063
(0.185) (0.255)

Constant −1.531** 1.129 2.271 −2.593** −5.804 −6.261
(0.158) (3.231) (3.347) (0.305) (4.327) (4.612)

Observations 4162 4162 4162 4085 4085 4085
AIC 1770.779 1739.496 1734.362 1257.081 1194.786 1198.548
Log likelihood −880.390 −857.748 −853.181 −623.541 −585.393 −585.274
Cubic polynomials included in models but omitted from presentation. Standard errors clustered on the country
in parentheses. ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05.
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legionnaires at conventional levels of statistical significance. In other words, more per-
sonalist rulers are more likely to recruit foreigners into their armed forces.

Figure 2 facilities a more substantive interpretation of this result. There, we plot the
predicted probability of legionnaires being recruited into military service across
different levels of our latent personalism measure, based on model 3 in Table 1,
while keeping all other covariates at their observed values. The first thing to note
here is that, regardless of the level of personalism, the initiation of legionnaire recruit-
ment policies is a rare event. This is unsurprising as Grasmeder notes that “from 1815
to 2020, ninety-one states implemented 231 such policies”107 and in our sample of 3979
autocratic country-years, where non-onset observations of these policies are set to
missing, we observe legionnaire recruitment onsets only in 0.75% of them.
However, Figure 2 suggests that personalism has a substantively significant influence
on whether autocratic regimes choose to recruit foreign nationals into their military.
More specifically, highly non-personalist regimes are predicted to do so only with a
probability of 0.38%, that is, half of the overall probability. Regimes at the sample
mean of personalism, 0.423, still exhibit a predicted probability of initiating the recruit-
ment of foreign legionnaires below this overall probability. In contrast, once person-
alism reaches levels of 0.675 or above, countries exhibit a more than 1% probability
of initiating the recruitment of foreigners, with this probability reaching 1.63% for
fully personalized regimes.108 In total, the predicted probability of initiating the
recruitment of legionaries thus increases from half to more than double the overall
average as personalism increases. This supports the idea that personalism is a

Figure 2. Personalism and the probability of recruitment of legionnaires. Graph shows the predicted prob-
ability of the recruitment of foreign nationals being initiated at different levels of Personalism, based on Model 3;
black line gives point estimates, while grey dashed lines represent 95% confidence intervals; rug plot at the
bottom illustrates the distribution of Personalism.

DEMOCRATIZATION 727



substantively important driver of whether autocrats recruit foreign nationals into their
armed forces.

The results presented in Table 1 and Figure 2 thus offer empirical support for our
first hypothesis, namely that personalism is positively related to the recruitment of
foreigners to secure their continued survival in office and defend their positions
against challenges by rival elites. Next, we test whether this strategy is actually success-
ful, that is, whether the presence of legionnaires in a country’s armed forces is associ-
ated with a reduction in the probability of irregular challenges.

Legionnaires, coups, and mass uprisings

Table 2 reports the results of six logistic regression models which test the relationship
between foreign nationals serving in the armed forces and, respectively, coup attempts
and mass uprisings. As above, these models differ in the included control variables and
we can directly interpret only the direction and statistical significance of the reported
coefficient estimates. In contrast to the models presented in Table 1, however, note that
now all instances of foreign recruitment are included here, not just onsets of this prac-
tice. Models 4–6 use the coup attempt indicator as dependent variable while in models
7–9, the dependent variable is mass uprising onset.

The results are in line with the expectation that legionnaires reduce coup risk, as the
associated coefficient estimate is negative and statistically distinguishable from zero at
the 95%-level in all three models 4–6. This implies that autocrats are less likely to suffer
coup attempts if they have foreign nationals serving in their armed forces. Similarly,
the results presented in Table 2 indicate that autocrats are also less likely to experience
the onset of a mass uprising if they employ legionnaires. The coefficient of the legion-
naires variable is negative throughout models 7–9 and, while statistically insignificant
in the bivariate specification, also statistically distinguishable from zero at the 95%-
level once we add covariates in models 8 and 9.109

To interpret these results more substantively, we present how the presence of
legionnaires in autocracies changes the probability of experiencing elite- as well as
mass-based challenges in Figure 3. All other covariates are kept at their observed
values. The first three estimates stem from models 4–6, thus showing how legionnaires
affect coup risk, and indicate that regardless of the model, the recruitment of foreign
nationals is associated with a sizeable decrease in the probability of coup attempts,
ranging between 3.4% and 4.1%. Given that coup attempts occur in only 6.2% of the
4162 autocratic country-years we observe, this clearly is a substantially important
decrease. As such, our results indicate that recruiting foreign nationals into their
armed forces can serve as an effective coup-proofing strategy for autocrats. The
bottom three estimates, in turn, capture the substantive impact of legionnaires on
the onset of mass uprisings by showing how the predicted probability of such an
event changes if the armed forces are not purely staffed by own, but also foreign,
nationals. Again, foreign legionnaires are associated with a substantive decrease in
the onset probability of mass protest campaigns, reducing it by approximately 2.7%
in models 8 and 9. And even in model 7, where the coefficient of legionnaires is
insignificant, its average marginal effect is still a 1.5% reduction in mass uprising
onset probability. Mass uprisings are even rarer than coup attempts, happening in
only 3.6% of the 4085 autocratic country-years in our sample, meaning that the
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presence of foreign nationals in the armed forces also reduces the probability of mass-
based challenges to the regime to a substantively important degree.

Our empirical findings in Table 2 and Figure 3 are thus in line with hypotheses 2 and 3,
namely, that the presence of foreigners in the armed forces reduces the risk of both elite-
based challenges (coup attempts) and mass-based threats (uprisings) autocratic rulers
might face. As such, they also further elucidate why personalist rulers would choose to
invest in recruiting legionnaires when staffing their security forces.

Additional analyses

The results presented so far offer empirical support for all three of our theoretical
expectations. We find that more personalist regimes are more likely to recruit
foreigners into their armed forces and that, in turn, autocrats staffing their military
forces with legionnaires are less likely to face both coup attempts and popular upris-
ings. We next summarize several additional analyses that further support these three
main findings and are presented in full in the Supplementary material. We replicate
our main models while accounting for structural heterogeneity between different
countries via random effects logistic regression models (Table A.2) and employing
penalized maximum-likelihood regression to reflect that both legionnaire recruitment
onsets and coup attempts are rare events (A.3). Personalism, coup attempts, and mass
uprisings all exhibit notable temporal trends110 and as can be seen in Figure 1, the same
is the case for legionnaire recruitment, especially in autocracies, leading us to include
time trends in our models (A.4).

Figure 3. Legionnaires and the probability of regime challenges. Graph shows the change in the predicted
probabilities of a coup attempt (models 4–6) and a mass uprising onset (models 7–9) associated with the pres-
ence of legionnaires; dots and diamonds give point estimates, while whiskers represent 90% and 95% confi-
dence intervals.
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We further tackle two potential concerns regarding the association between person-
alism and legionnaire recruitment (A.5). As it may be driven by outlier countries with
anomalously severe concentrations of power on the dictator, we omit observations
situated in the top decile of the personalism distribution. And because the latent per-
sonalism measure we use includes an item reflecting whether the ruler creates personal
security forces,111 we re-construct the personalism measure while dropping this
specific item and use it to re-estimate model 3 as the creation of such loyalist forces
is closely associated with coup-proofing and foreigners may be specifically recruited
for these units.

Next, we test two additional observable implications of the arguments linking
foreign legionnaires to a decrease in elite- and mass-based threats to the regime. For
mass protest campaigns, we propose a protest-reducing effect due to legionnaires
being “more willing to respond with violent repression should street mobilizations
take place”, meaning that when mass campaigns do occur in autocracies, the presence
of legionnaires should be associated with their increased repression. And for coup
attempts, we argue that foreign legionnaires decrease coup risk by inhibiting the mili-
tary’s ability to solve the coordination problem inherent in coups and to mobilize
broader societal support in the case of a coup. However, these mechanisms should
still work if a coup attempt is actually taking place. Then, they would lead to plotters
receiving less intra-military and popular support and, as result, coup attempts being
less likely to succeed when they occur in the presence of legionnaires. We find empiri-
cal evidence in line with both of these additional observable implications, this further
supports our theoretical arguments (A.6–A.7).

Additionally, we acknowledge that coup attempts and mass uprisings, while distinct
regime threats, can occur at the same time, may not be independent, and thus model
them together within a bivariate probit model and re-estimate the fully specified sep-
arate models while controlling for the respective other threat (A.8). Inspired by Eibl,
Hertog, and Slater,112 we then replace the binary indicators of inter- and intrastate
conflict with measures of their duration (A.9).

Next, we include several covariates that account for further potential sources of con-
founding (A.10–A.15). We thus incorporate military expenditures and rivalries where,
previously, the respective variable was not included. And we control for several
additional variables that have previously been linked to regime threats and security
force structure, thus also potentially driving legionnaire recruitment. These include
conscription, countries’ colonial roots, the government being a military regime,
leader tenure, politically excluded ethnic groups, and urban population share.113 We
also control for previous protests and coup attempts in neighbouring countries,
which may spill over, but also drive leaders to modify their security apparatus. And
because rulers may generally seek to personalize power and adjust their ruling coalition
and security forces after facing elite- or mass-based challenges,114 we control for pre-
vious coup attempts and mass uprisings when testing the relationship between person-
alism and the recruitment of foreign nationals. The substantive results of these
additional analyses are in line with our theoretical expectations and the results of
our main models, though we do note that in some specifications, the statistical signifi-
cance of our relationships of interest drops below the 5%-threshold.

Finally, we extend our analysis to explore whether foreign legionnaires’ presence
affects a third (albeit rare) way of dictators’ being removed from office: Foreign inter-
ventions. On one hand, the presence of legionnaires, similar to other coup-proofing
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measures,115 may undermine military cohesion and effectiveness, thus increasing the
probability of removal via foreign intervention. On the other, Hanson and Lin-Green-
berg argue that legionnaires may also be recruited to contribute specialized military
skills and expertise,116 which could increase military capacity and hence reduce that
probability instead. The very preliminary evidence shows no association in either
direction (A.16). This may be due to the rarity of dictators being removed by
foreign interventions but may also speak to both potential mechanisms being at play.

Conclusion

This research finds that personalistic autocrats are more likely to recruit foreigners into
their armed forces and that the presence of these legionnaires reduces the risk of the
two most common anti-regime challenges, coups and mass uprisings. Based on
these findings, the global increase in personalism levels across dictatorships, and the
related increase in the use of foreign legionnaires could have profound implications
for the prospects of democratization, peaceful political change, and human rights.

Uprisings have become the most common way through which autocracies collapse,
and a large share of such breakdowns result in democratic transitions. Further, some
recent research suggests that coups in non-democracies might now more likely be fol-
lowed by democratization. However, our findings indicate that the increasing presence
of personalistic autocrats, with a tight grip on the security apparatus and contingents of
foreign legionnaires who lack links to society at large, poses a concerning impediment
to these political developments. Not only that, but these factors create an incentive
structure which makes it more likely that if such challenges were to unfold, the
regime response would entail violent repression, which, in turn, may lead to splits
within the armed forces that could escalate into civil war. Our findings point to the
need for international policies that can tackle dictators’ recruitment of legionnaires.
These would have to substantially expand on the 1989 UN Convention against the
use of mercenaries, which entered into force in 2001 and has been of little help
against these challenges as it currently does not cover foreign recruits that are
official members of the armed forces (see Article 1(e)).

This research also has implications for our understanding of civil–military
relations and comparative authoritarianism. It identifies the recruitment of
foreigners as instrumental to the process of power accumulation and a crucial
tool that, unlike many other strategies, allows autocrats to tackle both elite- and
mass-based threats. Legionnaires act as obstacles to coup attempts and, due to
their willingness to use violence against citizens, deter mass uprisings. As such,
autocrats are particularly keen to recruit these specialists of violence when concen-
trating power on themselves and excluding rival groups. Because legionnaires help
autocrats stave off both elite- and mass-based threats, their presence in autocracies
should clearly receive more attention.

Indeed, this research implies several further questions and research directions. For
instance, in line with research on other components of autocratic civil–military
relations, future work may further consider how foreign legionnaires affect militaries’
defection during uprisings, how native soldiers respond to their presence, their per-
formance and behaviour in international conflicts, or conflict onset.117 Or it may con-
tinue investigating the drivers and timing of legionnaire recruitment in a cross-
national, comparative framework, exploring why, given how effective legionnaires
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are in protecting the regime, their recruitment remains relatively rare. And for both the
drivers and effects of foreign legionnaire recruitment, it may consider distinguishing
different kinds of legionnaire integration. For instance, this may be done based on
whether legionnaires are placed in specific units or throughout the military, whether
they appear as elite or more expendable units, and whether incumbents seek to assim-
ilate them to the native population or keep them away from it. Given the effects these
troops have on autocrats’ survival in office, the violent repression of protests, and the
victimization of civilians in civil wars118, better understanding when governments
choose to mobilize legionnaires clearly is important.
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