


is very far from the foreign government’s ideal point, then the gain to the opposition group

for overthrowing the foreign government is very high, and hence it has to be very anti-U.S.

to choose to attack the U.S. even if it is certain to succeed against the foreign government.

Now suppose that bOG ≤ OG−FG, so that 0 ≤ pcrit < 1, so that the opposition group’s

decision actually depends on the level of support p that the U.S. provides to the foreign

government. As derived above, the opposition group will attack the foreign government if

p ≤ pcrit, and will attack the U.S. if p > pcrit. Recall that the U.S. can choose p from

the interval [p, p]. Thus, the U.S. can only affect the opposition group’s decision if pcrit lies

within this interval, more specifically, if pcrit ∈ [p, p). (If, by contrast, pcrit < p, then for any

p ∈ [p, p], it is the case that p > pcrit, and hence the opposition group chooses to attack the

U.S. Similarly, if pcrit ≥ p, then for any p ∈ [p, p], it is the case that p ≤ pcrit, and hence the

opposition group chooses to attack the foreign government.)

Suppose that pcrit ∈ [p, p), so that the U.S. can actually affect the opposition group’s

decision of whom to attack. If the U.S. finds it optimal to induce an attack against the U.S. by

providing some level of support p > pcrit, then it is indifferent among all p > pcrit, as its utility

is −FG−cUS regardless.11 On the other hand, if the U.S. finds it optimal to induce an attack

against the foreign government by choosing some p ≤ pcrit, then it is strictly best off choosing

p = pcrit, as this maximizes the probability that the attack will fail (while still ensuring that

the opposition group attacks the foreign government rather than the U.S.). This gives the

U.S. an expected utility of pcrit(−FG) + (1− pcrit)(−OG). Thus, the U.S. chooses to induce

an attack against the foreign government if pcrit(−FG) + (1 − pcrit)(−OG) ≥ −FG − cUS,

which simplifies to cUS ≥ bOG. This is formalized in the following two propositions.

11But again, choosing the maximal level of support p is a weakly dominant strategy in this scenario.

10



Proposition 2 (“Self-Defense Equilibrium”) If the U.S. can influence the opposition group’s

decision12 and cUS ≥ bOG, then the U.S. chooses to induce an attack against the foreign gov-

ernment by choosing p = pcrit, which is the highest level of support for the foreign government

that still causes the opposition group to attack the foreign government rather than the U.S.

Proposition 3 (“Fear of the Alternative Equilibrium”) If the U.S. can influence the oppo-

sition group’s decision and cUS < bOG, then the U.S. chooses to induce an attack against

itself by giving a very high level of support to the foreign government of p > pcrit.

That the U.S.’s choice depends on its cost of being attacked is the central result of the

model. When the U.S.’s cost of being attacked is low (Proposition 3), which can be inter-

preted as having strong homeland defenses, then the U.S. chooses to provide a high level of

support to the foreign government, because the U.S.’s main priority is to prevent the foreign

government from being overthrown by a more extremist alternative (i.e., Zakaria’s “fear of

the alternative” becomes the dominant influence on policy). On the other hand, when the

U.S. faces a high cost for being attacked (Proposition 2), which can be interpreted as having

weak homeland defenses, then it chooses to provide a limited amount of support to the for-

eign government, in order to induce the opposition group to focus on the foreign government

rather than the U.S. When the U.S. would suffer significantly from being attacked, then the

“fear of the alternative” becomes a less significant influence on U.S. policy, and hence the

U.S. provides less support to the incumbent authoritarian regime, which can be interpreted

as prodding it towards democratization.

12This means that bOG ≤ OG− FG and pcrit ∈ [p, p).
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3 Conclusion

In this paper, I present an extremely simple model that nevertheless captures a core dilemma

that the U.S. faces in choosing whether to support authoritarian regimes in the Middle East.

On the one hand, supporting such regimes is attractive because the alternative that would

replace them would, at least in the near term, be more extremist and anti-U.S. than the

current regimes. On the other hand, if the U.S. provides too much support, then the domestic

opponents of those regimes might attack the U.S. instead, in part because it is now nearly

impossible to overthrow their own governments.

The main implications of the model were discussed in the introduction, and so are not

repeated here. I merely note that a number of other counter-terrorism strategies are not

included in the model, and this could be a valuable area for future research. For example, I

assume that the opposition group gets a positive benefit for attacking the U.S., and hence will

choose to attack the U.S. if its probability of success against its own government is very low.

However, part of the motivation behind the U.S. responses to 9/11 was to convince would-be

terrorists that attacking the U.S. would carry great costs. It is easy to see from the payoffs

in Figure 2 that if the opposition group’s benefit for attacking the U.S. is negative (i.e.,

bOG < 0), then the opposition group chooses to attack the foreign government regardless of

its probability of failure. Thus, it is possible that by introducing deterrence (i.e., by making

bOG < 0), the U.S. can in the short-term eliminate the risk that providing too much support

to authoritarian regimes will increase the likelihood of anti-U.S. terror. It is very possible

that this would cause the “fear of the alternative” sentiment to kick back in and the U.S.

would again feel free to provide high support to incumbent authoritarian governments. In

the long run, however, this could cause the opposition group to re-develop a positive benefit

12



for attacking the U.S., and hence the cycle starts again.

Another counter-terrorism strategy that is not modeled is to “win the hearts and minds”

of people in the Muslim world, which would (like deterrence) have the effect of decreasing

the benefit of attacking the U.S. (and perhaps even making the benefit negative). However,

unlike deterrence, it is hard to see how this strategy could be consistent with resuming strong

support for existing authoritarian regimes, and hence this strategy is perhaps more likely

to be successful in the long-run than deterrence (the two policies could also be pursued

simultaneously, and examining the tradeoffs between the two in more detail could be a

promising area for future research).

Finally, the foreign government is not treated as a strategic actor in the model. However,

after 9/11 many U.S. commentators blamed the Saudi government for having long tried

to deflect domestic criticism against itself by spreading a rigid, puritanical form of Islam

throughout the Arab and Muslim world, with a consequent increase in anti-U.S. sentiment.13

Examining how the foreign government can influence the opposition group’s choice of whether

to focus on the government or the U.S. is another promising area for future research.

13For example, Zakaria, “The Allies Who Made Our Foes.”
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