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This paper seeks to answer two related research questions.  First, do international labor 

flows influence domestic political regime type, both in the countries that import labor and in the 

countries that export it.  Second, what factors drive labor flows across the Global South, where 

there remains interesting variation in terms of domestic political regime type? 

Before trying to answer these questions, it is useful to place them into context.  A major 

research program in comparative/international political economy explores how a country’s 

political system may be influenced by economic globalization, defined as the freer flow of goods 

and services (i.e. international trade) as well as factors of production (e.g. international capital 

and labor mobility) across national borders.  With regards to this research program examining 

how economic globalization affects democracy, there has been a lot of work dealing with 

international trade in goods and services (e.g. Li and Reuveny 2003, Rudra 2005, Lopez-

Cordova and Meissner 2008) and some research devoted to international capital mobility (e.g. 

Eichengreen and Leblang 2008), but there is, to the best of our knowledge, no work at all that 

systematically explores how international labor mobility influences domestic political regimes, 

either in the countries exporting labor or in the countries importing it.   

Of course, there is a small but growing political science research program on the 

determinants of international migration.1  But most of the work on this subject has focused on 

migration patterns where the advanced industrial democracies are the receiving countries, or the 

labor importers.  As Cornelius and Rosenblum’s (2005) literature review helps demonstrate, 

there are few, if any, systematic treatments of international labor flows that remain within the 

Global South.2  This strong tendency to focus on migration patterns related to the Global North is 

                                                 
1 For a review of this literature, see Cornelius and Rosenblum 2005.  More recent contributions include Leblang, 
Fitzgerald and Teets 2008; and Breunig, Cao, and Luedtke 2008. 
 
2 One exception here is Breunig, Cao, and Luedtke 2008. 
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not hard to understand since most of the scholars publishing on this subject live and/or work in 

the advanced industrial democracies, and so immigration into this set of countries is politically 

salient and policy relevant.  But it is hard not to suspect that scholars have also chosen to focus 

on immigration patterns related to the advanced industrial democracies because of data.  The 

data on international labor flows are much less extensive and probably less reliable than the data 

on international trade, for example.  And these data problems become even more severe as they 

relate to labor flows within the Global South.   

But it seems unfortunate that the discipline might allow data limitations with regards to 

Global South labor flows to stand as a reason not to study this important feature of economic 

globalization.  Certainly data limitations mean that one must careful about drawing strong 

conclusions or making out-of-sample inferences, but several other important political economy 

research programs have advanced despite similar data limitations.  For example, the data on 

income inequality (e.g. Gini coefficients) are also very limited and unreliable for lesser 

developed countries, probably more so than migration data.  Yet this has not stopped theoretical 

work on the causes and effects of income inequality, nor has it precluded useful empirical work 

with measures such as the Gini coefficient.  Consequently, we wish to make a similar argument 

about this subject: international migration within the Global South is sufficiently important and 

under-studied that one should not allow data to stand in the way of theory, nor as an obstacle for 

preliminary tests of that theory. 

Indeed, most of the world’s population lives in lesser developed national economies, 

often in very poor conditions.  While the advanced industrial democracies import some labor 

from lesser developed countries, they also have severe restrictions on legal immigration, 

meaning that those in the Global South looking for work and income must consider destinations 
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in other lesser developed countries.  Correspondingly, several million South Asians have 

migrated to work in the Middle Eastern oil fields (ESCWA 2007).  Are such labor flows typical 

of migration patterns between lesser developed countries?  Likewise, it is natural to ask whether 

such labor flows influence a government’s willingness to extend or retract political rights and 

civil liberties.  Do labor exports, or emigration, facilitate or inhibit political liberalization?  

Similarly, do labor imports, or immigration, facilitate or inhibit political liberalization?   

In response to these research questions, we first investigate the determinants of 

international migration within the Global South using a factoral model that distinguishes lesser 

developed countries in terms of their land/labor ratio with a focus on energy as a land resource.  

This factoral model posits that countries with a high land/labor ratio, especially one related to 

energy, need to import labor in order to exploit their natural resources, while those with a low 

land/labor ratio need to export their surplus workers.  Although we must be cautious due to the 

aforementioned data problems, our results suggest that labor flows in the Global South are 

consistent with this variation in the land/labor ratio: countries with a higher land/labor ratio have 

experienced greater net immigration on a per capita basis.   

  Turning next to the questions about how international migration affects the domestic 

political regime type in both the labor abundant countries that export labor and in the energy-rich 

countries that import labor, we again use a factoral framework to build a simple model of an 

autocratic political system with capital- and land-owning elites in the small winning coalition 

and labor as the large losing coalition.  This model posits that emigration should facilitate 

political liberalization in the low land/labor ratio countries with surplus workers.  Likewise, 

immigration should hinder political liberalization in the high land/labor ratio countries that 

import these workers.  We then present some statistical results consistent with these expectations. 
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Indeed, these results have some important implications for two other prominent research 

programs in political science.  First, if energy abundant countries need to import labor and the 

resulting immigration tends to work against political liberalization, then we can offer an 

alternative explanation for what some have identified as the oil, or resource, curse.  This is not to 

argue that the standard “rentier state” logic is incorrect, but rather that the repressive political 

regimes in Middle Eastern oil-producing countries may also be explained by other factors, 

namely large-scale labor imports.  Second, our results also address the research program on the 

regional diffusion of democracy.  Since neighboring countries tend to have similar endowments 

in terms of production factors such as land/energy and labor, they also tend as a regional group to 

be either labor exporters (e.g. Asia) or labor importers (i.e. the Middle East).  This suggests that 

when scholars use “regional” variables to control for democratic diffusion effects, these variables 

may be capturing more than just the effects of diffusion.  Indeed, the argument advanced here 

would also posit regional clusters in terms of political liberties and civil rights, although the 

causal mechanism is obviously not one related to policy diffusion or contagion. 

The rest of our paper is divided into three sections.  As indicated above, while our 

argument is ultimately about how international labor flows influence political liberalization in 

the Global South, we first need to be able to identify the characteristics of Global South countries 

that import and export labor.  So the first section of our paper deals with this subject.  Having 

identified two basic types of lesser developed national economies (labor exporters and labor 

importers), the second section of the paper then considers how emigration affects political 

liberalization in the former and how immigration affects it in the latter.  Finally, the third section 

of our paper discusses the implications of our two-part argument for the research programs 

described above (i.e. the resource curse and democratic diffusion). 
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I.  Energy Production and Labor Flows in the Global South 

 

A. The Argument, Part 1 

The first step in our argument begins with a stylized fact borrowed from Rogowski (1989, 

chapter 1).  Using a three factor model with capital, labor, and land, there are two basic types of 

lesser developed, or Global South, national economies.  Both types are, by definition, capital-

poor, or scarce in terms of financial, physical and human capital.3  But Global South national 

economies can be usefully distinguished in terms of their land/labor ratio.  Given this paper’s 

focus on energy production, it is useful to state clearly that, in a three factor model, land includes 

energy and all other natural resources.4  And in this three factor model, labor consists of 

unskilled and semiskilled workers. 

 Given this distinction, one type of Global South national economy has a low land/labor 

ratio.  It is thus scarce in terms of both capital and land including energy, but relatively abundant 

in terms of its unskilled and semiskilled labor endowments.  Many of the high population density 

countries in Asia fit this first type with the Philippines and Pakistan as representative examples 

of labor-rich but relatively land-poor national economies.  The second type of Global South 

national economy has a high land/labor ratio, making it abundant in terms of land including 

energy and/or other natural resources, but comparatively scarce in terms of both capital and labor.  

                                                 
3 Human capital can also be classified as a type of labor endowment (i.e. professional labor).  But since lesser 
developed countries tend to be scarce in terms of both capital (physical and financial) and human capital, it becomes 
useful to treat professional labor and other forms of human capital as part of a country’s capital endowments, at least 
when using a three factor model. 
 
4 Leamer (1984) offered an eleven factor model with capital, professional labor (read human capital), semiskilled 
labor, unskilled labor, tropical land, temperate land, dry land, forested land, coal, minerals, and oil.  These last seven 
factors can be grouped together as “land” in a three factor model with coal and oil as the primary energy 
components of the aggregate land factor. 
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Many of the low population density countries in the Middle East fit this second type with Saudi 

Arabia and the United Arab Emirates as classic examples of land-rich and labor-poor countries. 

 Given these two basic types of lesser developed countries as defined by their labor and 

land endowments, one might expect to observe labor flows between countries in the Global 

South.  First, land is a fixed, or immobile, factor that cannot easily move across national borders.  

Second, there are economic and political incentives for labor, a potentially mobile factor unlike 

land, to move towards the high land/labor ratio countries and away from those with low 

land/labor ratios.  Thus, not only do laborers have an incentive to move, but governments also 

have an incentive to open their labor markets (i.e. permit international labor mobility).  Since this 

second point is not completely obvious, it needs to be developed in more detail from the 

perspective of both high and low land/labor ratio national economies. 

  With regards to the former (i.e. high land/labor ratio countries), they need to import labor 

in order to extract, refine, and otherwise exploit their land and natural resources given their 

internal labor scarcity.  Extracting oil and mining coal, for example, are labor-intensive activities 

and even if the land-owning elites in these high land/labor ratio countries were willing to do the 

“dirty” work on the oil derricks or in the mine shafts, there are simply not enough of these elite 

individuals to perform all of the necessary work given the land abundance and labor scarcity in 

the national economy.  It might be argued that importing labor is politically problematic for the 

land-owning elites (much more on this subject later) so they would prefer to keep their domestic 

market closed to foreign labor and leave their natural resources under-developed.  But since the 

wealth and political power of the land-owning elite is based in large part on the revenue that they 

can earn from their land, their natural resources must be economically exploited in order to 

maintain their political influence, thus requiring the importation of foreign labor. 
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 With regards to low land/labor ratio countries, there are several reasons why they might 

want to export their excess labor given the lack of work opportunities at home owing to their 

capital and land scarcity.  In terms of economic incentives, those paid for their work in foreign 

economies can send a portion of their earnings back home to their families.  The flow of money 

from those working abroad to those who remain in their national economy (usually family 

members) is known as remittances, and there is growing evidence that such remittances help to 

reduce poverty (Adams and Page 2003) and improve growth in lesser developed national 

economies (Burki 1984).  It is also important to note that emigration makes labor less abundant, 

or more scarce, in the domestic economy, thus raising the wages of those who are able to find 

work in their national labor market.  Consequently, even those who do not need to look for work 

in foreign labor markets are likely to support the exportation of excess domestic labor. 

There are also political incentives for labor abundant countries to export their excess 

labor, especially unemployed and unmarried young men.  As Boone (1986, 868) argued, a large 

population of such individuals “ultimately creates a highly competitive, volatile situation at the 

societal level….  Rulers must choose between dispersing these individuals… or facing disorder 

and overthrow on the home front.”  Likewise, Hudson and Den Boer (2002, 26 emphasis added) 

wrote: “There is only one short term situation for dealing with a bare-branch problem [an excess 

supply of unemployed unmarried males]: Reduce their numbers.  There are several traditional 

ways to do so: Fight them, encourage their self-destruction, or export them.”  Thus, it is not 

surprising to see the governments of labor abundant national economies actively marketing their 

workforce abroad and signing agreements with foreign governments to supply labor.  For 

example, Abella (1995, 419) notes that the South Korean and Philippine governments have been 

involved in such activities since the early 1970s. 
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The hypothesis offered by the first step in our argument concerns the direction of labor 

flows within the Global South: lesser developed countries with a higher land/labor ratio should 

experience greater net immigration.  More specifically, given our interest in energy resources, we 

posit that lesser developed countries with a higher land/labor ratio where land is defined in terms 

of energy resources should experience greater net immigration.  Despite the theoretical 

simplicity of this hypothesis, it is interesting to note that we can find no quantitative analysis of 

international labor flows that consider the effect of land - either broadly defined or more 

narrowly defined in terms of energy - as a potential pull factor.  But perhaps the non-

consideration of land is not surprising given that studies of immigration patterns have tended to 

focus on flows into the advanced industrial democracies (Cornelius and Rosenblum 2005), a set 

of countries that tend not to be particularly land abundant (with the exception of the United 

States, Canada, and possibly Australia).  It is thus important to assess the explanatory power of a 

lesser developed country’s land/labor ratio, especially as it compares to other standard pull 

variables (e.g. GDP per capita and the level of democracy) in immigration models focused on the 

advanced industrial democracies. 

 

B. The Evidence, Part 1 

 In order to test this hypothesis about the movement of people in the Global South, we 

would obviously like to have annual bilateral migration data for a large sample of lesser 

developed country dyads (i.e. the number of people immigrating into country A from country B 

in year T).  While such data are available when country A is a member of the OECD (e.g. 

Leblang, Fitzgerald, and Teets 2008), these Northern countries are simply not part of our 

theoretical domain, and movement in or out of these advanced industrial democracies may 
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ultimately say very little about migration patterns across the Global South.  Parsons et al. (2005) 

have recently collected bilateral migration data for a sample that does include many South-South 

dyads, but unfortunately this collection is currently based only on the 2000 round of census data.  

This fact makes it ill-suited for our present purposes, which will become especially evident in the 

second step of our argument when we consider the effect of migration on political liberalization 

over time.  Hence, we need our migration data to have a longer temporal dimension than is 

currently offered by Parsons et al.  This data requirement leads us to use the migration data from 

the United Nations,5 despite the limitations that we will discuss below.   

Measured every five years (e.g. 1975, 1980, 1985, etc.), these data are country/year 

estimates of the number of immigrants minus the number of emigrants (i.e. net immigration).  

We make these data comparable across countries of different size by dividing net immigration by 

population and, thus, label this variable Net Immigration per capita.  Unfortunately, we do not 

have information on the number of immigrants or on the number of emigrants measured 

separately.  Likewise, while we have an estimate of the net number of people entering a country 

every five years, we do not know from what countries the immigrants came (or to what countries 

the emigrants went).  Thus, while we will use a country/year sample limited to lesser developed 

countries (all non-advanced industrial democracies), there is no way to limit Net Immigration per 

capita to exclude flows to/from these Global South countries that include an advanced industrial 

democracy on the other end.  While there is little evidence that the immigration component of 

the series is driven by workers who came to lesser developed countries from the advanced 

industrial democracies, many of the emigrants from the countries in our Global South sample 

were headed to the Global North.  Thus, the emigration component of this net immigration series 

is inflated by these additional outflows that we cannot exclude.  In practical terms, this means 
                                                 
5 These data are available using the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (2008). 



 10

that our measure will systematically understate the amount of net immigration associated with 

other lesser developed countries.  To the extent that this depresses the variation in our dependent 

variable, it probably serves to raise the probability of a Type II error, or a false negative.   

 Our primary independent variable is Energy Production per capita (kilotons of oil 

equivalents produced per capita).6  This variable puts energy production - measuring a specific 

set of land resources - in the numerator and population - a standard measure for the country’s 

potential labor stock - in the denominator.  Thus, measuring natural resources on a per capita 

basis helps identify the land/labor ratio of the national economy.  Since there are other land 

factors unrelated to energy (e.g. tropical land, temperate land, dry land, and forested land), it is 

also necessary to measure the country/year’s land/labor ratio in terms of its Land Area per capita 

(kilometers squared per capita).7  Our hypothesis about labor moving towards countries in the 

Global South with a higher land/labor predicts that both of these independent variables should 

take on a positive coefficient (indicating greater net immigration) although for the next two 

sections of the paper, we attach greater importance to obtaining this result for Energy Production 

per capita. 

 Our independent variables also include several controls.  To control for country size, or 

its potential absorptive capacity, we include a measure of National Income (GDP in constant U.S. 

dollars).8  It is important to understand that national income also proxies, albeit roughly, the 

potential capital stock within the national economy based on the understanding that, at least in 

                                                 
6 World Development Indicators (2008). 
 
7 World Development Indicators (2008).  These two measures for the land/labor ratio are positively correlated, but 
this correlation is relatively weak (0.10), which gives us confidence that the two indicators are measuring different 
aspects of the land/labor ratio. 
 
8 World Development Indicators (2008).  One might also control for country size and potential absorptive capacity 
in terms of the country/year population, but population is already part of our model specification, entering as the 
denominator of several variables. 
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the long-term, income can be converted to both financial and physical capital and vice-versa.  To 

control for variation in terms of Economic Development, we use a logged measure of the 

country/year’s GDP per capita.9  To the extent that national income proxies the potential capital 

stock within the national economy, GDP per capita also serves as a control for the capital/labor 

ratio because population, a measure of the potential labor stock, is used as the denominator.  

Since Mundell (1957) argued that international trade and migration may be substitutes, we also 

control for Trade Openness, measured as the sum of exports plus imports divided by GDP.10  To 

capture an alternative explanation for international labor flows – that people move to other 

Global South countries seeking greater political rights and freedom – we include Political 

Liberties, measured using the country/year Freedom House score (political rights + civil liberties) 

which has been inverted so that higher values indicate greater political rights and civil liberties.11  

Finally, to control for systemic, or global, factors that might influence migration patterns, we add 

a full set of year fixed effects.  Given that our country time-series are quite short (with net 

immigration only measured every five years between 1975 and 2000, thus providing a time-

series with a maximum of 6 observations) and that our factoral measures (Energy Production per 

capita and Land Area per capita) do not experience much variation over time within a given 

country, we begin with a set of models that do not include country fixed effects.  

  The statistical results in the first column of Table 1 are consistent with our expectations.  

Countries with a higher land/labor ratio, measured both in terms of Energy Production per capita 

and Land Area per capita, are associated with greater Net Immigration per capita, although it 

should be noted that the results are stronger for our first measure of the land/labor ratio (energy) 

                                                 
9 World Development Indicators (2008). 
 
10 These data come from the Penn World Tables (Heston, Summers, and Aten. 2006). 
 
11 Freedom House 2008. 
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than for our second (other forms of land).  However, one possible concern about this first set of 

statistical results concerns the relatively small sample size (N=441).  In order to ascertain 

whether our results would change if we had a larger sample of country/year observations, we can 

perform some linear interpolation on our dependent variable, which was measured only every 

five years (e.g. 1975, 1980, etc.).  Indeed, this data structure means that there are many missing 

“internal” values (e.g. 1976-79, 1981-84, etc.), which are ripe for interpolation and, thus, it is 

possible to enlarge our statistical sample four-fold.  When we re-estimate the same model using 

the larger sample (N=2059), we obtain a similar set of statistical results presented in the second 

column of Table 1: both variables for the land/labor ratio are positively signed, but the effect 

remains much stronger for the energy production measure. 

 Recognizing the limits of our migration data even when the sample is augmented with 

interpolated observations, we looked for some alternative measure that could be used as the 

dependent variable in order to provide some additional evidence bearing on our hypothesis about 

labor moving towards countries in the Global South with higher land/labor ratios.  As discussed 

earlier, those working in foreign economies often send a portion of their earning back to family 

members in their national economy, creating a flow of money across national borders known as 

remittances.  In effect, remittances leaving the national economy (i.e. remittances paid) 

correspond to labor entering the national economy (i.e. immigration).  Thus, we created a second 

dependent variable labeled Net Remittances Paid per capita, which measures the amount of 

remittances paid in the country/year unit minus the amount of remittances received in it divided 

by the population in order to make this measure comparable across countries of different size.12  

                                                 
12 World Development Indicators (2008).  Although not reported here, we obtain a similar set of statistical results 
when we deflate net remittances paid by national income (GDP) instead of population. 
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We understand that these remittance data likely understate the actual amount of 

remittances moving out (paid) and in (received) of the country/year unit because they only 

include monetary transfers made through official channels.  But since we are using a net 

remittance measure (paid minus received), the downward bias in remittances paid should be at 

least partially offset by the downward bias in remittances received.  To the extent that this is not 

the case, it is important to remember that we are not actually interested in the effect of our 

independent variables on remittances per se.  Instead, we are using the net amount of remittances 

leaving the national economy as an indirect indicator for the net amount of labor coming into it.13   

Indeed, using this alternative dependent variable represents a real robustness check since 

the remittance data have a very different structure than the immigration data.  As discussed 

above, the immigration data was available only in five year intervals, but for a wide range of 

countries, thus creating a dataset with a short time-series but lots of cross-national variation.  The 

remittance data have the opposite properties: they are available on an annual basis (since the 

early 1970s) but for a comparatively smaller set of countries (hence, longer time-series with less 

cross-national variation).  In the third column of Table 1, we regress this alternative dependent 

variable (Net Remittances Paid per capita) on the same set of independent variables, and the 

results are again consistent with theoretical expectations as both of the variables capturing 

different features associated with a higher land/labor ratio are positively signed and statistically 

significant.14   

                                                 
13 Indeed, there is a strong positive correlation between Net Remittances Paid per capita and Net Immigration per 
capita.  This positive relationship gets even stronger when we remove population from the denominator of both 
measures (i.e. Net Remittances Paid and Net Immigration) so the correlation is clearly not coming from denominator 
effects. 
 
14 Since Net Remittances Paid per capita is measured in terms of U.S. dollars (Thousands???), it tends to be a large 
number, Thus, a one-unit change in any independent variable has a larger numerical effect for this dependent 
variable than was the case for Net Immigration per capita ….. 
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Having shown that our net immigration results are robust to an alternative dependent 

variable (net remittances paid), we now consider whether they are robust to an alternative model 

specification.  As mentioned earlier, our net immigration data may be biased because we cannot 

exclude the emigration headed towards the advanced industrial democracies.  But if one thinks 

that labor flows to the Global North vary by country in the Global South (based on factors like 

distance, common language and colonial ties), but remain fairly constant over time due to 

immigration quotas in the advanced industrial democracies, then we can effectively “model out” 

that bias by including a set of country fixed effects.  In terms of the over-time variation created 

by changes in these Global North immigration quotas, recall that we already have year fixed 

effects included in our statistical models.  We thus re-estimated the same set of models including 

country dummies as additional regressors with the results presented in columns 4, 5, and 6 of 

Table 1.  Except for the Land Area per capita sign flip in model 6 when we use the alternative 

dependent variable,15 our land/labor ratio measures perform as expected, especially Energy 

Production per capita.  

 Indeed, as one looks over the six models presented in Table 1, Energy Production per 

capita is the only independent variable with a consistent sign and statistical significance.  The 

second most reliable independent variable is Land Area per capita, which performs as expected 

in five of six models.  All of the other independent variables have weaker and more inconsistent 

effects on net immigration into Global South countries.  While others (e.g. Leblang, Fitzgerald 

and Teets 2008) have shown that variables like Economic Development and Political Liberties 
                                                 
15 With regards to this sign flip, it is important to recall that Land Area per capita exhibits very little over time 
variation for each country in the sample.  Thus, it is highly collinear with the country dummies, which is precisely 
why country fixed effects were not included in the initial model specification.  Indeed, we are only adding them here 
to deal with the potential bias created by not being able to exclude emigration to the advanced industrial 
democracies from the Net Immigration per capita dependent variable.  This is, in fact, not even a problem for model 
6 in Table 1 since the dependent variable there is Net Remittances Paid per capita.  Consequently, we see the model 
specification in model 3 without country fixed effects as preferable to the one in model 6, which includes them. 
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exhibit stronger and more consistent effects in samples focused on labor flows associated with 

the advanced industrial democracies, these variables have a perhaps surprisingly weak and 

inconsistent effect on immigration when the sample is restricted to lesser developed national 

economies.  We thus cautiously conclude that land endowments, as measured by the land/labor 

ratio, represent a primary driver of labor flows within the Global South. 

 

II. Political Liberalization and Labor Flows in the Global South 

 With evidence showing that labor in the Global South tends to flow away from the more 

labor abundant national economies towards those with greater land abundance, especially land 

abundance as identified by energy production, we now consider the effect of these labor flows in 

both the labor abundant countries that export labor and the land/energy abundant countries that 

import it. 

 

A. The Argument, Part 2 

 The second step in our argument is also built from a stylized fact, one that describes an 

autocratic political system in terms of the same three factor model used for the first step in our 

argument.  Autocratic political systems have a small selectorate and therefore a small winning 

coalition (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003) consisting of both capital owners and those who own 

the land, among other groups such as the military.  Stated somewhat differently, since capital is 

scarce in lesser developed national economies, governments need to have a close political 

relationship with those few wealthy individuals who own the financial and physical capital.  

Likewise, although land may be an abundant factor in the national economy, the country’s 

natural resources are likely owned by only a few rich landowners, making them another 
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important part of the small autocratic selectorate and winning coalition.  As Milner and Kubota 

(2005, 115) neatly summarized on this point: “autocrats maintain their position with the backing 

of small groups, such as the military elite, large landowners, or heavy industrialists [read capital 

owners].” 

 If capital and land are both part of the autocratic winning coalition, then where is labor in 

terms of this stylized political system?  Stated simply, labor is part of the “losing coalition.”  

Indeed, the large autocratic losing coalition consists primarily of labor, including unskilled and 

semiskilled workers, both employed and unemployed (i.e. potential workers).  Even when labor 

is a relatively scarce factor in the national economy, most individuals in lesser developed 

countries have little in terms of financial assets and own very little land (meaning that they 

cannot be meaningfully treated as either capital holders or as land owners), deriving their income 

almost exclusively by the labor that they can provide.  Since these laborers are poor, they offer 

little that is necessary for the autocracy’s political survival (except if they were willing and able 

to join the military); thus, they remain outside the small selectorate and winning coalition and 

within the large losing coalition. 

 In the context of this stylized autocratic political system, we start with the effect of 

emigration in an autocratic country with a low land/labor ratio (i.e. labor is the abundant factor in 

the national economy).  The argument that we will advance posits that emigration from a labor 

abundant country will make it somewhat easier for an autocratic government to engage in 

political liberalization given some external pressure to do so.  It is important to note that we use 

the term “political liberalization” instead of the term “democratization” because the latter tends 

to refer to changes in the political regime type that move a country from the condition of being 

an autocracy into a new condition known as democracy.  Political liberalization, as defined in 
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this paper, would include this large change, but it also includes smaller changes in the political 

regime type towards greater democracy.  Indeed, we are interested in explaining all such changes 

in a given political regime type scale (e.g. Freedom House and Polity) based on the 

understanding that even small changes in this scale, if they accumulate over time, would 

ultimately result in a large change in the country’s political system, consistent with 

aforementioned definition of democratization. 

 

Emigration in Labor Abundant Countries 

We posit that emigration in labor abundant countries will facilitate political liberalization 

because, without the exportation of excess labor, the losing coalition would greatly outnumber 

the winning coalition.  This situation makes it extremely problematic for the government to 

extend meaningful voting rights to those in the large losing coalition since abundant labor likely 

has very different policy preferences from the scarce factors in the winning coalition (i.e. capital 

and land).16  In fact, given universal suffrage, the median voter in a labor abundant national 

economy is almost guaranteed to be someone with labor policy preferences (Milner and Kubota 

2005).  However, with greater labor exports - effectively reducing the size and the voting power 

of the labor bloc in the domestic economy - the median voter becomes increasingly unlikely to 

be a citizen with strong labor policy preferences, thus making it more palatable for the capital 

and land-owning elite to liberalize, at least in terms of voting rights.  To be clear, we are not 

arguing that the autocratic elite necessarily wants to democratize, but given some external 

                                                 
16 Indeed, the proposition that capital, labor, and land tend to have different policy preferences (especially when they 
differ in terms of their abundance/scarcity) is the foundation of factor-based political-economy models explaining 
policy outcomes in more democratic systems, so we simply take it as an assumption that political preferences differ 
by abundant/scarce economic factor and do not try to further substantiate it here.   
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pressure for political liberalization, the autocratic elite should find it easier to acquiesce with a 

smaller losing coalition stemming from labor exports. 

 We believe that our argument should also operate in terms of civil rights, another 

important feature associated with political liberalization.  Given greater labor abundance in an 

autocratic national economy, it becomes more problematic for the government to expand civil 

rights – including the freedom of movement, the freedom of association, and the freedom of 

speech – due to the risk of revolution because all of these freedoms would make it easier for 

citizens to initiate, organize, and execute a successful revolution.17  As Smith (2008, 781) wrote 

on this point: “Public goods, particularly those such as government transparency and freedoms of 

association, enhance the ability of potential revolutionaries to organize against the 

government.”18  These potential revolutionaries would certainly come from within the losing 

coalition, and since greater labor abundance is associated with greater unemployment, there 

should be more people without jobs willing and able either to lead or at least to participate in a 

popular uprising against an unpopular autocratic government.  Indeed, drawing on a point made 

in the first part of our argument about the political risks associated with a large surplus 

population of young men, “[f]ew things are more anxiety-producing for an elite governing class 

than gobs of sex-starved and childless men with at least a modicum of political power” (Wright 

1994, 98).  Given the greater revolutionary threat coming from a more labor abundant national 

                                                 
17 Our argument posits that the risk of a revolution is positively related to two factors: 1) the size of the losing 
coalition and 2) their ability to organize.  Thus, the risk of a revolution would be the greatest in countries with a 
large losing coalition and where citizens have the freedom of movement and association.  The autocratic government 
can thus lower this risk by reducing the size of the losing coalition, which includes exporting surplus labor, and/or 
by limiting the ability of the losing coalition to organize a revolution. 
 
18 Similarly, Bueno de Mesquita and Smith (2009, 172) argued that the “freedom of assembly, free speech, free 
press, and transparent government improve the ability of citizens to form views about what the governments is doing 
and to organize and coordinate in the event that they are displeased with their government.” 
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economy,19 the autocracy has little incentive to expand civil rights and may even further restrict 

the freedom of movement, association and speech.  But if some of this surplus labor - especially 

the unemployed and unmarried young men - can be exported out of the domestic economy, then 

it may become easier for an autocracy facing external democratization pressure to acquiesce by 

granting civil rights to their citizens given the reduced risk of revolution stemming from 

emigration. 

In response to this argument, one might counter that an autocracy should be more likely 

to liberalize politically when it faces a greater revolutionary threat following the logic offered by 

Acemoglu and Robinson (2000), who posited that it was threat of revolution that forced the elites 

in Western countries to extend voting rights beginning in the 1800s.  Our response to this 

counterargument is that Acemoglu and Robinson’s model did not consider one of the autocracy’s 

best options when facing a revolutionary threat.  Their model included only two options for the 

government: 1) extending the franchise (i.e. positive political liberalization) and 2) redistributing 

resources through taxation but without any political liberalization.  However, there remains a 

third option for most autocracies: even greater repression of its citizens in order to make it harder 

for them to organize and execute a successful revolution (i.e. negative political liberalization).20  

This understanding means that a government likely becomes more, not less, repressive when 

facing revolutionary threats, at least in the short- to medium-term.  Indeed, it is hard to 

                                                 
19 It is worth noting that all three of the social revolutions studied by Skocpol (1979) occurred in relatively low 
land/labor ratio, or labor abundant, countries.  China and Russia were obviously labor abundant when their 
revolutions occurred, respectively, in 1949 and 1917.  For evidence that France was also labor abundant in 1789, see 
Rogowski 1989, 155.  It is also worth noting that Iran, which experienced a social revolution in 1979, had a 
surprisingly low land/labor ratio although it obviously had ample energy resources.  Indeed, the population of Iran at 
this time was more than three times greater than all of the GCC countries combined and its workforce was about six 
times greater than that of all the GCC countries combined (Abella 1995, 418). 
 
20 In their subsequent paper on political transitions, Acemoglu and Robinson (2001, 956) did consider that an 
“alternative strategy for the elite wishing to prevent democratization is to use repression.”  Their main result is 
consistent with the argument advanced here: “the elite may have so much to lose from democratization as to prefer a 
repression strategy to suppress revolution and prevent democratization.” 
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understand why an autocracy would immediately respond to a credible revolutionary threat with 

political liberalization since either ultimate outcome (a successful revolution or a democratic 

polity) would result in the loss of political power for the autocratic government, accompanied by 

a loss of its economic assets (i.e. capital and land) through either confiscation or taxation.   

 

Immigration in Land Abundant Countries 

Having discussed the effect of emigration in countries that are labor abundant, we now 

consider the political effect of immigration in autocratic countries that are land and energy 

abundant.  If emigration can be expected to facilitate political liberalization in the more labor 

abundant developing countries that export excess workers, our logic also posits that immigration 

should inhibit political liberalization in the more land abundant developing countries that need to 

import workers.  As before, we make this argument both in terms of voting rights and in terms of 

civil rights. 

First, if the imported workers were able to become citizens and achieve the right to vote 

in national elections, then immigration would effectively increase the size and the voting power 

of the labor bloc, thus threatening the political power of the capital- and land-owning elites.  This 

understanding certainly means that the autocratic winning coalition has an incentive to treat 

imported labor differently from native labor in terms of the voting rights extended to those in the 

losing coalition.  But a larger number of wage-earning foreign laborers, even when they do not 

have any formal voting rights, should also make it harder for the autocratic elite to entertain 

meaningful elections (i.e. those that include citizens in the losing coalition) because this 

imported labor bloc may still be able to influence election outcomes through campaign support 

for and financial contributions to the domestic labor bloc candidates.  On this point, it is 



 21

important to remember that foreign laborers are being paid for their work and thus have some 

financial resources that could be used to support domestic labor bloc candidates.   

Second, especially when they do not have any voting rights or other peaceful means to 

influence policy outcomes, a large number of imported workers may increase the risk of 

revolution.  Indeed, this risk should be particularly great when the growing immigrant population 

includes a larger number of physically capable young men, precisely those that the land-owning 

elites in energy abundant national economies must import to work on their oil derricks or in their 

coal mines.  To manage this risk, as argued earlier, the autocratic government may seek to limit 

and even to contract civil rights in their national political-economy since the freedom of 

movement, association, speech, and the press would make it easier for the growing labor bloc to 

organize and coordinate a revolution. 

Indeed, this logic nicely explains why imported laborers are treated as “guest workers” 

and not as citizens endowed with political rights despite their essential contribution to the land 

abundant national economy.  For example, the guest worker program in the Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) states,21 known also as the kafala system (Longva 1999), severely restricts the 

rights of imported workers.  As Castles (1995, 512-3) wrote, “migrants were not allowed to settle 

nor bring in dependents, and lacked civil or political rights.  They were generally segregated in 

barracks.  They could be deported for misconduct, and were often forced to work very long 

hours.”  A similar description was offered by Abella (1995, 421): “The migration regime that 

emerged out of these policies had the effect in some [GCC] countries of effectively 

disenfranchising the workers of many of their basic rights.  Upon entry in the countries of 

employment their travel documents are surrendered to the sponsor, or khafeel, who must give his 

                                                 
21 The GCC countries include Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates.  All of 
these countries can easily be described as having high land/labor ratios. 
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clearance before the worker is allowed to leave the country.  Since workers cannot change 

employers they are totally at the mercy of the khafeel who in places such as Saudi Arabia can at 

any time have them deported or imprisoned.”   

Indeed, the literature on the treatment of guest workers in the GCC countries often 

mentions that their lack of civil rights stems from the heightened risk of political unrest with 

such a large number of foreign laborers (e.g. ibid, 420), and that this risk varies with the ratio of 

foreign workers relative to the native population.  As Longva (1999, 22) wrote on this latter point: 

“In Bahrain and Oman, where a lower percentage of expatriates is combined with a greater 

participation of the native workers, the social gap between natives and migrants is narrower and 

the role of kafala as a social institution is substantially diluted.  In Kuwait, Qatar, and the UAE 

[where the percentage of migrant workers is greater]…, the sponsorship system is not just one 

institution among others, it is the central institution, one that defines identities, rights and 

obligations.” 

In response to our logic that immigration works against political liberalization in the land 

abundant countries that import labor, one might argue that if immigration is so politically 

threatening to the capital- and land-owning elite, then they can simply close their labor markets 

(i.e. not import workers), which would allow them to move ahead with political liberalization 

vis-à-vis their own citizens.  But as argued in the first step of our argument, the elite in these land 

abundant national economies depend on their natural resources to maintain their wealth and 

political power.  Lacking the necessary domestic labor to exploit their natural resources, they 

must import foreign labor (Abella 1995, 418), accepting that guest workers - like undeveloped 

natural resources - present a risk to their political survival and ultimately to their wealth.  

However, the political risk associated with a large number of guest workers can be managed with 
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a restrictive and autocratic political system as described above, while the risk associated with 

undeveloped natural resources even threatens the survival of an autocratic and coercive political 

system (Bellin 2004, 144). 

One might also argue that even if the elite in land abundant countries need to import 

foreign labor accepting the associated risk in terms of political survival, they may be able to 

nonetheless democratize in terms of their own citizens while maintaining a repressive political 

system for the immigrants and guest workers.  In effect, this counter-argument proposes that a 

government importing a large number of foreign workers could create a dual political system: 

democratic vis-à-vis its citizens and autocratic vis-à-vis its guest workers.  We offer two 

objections to this counter-argument. 

First, such a dual political system can be hard to sustain in the long-run.  Freedoms 

granted to citizens on the democratic side – like the freedom of speech and freedom of the press 

– serve to expose the injustices practiced on the autocratic side.  For example, the American free 

press was instrumental in exposing the treatment of foreign prisoners in Guantanamo Bay during 

the U.S. government’s “war on terror.”  And if, armed with knowledge of the injustices practiced 

on the autocratic side, the citizens on the democratic side come to oppose those repressive 

practices, then the government should find it difficult to maintain an autocratic system for its 

guest workers.  Indeed, if the citizens cannot influence public policy, including policies on the 

autocratic side, then these citizens would not be living in a democratic regime, meaning that the 

political system was not, in fact, a dual one; rather, it would be better understood as a relatively 

autocratic system in terms of both citizens and guest workers (even if it was more so towards the 

latter than the former).  This logic suggests that if the elite want to maintain an autocratic system 
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vis-à-vis their guest workers as argued above, then they will also need to maintain a somewhat 

restrictive system vis-à-vis their own citizens. 

Second, given a sufficiently large percentage of people – including but not limited to 

guest workers – living in a truly repressive political system, one would not be able to classify the 

country as democratic even if some of its citizens did have a full set of voting and civil rights.  

For example, the apartheid system in South Africa, which denied even the most basic rights to 

non-white citizens, prevented the country from being classified and treated as a democracy even 

though more than three million white citizens had voting rights and experienced most civil rights.  

Likewise, the Confederate States of America (1861-5) could not be classified as a democracy 

even if land-owning white males had voting and civil rights because slaves with absolutely no 

political or economic rights constituted more than a third of the total population. 

Thus, the second step of our argument advances the following testable hypothesis: in a 

sample of Global South countries, countries with greater net immigration should experience less 

political liberalization.  We hasten to add that, in terms of expected association between 

immigration and political regime type, this represents a counter-intuitive hypothesis.  To the 

extent that one expects migrants to move towards freer and more democratic countries, then one 

would also expect to find a positive (not negative) association between net immigration and 

political liberties.  This understanding means that endogeneity in the form of reverse causality 

(political liberties → immigration) should make it harder, not easier, for us to find statistical 

support for the aforementioned hypothesis.  We now turn to those statistical tests. 
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B. The Evidence, Part 2 

We test the hypothesis about how immigration affects political liberalization using some 

of the variables described earlier in the same sample of lesser developed country/years.  Political 

Liberties, measured using the inverted Freedom House scale (political rights + civil liberties) 

where larger values indicate more rights and liberties, becomes the dependent variable.  Our first 

independent variable is the dependent variable lagged five years.  This model specification 

means that we are effectively measuring the change in Political Liberties (i.e., political 

liberalization) over a five-year period, while controlling for the previous level of the dependent 

variable.22  We also lag all other independent variables by five years as a first cut to help assure 

that our coefficients are measuring the effect of X on Y, and not the reverse relationship (we will 

later present estimates using instrumental variable regression).  Our primary independent 

variable is Net Immigration per capita (lagged five years), which was the primary dependent 

variable in the earlier set of models.23  The hypothesis above predicts that this independent 

variable should take on a negative coefficient, indicating that greater immigration is associated 

with less (even negative) political liberalization five years later. 

The first three control variables also come from the set used earlier.  Some scholars have 

speculated that larger countries may tend to be less democratic (e.g. Dahl and Tufte 1973), so we 

control for country size using National Income.  Conversely, countries that are more 

economically advanced are expected to be more democratic so we also control for Economic 

                                                 
22 We obtain an identical set of results if we make our dependent variable the change in Political Liberties (i.e. ∆ 
Political Liberties) over the past five years and then control for its previous level.  The five year lag is chosen 
because our primary independent variable Net Immigration per capita is measured only in five year intervals. 
 
23 Note that the problem associated with this variable that was discussed earlier (it includes emigration to countries 
in the Global North) is not relevant here since our theory posits the same effect for emigration from a labor abundant 
country whether its surplus laborers go to countries in the Global North or other destinations in the Global South.  
Thus, we will make no effort to model out the emigration to Global North countries through country fixed effects as 
was done earlier. 
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Development.  Finally, several scholars have argued that trade openness promotes political 

liberalization, so we include Trade Openness as well. 

In the next section of the paper, we will discuss our argument as an alternative 

explanation for the “oil curse.”  Consequently, we want to control for another alternative 

explanation for why the Middle Eastern oil producers, in particular, may engage in less political 

liberalization.  Many (e.g. Lipset 1994, Midlarsky 1998) have argued that the Islamic faith is 

hostile to democratic values and institutions so we add Islam, a dummy variable which indicates 

whether or not Islam was the predominant faith in the country/year unit.24   

Models of democratization or political liberalization often include variables like the 

average democracy score of neighboring countries or of the region as a whole in order to capture 

democratic diffusion effects.  In the introduction, we mentioned that controlling for democratic 

diffusion using such “regional” variables may be problematic, a point that we will develop in 

more detail in the next section of the paper.  But since it is important to control for the variation 

in external pressure on the country/year unit to engage in political liberalization, we use a 

somewhat different strategy here.  Based on the logic that the pressure for democratization 

comes from the Global North countries often through international organizations, we control for 

the number of IGOs to which the country/year unit belongs.25  In this regard, it is also important 

to note that our models of political liberalization include a full set of year fixed effects, which 

others (e.g. Ross 2001, 340) have argued should help to capture the systemic pressures 

associated with democratic diffusion and/or contagion. 

Our first estimate of the statistical model just described is presented in the first column of 

Table 2.  Consistent with expectations, Net Immigration per capita (lagged five years) takes on a 

                                                 
24 These data come from Ellingsen 2000. 
 
25 These data come from Pevehouse, Nordstrom and Warnke 2004. 
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negative coefficient (-2.50), which is statistically significant with at least 90 percent confidence.  

In terms of its substantive effect, a one standard deviation increase in Net Immigration per capita 

is associated with a 0.12 decrease in the 12 point inverted Freedom House scale over the next 

five years.  In the second column of Table 2, we estimate the same model, but including the 

interpolated “internal” values for Net Immigration per capita, which was measured only in five 

year intervals for the estimates in the first column.  With the larger statistical sample (N=2995), 

the results in the second column produce a stronger coefficient for Net Immigration per capita, 

both in terms of its statistical significance and in terms of its substantive effect.  Using its 

coefficient in the second model (-3.46), a one standard deviation increase in Net Immigration per 

capita would be associated with a 0.18 decrease in the 12 point inverted Freedom House scale 

over the next five years, representing a 50 percent larger substantive effect than shown in the 

first model. 

In the third column of Table 2, we provide a robustness check for our primary 

independent variable.  In this third model, we replace Net Immigration per capita with Net 

Remittances Paid per capita, which is also lagged five years.  The estimated coefficient for this 

new independent variable is negatively signed and statistically different from zero with greater 

than 99 percent confidence.  Indeed, the substantive effect of this indirect labor flow indicator is 

even greater than the substantive effects reported in the first two models as a one standard 

deviation increase in Net Remittances Paid per capita is associated with a 0.23 decrease in the 12 

point inverted Freedom House scale over the next five years.  

Having shown that our results are robust when using an alternative measure for our 

primary independent variable, we now conduct a set of robustness checks for our dependent 

variable.  In the last three models of Table 2, we measure political liberalization using the Polity 
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indicator, which is scaled 0-20 with larger values indicating a more democratic regime.26  

Models 4, 5, and 6 in Table 2 re-estimate, respectively, models 1, 2, and 3 using the Polity 

indicator in place of the Freedom House measure.  In all three Polity models, the independent 

variable indicating greater labor inflows (either Net Immigration per capita or Net Remittances 

Paid per capita) returns a statistically significant negative coefficient, suggesting that our results 

are also robust to an alternative measure capturing the concept of political liberalization. 

In response to all of these results, one might argue (and with good reason) that they are 

biased by reverse causality, or by the regime type’s effect on immigration despite the five lag on 

the independent variables.  Indeed, the results in Table 1 suggest that countries with more 

political liberties are associated with greater net immigration, although this result was not 

particularly robust in our Global South sample.  Nonetheless, it is important to consider how this 

form of endogeneity might bias the coefficients for Net Immigration per capita in Table 2.   If 

the five year lag on Net Immigration per capita did not purge the effect of political liberalization 

on net immigration, then its coefficients in Table 2 would be biased in a positive direction.  In 

other words, the results in Table 2 would be underestimating the negative effect of net 

immigration on political liberalization.  Indeed, this understanding might help explain why the 

Net Immigration per capita coefficient in the first model in Table 2, for example, was not 

statistically or substantively stronger. 

To demonstrate this point, we turn to instrumental variable regression, which requires us 

to find a new variable that explains Net Immigration per capita but that can be omitted in a 

model of political liberalization when the immigration variable is included (in other words, this 

instrumental variable can only affect political liberalization through its effect on immigration).  

One factor that explains labor inflows but appears unrelated to political regime type is the extent 
                                                 
26 Marshall and Jaggers 2008. 
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to which production in the national economy is labor intensive.27  Where production is highly 

labor intensive (for example, concentrated in industrial sectors), a country may need to import 

additional labor in order to increase its aggregate output.  We thus measure the labor 

intensiveness of production in terms of Industrial Value Added per capita,28 and use this variable 

as our instrument for Net Immigration per capita.  It is important to note that in using a single 

instrument to identify our independent variable, our model will be exactly identified so we will 

not discuss any of the standard tests for over-identification that are necessary when using 

multiple weak instruments. 

In the first column of Table 3, we draw the reader’s attention to two results.  First, when 

using this instrument, the negative coefficient for Net Immigration per capita more than doubles 

in size from the comparable model in Table 2 (-2.50 → -5.71).29  Second, the first stage F 

statistic is greater than 10, which suggests that our instrument (Industrial Value Added per capita) 

strongly identifies the potentially endogenous regressor (Stock, Wright and Yogo 2002).  To 

further demonstrate this latter point, we present a reduced form model in the second column of 

Table 3, showing that Industrial Value Added per capita has a strong negative association with 

political liberalization.  It is important to note that this result does not represent a violation of the 

exclusion restriction since we are claiming that Industrial Value Added per capita has its 

negative effect on political liberalization only through its positive effect on net immigration. 

                                                 
27 It is important to understand that the labor intensiveness of production is unrelated to the concept of labor 
abundance.  Indeed, labor scarce countries may have labor intensive production processes, which is precisely why 
they would seek to import additional laborers. 
 
28 These data come from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (2008). 
 
29 This doubling is a consistent result when we estimate political liberalization using instrument variable regression.  
When we use the instrument to re-estimate model 2 in Table 2, the coefficient for Net Immigration per capita grows 
from -3.46 to -7.17.  For model 4 in Table 2, the coefficient grows from -6.19 to -14.95, and for model 5, it grows 
from -8.55 to -17.37.  Industrial Value Added per capita does not provide a strong first stage for Net Remittances 
per capita so we do not report any instrumental variable regressions that reproduce models 3 and 6 in Table 2. 
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In response to this claim, one might argue that perhaps Industrial Value Added per capita 

is not only a proxy for the labor intensiveness of production; it may also be a proxy for greater 

labor efficiency in production, which might be correlated with better economic growth.  And if 

this is indeed the case, then better economic growth might allow autocratic governments to delay 

or postpone political liberalization since their citizens are less demanding of such change in a 

more rapidly growing national economy.  This would imply that Industrial Value Added per 

capita has a negative effect on political liberalization through some channel other than one 

related to immigration.  But we can explore this possibility by adding Economic Growth, 

measuring the average growth rate of GDP per capita over the last four years, to our instrumental 

variable regression.30  If Industrial Value Added per capita has an effect on political 

liberalization through the economic growth channel, then we should be able to observe that the 

inclusion of Economic Growth weakens the effect of Net Immigration per capita.  The results in 

the third column of Table 3 show that this is not the case: Net Immigration per capita has the 

same negative effect on political liberalization whether Economic Growth is included in or 

omitted from the statistical model (-5.76 versus -5.71). 

 

III.  Discussion 

 We have presented a two-step argument that considered both the cause and effect of labor 

flows in the Global South.  In the first step, we showed that lesser developed countries abundant 

in energy and other forms of land attract excess workers from other lesser developed countries.  

In the second step, we showed how this immigration tends to works against political 

liberalization, reinforcing the autocratic polity in the land abundant countries that tend to import 

                                                 
30 See Beber 2009 for a similar strategy in testing potential violations of the exclusion restriction. 
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labor.  The advantage of presenting this argument in two related steps, rather than focusing our 

attention on either step in isolation, is that these two steps put together have important 

implications for some prominent research programs in the political science literature.  This 

section will thus discuss these implications, focusing first on a new counterintuitive result in the 

literature on migration patterns suggesting that migrants are attracted towards less democratic 

countries and away from more democratic ones.  We then discuss the research programs devoted 

to the oil/ resource curse and democratic diffusion, which were mentioned in the introduction. 

 

Reverse Causality in Labor Flow Models 

A recent paper by Breunig, Cao, and Luedtke (2008) provocatively argued that migrants 

are not attracted by political rights and freedoms; instead, they move towards countries with 

more autocratic political regimes.  Consistent with this claim, the authors examined migration 

flows in the year 2000 using the Parsons et al (2005) dataset and found a negative relationship 

between bilateral flows and a democratic polity in the receiving country with the latter as the 

independent variable.  Likewise, they found a positive relationship between bilateral flows and a 

democratic polity in the sending country with polity as the independent variable.  But as 

discussed earlier, these data, although very comprehensive in terms of bilateral labor flows, are 

purely cross-sectional, and one problem that becomes especially severe when doing cross-

sectional statistical analysis without any lags or instrumental variables is ascertaining the 

direction of causality.   

We thus speculate that these results may be driven by reverse causality, consistent with 

the argument advanced in this paper.  Stated somewhat differently, there is a negative 

relationship between immigration and democracy, but it is driven by immigration’s effect on 
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democracy, not by democracy’s effect on immigration.  In fact, the latter relationship is likely a 

positive one, which tends to obscure the negative relationship for the former.  Likewise, there is 

a positive relationship between emigration and democracy, but the causal arrow runs from the 

former to the latter, and not necessary in the reverse direction since one would expect, ceteris 

paribus, that people would prefer to live in freer societies. 

 

The Resource Curse 

 Scholars (e.g. Ross 2001) have observed that energy- and other natural resource-rich 

countries often have less democratic political systems, a phenomenon identified in the literature 

as the oil, or resource, curse.  Although some dispute this as an empirical regularity (Haber and 

Menaldo 2007), there is nonetheless a standard explanation for the phenomenon known as the 

rentier state theory (Karl 1997).  This theory posits that energy producing governments earn so 

much revenue (i.e. rents) from their natural resources that they do not need to tax their citizenry; 

consequently, their citizens do not demand and the government does not supply political rights 

and/or civil liberties.   

The two-step argument advanced in this paper, however, provides an alternative 

explanation for why so many energy-rich countries should have an autocratic political system.  

Energy-rich countries are often labor-poor, requiring them to import foreign laborers (step 1).  

But such immigration raises the risk of revolution, leading the government to curb civil rights, 

and also makes it problematic to extend voting rights even to domestic laborers (step 2).  Thus, 

we should observe that many energy-rich countries would be reluctant to democratize, even 

tending towards greater autocracy.  It is important to state that this argument is not intended to 

replace the rentier state logic, but it may function as a useful complement, especially since it 
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helps explain some of the variation among energy-rich countries in terms of their domestic 

regime type. 

For example, it may be hard for the standard rentier state theory (although see Dunning 

2008 for an interesting refinement of that theory) to explain why Nigeria ranks as more 

democratic than Saudi Arabia, using either the Freedom House scale or the Polity measure, since 

both are big oil producing national economies with Islam as the predominant religion.  Yet the 

argument advanced here predicts that Nigeria should find it easier to move towards democracy 

than Saudi Arabia because the former is relatively labor abundant while the latter is labor scarce.  

Thus, Nigeria does not need to import foreign labor, while Saudi Arabia does.  This same 

argument could explain why the Latin American oil producers (e.g. Ecuador and Venezuela) 

rank as highly democratic when compared to the Middle Eastern oil producers (including 

Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates) who lie near the very bottom of 

most democracy measures: the latter need to import foreign labor unlike the former (although 

Venezuela does experience some immigration due to political instability in neighboring 

Columbia). 

Democratic Diffusion 

This argument also addresses the political science research program on democratic 

diffusion.  Scholars have observed that domestic political regime type, measured in terms of 

levels and changes, tends to cluster on a regional, or geographic, basis (e.g. Simmons, Dobbin 

and Garrett 2006, 785; Gleditsch and Ward 2006, 915).  This regional clustering has led scholars 

to propose diffusion or contagion processes related to democratization, although the underlying 

causal mechanism - including coercion, competition, learning, and/or emulation (Simmons, 

Dobbin and Garrett 2006) - remains a source of debate.  Given the importance of this research 



 34

program, scholars now regularly include a “regional” control to pick up such diffusion effects in 

their models of political liberalization.  Such regional controls include geographic fixed effects, 

the average democracy score of neighboring countries, or the deviation in a country’s democracy 

score from its regional average. 

We certainly do not disagree with the proposition that there should be regional/ 

geographic clustering in terms of domestic political regime type.  Indeed, our argument would 

also predict such clustering.  Factor endowments like land are effectively distributed on a 

regional basis, which helps explain why a cluster of countries in the Middle East, for example, 

are all major oil producers.  Likewise, it makes conceptual sense to think of labor as being 

geographically clustered, which is why most countries in Asia, for example, can be treated as 

labor abundant.  Based on this regional/geographic clustering in terms of factor endowments, our 

two-step argument proposes that there should also be the same sort of clustering in terms of 

political liberalization even though our causal mechanism has little in common with the standard 

explanations for democratic diffusion.  Migration patterns in the Global South are driven by 

country variation in terms of land and labor (step 1), explaining why one can observe strong 

cross-regional patterns of migration in the Global South.  And these cross-regional labor flows 

systematically influence the political regime type both in the importing and exporting countries 

(step 2), helping to create geographic convergence for this dependent variable. 

Consequently, when scholars include a regional control variable to capture the logic of 

democratic diffusion - understood as diffusion related to causal processes like coercion, 

competition, learning, or emulation - this variable may be capturing much more than was 

intended.  Indeed in a model where democratization is the dependent variable, any independent 

variable that exhibits its primary variation on a regional or geographic basis could also be 
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picking up on differential factor endowments and their effect on international migration.  In fact, 

had we included such regional or geographical variables in our statistical models of political 

liberalization, the coefficient for Net Immigration per capita would have been significantly 

attenuated.31  Yet one should not read this as a failed robustness check.  Instead, it would have 

been a theoretical problem had this not been the case because it would have indicated that the 

first step in our argument was incorrect: labor flows were not driven by the difference in labor 

and land (including energy) endowments, which are distributed on a regional or quasi-regional 

basis.   

This understanding also sheds some light on Haber and Menaldo’s (2007) results 

showing that regional and country fixed effects wash out the effect of oil and minerals in 

country/year models with Polity as the dependent variable.  They interpret these non-results as 

damaging to the resource curse hypothesis, and this would certainly be true if oil and minerals 

were distributed to country/year units on a random basis.  But if they are more concentrated in 

some regions than others, then the addition of such fixed effects constitute a statistical robustness 

check that the resource curse hypothesis would not be expected to pass.  As Beck and Katz (2001, 

494) once concluded on this subject: “one should examine the robustness of findings to 

alternative specifications….  But to expect findings to be robust to odd specifications and or 

methods is a foolish expectation.”

                                                 
31 Including unit fixed effect also flips the sign on the Islam variable, making it appear that Muslim countries are 
more (not less) likely to become democratic.  
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Table 1: Models of Net Immigration and Net Remittances Paid. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Dependent Variable Net 

Immigration 
per capita 

Net 
Immigration 
per capita 

Net 
Remittances 

Paid per 
capita 

Net 
Immigration 
per capita 

Net 
Immigration 
per capita 

Net 
Remittances 

Paid per 
capita 

Energy Production 
per capita 

2.22** 
(0.92) 

1.93*** 
(0.72) 

22273*** 
(5721) 

2.00*** 
(0.76) 

1.31** 
(0.54) 

13728** 
(5370) 

Land Area 
per capita 

0.04* 
(0.02) 

0.04* 
(0.02) 

145.9*** 
(47.0) 

0.11* 
(0.06) 

0.11** 
(0.05) 

-519.6** 
(205.1) 

National Income 
 

3.3e-14*** 
(1.3e-14) 

2.7e-14** 
(1.2e-14) 

4.50e-11** 
(2.23e-11) 

-5.2e-14** 
(2.6e-14) 

-4.5e-14*** 
(1.6e-14) 

6.44e-12 
(3.67e-11) 

Economic Development 
 

-0.0023 
(0.0020) 

-0.0008 
(0.0016) 

-19.8*** 
(6.9) 

0.027* 
(0.014) 

0.022*** 
(0.007) 

30.9 
(19.7) 

Trade Openness 
 

0.00008* 
(0.00004) 

0.00005* 
(0.00003) 

-0.12 
(0.17) 

0.00013** 
(0.00006) 

0.00001 
(0.00004) 

-0.23* 
(0.14) 

Political Liberties 
 

0.0002 
(0.0006) 

-0.0003 
(0.0005) 

0.38 
(2.85) 

0.0016** 
(0.0008) 

0.0015*** 
(0.0005) 

1.33 
(0.96) 

Constant 
 

-0.0052 
(0.0123) 

-0.0143 
(0.0122) 

123.2*** 
(43.7) 

-0.22** 
(0.10) 

-0.18*** 
(0.05) 

-184.7 
(131.6) 

Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Country Fixed Effects No No No Yes Yes Yes 
N 441 2059 1380 441 2059 1380 
R2 0.40 0.48 0.53 0.68 0.78 0.89 
Note  Includes 

obs. with 
interpolated 

values  

  Includes 
obs. with 

interpolated 
values 

 

Cell entries are OLS coefficients with robust standards errors clustered by country.   
Fixed effects not reported for space considerations.   
Statistical significance indicated as follows: * p<0.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01. 
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Table 2: OLS Models of Political Liberalization. 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Dependent Variable 
measured using: 

Freedom 
House 

Freedom 
House 

Freedom 
House 

Polity Polity Polity 

Lagged Dependent 
Variable 

0.79*** 
(0.03) 

0.76*** 
(0.02) 

0.73*** 
(0.04) 

0.76*** 
(0.03) 

0.75*** 
(0.03) 

0.73*** 
(0.04) 

Net Immigration 
per capita 

-2.50* 
(1.48) 

-3.46** 
(1.52) 

 -6.19** 
(2.85) 

-8.55*** 
(2.72) 

 

Net Remittances Paid  
per capita 

  -0.0026*** 
(0.0009) 

  -0.0045* 
(0.0025) 

National Income  
 

-4.1e-13 
(8.2e-13) 

-6.8e-13 
(8.4e-13) 

-1.3e-12 
(1.0e-12) 

1.2e-13 
(2.0e-12) 

-1.5e-13 
(2.1e-12) 

-1.2e-12 
(2.2e-12) 

Economic Development 
 

0.18** 
(0.08) 

0.25*** 
(0.07) 

0.42*** 
(0.12) 

0.16 
(0.14) 

0.26* 
(0.14) 

0.60** 
(0.24) 

Trade Openness 
 

-0.0002 
(0.0017) 

-0.0002 
(0.0016) 

-0.0034 
(0.0024) 

0.0027 
(0.0043) 

-0.0022 
(0.0039) 

-0.0106 
(0.0065) 

IGOs 
 

-0.0002 
(0.0060) 

0.0004 
(0.0057) 

-0.0065 
(0.0073) 

0.020* 
(0.012) 

0.018 
(0.012) 

-0.003 
(0.016) 

Islam 
 

-0.81*** 
(0.24) 

-0.89*** 
(0.20) 

-0.71*** 
(0.27) 

-1.40*** 
(0.33) 

-1.23*** 
(0.33) 

-1.05* 
(0.58) 

Constant 
 

0.50 
(0.53) 

-0.30 
(0.49) 

-2.06** 
(0.92) 

-0.60 
(0.94) 

-0.84 
(0.98) 

0.72 
(1.62) 

N 646 2995 1621 699 3126 1423 
R2 0.70 0.69 0.72 0.70 0.70 0.69 
All independent variables are lagged five years. 
Cell entries are OLS coefficients with robust standards errors clustered by country.   
Fixed effects not reported for space considerations.   
Statistical significance indicated as follows: * p<0.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01. 
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Table 3: Models of Political Liberalization using an Instrumental Variable. 
 
 1 2 3 
Lagged Dependent 
Variable 

0.77*** 
(0.03) 

0.77*** 
(0.03) 

0.77*** 
(0.03) 

Net Immigration 
per capita 

-5.71** 
(2.86) 

 -5.76** 
(2.96) 

Industrial Value Added 
per capita 

 -0.000073*** 
(0.000029) 

 

Economic Growth 
 

  -0.025 
(0.017) 

National Income  
 

-4.4e-13 
(8.1e-13) 

-5-6e-13 
(8.1e-13) 

-3.9e-13 
(7.7e-13) 

Economic Development 
 

0.24*** 
(0.09) 

0.29*** 
(0.11) 

0.24*** 
(0.09) 

Trade Openness 
 

-0.0002 
(0.0017) 

-0.0006 
(0.0018) 

-0.0002 
(0.0017) 

IGOs 
 

0.0008 
(0.0065) 

-0.0022 
(0.0067) 

-0.0003 
(0.0065) 

Islam 
 

-0.60*** 
(0.24) 

-0.63*** 
(0.24) 

-0.58** 
(0.24) 

Constant 
 

0.07 
(0.56) 

-0.31 
(0.63) 

0.33 
(0.56) 

1st stage F 10.6  10.6 
N 587 587 585 
R2 0.69 0.69 0.69 
 Industrial Value Added 

per capita used as an 
instrument for Net 
Immigration per capita. 

Reduced Form 
 Model. 

Testing Possible 
Exclusion Restriction 

Violation. 

 


