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ABSTRACT

SPLIT SIGNALS OF CREDIBILITY:
THE IMPACT OF REGIME TYPE AND POLARIZATION
ON AUDIENCE COSTS

Ozdemir, Omer Deniz
M.A., Department of International Relations

Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Thsan Efe Tokdemir

September 2025

International threats vary: some deter, others provoke, with consequences for
escalation, bargaining leverage, and leaders’ survival. Audience-cost research links
credibility to domestic punishment yet typically collapses regime diversity into a
democracy—autocracy binary and sidelines polarization. This thesis addresses both
gaps by comparing democracies, anocracies, and autocracies and testing how affective
polarization reshapes credibility within each. Theory: regime type sets a baseline for
audience costs—high in democracies, low in autocracies, and intermediate in
anocracies—while polarization diffuses punishability in democracies (weakening
credibility), concentrates it in anocracies (strengthening credibility), and leaves
autocracies largely unchanged due to insulation. Design merges MID with COW
covariates and V-Dem regime and polarization measures to build a dyadic panel of

1,491 dyad—years (1816-2014) with standard controls (capabilities, contiguity,



alliances, trade, GDP, target regime). Logistic regressions evaluate whether targets
reciprocate (low perceived credibility) or comply (high perceived credibility) as a
proxy for audience-cost likelihood; hypotheses address baseline regime differences
and polarization’s moderating effect within regime families. Results in the main
models are statistically significant: democracies display higher inferred audience-cost
potential than autocracies, anocracies fall between; polarization erodes credibility in
democracies, amplifies it in anocracies, and shows no systematic effect in autocracies.
Scope conditions include proxy measurement of audience costs, regime coding
choices, and polarization indices; these constraints qualify but do not undermine the
contribution linking domestic punishability to international threat credibility.
Definitions, coding thresholds, and data limitations are stated to maintain transparency

and interpretive caution across cases and time.

Keywords: domestic audience costs, regime type, polarization, crisis bargaining,

threat credibility
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OZET

GUVENIRLIGIN BOLUNMUS SINYALLERI:
REJIM TURU VE KUTUPLASMANIN
[ZLEYICI MALIYETI UZERINE ETKISI

Ozdemir, Omer Deniz
Yiiksek Lisans, Uluslararasi Iliskiler BSliimui

Tez Danismani: Dog. Dr. Thsan Efe Tokdemir

Eyliil 2025

Uluslararas1 tehditler farklilasir: bazilar1 caydirir, bazilari direnisi tetikler; bu da
tirmanmay1, pazarlik giiciinii ve liderlerin siyasal bekasini etkiler. Segmen maliyeti
aragtirmalart inandiriciligl i¢ cezalandirmaya baglasa da rejim ¢esitliligini ¢ogu kez
demokrasi—otokrasi ikiligine indirger ve kutuplagsmayi arka plana iter. Bu tez,
demokrasiler, anokrasiler ve otokrasileri karsilagtirarak ve duygusal kutuplagsmanin
her biri i¢inde inandiriciligi nasil yeniden sekillendirdigini test ederek her iki boslugu
adresler. Kuramsal olarak, rejim tipi segmen maliyetleri i¢in bir temel belirler—
demokrasilerde yiiksek, otokrasilerde diisiik, anokrasilerde ayirt edici bigimde orta—;
kutuplasma demokrasilerde cezalandirilabilirligi dagitarak (inandiricilifi zayiflatir),
anokrasilerde yogunlastirarak (inandiriciligi giiclendirir) ve otokrasilerde yalitim

nedeniyle biiylik ol¢iide degistirmeyerek isler. Arastirma tasarimi, MID’i COW
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esdegiskenleri ve V-Dem rejim/kutuplasma oOlclimleriyle birlestirerek standart
kontrollerle (kapasite, bitisiklik, ittifaklar, ticaret, GSYH, hedef rejim) 1816-2014
arasinda 1.491 dyad-yi1l gozlemden olusan bir dyadik panel kurar. Lojistik
regresyonlar, hedeflerin karsilik verip vermedigini (diisiik algilanan inandiricilik) ya
da uyum gosterip gostermedigini (yliksek algilanan inandiricilik) segmen maliyeti
olasiliginin dolayli gostergesi olarak degerlendirir; hipotezler hem temel rejim
farkliliklarin1 hem de rejim aileleri i¢inde kutuplasmanin diizenleyici etkisini kapsar.
Bulgular, ana modellerde istatistiksel olarak anlamlidir: demokrasilerde ¢ikarilan
secmen maliyeti potansiyeli otokrasilerden yliksektir, anokrasiler aradadir;
kutuplasma demokrasilerde inandiriciligi asindirir, anokrasilerde gii¢lendirir,
otokrasilerde sistematik bir etki gdstermez. Kapsam kosullari, se¢gmen maliyetlerinin
dolayli dl¢limii, rejim kodlama tercihleri ve kutuplagsma endekslerine iliskindir; bu
kisitlar, i¢ cezalandirilabilirligi uluslararasi tehdit inandiricilifina baglayan kuramsal

katkiy1 zayiflatmaz.

Anahtar Kelimeler: izleyici maliyetleri, rejim tipi, kutuplasma, kriz pazarligi, tehdit

inandiricilig
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

I always needed to maintain my resolve in foreign policy,
so, the people would not throw accusations in my face...
Nikita Khruschev, July 1955

(Khrushchev, 2007, pp. 52)

Soviet Premier, Khrushchev’s above remark aptly captures a persistent certainty
about international politics: incarnating through whether elections in democracies or
coups in non-democracies, public sentiment towards the people in charge can
decisively influence—and at times dictate—foreign policy choices (Popkin, 1991;
Zaller, 1992). At the heart of this dynamic lies a plain reality: incumbents are
political survivalists, acutely aware that their ability to achieve any kind of external
goal depends on sustaining a sufficient level of domestic trust, especially among their
followers, to keep holding onto their office. Given this tacit prerequisite of
incumbent survival over foreign affairs, few leaders will risk the loss of face or the
perception of incompetence due to a misstep abroad that can erode trust in them back

at home. (Geddes & Zeller, 1989; De Mesquita & Siverson, 1995; Smith, 1998).

This necessary condition of internal survival is also valuable for one of the most
common tools in international relations: issuing threats. From formal ultimatums to

military mobilizations, threats are commonplace signals in international politics to



convey certain messages of demands, yet a persistent puzzle remains—why some
threats secure compliance while others are dismissed or even provoke escalation.
Conventional explanations attribute this variation to factors like material capabilities,
prior records of following through, or the salience of the issues at stake (Schelling,
1956; 1966; 1982; Press, 2005; Johnson, 2015; Sechser, 2018). While these do
matter, they all assume an ex-ante condition: that leaders can statically hold offices
to act on their threats without any problem. However, linking back to the incumbent
survival pre-requisite, leaders can be ousted and if a certain leader is taken out the
picture, even overwhelming military strength or an impeccable history of resolve

offers little deterrent value.

Domestic Audience Costs Theory (ACT) enters the picture here by notably
theorizing this domestic—international link of survival in answering the threat
credibility dilemma as a function of the domestic political price a leader expects to
be paid if they issue a threat and then back down (Fearon, 1994a; 1994b). These
“costs” differ across systems—in democracies, they may take the form of electoral
defeats; in autocracies, they may entail elite defections leading up to coups. The
theory’s core insight is unsophisticated yet far-reaching: the greater the expected
domestic penalty for a retreat from an international threat is, the more credible a
leader’s threat appears to an adversary internationally, making domestic political
survival the hidden linchpin of effective coercive diplomacy. While initially
considered as a mechanism most relevant to democracies, where institutional checks
and public scrutiny are well-pronounced (Fearon, 1994a; Eyerman & Hart, 1996;
Schultz, 2001; Tomz, 2007), later work has shown repeatedly that autocratic leaders,

too, incur audience costs (AC) (Geddes, 1999; Slantchev, 2006; Weiss, 2013; Weeks,



2008, 2012, 2014). Yet scholarship still tends to confine the phenomenon of ACT
within a democracy—autocracy binary, leaving underexplored how AC operate in-
between these regimes, namely anocracies, and how regimes impact can be
moderated through critical micro-factors such as polarization of society. To illustrate
why the considering anocracies and polarization matters for ACT, two contrasting

cases from 1970s Latin America offer a useful comparison.

In August 1975, Peruvian leader General Juan Velasco Alvarado—who had taken
power through a military coup in 1968—entered a high-stakes confrontation with
Chile. Motivated by long-standing nationalist grievances over territories lost in the
War of the Pacific nearly a century earlier, Velasco issued a strikingly blunt threat:
“Chileans should stop with the bullshit or tomorrow, my troops and I shall eat
breakfast in Santiago” (Masterson, 1991). This rhetoric was shortly backed by rapid
military mobilization in a single day, with tanks parading in cities like Ica near the
Chilean border, creating the impression of imminent war. Yet, within the same day,
Velasco recognized the severe risks of actual conflict and pulled back. By the time
Velasco retreated, however, Chile reciprocated by moving to secure ground along the
border. This swift reversal and concurrent reciprocation to the threat were interpreted
as a humiliating loss of face back at home, given Velasco’s public belligerence
beforehand. Less than a month later, he was overthrown in a coup orchestrated by his
own right-hand man—a drastic cost levied primarily for retreating after issuing high-
profile threats and desecrating Peru’s international prestige by getting reciprocated

(Drinot, 2017; Hurtado-Torres & Fermandois, 2020).



In December 1978, in another country not so far away, Argentina’s military ruler
General Jorge Rafael Videla—who had similarly come to power through a coup only
two years ago—faced a comparable confrontation with Chile, once again regarding
territorial disagreements, but this time over the Beagle Channel Islands. Like
Velasco, Videla couched his claims in uncompromising nationalist terms, warning
that Argentina would take “all measures necessary, deadly or not” to defend its
sovereignty (Ferrara & Hunt, 1979). His forces were mobilized along the Chilean
border, and the situation escalated to the brink of armed conflict in a single day,
much like Velasco. However, just as in the Peruvian case, Videla’s forces stood
down within the same day and event ceased as a mere militarized threat. Unlike
Velasco, though, Videla extracted partial compliance from Chile over the islands
thanks to his threats by the time he pulled troops back. Despite the retreat from a
public threat, Videla was insulated from the kind of domestic backlash that unseated
Velasco. At the time, he faced only minor protests, which he crushed, and remained
in power until voluntarily stepping down in 1981, handing the incumbency to another
non-democratic leader (Villar-Gertner, 2014; Lisinska, 2019; Magnani & Barreto,

2022).

On the surface, the both leaders—Velasco and Videla—operated under remarkably
similar circumstances. Yet, despite these similarities, the domestic consequences
diverged sharply: Velasco ousted, whereas Videla survived. At a first glance, the
ACT literature offers clear starting points for explaining these kinds of divergences
in cost outcomes. Work since Fearon (1994a; 1994b) has shown that even non-
democratic leaders can incur AC, particularly when their “audience” consists of

military or party elites with the capacity to depose them (Geddes, 1999; Weeks,



2008; Ezrow & Frantz, 2011). Scholars have further refined these arguments by
distinguishing subtypes of autocracies, arguing that personalist—military hybrids, or
regimes with cohesive elite coalitions, are more vulnerable to elite-led punishment
after failed coercive threats (Frantz, 2018; 2024). Others have looked at micro-level
institutional features—such as varying levels of media openness, multiplicity of
channels for elite defection, or informal coup-proofing arrangements—that can

amplify or dampen AC effects (Kinne & Marinov, 2012; Weiss, 2013).

However, when applied to Velasco and Videla, these approaches fall short in fully
explaining the difference in outcomes. Retrospectively, both leaders were military
rulers who had seized power via coups; both issued uncompromising threats backed
by visible military mobilization; both escalated nationalist disputes with same
country, Chile, right up to the brink of war; and both ultimately backed down before
open hostilities commenced with full force. In each instance, the retreat was public
and unequivocal. Furthermore, from the standpoint of ACT literature, both leaders
fall under the same non-democracies with highly-cohesive military audience
category in the Geddes, Wright, and Frantz (2014) dataset, suggesting similar
vulnerability profiles. Besides, both operated in contexts where elite coordination
was feasible and where military factions were decisive political actors, while media
openness was highly restricted. By the logic of prevailing ACT literature, both
should have faced roughly comparable risks of removal after backing down. Yet, as

stated, while one being ousted, the other prevailed.

Given the inaptness of the existing ACT works to elaborate these cases, one wonders

what else accounts for, then, the difference in outcomes in terms of AC incurrence.



In addressing this inquiry, two useful details stand out. First, Velasco’s Peru in 1975
was already an entrenched autocracy, with a Democracy score of —8. Videla’s
Argentina in 1978, by contrast, was in the midst of sliding from anocracy toward full
autocracy—moving from —4 at his takeover in late 1976 to —6.5 by the time of the
crisis in 1978, just above the anocracy threshold. Second, the public polarization
profiles of the two countries at the time of threats could not have been more
different: Peru’s polarization was relatively low, while Argentina’s was at an all-time
high (Coppedge et al, 2020). The interaction between regime types, especially in-
between types like anocracies, and the degree of polarization is rarely employed as
an explanatory lens in the AC literature. Yet this perspective helps clarify why above
two otherwise comparable cases diverge: in one, polarization enables grievances to
be weaponized within a gray-zone regime, whereas in the other, the absence of

polarization in a more suppressive regime obstructed the emergence of such costs

These disclose the two vital research gaps in ACT literature. Fist gap is about the fact
that while ACT scholarship has expanded beyond its democratic origins to consider
authoritarian subtypes (Weeks, 2008; Slantchev, 2006), it has remained largely
anchored in a democracy—autocracy binary. Anocracies—the fluid, hybrid regimes
that occupy the middle with features of both types—have received comparatively
little systematic attention, despite being common and more prone to regime-based
instabilities like regime changes by coups or elections (Marshall & Cole, 2014). This
omission matters because anocracies, by virtue of their transitional character, may
present distinctive AC dynamics not captured by either democratic or authoritarian
models. A second gap lies in the treatment of polarization. Polarization has been

studied in relation to ACT before, however, only in democratic contexts via



experiments embedded in public opinion surveys (Levendusky & Horowitz, 2012;
Evers, Fisher, & Schaaf, 2019). These studies tend to find limited or no effect, but
they are spatially and temporally bounded, with little consideration of how
polarization might function in autocracies or anocracies. Yet, polarization is deeply
consequential in such settings—not merely a byproduct of authoritarian or hybrid
rule but a tool for regime survival through a mentality of divide and rule (McCoy,
Rahman & Somer, 2018). Its effects on audience behavior in the wake of
international threats and retreat may therefore diverge sharply from patterns observed

in democracies.

By placing the Velasco and Videla episodes under this light, the relevance of both
regime position (with a focus on anocracies) and polarization becomes clearer. The
cases suggest that combinations of regime hybridity and polarization levels can shape
how threats are perceived and thus how much political risk leaders face when
backing down. This thesis builds on that insight by systematically comparing
democracies, anocracies, and autocracies, and by examining how polarization
interacts with each regime type to influence the likelihood of AC incurrence. In
doing so, it addresses two underexplored questions: how AC incurrence likelihood
comparatively alters across regimes, including anocracies, and how polarization of
society moderate AC incurrence propensity across all three of these regime types. In
answering these inquires, this study conducts a large-N quantitative analyses utilizing
existing observational datasets to form a novel dataset. The primary datasets for this
analysis will be the Militarized Interstate Disputes (MID) dataset (Palmer et al, 2022)

for AC incurrence likelihood (DV), Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset for



both regime types (IV) and societal polarization level (interaction term) (Coppedge et

al, 2020).

In terms of DV, it should be noted that AC is like the “dark matter” of international
relations—hard to observe but central to theoretical models of public opinion’s role
on foreign policy (Schultz, 2012). This approach implies that it is rather hard to
directly measure AC out in the open as it also involves making counterfactual
observations like the non-incurrence of backlash. Thus, several studies on ACT use
the MID dataset’s target state threat response variable to proxy AC incurrence
likelihood as the perceived credibility of threats to gauge whether the leader face
higher or lower likelihood of AC for backing down (Weeks, 2008; Potter & Baum,
2014; Quek & Johnston, 2017; Crisman-Cox, & Gibilisco, 2018; Yu, Whang, & Lee,
2022). These studies show that target states’ responses—coded binary as 1 for
reciprocation and 0 for compliance or no response—serve as signals of the
challenger’s perceived threat credibility and so, its likelihood of AC incurrence.
Notably, Weeks (2008, pp. 50) explains the idea behind this proxy measure for AC
incurrence likelihood as follows, “one should expect that in line with a survivalist
mentality, initiators with a high ability to generate audience costs should be less
likely to face resistance and more likely to receive compliance than states with a low
ability to generate audience costs.” Building on these, the dependent variable, AC,

will be proxied by the target state’s response to threats.

Coming to the other main variables, regime type (IV) is measured on a continuous —
10 to +10 polity scores index from V-Dem. Scores from —6 to —10 is coded as

autocracies, —5 to +5 as anocracies, and +6 to +10 as democracies. Affective or



public polarization will be used as an interaction term, measured using the V-Dem
dataset, providing a continuous scale of ideological divergence and social
polarization from 1 to 10. The interaction term will examine the combined effect of
each regime type and polarization on AC. In total, the V-Dem dataset will classify
regimes, polarization levels will be extracted from the same dataset, and responses to
threats will be measured using the MID dataset as proxies for AC. These datasets
will be merged using common identifiers like country codes and incident year while

unit of analysis will be crises-year (Coppedge et al, 2020).

Several control variables will be included to account for other factors influencing
state behavior in interstate disputes, drawing exclusively from the V-Dem dataset
and the MID dataset. Economic indicators will be measured using V-Dem’s GDP per
capita and trade data. Military capabilities will be captured through MID measures of
military personnel and expenditure. Political stability and governance will be
controlled using V-Dem’s regime stability scores and additional institutional indices.
Historical conflict experience—including previous disputes and alliance
membership—will be taken from the MID dataset. Geopolitical considerations such
as geographical contiguity and border dispute history will also rely on MID data.
Demographic size will be measured through V-Dem’s population estimates, while
ethnic and social fractionalization will be drawn from V-Dem’s social division

indicators.

A series of logistic regression models will be used to examine how regime type and
societal polarization shape the likelihood of AC incurrence, proxied by target state

responses. The analysis proceeds in two stages: first, it estimates differences in AC



likelihood across regime types alone; second, it tests how polarization interacts with
each regime type to alter that likelihood. Logistic regression is well-suited here
because the dependent variable—target state response—is binary, coded as either
reciprocation or compliance. As used in the AC literature, compliance will be
interpreted as a signal that the challenger’s threat is credible, indicating a higher
likelihood of AC incurrence if they were to back down, coded 0; reciprocation will
indicate the opposite, coded 1. Without accounting for polarization, the expectation
is that democracies will display the highest likelihood of AC incurrence (and thus
threat credibility), followed by anocracies, then autocracies. Once polarization is
introduced, the expected pattern shifts: democracies’ likelihood of AC incurrence
decreases, anocracies’ increases, and autocracies remain largely unchanged. This
design allows for a direct test of whether polarization systematically reshapes threat

credibility across all three regime types.

After this introduction, the thesis is structured as follows: In Chapter 2, I present the
survey of the scholarly land for this theory by first explaining what Domestic AC
Theory is and how it functions through signaling mechanisms in international
disputes. I then explore the three waves of study over ACT across. This chapter also
addresses gaps in the literature. Chapter 3 constructs a theoretical mechanism based
on political instability across regimes and potential detrimental consequences of
polarization, incorporating insights from social psychology on in-group favoritism
and out-group hostility. Chapter 4 details the research design, data sources, and
variable operationalizations. In Chapter 5, I present the empirical analysis and
findings. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes with key insights, limitations of the study, and

future research directions.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter is organized into two interrelated halves. The first introduces
phenomenon of ACT, explaining how the credibility of international threats depends
not only on conventional means like material capabilities but also on the domestic
political price leaders risk paying if they back down. It then examines two
foundational questions at the heart of this theory—who constitutes the “audience,”
and what forms these “costs” take. Following this conceptual foundation, the second
half traces the evolution of ACT scholarship through three interrelated waves: first,
early empirical efforts to test whether AC can be observed beyond theory; second,
regime-type comparisons that have largely treated the world as a democracy—
autocracy binary; and third, more recent work on micro-level factors, such as elite
cohesion, leader characteristics, and media freedom, under three categories. Along
with these, this review lays the foundation for the thesis’s contribution to advancing
the ACT literature by addressing both the lack of studies on anocracies and the

underexplored role of polarization.
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2.1. What is the Theory of Domestic Audience Costs

ACT, developed by James Fearon (1994a; 1994b), seminally redirects the study of
international threat credibility from purely international factors to the domestic
political arena, linking a leader’s external commitments to their vulnerabilities at
home. The central claim is straightforward: when leaders escalate a crisis by issuing
threats, they risk incurring political penalties, called AC, if they subsequently back
down or do not follow through their threats. Importantly, these costs are imposed not
by foreign adversaries but by domestic actors interpret retreat as incompetence and
punish the leader through various means, ranging from reduced political support on

polls up to outright removal from office by a coup.

The ingenuity of Fearon’s theory lies in that fact that rather than treating threat
credibility solely as a function of material capabilities, reputational history, or the
stakes involved, ACT emphasizes that credibility also depends on whether domestic
political consequences make backing down prohibitively costly. Put differently, if a
retreat from a threat is likely to trigger significant domestic political backlash, then
even a reluctant leader may be compelled to follow through—making the threat
appear more credible to the target state. The logic underlying ACT unfolds as
follows: once a leader issues a threat, it becomes tied to their political standing at
home, especially if threat is publicly made, because they have staked both personal
and national prestige on this commitment’s fulfillment. Backing down, then, risks
damaging this standing by signaling poor judgment or incompetence, inviting
criticism from political rivals, eroding public support, and ultimately, undermining

domestic legitimacy. Anticipating such consequences, leaders are incentivized to
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avoid making empty threats in the first place and to carry out those they have made.
From the target’s perspective, what makes a threat intimidating is not simply the
leader’s personal resolve or capabilities, but the perception that backing down would
trap them in severe domestic political fallout. The greater the risk of humiliation, loss
of authority, or even removal from power at home, the more credible—and thus more
compelling—the threat appears abroad. (Fearon, 1997; Schultz, 1998, 2001; Smith,

1998; Ramsey, 2004; Acharya & Grillo, 2019).

Historical cases bring the AC mechanism into a better view. During the 1790 Nootka
Island crisis, British Prime Minister William Pitt took a confrontational public stance
against Spain by mobilizing the Royal Navy, a critical form of public threat. Facing a
vocal political opposition and looming elections, backing down would have severely
damaged Pitt’s domestic standing. As Fearon notes, Pitt “would have faced serious
domestic political costs for backing down after his threat, much larger than if he had
chosen initially to pursue a less public and aggressive line” (1994a, 580). Despite
their similar relative material capabilities at the time, Spain ultimately yielded and
accepted Pitt’s terms of agreements, implicitly validating the domestic binds Pitt had
created for himself. The crisis was resolved without conflict, but only because Pitt’s

threat was taken credible—made so by his political vulnerability at home.

It should also be noted that ACT is neither deterministic nor all-encompassing.
Theory never claims that all international threats produce significant AC, nor that
credibility always hinges on the prospect of domestic punishment to begin with.

Rather, ACT isolates a key mechanism through which internal political constraints
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shape external behavior. The perceived likelihood of such costs depends on
contextual variables such as regime type and audience composition. Given these,
ACT clearly fills a critical gap. It does not deny the importance of power, reputation,
or other related factors, but it emphasizes that these tools matter only if the leader
manage first to remain in office, meaning domestic survival is the foundation upon
which all other strategies are built. In simpler terms, as de Mesquita et al. notes “the
will to politically survive is so overwhelming that it fundamentally motivates the
selection of all political policies, both internally and externally, as the lack thereof
impedes all political acts.” (2003, 79). Thus, ACT shows how ontological
imperatives can make international commitments stick. To understand how this
theory works in practice, it is essential to detail two core components of the theory:
who forms the “audience” and what exactly are the “costs” that binds leaders to their

threats.

2.1.1. Who is the Audience?

The concept of “the audience” is central to the theory, but it resists a narrow
definition. While the audience is often equated it with the public—especially voters
in democratic systems—this reading underestimates the flexibility of Fearon’s
argument. In ACT, the audience is not firmly defined by institutional identities, but is
equated mostly with its functional capacity to hold leaders accountable. In essence,
the audience is any actor—or coalition of actors—that can punish a leader politically
for backing down after a public commitment at the international level. This broader
view of the audience allows ACT to operate across diverse political contexts without

relying on fixed regime types. The audience might consist of voters, yes—but also
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party cadre, rival factions, influential media, or military elite can have a say in the
game. What matters is not who the audience is formally, but whether they can
translate perceived weakness into politically detrimental consequences for the leader.
In this sense, Fearon’s theory is less about faces and more about ideas: it is the
presence of a domestic gaze capable of punishing retreat that drives credibility

(Fearon, 1994a; 1994b).

Furthermore, the audience need not even act in visible ways. Meaning that, its
influence often operates through anticipation. Leaders weigh not only how an
adversary will respond to their threats, but also how their domestic observers might
interpret—and react to—concessions or reversals. Once a threat is made, it invites
scrutiny and creates expectations by the audience since a threat is not just a political
instrument to compel adversaries but also a mechanism through which leaders signal
resolve or capabilities to their audience. As Fearon writes, “threating, by nature,
begets the possible costs for backing down but also establishes resolve for the
domestic audiences” (1994a, 577). That possibility alone can alter behavior.
Importantly, the audience is not a fixed entity across crises. Its composition,
attentiveness, and potential to act can vary with the stakes or the content of the issue
and the visibility of the threat. But its role remains consistent: to monitor the leader’s
behavior and judge whether they deliver on commitments. This transforms foreign
policy into a kind of domestic performance. Even when aimed at external actors,
threats are watched and interpreted at home as emblematic gestures of incumbent’s

capabilities or its lack thereof.

16



As a crucial historical example, it is not hard to trace ACT’s logic in the Cuban
Missile Crisis. When President John F. Kennedy faced a crisis with the USSR, he
went out to the American public and addressed the nation on live television,
announcing the U.S. naval quarantine of Cuba and possibility of nuclear missiles
being utilized, an open threat. By doing so, he was not only signaling resolve to the
Soviet Union—he was locking in a domestic audience. Paradoxically, any sign of
retreat would have risked political backlash from Congress, the press, and the public.
In other words, once Kennedy’s position was tied to a visible and dramatic
commitment, the political cost of reversal became deeply personal and immediate,
causing cred