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Many small states are key to larger states’ security interests. Djibouti hosts Chinese,
French, Japanese and US bases. Bahrain is home to the US’s fifth naval fleet, and the
US has a forward operating base in El Salvador. China, meanwhile, has funded a carrier
compatible naval base in Cambodia (Wong [2025). Security and economic considerations
explain why rulers of small states help build and sustain larger states’ security architecture.
But to what extent do citizens in small states benefit from these arrangements?

Much of the work on small states in international relations examines small states” diplo-
matic relations with larger states. Scholars debate whether and when small states should
bandwagon with or counter-balance against larger states (Jesse and Dreyer 2016), how to
navigate relations between larger states (Goh 2007; Paul [2019)), and the conditions under
which small states can protect their interests and influence larger states (Baldacchino 2009;
Long 2022). There is much less attention on how small states’ alliances with larger states
impact their citizens’ welfare.

This memo is a first step into a lengthy exploration of the developmental consequences
of small states’ alliances with larger states, also called hegemons. It asks: Is hegemonic
support a bane or curse for small states’ socio-economic development? On the one hand,
hegemonic support could alleviate a smaller state’s security concerns, freeing resources to
make long-term investments in human capital. At the same time, a larger state’s security
support could untether a small state’s rulers from the pressures to serve their citizens. As
rising powers reshape the Global Order from a unipolar to a multipolar one, understanding
how small states’ hegemonic alliances influence their people’s welfare is increasingly vital.

This memo investigates the conditions under which small states can prosper from hege-
monic alliances. It begins by defining concepts. The following section surveys the existing

literature on hegemonic support and development, presenting the domestic and international



conditions that could allow small states to prosper from hegemonic support. The last sec-
tion proposes examining the timing of hegemonic support, specifically in the early years of

a small state’s independence, as a determinant of long-term development.

Concepts

Hegemonic support is military backing from a superordinate state. At one extreme, the
superordinate state may sit at the top of the world’s political hierarchy (i.e a global hegemon).
More proximately, the superordinate state may simply have greater security and economic
resources than the subordinate state. In either case the recipient state receives military
support from a more powerful state. This military support could come in the form of
military assistance - bases, funding, training and logistical support (Boutton [2021, p.508).
But it also manifests itself in military policy - alliances, security guarantees and information
sharing. Hegemonic support is not necessarily exclusive. A recipient state could benefit from
multiple hegemonic benefactors, including rivals.

Small states are the subordinate state in this analysis. There is no universal definition
of “small” state. Some scholars use material markers of size (population, territory) (Khalid
and Monroe 2025)). Others prefer a relational determinant of size (Long 2022). This analysis
privileges a material measure. This is because the security challenges - and thus the appeal of
hegemonic support - are much greater for states with low populations and limited territory.
Note, however, that because an asymetrical power relationship is core to hegemonic support,
every case of hegemonic support involves a small state according to a relational measure of
state size.

Socio-economic development is the outcome of interest. It spans a range of indicators,
from life expectancy and infant mortality, to literacy rates and GDP per capita. Crucially,

all of these indicators strive to measure a state’s collective material well-being.

Hegemonic Support: A Blessing or Curse?

There are two opposing expectations on the impact of hegemonic support for small states’
prosperity. The first is that hegemonic support bolsters small states’ socio-economic devel-
opment. It does so through two channels. First, hegemonic support alleviates small states’
security threats. Invasion has been the primary cause of small state death for most of his-
tory (Maass 2014). A hegemonic security alliance dissuades larger neighbors from invading

a small states - especially if the small state has vast and coveted resources, as in the Gulf

(Walt [2012).



Second, hegemonic support helps offsets the costs of military spending. Military spending,
and public sector spending in general, is relatively more expensive in small states because
they do not benefit from economies of scale (Randma-Liiv|2002)). Hegemonic security support
could help lower these costs, diverting a small state’s attention and resources to matters of
human development. Indeed, scholars find that small states spend relatively less on a per
capita basis on the military because of their alliances (Read 2020)). Furthermore, if hegemonic
support invites greater economic integration between the small state and the hegemon, this
could help small state exporters and consumers enjoy the cost savings of economies of scale
through their access to the hegemon’s larger market (Alesina and Spolaore 2005)).

The second expectation of the consequences of hegemonic support for small states’ de-
velopment is more pessimistic. This pessimism centers on the moral hazards hegemonic
support may inflict on small state rulers. Small state rulers may feel less pressure to share
power or deliver public services when they are propped by a hegemon. Paradoxically, greater
US military support can increase anti-regime violence because recipient regimes marginalize
rivals (Boutton 2021)). Hegemonic support could also relieve small state rulers from making
painful but in the long-term vital economic and political reforms (Easterly 2003). This is
because small state rulers expect hegemonic support to keep them in power regardless of
their state’s economic or political outcomes - to the detriment of their citizens’ welfare.

A second source of pessimism stresses the importance of external threats and military
formation for states’ nation-building. Fears of foreign invasion push states - small and
otherwise - to make compromises and collectively organize. This drives policymakers to
reconcile competing interests through welfare provision (Katzenstein [1985) and by forging
strong bureaucracies (Doner, Ritchie, and Slater 2005). Military service can also catalyze
nation-building by marshaling citizens of different religious, linguistic and ethnic groups
into a common goal of protecting the nation (Weber [1976). By blunting the threat of
foreign invasion, hegemonic support might deprive small states of this vital nation-building
mechanism. Worse, if a hegemon withdraws its support, a small state is left even more
vulnerable to foreign invasion.

Of course, the impact of hegemonic support on small states’ prosperity need not be
binary. Domestic and international conditions likely determine when the developmental
benefits of hegemonic support outweigh its costs. Domestically, rule of law and elections
could keep small state rulers accountable amid greater hegemonic support. Market openness
and economic diversification might also reduce citizens and rulers’ economic dependence on
a protective hegemon. Given that smaller states are more likely to be democratic (Diamond,
Tsalik, et al. [1999) and have open markets (Alesina et al. 2005), small states could be more

likely to prosper from hegemonic support than larger ones.



Internationally, the hegemon’s strategic interests might determine the developmental
consequences of hegemonic support. The extent a hegemon needs a small state’s cooperation
for its security interests impedes the hegemon’s ability to sanction a small state’s rulers from
falling prey to moral hazards and misgovernance (Bearce and Tirone 2010; Dunning 2004}
Monroe 2025)). Accordingly, smaller states with deep strategic interests to hegemons - like
Djibouti and Jordan - may be less likely to convert hegemonic support into shared prosperity.

Competition between hegemons might also matter. Evidence from South Asia (Paul
2019) and Southeast Asia (Goh 2007) demonstrates that small states can be quite adept at
extracting benefits from multiple hegemons in different issue areas. This evidence, however,
dates from a time of greater cooperation between regional and global hegemons. It is un-
clear whether a strategy of accepting hegemonic support from all can endure intensifying

hegemonic competition.

Timing Matters: Hegemonic Support, Early Indepen-

dence and Long-Term Development

There is surprisingly little research on the socio-economic consequences of hegemonic sup-
port, and military aid more narrowly, for recipient states (Boutton 2021} p.525). Most work
focuses on the security implications of military aid (Bapat 2011; Biddle, Macdonald, and
Baker 2018). Boutton (2021)) finds that US military assistance can in fact provoke anti-regime
violence in recipient states when those states are ruled by new regimes and personalist ones.
He argues that military assistance abets vulnerable regimes to cull rivals and consolidate
power, provoking violent blow back from regime dissidents.

Boutton (2021)’s insight that newer regimes are more susceptible to the destabilizing
effects of military assistance suggests that the timing of hegemonic support matters for
smaller states’ development. A state’s early independence era is a critical moment when
institutions are drawn and norms formed, with possible long-term consequences (Garcia-
Ponce and Wantchekon 2024). Among states that obtained independence shortly after World
War 11, states with smaller populations at independence were more likely to have more open
trade policies and larger public sectors - policies that endured into the post-Cold War era
(Khalid et al. 2025). Hegemonic support in the early years of a state’s independence could
institutionalize patterns of regime consolidation that persist over time.

In my new book project, The Blessings of Scarcity: Size and Prosperity in the Modern
Muiddle Fast, 1 will investigate whether the timing of hegemonic support matters for small

(and large) states’ long-term development. I will do so by comparing the early independence



policies of Middle Eastern states that became independent before versus after the United
Kingdom (UK)’s 1968 “East of the Suez” withdrawal.

The UK’s military withdrawal was an unexpected weakening of British support for its
remaining colonies. It also expedited those colonies’ date for independence. Crucially, leaders
of these post-1968 newly independent states confronted a future where they were unsure
of the UK’s future support. This uncertainty in hegemonic support may have prompted
power- and resource-sharing arrangements that hardened regime stability over time. As a
result, when these regimes gained the United States (US)’s hegemonic support in the 1990s
and 2000s, they had the political mechanisms in place to convert this support into greater
prosperity.

By contrast, rulers of regimes that became independent earlier under the UK’s mandate
system still expected UK support in their early years of governance. These expectations
may have impeded the consolidation of power-sharing arrangements that would help these
regimes stay in power against anti-regime rivals, and if they remained in power, leverage

hegemonic support for developmental purposes.

Table 1: Case Selection: Arab States’ Independence from the UK Pre- vs. Post-Suez With-
drawal

Pre-Suez (Pre-1968) | Post-Suez (Post-1968)

Iraq (1932) UAE (1971)
Jordan (1946) Oman (1971)
Kuwait (1961) Bahrain (1971)

South Yemen (1967) Qatar (1971)

These expectations are preliminary, and will evolve when research begins. I look forward

to your feedback!
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