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Introduction

My purpose is to consider if, in political society, there can be any 

legitimate and sure principle of government, taking men as they 

are, and laws as they might be. I shall try always to bring together 

what right permits with what interest prescribes so that justice 

and utility are in no way divided.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract

•	 Political science is the study of politics in a scientific manner. Whereas 
international politics is the study of politics predominantly between 
countries, comparative politics is the study of politics predominantly 
within countries.

•	 In this chapter, we outline the central questions in comparative politics 
that we address in the remainder of this book. These questions are all 
related to the causes and consequences of democracy and dictatorship, as 
well as to the tremendous variety of democratic and dictatorial institu-
tions seen in the world.

•	 We argue that attempts to engineer democracy, should they occur, should 
rest on foundations provided by the study of comparative politics.

•	 We also discuss why we adopt an explicitly cross-national approach to 
introduce students to the study of comparative politics.
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Principles of Comparative Politics2

On December 17, 2010, twenty-six-year-old Mohamed Bouazizi set fire to himself to 
protest his treatment by local officials who had confiscated the produce he had gone into 
debt to sell on the streets of Sidi Bouzid, Tunisia. While permits are not needed to sell 

produce on the streets of Sidi Bouzid, police and local officials had been harassing  
Mr. Bouazizi—apparently in attempts to extract bribes—ever since he left high school as a 
teenager to help feed his extended family. On this day, the police also confiscated the 
electronic scales that Mr. Bouazizi used to weigh the fruit he sold and, by some accounts, beat 
him and made slurs against his deceased father. Mr. Bouazizi appealed to the local governor’s 
office and, when ignored, stood in traffic outside the governor’s office, doused himself with 
gasoline, and lit himself on fire. He died—having survived eighteen days in a coma—on 
January 5, 2011. In the weeks that followed Mr. Bouazizi’s self-immolation, mass protests, in 
which scores of demonstrators were killed, spread from his hometown to the capital city, 
Tunis. On January 15, after controlling the country for almost a quarter of a century, 
President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali was forced to flee to Saudi Arabia, making him the first 
Arab leader in generations to leave office in response to public protests.

Over the next few months, expressions of discontent spread across North Africa and the 
Middle East. The first signs of contagion came in mid-January in the form of self-immola-
tions in Egypt and Algeria, but in the following weeks mass protests would be held in more 
than a dozen countries across the region. For example, on January 23, protests spread to 
Yemen where thousands took to the streets in support of Tawakul Karman, an activist who 
was jailed after she called for an end to President Ali Abdullah’s thirty-two-year control of the 
country. Organized protests, coordinated through social networking sites such as Facebook 
and Twitter, occurred across Egypt on January 25. In the weeks that followed, the Egyptian 
military showed a marked reluctance to open fire on protesters, but, nevertheless, many pro-
testers were injured or killed, frequently in clashes with bands of pro-regime thugs. Protesters 
were not placated when President Hosni Mubarak, who had ruled Egypt longer than any 
modern Egyptian leader, first fired his cabinet and then promised to step down before elec-
tions in the fall. Mubarak eventually resigned on February 11 and, at the time of this writing, 
is being tried for corruption and complicity in the killing of protesters. On February 16, 
protests erupted in Libya—a month after Libyan leader Muammar al-Qaddafi had gone on 
television to bemoan the ouster of Tunisian president Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali. Within a few 
weeks, mass protests had turned into a full-scale insurrection that was aided by North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) airstrikes. On February 25, protests referred to as a “day of 
rage” occurred throughout the Middle East and North Africa. These protests were followed in 
March by government crackdowns on protesters in both Saudi Arabia and Syria. By the end 
of March 2011, significant protests, frequently accompanied by violent government crack-
downs, had occurred in seventeen countries throughout the Middle East and North Africa.

The fact that at least some of these popular movements have led to the removal of long-
standing dictators has raised the prospect that we might be observing the beginnings of a 
wave of liberalization, perhaps even a new wave of democratization, in a region that has long 
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1: Introduction 3

been dominated by resilient authoritarian regimes. But a brief look at history suggests that 
such rapid generalizations can be misleading. Beginning with a revolt in Palermo, Sicily, in 
January 1848, a wave of nearly fifty revolts spread across Europe, challenging dynasties that 
had ruled for decades in France, Austria, Prussia, and almost all of the lesser known states in 
Germany and Italy. As with the 2011 Arab Spring, some of Europe’s leaders were forcibly 
removed from power, some went into exile when their armies refused to fire on protesting 
citizens, and some used the coercive power of the state to put down rebellions. In many ways, 
the rebellions of 1848 shared a common set of causes with the revolts of 2011. For example, 
rapid changes in social structure brought about by the Industrial Revolution gave middle-
class groups new power, often in coalition with working-class groups newly mobilized by 
economic crisis. In many countries, rulers attempted to placate the masses by firing unpop-
ular ministers, promising constitutional reforms, and adopting universal male suffrage. 
While the rebellions often had local antecedents, they tended to share the goal of wresting 
power from the nobility and vesting authority in constitutional republics dedicated to the 
protection of individual liberties. In Frankfurt, for instance, a parliament known as the 
Frankfurt National Assembly wrote a constitution for what it declared to be the German 
Empire—a constitutional monarchy founded on eloquently expressed nineteenth-century 
liberal ideals including democracy and national unity. 

Such changes brought about a wave of euphoria that expressed the hope that government 
was, finally, going to be put under the control of the people. Tyrants were to be sent packing, 
and rational self-rule would replace tradition and prejudice. National self-determination 
movements would produce self-rule for oppressed groups long under the thumb of monar-
chies such as the Habsburg Empire. In nearly all instances, though, the hope produced by the 
1848 “Spring of Nations” had turned to disappointment and recrimination by the autumn. 
A chilling example can be found in Austria where the emperor’s military forces, which had 
been cooperating with the “constituent assembly” formed in Vienna, put down the “October 
Rising” (the third wave of radical insurrection that year) by bombarding, and then occupy-
ing, the city. The constituent assembly was exiled, and many radical leaders were executed on 
the spot. Although Emperor Ferdinand I was convinced to step down, ceding his throne to 
his nephew Francis Joseph I, little else had changed. In the words of the historian Charles 
Breunig (1971), “to all intents and purposes the revolution in Vienna had been defeated by 
October, 1848” (p. 1012; see also Breunig 1970). 

The reversal suffered by reformers in Vienna was not unusual. By April 1849, the answer to 
the question that Tsar Nicholas I had posed to Queen Victoria—“What remains standing in 
Europe?”—was not, as he had suggested a year earlier, “Great Britain and Russia” but, instead, 
“almost everything.” Revolution had been followed swiftly by reaction. Political reforms that 
seemed promising turned out, in practice, to change little (at least in the short term). Power 
remained vested in largely the same hands as before the revolutions of the previous spring.

Our point is not to suggest that the Arab Spring will necessarily end as the revolutions of 
1848 did. Indeed, since many of the transitions to democracy that took place in Europe in 
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the twentieth century can be traced in part to the events of 1848, we are not even saying that 
it would be a tragedy if they did. Rather, our point is that social and political change occurs 
in ways that are difficult to predict. Regime change and political reform occur in complex 
and context-dependent ways. All of this makes understanding political change difficult, but 
not impossible. In this book we introduce students to a body of knowledge about the sources 
of political change—the economic and cultural determinants of democracy; the strategic 
interaction between autocratic rulers and reform-minded oppositions; the institutional 
determinants of policy outcomes in autocracies and democracies; the effect of constitutional 
design on democratic consolidation, party competition, fiscal policy, and ethnic conflict. We 
do not claim that mastering the content of this book will make it easy for students to know 
what will become of the Arab Spring, but we believe that doing so will provide a set of tools 
and a comparative framework for understanding contemporary developments in profound 
and exciting ways.

Every generation seems to have its own motivation for studying comparative politics. 
The unfortunate truth is that each generation seems beset by a problem that is both devas-
tatingly complex and extraordinarily urgent. For example, the Great Depression and the rise 
of fascism in Europe compelled comparative politics scholars in the middle of the last cen-
tury to address two important topics. The first was what governments can and should do to 
encourage stable economic growth. In other words, what, if anything, can governments do 
to protect their citizens from the devastating consequences of market instability? The sec-
ond was how to design electoral institutions in such a way as to reduce the likelihood that 

political extremists who oppose 
democracy, like the Nazi Party in 
Germany’s Weimar Republic, 
might be elected. Both of these 
topics remain central to the field 
of comparative politics today.

In the aftermath of World War 
II, decolonization and the onset 
of the cold war combined to drive 
many comparative politics schol-
ars to focus on the question of 
“political development.” What, if 
anything, could be done to reduce 
political and economic instability 
in poor and underdeveloped 
countries? Research conducted at 
that time frequently focused on 
the proper relationship between 
the government and the market, 

An American marine watches as a Saddam Hussein statue is toppled in Bagdad’s Firdos 

Square, April 19, 2003.
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1: Introduction 5

WHAT IS COMPARATIVE POLITICS?

Traditionally, the field of comparative politics has been characterized by many related, but dis-
tinct, endeavors. An influential comparative politics textbook by Joseph LaPalombara (1974) is 
titled Politics Within Nations. LaPalombara’s title dis-
tinguishes comparative politics from international 
politics, which Hans Morgenthau (1948) famously 
calls Politics Among Nations. This definition of com-
parative politics, with its complementary definition of 
international politics, has one of the desirable fea-
tures of all good scientific typologies in that it is logi-
cally exhaustive. By defining comparative and international politics in this way, these scholars 
have exhausted the logical possibilities involved in the study of politics—political phenomena 
occur either within countries or between countries.

Still, all good scientific typologies should also be mutually exclusive. Whereas logical 
exhaustion implies that we have a place to categorize every entity that is observed, mutual 
exclusivity requires that it not be possible to assign any single case to more than one 
category. Unfortunately, the typology just presented does not satisfy mutual exclusivity. A 
quick glance at today’s newspapers clearly reveals that many contemporary political issues 
contain healthy doses of both “within country” and “between country” factors. As a 
consequence, the line between comparative and international politics is often blurred. This is 
particularly the case when it comes to studying how politics and economics interact. For 
example, ask yourself whether it is possible to fully understand American trade policy, say, 
toward China, without taking account of U.S. domestic politics or to fully understand 
European Union economic policies without taking into account the domestic policies of its 
member states. Similarly, many environmental issues involve factors both within and across a 
country’s borders. In addition, because many violent antistate movements receive support from 
abroad, it is hard to categorize the study of revolutions, terrorism, and civil war as being solely 
in the domain of either comparative or international politics.

Nonetheless, it is possible to retain the basic insights of LaPalombara and Morgenthau by 
simply saying that comparative politics is the study of political phenomena that are 
predominantly “within country” relationships and that international politics is the study of 
political phenomena that are predominantly “between country” relationships. This view of 
comparative politics, and political science more generally, is illustrated in Figure 1.1. As you 
can see, international politics addresses things like conflict, foreign policy, and international 
organizations that shape the relationships between countries. In contrast, comparative politics 
focuses on issues such as party systems, elections, identity politics, and interest group relations 
within countries like Brazil, China, France, and Nigeria. Scholars interested in political economy 
issues such as trade, central bank independence, and exchange rate policy cross the divide 
between international and comparative politics. 

Box 1.1

Comparative politics is the study of political 
phenomena that occur predominantly within 
countries. International politics is the study of 
political phenomena that occur predominantly 
between countries.
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Principles of Comparative Politics6

Students in the United States may wonder where American politics fits into this description. 
In most political science departments in the United States, American politics is considered a 
separate subfield. Does the fact that American politics focuses predominantly on politics 
within the United States mean that it should be considered part of comparative politics? This 
is a question that, for some reason, generates quite heated debate among political scientists. 
Historically, a second traditional definition of comparative politics has been that it is the study 
of politics in every country except the one in which the student resides. Thus, according to 
this definition, comparative politics is the study of what economists often like to call “the rest 
of the world.” This definition, however, seems rather silly to us because it means that the 
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One View of Political ScienceFigure 1.1

  

with the central concerns of the day perhaps being best summarized in the title of Joseph 
Schumpeter’s 1942 classic Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy. The cold war between the 
United States and the Soviet Union only heightened the urgency with which scholars strug-
gled to understand the causes and consequences of communist revolutions in China and 
Cuba, as well as the political turmoil in places like Vietnam and Chile.

By the 1970s, economic instability, brought on by the Middle East oil crisis, returned to 
wealthy industrial countries. As a result, many comparative politics scholars revisited questions 
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1: Introduction 7

study of Nigerian politics is part of comparative politics unless one happens to be studying it in 
Nigeria, in which case it is simply “Nigerian politics.” We leave it up to you to decide whether 
you think American politics should be considered part of comparative politics or not.

In addition to the two definitions just outlined, comparative politics has sometimes been 
defined as the study of politics using the method of comparison. In fact, as seen in Box 2.2, 
“The Comparative Method: An Overview and Critique” in Chapter 2, scholars of comparative 
politics who seek to define their subject in this way typically have a particular type of 
comparative method in mind. This tradition, which dates back at least as far as Aristotle’s 
attempt to classify constitutional forms, seeks to answer questions about politics by comparing 
and contrasting attributes of different polities (predominantly city-states in Aristotle’s day but 
nation-states today). Although this third definition is, to some extent, descriptively accurate, it 
is not particularly useful. As we show in Chapter 2, comparison is central to any and all 
scientific endeavor. As a result, defining comparative politics in terms of a “comparative” 
method would make it synonymous with political science itself. If this is the case, it makes one 
wonder why there are two phrases—comparative politics and political science—to describe 
the same thing.

We believe that comparative politics is best understood as the study of politics occurring 
predominantly within countries. As such, it is a rather vast field of research. For reasons that 
we explain in this chapter, we choose not to focus on the politics of a single nation or a 
particular collection of nations in this book. Instead, we try to understand political behavior 
through the explicit comparison of important national-level attributes. In other words, we 
compare domestic political behavior from a cross-national perspective. As an example of 
our approach, we prefer to ask why some countries have two parties (like the United States) 
but others have many (like France) rather than examine the party systems in the United 
States and France separately. By taking this approach, we do not mean to suggest that the 
study of politics within individual countries should be excluded from the field of 
comparative politics. Nor do we mean to imply that cross-national comparison is a more 
worthy endeavor than studying a single country. Having said that, we believe that a 
comparison of national-level attributes is a reasonable introduction to comparative politics 
and one that will set a broad framework for the closer study of politics within individual 
polities at an advanced level.

raised during the interwar years on their home turf of Western Europe. By now, however, the 
discussion had been narrowed somewhat because many scholars had come to accept the “post-
war settlement,” or “class compromise,” that had essentially seen workers accept a capitalist 
economy and free trade in return for the expansion of the welfare state and other benefits. With 
the widespread acceptance of capitalist economies across Western Europe, researchers now 
turned their attention to how the specific variety of capitalism that existed in a particular 
country might influence that country’s capacity to weather economic storms created elsewhere.
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Principles of Comparative Politics8

In the waning days of the twentieth century, attention turned to the fallout created by the 
end of the cold war. Suddenly, dozens of countries in Eastern and Central Europe were nego-
tiating the twin transitions from centrally planned economies to market-based ones and 
from one-party dictatorships to democracy. Now, in the twenty-first century, attention 
appears to be turning once again to questions of political and economic development. In a 
world of plenty, why is poverty so widespread? And in a world where democracy is nearly 
universally embraced as a good idea, why does government “by, for, and of” the people still 
seem so tenuous for so many?

In February 2003, just a few weeks prior to ordering the invasion of Iraq to remove Iraqi 
president Saddam Hussein, American president George W. Bush gave a speech to the Amer-
ican Enterprise Institute in which he asserted that “all Iraqis must have a voice in the new 
government, and all citizens must have their rights protected.” He claimed, as many protest-
ers in the Arab Spring have recently done with respect to their own countries, that an Iraqi 
democracy was both desirable and achievable. Much of what President Bush had to say was 
designed to convince people that democratization in Iraq was a realistic possibility, even if it 
was going to be difficult to achieve.

During his 2003 speech, President Bush made many claims about the benefits of democ-
racy and the likelihood of successful democratization in Iraq. Many of these same claims are 
being made today with respect to the prospects for democracy in North Africa and the Middle 
East more broadly. But what is the theoretical basis for these claims? What does the empirical 
evidence say? Exactly how would you begin to evaluate these and other similar claims? In this 
book we introduce you to what comparative political scientists have to say about these types 
of questions. One of the central goals of this book is to provide you with the substantive 
knowledge and methodological tools to begin evaluating such claims for yourself.

OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK
Political science is the study of politics in a scientific manner. It is easy to see that, as it stands, 
this definition of political science is not particularly informative. For example, what is politics? 
What is science? We explicitly address these questions in Chapters 2 and 3 of Part I. With these 
preliminaries out of the way, we begin to examine the substantive questions relating to the 
causes and consequences of democracy and dictatorship that are the book’s central focus. In 
Part II we contrast democracies and dictatorships. Specifically, we explore the origins of the 
modern state and ask two questions that have been central to the study of comparative poli-
tics. First, why are some countries democracies and others dictatorships? And second, does it 
matter? In Part III we turn our attention to the different types of democracies and dictator-
ships that exist around the world. In particular, we examine the sometimes dizzying array of 
institutional forms that countries can adopt. Finally, in Part IV, we investigate how different 
types of democracy affect government performance and the survival of democracy itself.

Our goal in writing this book is to provide answers that are relevant to the problems 
motivating the study of comparative politics today and that are reliable—that is, built on the 
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1: Introduction 9

best practices of contemporary political scientists. In what follows, we highlight some of the 
questions and issues that we address in the upcoming chapters. These issues have been of 
long-standing interest to comparative political scientists and remain vitally important for 
understanding the contemporary world.

State Failure
Although state failure has long been recognized as one of the key sources of political and 
economic instability around the globe, the horrific events of September 11, 2001, have lent 
a new urgency to the need to understand the conditions under which states fail and the 
conditions under which such power vacuums might foster international terrorism. The 
reason for this is that the September 11 terrorist attacks were planned from Afghanistan—a 
failed state in which the Taliban provided sanctuary for al-Qaida to train terrorists and 
plan attacks against various targets around the world. In Chapter 4 we define what political 
scientists mean when they speak of the “state” and describe what life is like in a failed state 
by looking in detail at Somalia since 1991. To a large extent, the case of Somalia resembles 
that of Afghanistan in that an Islamic group, al-Shabab, is attempting to establish an 
Islamic state and is vying for control of the country against the internationally backed 
Transitional Federal Government and various other militias and warlords. The fear that 
Somalia will become a safe haven for terrorist activity as Afghanistan did in the 1990s has 
led the United States to become increasingly involved in Somali affairs over the past few 
years. To understand how one might fill the power vacuum that exists in failed states like 
Somalia and Afghanistan, it is necessary to understand the historical development of the 
modern state. What distinguishes the modern state from other forms of political organiza-
tion? What led to its development? The rest of Chapter 4 focuses on addressing these types 
of questions.

Economic Determinants of Democracy
In October 2001 the United States responded to the September 11 terrorist attacks by invad-
ing Afghanistan to overthrow the Taliban. In addition to trying to capture Osama bin Laden 
and destroy al-Qaida’s terrorist infrastructure, one of the stated goals of this attack was to 
replace the Taliban with a more democratic form of government. In order to establish 
democracy intentionally and successfully in countries like Afghanistan and Iraq, however, it 
is important that we first understand the factors that encourage or discourage the emergence 
and survival of democracy. Similarly, if we are to comprehend the likelihood that President 
Mubarak’s removal from power in Egypt will lead to the creation of a stable democracy 
there, we need to turn both to the facts of the specific case at hand and to the considerable 
body of theoretical and empirical evidence that comparative political scientists have com-
piled on the determinants of democracy.

For example, in his 2003 speech that we mentioned previously, President Bush pointed to 
Iraq’s “abundant resources” and its “skilled and educated people” as two factors that make 
democracy feasible in Iraq. Iraq is an oil-rich country (only Saudi Arabia has larger oil 
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Principles of Comparative Politics10

reserves) that has, either in spite of or because of this fact, an ailing economy. In 2005 Iraq had 
a gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of $3,400, and it derived 95 percent of its foreign 
exchange earnings (assets denominated in foreign currencies that are needed to purchase 
imports) from oil. Between 1950 and 1980, the Iraqi economy underwent a rapid moderniza-
tion process that transformed it from a traditional agricultural economy to the third largest 
economy in the Middle East. Over the next quarter of a century, however, war, international 
sanctions, and inefficiencies encouraged by a centrally planned economy undid many of these 
economic gains. The net effect of these recent developments has been an Iraqi economy that 
is poor by global standards. Since Iraq gained independence from British colonial rule in 1932, 
the country has been ruled by a monarchy and a series of dictatorships. It is reasonable to ask 
whether recent economic conditions such as the ones just described make it more or less likely 
for democracy to be established in a land in which it has not yet taken root. Similarly, one 
could look at the variation in oil dependence (and economic development more generally) 
that exists across North Africa and the Middle East, and ask whether conditions favor or dis-
courage democratic consolidation in the months and years after the Arab Spring.

In Chapter 6 we explore in great detail whether successful democracies can be created 
under such circumstances. Specifically, we examine how economic development and the 
structure of a country’s economy influence the likelihood that a country will become and 
remain democratic. Some scholars have argued that countries are more likely to experience 
transitions from dictatorship to democracy as their economies become more modern—that 
is, less reliant on natural resource exports, more productive, more industrial, more highly 
educated, and so on. Other scholars have argued that such modernization may affect the 
survival of democracy but does not influence the emergence of democracy. In other words, 
they argue that modernization helps democracies stay democratic but does not help dictator-
ships become democratic. Although debate continues over the precise relationship between 
economic modernization and democracy, the fact that most of the countries affected by the 
Arab Spring do not fulfill many of the basic requirements of “modernization” means that 
comparative politics scholars on both sides of the debate would reach essentially the same 
conclusion regarding the prospects for democracy in the Middle East and North Africa—
they are poor. On a related note, many political scientists have argued that democracy is 
unlikely to arise in countries whose economies are dependent on natural resource extraction, 
particularly if this extraction is capital intensive and has huge economies of scale, as is the 
case with oil. If you find such arguments persuasive after reading Chapter 6, then the “abun-
dant resources” found in countries like Iraq and Libya may be a cause for concern, rather 
than hope, in regard to the attempt to build democracy in these countries.

Cultural Determinants of Democracy
In his 2003 speech, President Bush also referred to cultural factors that might influence the 
process of democratization in Iraq. In doing so, he was responding to arguments that 
democratization in Iraq may be an uphill battle for cultural reasons. Over the years, many 
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1: Introduction 11

scholars have argued that democracy is incompatible with particular cultures. As President 
Bush correctly noted, though, precisely which cultures are thought to be bad for democracy 
tend to change from one time period to the next, depending on which countries in the world 
are democratic at a particular point in time. For example, Catholicism was seen as inimical 
to democracy during the 1950s and 1960s, when few Catholic countries in the world were 
democratic. As Catholic countries in southern Europe and Latin America became demo-
cratic in the 1970s and 1980s, the earlier view began to wane. Today, of course, the culture 
that is deemed most antithetical to democracy is Islam. Again, the basic reason why people 
commonly view Islam as bad for democracy tends to be that they do not see many contem-
porary Islamic democracies. In fact, this is one of the reasons why the rapid rise in mass 
movements in many Muslim majority countries during the Arab Spring caught many 
observers by surprise. 

In Chapter 7 we examine the theoretical and empirical evidence behind arguments that 
some cultures are more suited for dictatorship than democracy. In doing so, we suggest that 
the type of after-the-fact (or post hoc) theorizing that leads people to conclude, for example, 
that there must be something about Islam that discourages democracy because there aren’t 
many predominantly Muslim democracies in the contemporary world should be treated 
with considerable skepticism. If you find the case for such skepticism convincing, then you 
might be inclined to agree with President Bush’s suggestion that Iraq’s status as a majority 
Muslim country does not rule out the possibility of democratization there. Although you 
might agree with President Bush on this point, we explain in our discussion of the scientific 
method in Chapter 2 why you should still be suspicious of his claim that because Japan and 
Germany were able to overcome alleged cultural barriers to democracy, Iraq can too. Such 
an argument is similar in structure to the claim that because we have two elderly relatives 
who smoked cigarettes their whole lives and did not develop lung cancer, we can safely do so 
as well.

If, after reading Chapters 6 and 7, you believe that the economic and cultural factors in 
countries like Iraq and Libya make democratization feasible, you might begin to wonder 
whether military force is the best way to bring it about. We do not examine the attempts of 
foreign countries to impose democracy by force in any great detail, but we do examine the 
process by which countries transition from dictatorship to democracy in Chapter 8. In par-
ticular, we look at bottom-up transitions to democracy, in which the people rise up as part 
of a popular revolution to overthrow the dictator, and top-down transitions, in which 
authoritarian elites introduce liberalization policies that ultimately lead to democracy. Our 
discussion in this chapter offers an explanation for why dictatorships frequently appear so 
stable, why popular revolutions are so rare, and why popular revolutions, when they do 
occur, nearly always come as a surprise even though they often appear so inevitable in hind-
sight. By focusing on the strategic interaction of elites and masses involved in top-down 
transitions, we also emphasize the important role that information, beliefs, and uncertainty 
can play in these types of democratic transitions. The uncertain future direction of many 
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Middle Eastern and North African countries in the wake of recent popular uprisings under-
scores why an understanding of the actual dynamics of democratic transitions as outlined in 
Chapter 8 should prove useful.

What’s So Good About Democracy Anyway?
In the same 2003 speech that we have already mentioned, President Bush suggests that we 
should support “freedom” and “democracy” in Iraq because the Iraqi people, like people 
everywhere, want good things for themselves and their children. For example, he says in his 
speech that “in our desire to care for our children and give them a better life, we are the 
same.” Although difficult to establish scientifically, a combination of introspection and 
human empathy would probably lead most of us to accept President Bush’s claim that people 
all over the world want better lives for themselves and their children.1 The claim that democ-
racy actually produces these “good things” is, in contrast, well within the purview of social 
science. Consequently, in Chapter 9 we examine whether democracy really does make a 
material difference in people’s lives or not. Is it an accident that years of dictatorship have 
produced war and economic ruin in countries like Iraq, or is this an outcome to be expected 
from all dictatorships? And, perhaps more important, will changing the type of regime in 
these countries reverse these outcomes?

Our time has been referred to as the “age of democracy.” Even dictatorships spend a fair 
amount of time and energy paying lip service to the wonders of democracy. The benefits of 
democracy that many people speak of may be real, but political scientists like to reach con-
clusions on the basis of logic and evidence rather than conventional wisdom and ideology. 
As a result, we devote considerable effort in Chapters 9 through 11 to examining whether or 
not there is a sound basis for pursuing democracy in the first place. In Chapter 9 we examine 
what the comparative politics literature has to say about the relative policy performance of 
democracies and dictatorships. As we demonstrate, the picture that emerges from this litera-
ture is significantly more nuanced than the rhetoric that politicians around the world typi-
cally employ. Although democracies seldom perform poorly in regard to the level of material 
well-being that they provide their citizens, they frequently fail to outperform a substantial 
number of dictatorships. 

One of the reasons why it is difficult to compare democracies and dictatorships and come 
up with clear-cut answers as to which perform better has to do with the fact that dictator-
ships come in many different forms. For example, personalistic dictatorships such as the 
one in Libya under Muammar al-Qaddafi function quite differently from, say, the hereditary 
monarchies of the Gulf states or the military juntas found in countries like Myanmar, 
Burkina Faso, and Chad. Accordingly, we devote Chapter 10 to examining how the  

1. As we note in Chapter 2, this book is devoted to the social scientific route to knowledge, but we accept that this is just 
one way to know things.
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1: Introduction 13

institutional variation among dictatorships influences things like economic performance, 
regime stability, and the likelihood of democratic transitions. 

In Chapter 11, we take a slightly different tack and examine whether the actual process of 
democracy has some inherently attractive properties that would make it morally or norma-
tively attractive over and above any material benefits it might produce. The picture that 
emerges from the comparative politics literature on this matter may surprise you. The 
bottom line is that there is no support for the idea that there is an ideal form of political 
organization—this includes democracy.

Institutional Design
Presumably referring to Germany and Japan, President Bush, in his aforementioned 2003 
speech, suggested that the United States left behind “constitutions and parliaments, not 
occupying armies,” after World War II. This is not entirely accurate. For example, the U.S. 
Army continued to occupy Japan for seven years after the war; it finally left in 1952. The 
situation in Germany was slightly more complicated in that the occupying force was an alli-
ance between France, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and the United States. 
Although the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) was created in 1949, four years 
after the end of the war, the occupation by the Allied forces of France, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States did not officially end until 1955. East Germany was controlled by the 
Soviet Union, and many would date the end of that occupation as 1990, when East Germany 
was finally reunited with West Germany. Although the claim that the United States did not 
leave occupying forces behind in Japan and Germany at the end of World War II is somewhat 
inaccurate, there is considerable truth in President Bush’s broader intimation that the United 
States played an important role in encouraging the growth of democracy in these two coun-
tries. First, the United States gave billions of dollars in economic aid to both countries in an 
effort to rebuild war-torn economies. Second, U.S. government officials and scholars had a 
considerable influence over the design of the new constitutions in these countries. 
Interestingly, the new constitutions in West Germany and Japan were quite different from 
one another, and both were very different from the U.S. Constitution.

The decision to adopt different constitutions in West Germany and Japan might be 
explained by the fact that the constitutional designers were aware that the effects and suit-
ability of particular institutions are likely to depend on local conditions, such as a country’s 
social structure, political environment, geography, economy, and history. Although the  
German, Japanese, and American constitutions exhibit a great deal of variety in regard to  
the democratic institutions that they establish, they come nowhere close to exhausting  
the extraordinary number of possible combinations of these institutions seen around the 
world—there are many, many different ways to structure a democracy. This suggests that if 
one were convinced that democracy was the best alternative for a country like Iraq, Egypt, 
or Libya (without implying that there is any reason to believe that this decision should be 
one person’s to make), then the next logical question is how one should design such a 
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democracy. Designing a democracy presumes that we know both how various democratic 
institutions work and what their consequences will be. In the remainder of this book, we 
examine what the comparative politics literature has to say in these regards.

A comparison of the German, Japanese, and U.S. constitutions might give us some idea 
of the variety of democratic institutions in the world, but only a systematic examination of 
the way these institutions work and the broader historical experience with them can give us 
any sense of the consequences of particular institutional choices. Chapters 12 through 15 are 
devoted to explaining how various democratic institutions work. Unlike the United States, 
which is a presidential democracy, Germany and Japan are parliamentary democracies. In 
Chapter 12 we explore differences between these types of democracy in detail. In particular, 
we focus on how governments form and survive in parliamentary and presidential democra-
cies. Germany, Japan, and the United States exhibit even more variety in the electoral systems 
that they employ. The United States uses a single-member district plurality (SMDP) system 
for its national-level legislative elections. From 1948 to 1993, Japan used the single non-
transferable vote (SNTV) to elect its legislators in multimember districts. The Federal 
Republic of Germany uses a mixed electoral system that basically combines a proportional 
representation electoral system with an SMDP one. In Chapter 13 we explore the dizzying 
variety of electoral systems that have been employed around the world and attempt to 
understand each of their strengths and weaknesses with respect to things like proportional-
ity, ethnic accommodation, accountability, minority representation, and the revelation of 
sincere preferences.

In Chapter 14 we discuss one of the primary effects of electoral laws: that they help shape 
a country’s political party system. Some countries have many political parties, whereas oth-
ers have few. Some party systems are divided mainly along ethnic lines, whereas others are 
divided primarily along class, religious, linguistic, or regional ones. Although the type of 
government and electoral system in a country is nearly always enshrined in a constitution or 
some other legal document, this is not the case for the type of party system. Instead, party 
systems take their shape from the evolving nature of political competition in a country. In 
Chapter 14 we examine how the choice of electoral system combines with attributes of a 
country’s social structure to determine both the number and types of parties that are likely 
to exist. For example, in Iraq, there are substantial divisions between the two largest ethnic 
identity groups—Arabs (about 75 percent) and Kurds (about 25 percent)—and the two larg-
est religious groups—Shia Muslims (about 60 percent) and Sunni Muslims (about 40 per-
cent). We show in Chapter 14 that under these conditions, the choice of electoral laws is 
likely to play an important role in determining what types of political parties a democratic 
Iraq (should it survive its birth) will have and whether there will be many parties or few.

In Chapter 15 we briefly examine other institutional ways in which democracies vary. In 
particular, we focus on whether democracies are federal or unitary, whether they have a 
bicameral or unicameral legislature, and the extent to which they exhibit judicial inde-
pendence. Continuing our comparison from before, Germany—as its name, the Federal 
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1: Introduction 15

Republic of Germany, would suggest—and the United States both employ a federal system, 
in which the activities of government are constitutionally divided between regional govern-
ments and the central government. In contrast, Japan employs a unitary system, in which 
all political power is constitutionally given to the central government. Germany, Japan, and 
the United States all have a bicameral legislature, in which legislative power is divided 
between two houses, but roughly 60 percent of the world’s democracies have a unicameral 
legislature, in which legislative power is concentrated in a single house. Democracies also 
differ in the extent to which judges are independent from the influence of other branches 
of government. It turns out, however, that this is one area in which the written constitution 
is typically of little help to scholars seeking to understand the actual degree of judicial 
independence that exists in a country. For example, consider the United States and Japan. 
Although the U.S. Constitution makes no mention of judicial review—the idea that courts 
can decide whether a law is unconstitutional or not—judicial review has, nonetheless, 
developed in the United States. In contrast, the Japanese constitution explicitly states that 
judges shall be “independent in the exercise of their conscience and bound only by this 
Constitution and its laws,” but a recent study of Japanese judges suggests that they are, in 
practice, quite responsive to political pressures (Ramseyer and Rasmusen 2003). In other 
words, simply looking at a constitution can be quite misleading if one wishes to determine 
the actual degree of judicial independence in a country. All three of these institutional 
choices—federal versus unitary, unicameral versus bicameral, and judicial independence—
can be thought of as forms of checks and balances that create institutional veto players in 
a political system. As such, their causes and consequences are closely related, and therefore 
we consider these different institutions in a single chapter.

As indicated in Chapters 12 through 15, democracies around the world exhibit many dif-
ferent institutional forms. Although it appears that President Bush saw the consequences of 
such institutional choices as straightforward, we do not. As a result, we believe that it is 
important to examine what comparative politics has to say about the expected outcomes 
associated with these different institutional forms. This is precisely what we do at some 
length in Chapter 16 (Part IV). In Chapter 16 we begin by examining the normative and 
material consequences associated with different combinations of democratic institutions. 
For example, we ask whether all democracies produce equally satisfactory forms of represen-
tation. Are governments in some types of democracy more accountable, representative, and 
responsive than governments in other types of democracy? What are the expected economic 
consequences associated with different types of democracy?

We then review what the comparative politics literature has to say about how the institu-
tions adopted by a country affect the survival of democracy. Many scholars have argued that 
the kind of ethnic and religious diversity observed in Iraq is a destabilizing force in democra-
cies. Indeed, the divisions noted in Iraq have produced a history of violence and brutality, 
including the use of chemical weapons by the Arab-dominated government against the 
Kurds and sectarian violence between Sunnis and Shias. The decade-long war conducted by 
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Saddam Hussein’s Sunni-dominated government against the Shia-dominated government in 
Iran exacerbated all of this hostility and violence. But do these types of divisions make 
democratic stability impossible, or are there institutional mechanisms that can be put in 
place that might mitigate the effects of ethnic and religious differences? In addition to exam-
ining how institutions might mitigate the effects of ethnic and religious diversity, we  
also look at whether a country’s choice of government—parliamentary or presidential—
influences the prospects for democratic survival. There is considerable evidence that parlia-
mentary democracies survive significantly longer than presidential democracies. But if this 
is true, one might wonder, what explains the persistence of democracy in the United States? 
Comparative politics scholars have an answer to this question, but to appreciate it, we must 
be willing to travel through both time and space.

THE APPROACH TAKEN IN THIS BOOK
Many introductory comparative politics texts are organized around a sequence of individual 
country studies. Typically, one starts with Britain, before moving on to France and Germany. 
Next it’s on to Russia, Japan, India, Brazil, and, nearly always, Nigeria. Occasionally, China 
and Mexico might make an appearance somewhere along the line. We believe that this 
approach has some limitations if the goal of an introductory class is to teach something 
other than descriptive information about a tiny fraction of the world’s countries. The eight 
countries that make up the domain of a typical comparative politics textbook constitute 
little more than 4 percent of the world’s 193 widely recognized independent states. Why 
should we focus on these countries and not others? The response from the authors of these 
textbooks might be that these countries are, in some sense, either the most important or the 
most representative countries in the world. We find the first of these claims—that they are 
the most important countries—to be displeasing and the second—that they are the most 
representative countries—to be questionable.

An introductory class in comparative politics has many goals. We believe that it should 
stimulate students’ interest in the particular subject matter and introduce them to the prin-
cipal concerns and findings of the field. It should also give students an insight into the extent 
to which there is consensus or ongoing debate concerning those findings. Consequently, we 
have endeavored to focus our attention on the questions that comparative politics scholars 
have historically considered vitally important and those on which there is some growing 
consensus. It is undeniable that the causes and consequences of democracy and dictatorship 
are a central issue in comparative politics. It is for this reason that they are a central concern 
of our book. Less obvious perhaps is a growing consensus regarding the causes and conse-
quences of particular sets of autocratic and democratic institutions. We endeavor both to 
make this emerging consensus clearer and to provide the analytical tools required to critically 
engage it.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 



1: Introduction 17

In light of the types of research questions that we want to address here, the traditional 
series of country studies found in most textbooks would not provide the most useful 
approach. First, very few countries exhibit sufficient variance across time with their experi-
ence of democracy to allow questions about democracy’s causes and consequences to be 
answered by a single country study. Similarly, very few countries experience sufficient varia-
tion in their institutions across time to give us much leverage in gaining an understanding 
of their causes and consequences. For example, countries that adopt presidentialism or a 
particular set of electoral laws tend to retain these choices for long periods of time. In fact, 
when forced to choose those institutions again (for example, at the end of an authoritarian 
interruption), countries frequently make the same choice. It is for these reasons that com-
parisons across countries are important for understanding the research questions that are at 
the heart of this book—they provide the much-needed variation not often found in any one 
country.

Second, we—personally—do not possess the required memory and attentiveness to 
remember the relevant details of particular countries’ institutions and cultures across many 
weeks, and we, perhaps incorrectly, do not expect our students to either. Overall, we are not 
hopeful that we, or our students, can be expected in week ten of the semester when studying 
the intricacies of the Russian Duma to make comparisons with the Japanese Diet or the  
British House of Commons studied weeks earlier. Even if we could retain the relevant infor-
mation across the course of a semester, it is not obvious that eight or ten countries would 
produce a sufficiently large variety of socioeconomic and institutional experiences to allow 
us to adequately evaluate the hypotheses that are central to the comparative politics subfield 
and this book. Given that our primary concern in this textbook surrounds institutional, 
social, economic, and cultural factors that remain fairly constant across time within coun-
tries, the most a comparison of a relatively small number of observations could accomplish 
is to provide a collection of confirming cases. In Chapter 2 we discuss why such a practice is 
problematic from the standpoint of the scientific method.

We also believe that the traditional approach adopted by most textbooks has the unfor-
tunate consequence of creating a significant disjuncture between what comparative political 
scientists teach students and what these scholars actually do for a living. Comparative poli-
tics scholars do sometimes engage in descriptive exercises such as detailing how laws are 
made, how institutions function, or who has power in various countries. This is the tradi-
tional subject matter of most textbooks. However, it is much more common for comparative 
scholars to spend their time constructing and testing theories about political phenomena in 
the world. In reality, they are primarily interested in explaining, rather than describing, why 
politics is organized along ethnic lines in some countries but class lines in others, or why 
some countries are democracies but others dictatorships. Some textbook authors seem 
reluctant to present this sort of material to students because they believe it to be too compli-
cated. However, we strongly believe that comparative political science is not rocket science. 
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Principles of Comparative Politics18

The fact that it is only relatively recently that the scientific method has begun to be applied 
to the study of political phenomena suggests to us that students should be able to engage the 
political science literature with relative ease. Indeed, we believe that, compared with other 
disciplines such as physics or mathematics, there is unusual room for students actually to 
make significant contributions to the accumulation of knowledge in comparative political 
science. As a result, one of the goals of our book is to introduce you to what comparative 
political scientists spend most of their time doing and to begin to give you the tools to  
contribute to the debates in our discipline.2

Key ConCepts

comparative politics 6
international politics 6

2. Brambor, Clark, and Golder (2006, 2007); Clark and Reichert (1998); and Uzonyi, Souva, and Golder (forthcoming)  
are examples of original research published in scientific journals in which our own undergraduate students have played 
significant roles. 
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A monarchy is the best kind of government because the King is 

the owner of the country. Like the owner of a house, when the 

wiring is wrong, he fixes it.

Italian peasant, quoted in Banfield and Banfield 1958, 26

There can be no government without an army. No army without 

money. No money without prosperity. And no prosperity without 

justice and good administration.

Ibn Qutayba, ninth-century Muslim scholar

•	 In this chapter, we examine the wide variety of dictatorships around the 
world. We suggest that one useful way to distinguish between dictator-
ships is in terms of their “support coalitions.” Such an approach indicates 
that there are three main types of dictatorship: (i) monarchies, (ii) mili-
tary dictatorships, and (iii) civilian dictatorships. Civilian dictatorships 
can be further classified into those that are personalistic and those that 
have a dominant regime party.

•	 We also examine the ways in which various attributes of authoritarian 
regimes influence their durability. Monarchies are the most stable form 
of dictatorship. In terms of the rest, dominant-party dictatorships out-
last personalistic dictatorships, which, in turn, outlast military dictator-
ships. The empirical evidence suggests that dictators who respond to 
pressure from opposition groups by “institutionalizing”—allowing 
multiparty legislatures—might be able to extend the length of their rule.

Varieties of Dictatorship
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•	 At the end of the previous chapter, we observed that there is tremendous variation in the 
economic performance of dictatorships. While all democracies seem to perform quite 
well, some dictatorships perform poorly, whereas others appear to perform as well as the 
average democracy. In the remainder of this chapter, we explore why this might be the 
case with the help of selectorate theory.

•	 Rather than categorize governments as either democratic or dictatorial, selectorate theory 
characterizes all governments by their location in a two-dimensional institutional space. 
One dimension is the size of the selectorate—those with a say in selecting the leader—
and the second is the size of the winning coalition—those in the selectorate whose 
support is essential for the leader to stay in office.

•	 Leaders in systems with large winning coalitions and large selectorates—democracies—
have incentives to produce public goods. These leaders produce good government perfor-
mance—high levels of wealth, efficient governance, and low rates of corruption and 
kleptocracy.

•	 Leaders in systems with small winning coalitions and large selectorates—dominant-party 
dictatorships—have incentives to provide private rewards to their winning coalition. 
These leaders produce poor government performance—low levels of wealth, inefficient 
governance, and high levels of corruption and kleptocracy.

•	 Leaders in systems with small winning coalitions and small selectorates—monarchies and 
military dictatorships—produce middling levels of government performance.

In the previous chapter, we saw that there is tremendous variation in the economic 
performance of dictatorial regimes. In this chapter, we take time to examine the wide 
variety of authoritarian regimes that exist around the world. We begin by discussing 

how one might classify authoritarian regimes, that is, how one might move toward a 
typology of dictatorships. We believe that one useful way to distinguish between dictatorships 
is in terms of the identity of their “support coalitions.” This approach suggests that there 
are three basic types of authoritarian regime: (i) monarchies, (ii) military dictatorships, 
and (iii) civilian dictatorships. Civilian dictatorships can be further classified into those 
that are personalistic and those that have a dominant party. We also examine the 
emergence of what some scholars call “electoral authoritarianism”—regimes that hold 
elections and tolerate some degree of pluralism, but at the same time violate minimal 
democratic standards so systematically that they cannot be considered democratic. We 
then consider the effect that these different types of dictatorial regime have on the 
survival of authoritarian leaders.Do n
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10: Varieties of Dictatorship 351

At the end of the previous chapter, we observed that there is tremendous variation in the 
economic performance of dictatorships. While some dictatorships perform poorly, others 
seem to perform at least as well as the average democracy. In the remainder of this chapter, 
we explore why this might be the case with the help of selectorate theory. According to selec-
torate theory, the key to a country’s material well-being has less to do with whether it is 
democratic or dictatorial, and more to do with the size of its “winning coalition” and “selec-
torate,” two terms that we’ll define in more detail shortly. The typology of dictatorships that 
we present at the beginning of this chapter fits neatly into the theoretical framework 
provided by selectorate theory. As we’ll see, once we start to think in terms of the size of the 
winning coalition and the selectorate, rather than in terms of democracy and dictatorship 
per se, it becomes a lot easier to explain why some countries produce better economic poli-
cies and provide more public goods than others.

TOWARD A TYPOLOGY OF AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES
Dictatorships are not all alike. Indeed, there is a wide variety of dictatorships, and many 
different ways in which they could be classified (Geddes 1999; Hadenius and Teorell 2007; 
Levitsky and Way 2002; Schedler 2002). Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland (2010) suggest 
that one useful way to distinguish between dictatorships is in terms of how dictatorial 
rulers are removed from office.1 They note that dictators are nearly always deposed by 
fellow members of the regime (Ezrow and Frantz 2011; Geddes 1999; Svolik 2009) and 
that, as a result, it makes sense to classify dictatorships based on the characteristics of 
their “inner sanctums” or “support coalitions.” Using this approach, they identify three 
basic types of dictatorship: (i) monarchies, (ii) military dictatorships, and (iii) civilian 
dictatorships.

A Three-Way Classification: Monarchy, Military, Civilian
The first type of authoritarian regime comprises monarchies.2 Dictatorial monarchs typi-
cally rely on their family and kin network to come to power and stay in power. As an exam-
ple, Gandhi and Przeworski (2007, 1288) note how the emir of Qatar “reshuffled his cabinet 
in 1992, installing his sons as ministers of defense, finance and petroleum, interior, and 
economy, and trade; his grandson in charge of defense affairs; and his nephews in public 

1. As we’ll see in Chapter 12, this mirrors in many ways how political scientists typically distinguish between democracies. 
For example, a presidential democracy is defined as a system in which the government cannot be removed from office by 
the legislature. Non-presidential democracies, by definition, can be removed from office by the legislature through 
something known as the vote of no confidence.

2. Note that some democracies—parliamentary democracies—have monarchs as heads of state. These monarchs typically 
play only a symbolic role and have little political influence. Thus, the presence of a monarch is not necessarily a sign that a 
country is a dictatorship. We discussed the criteria for classifying democracies and dictatorships in Chapter 5.Do n
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health and Islamic affairs.” In general, the family and kin members in a monarchy play an 
important role when it comes to the issue of succession. While the successor is typically a 
member of the royal family, he or she need not be the monarch’s first-born; that is, the sys-
tem of succession need not be based on primogeniture. In fact, Herb (1999, 80) notes that 
“the most basic rule of the succession [in Kuwait] is that the family ‘elects’ the ruler by con-
sensus, based on the perception by family leaders of their own best interests.” Even if the 
established procedure for succession is violated in a monarchy, it is typically the case that the 
new leader must have the support of the royal family elite.

Swaziland is a contemporary monarchy that highlights the important role that the royal 
family can play in choosing the monarch, and the lengths that some monarchs will go to in 
order to stabilize their base of societal support. Historically, the king (Ngwenyama) and 
“senior queen” (Ndlovukati) of Swaziland have ruled together. The senior queen is typically 
the king’s mother. When the king’s mother is dead, the role of senior queen goes to one of 
the king’s wives. The king and senior queen must come from different families, and they each 
have separate royal villages that act as their headquarters. No king can appoint his successor 
to the throne. In fact, the key role in the choice of a successor is played by the Royal Council 
(Liqopo), a traditional advisory council made up of members of the royal family. The new 
king must be chosen from the royal family line, the Dlaminis. Although the exact rules of 
succession are shrouded in secrecy, it is thought that the Royal Council chooses someone 
who is unmarried and the only child of his mother; the mother, in turn, becomes the new 
senior queen. The king is expected to consolidate his position over time by choosing wives 
from every clan in Swaziland. The first two wives are chosen for the king from specific 
clans—the Matsebula clan and the Motsa clan—by the Royal Council, and their children 
cannot become king. According to custom, the king can only marry his fiancées once they 
have fallen pregnant, thereby proving that they can actually bear him heirs. The current king 
is Makhosetive Dlamini (Mswati III). He came to power in 1986, and has fourteen wives and 
twenty-three children. Other contemporary examples of dictatorial monarchies include 
Jordan, Bahrain, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia.

The second type of authoritarian regime comprises military dictatorships. In most 
cases, military leaders rule as part of a “junta,” or committee. High-ranking officers who 
take power on behalf of the military typically have small juntas that comprise the three or 
four heads of the various armed services. On the other hand, lower-ranked officers who 
come to power, perhaps as part of a military coup, often have larger juntas as they seek to 
build the support necessary to consolidate their hold on power. Military rulers often por-
tray “themselves as ‘guardians of the national interest,’ saving the nation from the disaster 
wrought by corrupt and myopic civilian politicians” (Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland 2010, 
85). This helps to explain why these juntas frequently adopt titles such as the “Military 
Council of National Salvation” as occurred in Poland in 1981 when General Jaruzelski 
imposed martial law.
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10: Varieties of Dictatorship 353

Of course, it is not clear that military rulers actually have such altruistic motivations. 
Some scholars have argued, for instance, that military coups are more often than not moti-
vated by class conflict or corporate interests (Finer 1988; Nordlinger 1977; Stepan 1971). For 
example, many of the military juntas in Latin American countries such as Argentina (1976), 
Chile (1973), and Guatemala (1954) resulted from right-wing coups that toppled left-wing 
democratic governments that threatened to redistribute wealth from the rich to the poor 
(Drake 1996; O’Donnell 1973; Stepan 1985). Similarly, many people believe that the military 
junta—the Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF)—that came to power in Egypt after 
protests forced longtime president Hosni Mubarak to step down in the spring of 2011 is pri-
marily motivated by a desire to protect its own economic fortunes. It is reported, for example, 
that the military controls anywhere from 5 percent to 45 percent of the Egyptian economy 
(Washington Post, November 2011).3 It is perhaps not unreasonable to speculate that one of 
the main reasons why the military moved against Hosni Mubarak during the Arab Spring 
protests in 2011 is that it saw the people camped out in Tahrir Square as “customers” as much 
as protesters, and that it no longer believed that Mubarak could protect its economic interests.

The most pressing threat to the stability of military dictatorships tends to come from 
within the military itself. Consider the history of military rule in the West African country 
of Guinea. A military junta, called the Military Committee of National Recovery (CMRN), 
was established in Guinea in April 1984 following a coup by Lieutenant-Colonel Lansana 
Conté. The coup had followed the death of independent Guinea’s first president, Sékou 
Touré. The subsequent history of Guinea has seen numerous examples of military protests, 
coups, and countercoups, some successful and some not. President Conté, for example, had 
to suppress his first military revolt, led by his deputy Colonel Diarra Traoré, as early as 1985. 
In 1996 there was another attempted coup when the military mutinied over poor living 
conditions. The military junta, now called the Transitional Council for National Recovery 
(CTRN), responded by introducing various reforms aimed at appeasing the armed forces. 
Lansana Conté eventually died on December 23, 2008, after a long illness. According to the 
constitution, new presidential elections were supposed to be held within sixty days. However, 
within six hours of the announcement of Conté’s death, there was another military coup, 
this time led by the head of the army, Captain Moussa Dadis Camara (BBC News, December 
2008).4 Camara’s military junta was called the National Council for Democracy and Devel-
opment (CNDD). In December 2009, President Camara suffered a head wound in an 
attempted assassination and countercoup led by his aide-de-camp, Lieutenant Aboubacar 
Sidiki “Toumba” Diakité (The Independent, December 2009).5 Camara was forced to leave 

3. http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/egypts-military-guards-its-own-power/2011/11/10/gIQA7QVVFN_ 
story.html

4. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/7796902.stm

5. http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/from-coup-to-countercoup-guinea-plunged-into-chaos-1834644 
.html
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the country for medical treatment in Morocco and eventually agreed not to return. The 
military junta then handed power over to Alpha Condé, who won what many consider to be 
free and fair presidential elections in 2010. The political situation in Guinea today remains 
unstable, with armed men, allegedly tied to senior officers from the previous military junta, 
attacking the president’s home as recently as July 2011 (BBC News).6 Although we have 
focused here on military juntas within Guinea, the threat that factions within the military 
pose to stability is commonplace among all military dictatorships. Indeed, power has 
changed hands thirteen times between various military factions in Guatemala since 1945 
(Gandhi and Przeworski 2007, 1288). Contemporary military dictatorships include Chad, 
Burma, the Central African Republic, and The Gambia.

The third type of authoritarian regime comprises civilian dictatorships. Unlike monar-
chies and military juntas, which can rely on family and kin networks or the strength of the 
armed forces to stay in power, civilian dictators do not have an immediate institutional base 
of support. As we’ll see shortly, many civilian dictators create new institutions such as regime 
parties or personality cults to penetrate and control society. Contemporary civilian dictator-
ships include countries like North Korea, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, China, Djibouti, and Zim-
babwe.

As you can see, one way of distinguishing between 
dictatorships is in terms of how the executive—the inner 
sanctum—comes to power and maintains it. In a mon-
archy, the executive depends on family and kin net-
works. In a military dictatorship, the executive relies on 
the armed forces. All other authoritarian regimes are 
civilian dictatorships. In Figure 10.1, we illustrate the 

coding rules employed by Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland (2010, 87) for identifying each 
type of authoritarian regime.

The first goal is to identify the effective head of the government. While this is relatively 
straightforward in democracies as we’ll see in Chapter 12, it is not always as easy in dictator-
ships. In most cases, the head of a dictatorial government will be a king, a president, or a 
prime minister. Occasionally, “an eminence grise lurks behind the scenes . . . For example, 
Somoza and his sons installed figurehead presidents in Nicaragua to formally comply with 
term limits” (Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland 2010, 88). The second goal is to identify 
whether the head of government bears the title of “king” and whether he has a hereditary 
successor or predecessor. If this is the case, then we have a monarchy. The third goal is to 
identify whether the head of government is a current or past member of the armed forces. If 
this is the case, then we have a military dictatorship. And if not, we have a civilian dictator-

6. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-14197052

A monarchy is an autocracy in which the executive 
comes to and maintains power on the basis of family 
and kin networks. A military dictatorship is an 
autocracy in which the executive relies on the armed 
forces to come to and stay in power. All other 
autocracies are civilian dictatorships.
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ship. It is worth noting that leaders who come to power as part of a guerilla movement or 
insurgency such as Fidel Castro in Cuba, Yoweri Museveni in Uganda, and Paul Kagame in 
Rwanda are considered civilian, rather than military, dictators. Although these leaders often 
give themselves military titles, they cannot rely on the support of the military in the same 
way that former or current members of the military can. Indeed, the military are often one 
of the main threats to these types of dictators.

To a large extent, the typology of dictatorships that we have presented here is based on 
the idea that we can distinguish between different types of dictators in terms of the identity 
of their support coalitions, or what we’ll call a little later in the chapter their “winning coali-
tions.” Dictators need to keep their support coalitions happy if they are to stay in power. This 
is an important point. Although the term dictator often conjures up the image of an all-
powerful individual, it is important to recognize that all dictators, like their democratic 
counterparts, rely on the support of a coalition to stay in power.

Classifying DictatorshipsFigure 10.1

Source: Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland (2010, 87).

1.Who is the effective head of government? 

3. Is the effective head of government a current or 
past member of the armed forces? 

MONARCHY 

NoYes 

MILITARY CIVILIAN 

2. Does the effective head of government bear the title of “king” and have a hereditary 
successor or predecessor? 

Yes No
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An implication of this is that when we see a dictator removed from power, we are likely 
to see him replaced by a defecting member of his own support coalition. As a result, we 
should frequently see dictators replaced by dictators of a similar type. In fact, there is con-
siderable evidence that this is what happens. Gandhi and Przeworski (2007), for example, 
analyze a data set of 388 authoritarian leaders who came to power after 1945 and left power 
for reasons other than natural death before 1996. In Table 10.1, we use their data to indicate 
what type of regime—civilian, military, monarchic, or democratic—succeeded each of these 
dictators. We can see that when dictatorial leaders are replaced, they are, on average, replaced 
by the same type of dictator about 50 percent of the time. Of the 22 monarchs, 11 were 
replaced by other monarchs. Of the 179 military leaders, 89 were replaced by other military 
leaders. And of the 187 civilian leaders, 103 were replaced by civilian leaders. If we ignore, 
for the moment, authoritarian leaders who are succeeded by democratic leaders, then the 
tendency for authoritarian leaders to be succeeded by leaders of the same type becomes even 
more pronounced—70 percent of military leaders were followed by a military leader, and 65 
percent of civilian leaders were followed by civilian leaders. The persistence of an authoritar-
ian leader’s type when the particular authoritarian leader is removed is the reason why we 
can speak of not just dictatorial leaders, but dictatorial regimes.

An Overview
We now provide a brief overview of dictatorial regimes in the world across time. In Map 
10.1, we show the geographic distribution of dictatorial regime types around the world in 
2008 (the latest date for which data are currently available), 1998, 1988, 1978, and 1968. 
Monarchies are shown in black, military dictatorships are in dark gray, civilian dictatorships 
are in medium gray, and democracies are in white. 

In Figure 10.2, we show the number and percentage of monarchical, military, and civilian 
dictatorships in the world each year from 1946 to 2008. As the figure indicates, the civilian 
form of dictatorship has always been the most common. In 2008, there were 74 dictatorships 

Leader Succession in Three Types of Dictatorial Regime, 
1946–1996Table 10.1

Type of Successor

Type of Current 
Dictator Monarchy Military Civilian Democrat Total

Monarchy 11   6   4   1   22

Military   0 89 38 52 179

Civilian   2 53 103 29 187

Total 13 148 145 82 388

Note: Excludes dictators who died of natural causes while in office or who were still in office as of 1996. Source: 
Gandhi and Przeworski (2007, 1289).
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Monarchical Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship
Civilian Dictatorship
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Monarchies, Military Dictatorships, and Civilian 
Dictatorships around the World Map 10.1

Source: Data for Map 10.1 comes from Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland 2010.”Do n
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Monarchies, Military Dictatorships, and Civilian 
Dictatorships, 1946–2008Figure 10.2
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around the world. Of these, 38 (51.4 percent) were civilian, 24 (32.4 percent) were military, 
and 12 (16.2 percent) were monarchies. While the number of civilian and military dictator-
ships in the world has changed quite a bit over time, the same is not true of monarchies. This 
suggests that monarchies have been a particularly stable form of dictatorial regime. In Table 
10.2, we classify dictatorships into their various types as of 2008.

Subcategories of Civilian Dictatorships
Distinguishing between monarchies, military dictatorships, and civilian dictatorships obvi-
ously only captures some of the variation that we observe when examining authoritarian 
regimes. Some scholars have suggested that we can usefully distinguish between two subcat-
egories of civilian dictatorships: (i) dominant-party dictatorships and (ii) personalistic dic-
tatorships (Geddes 1999). As we have already noted, civilian dictators, unlike monarchs and 
military juntas, do not have a natural or ready-made institution to act as their support coali-
tion; instead, they have to create one.

Many civilian dictators do this by forming a regime 
party. In a dominant-party dictatorship, “one party 
dominates access to political office and control over 
policy, though other parties may exist and compete as 
minor players in elections” (Geddes 2003, 51).7 Just as 

7. Geddes (2003) refers to these types of dictatorship as single-party authoritarian regimes. We prefer the label dominant-
party dictatorship to emphasize the fact that these regimes sometimes allow opposition parties to organize, even if “access 
to office and control over policy are dominated by one party.” 

Monarchy Military Dictatorship Civilian Dictatorship

Bahrain, Brunei 
Darussalam, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Morocco, 
Oman, Qatar, Samoa, 
Saudi Arabia, 
Swaziland, Tonga, 
United Arab Emirates

Botswana, Burkina Faso, 
Central African Republic, 
Chad, Congo Brazzaville, Cuba, 
Egypt, Equatorial Guinea, Fiji, 
The Gambia, Guinea, Iraq, 
Laos, Lebanon, Libyan Arab 
Jamahiriya, Mauritania, 
Myanmar, Rwanda, Singapore, 
Sudan, Syria, Tanzania, Tunisia, 
Yemen

Afghanistan, Algeria, Angola, 
Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Belarus, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, 
Cameroon, China, Congo Kinshasa, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Gabon, Guyana, Haiti, Iran, 
Kazakhstan, Lesotho, Malaysia, 
Montenegro, Mozambique, Namibia, 
North Korea, Russian Federation, 
Seychelles, Somalia, South Africa, 
Tajikistan, Togo, Turkmenistan, 
Uganda, Uzbekistan, Vietnam, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe

Source: Data from Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland (2010)

Monarchies, Military Dictatorships, and Civilian 
Dictatorships, 2008Table 10.2

A dominant-party dictatorship is one in which a 
single party dominates access to political office and 
control over policy, though other parties may exist 
and compete in elections.Do n
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political parties play an important role in recruiting and socializing the political elite in 
democracies, they can perform a similar function in civilian dictatorships. Consider the role 
played by the Communist Party (CPSU) in the former Soviet Union. For all intents and 
purposes, membership in the CPSU was a necessary condition for becoming part of the 
political, economic, and academic ruling class—the nomenklatura (Gershenson and Gross-
man 2001). Describing the Soviet nomenklatura in the 1980s, Voslensky (1984, 98) writes, 
“While a party card is of course no guarantee of success, lack of it is a guarantee that you will 
not have a career of any kind.” Power and authority increased the higher one rose in the 
party, as did the monetary and nonmonetary benefits. For example, members of the nomen-
klatura got to enjoy many of the things that were denied to the average citizen—they got to 
shop in well-stocked stores, they had access to foreign goods, and, more important, they were 
allowed to travel abroad. As George Orwell ([1949] 1977, 192) describes in his book 1984,

By the standards of the early twentieth century, even a member of the Inner Party 

lives an austere, laborious kind of life. Nevertheless, the few luxuries that he does 

enjoy—his large well-appointed flat, the better texture of his clothes, the better qual-

ity of his food and drink and tobacco, his two or three servants, his private motorcar 

or helicopter—set him in a different world from a member of the Outer Party, and 

the members of the Outer Party have a similar advantage in comparison with the 

submerged masses.

As citizens gained membership into the CPSU and advanced up its ranks, they would be 
increasingly socialized into following the party line; demonstrating loyalty to the party was 
crucial to gaining and retaining the benefits of power associated with membership in the 
nomenklatura.

A further illustration of how political parties can be used to control the masses comes 
from Gandhi and Przeworski (2006, 25).

Consider communist Poland. Even though in 1948 communists forced their major 

rival, the Polish Socialist Party, into a “merger,” thus creating the Polish United Workers 

Party (PUWP), they tolerated a pre-war left-wing United Peasant Party (ZSL), a small 

private business party (SD), and a Catholic group with direct ties to Moscow. After 

1956, two other Catholic groups were allowed to organize. Even though these parties 

functioned under separate labels in the legislature, they were presented to the voters as 

a single list, with all candidates approved by the communists. Hence, elections only 

ratified the distribution of parliamentary seats and the specific appointees of the Com-

munist Party. One way to think of this “multipartism” is that it represented a menu of 

contracts, allowing people characterized by different political attitudes (and differing 

degrees of opportunism) to sort themselves out. Membership in each party entailed a 

different degree of identification with the regime: highest for members of the PUWP, 

lower for those joining the Peasant Party, the lowest for the Catholic groups. In 

exchange, these memberships offered varying amounts of perks and privileges, in the 
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same order. Someone not willing to join the Communist Party, with the social oppro-

brium this membership evoked among Catholic peasants, may have joined the Peasant 

Party. This choice entailed a less direct commitment and fewer perks, but it did signify 

identification with the regime, and it did furnish perks and privileges. This separating 

equilibrium maximized support for the regime and visibly isolated those who were not 

willing to make any gesture of support.

Hough (1980, 33) makes a similar point, claiming that “[t]he Soviet government has thus 
far been skillful in the way it has tied the fate of many individuals in the country to the fate 
of the regime. By admitting such a broad range of the educated public into the party, it has 
provided full opportunities for upward social mobility for those who avoid dissidence, while 
giving everyone in the managerial class reason to wonder what the impact of an anti-Com-
munist revolution would be on him or her personally.”

We should note that the value of a regime party is not restricted to only Communist 
countries. For example, Magaloni (2006) provides a nice description of the types of mobili-
zation techniques that the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) used for many years in 
Mexico to signal its own strength and highlight the weakness of the opposition. For example, 
she describes how the PRI regime in Mexico put in place a series of policies that prevented 
peasants from rising out of poverty, thereby making them systematically dependent on state 
patronage through the PRI. She goes on to talk about the “tragic brilliance” of the regime, in 
which “citizens’ choices are free, yet they are constrained by a series of strategic dilemmas 
that compel them to remain loyal to the regime” (Magaloni 2006, 19). Magaloni also 
describes how the PRI established various institutions to maintain the loyalty of its party 
members. For instance, the PRI imposed term limits, which increased the dependence of 
legislators on the party for future jobs, and at the same time kept ambitious politicians in 
check as they waited for their turn in power.

In contrast to the dictators in dominant-party dicta-
torships that use regime parties to maintain their hold 
on power, some civilian dictators establish a more per-
sonalistic form of rule. “Institutionally, what [these 
personalistic dictatorships] have in common is that 
although they are often supported by parties and militaries, these particular organizations 
have not become sufficiently developed or autonomous to prevent the leader from taking 
personal control of policy decisions and the selection of regime personnel” (Geddes 2003, 
53). Indeed, a personalistic dictator often deliberately undermines these institutions so 
that they cannot act as a power base for a potential rival. For example, it is typical for 
regime personnel to be rotated frequently at the whim of the leader to prevent them from 
building independent bases of support. These dictatorships are also often characterized by 
a weak or nonexistent press, a strong secret police, and an arbitrary use of state violence 
that keeps the population living in constant fear.

A personalistic dictatorship is one in which the 
leader, although often supported by a party or the 
military, retains personal control of policy decisions 
and the selection of regime personnel.
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Many of these dictators cultivate elaborate personality cults in an attempt to maintain the 
loyalty of their support coalition and the citizenry more generally. These personality cults 
often seem strange to outsiders. Consider Saparmurat Niyazov, who ruled Turkmenistan 
from 1985 to 2006. His book, the Ruhnama (Book of Souls), which was part spiritual and 
moral guidance, part revisionist history, and part autobiography, served as the chief textbook 
for students at all levels of the education system from elementary schools to universities. The 
Ruhnama’s influence extended well beyond the education system, with new government 
employees tested on the book during interviews, and all citizens seeking a driving license 
required to take a sixteen-hour course on the book (Eurasianet.org, August 2004).8 Gurban-
gly Berdymukhammedov, who replaced Niyazov following his death in 2006, eventually 
removed the Ruhnama as a mandatory subject in Turkmen schools. However, he appears to 
have simply replaced the Ruhnama in the school curriculum with several books of his own 
(Eurasianet.org, April 2011).9 

Kim Jong-il, who ruled North 
Korea from 1994 until his death in 
December 2011, inherited a similar 
personality cult from his father, 
Kim Il-sung, the “eternal presi-
dent” (The Economist, December 
2004).10 Kim Jong-il, who was 
referred to as the “Supreme Leader,” 
“Dear Leader,” “Our Father,” and 
“the General,” claimed to be able to 
control the weather with his mood 
and to be able to teleport from 
place to place (Hassig and Oh 
2009; Kang and Rigoulot 2005). He 
was also known to issue various 
hairstyle guidelines as part of 
grooming and dress standards. 
These guidelines have in the past 
emphasized the negative effects of 
long hair on human intelligence, 

noting that long hair consumes a great deal of nutrition and thus robs the brain of energy 
(BBC News, January 2005).11 

8. http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/rights/articles/eav090104.shtml

9. http://www.eurasianet.org/node/63365

10. http://www.economist.com/node/3445136

11. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/4157121.stm

Protesters ripping up Muammar al-Qaddafi’s Green Book in the Libyan town of Benghazi in 

February 2011.
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Muammar al-Qaddafi is another dictator who also established a cult of personality before 
his death in 2011. In a similar way to Niyazov in Turkmenistan, al-Qaddafi forced a genera-
tion of Libyans to grow up studying his “Green Book” as a great work of social and political 
theory. Some have described the book as part Chairman Mao, who himself had written the 
“Red Book,” and part Marx and Engels.12 It appears that tablet-like statues of its three vol-
umes were erected in many Libyan towns. Al-Qaddafi often portrayed himself as a revolu-
tionary against colonial powers who did not seek power for himself. In keeping with the 
precepts set out in the Green Book, “Colonel [al-Q]addafi eventually gave up any official title 
in the Libyan government, giving rise to one of the prime examples of Libyan doublespeak. 
While everyone in Libya regards Colonel [al-Q]addafi as the all-powerful ruler behind every 
decision of state, he often answers critics calling on him to surrender power by saying it is 
too late—he already has” (New York Times, July 3, 2011).13 Al-Qaddafi’s outlandish claims 
perhaps peaked during the Arab Spring in 2011 when he claimed that the people protesting 
his rule were high on drugs supplied by Osama bin Laden and al-Qaida.14

Given how strange these personality cults seem to outsiders (and presumably insiders), it 
is perhaps worth thinking about exactly what role they play in keeping civilian dictators in 
power. Personality cults are often viewed in the media as simply the creation of narcissistic 
and megalomaniacal dictators who wish to be flattered and deified. However, this view, while 
almost certainly true in many respects, probably understates the role that personality cults 
play in maintaining dictatorial rule. The standard story with respect to personality cults is 
that they gradually alter the beliefs of the citizenry through a steady process of state indoc-
trination. By eliminating alternative sources of information, it is thought that personalistic 
dictators are able to use their control of things like the state media to persuade citizens of 
their amazing powers and leadership qualities, thereby generating support and loyalty. In 
effect, the standard story suggests that personality cults are designed to create citizen loyalty 
by producing false beliefs in the population.

The problem with this standard story, though, is that the personality cults are often 
ridiculously unbelievable. Did the North Koreans really believe that Kim Jong-il could con-
trol the weather with his mood and teleport from one place to another? Marquez (2011) 
suggests that although “cults of personality can sometimes ‘persuade’ people of the super-
human character of leaders . . . or . . . draw on people’s gullibility in the absence of alterna-
tive sources of information and their need for identification with high status individuals, 
they are best understood in terms of how dictators can harness the dynamics of ‘signaling’ 
for the purposes of social control.” 15 This alternative view of personality cults is premised 

12. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-13235981

13. http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/07/world/middleeast/07qaddafi.html?_r=1&pagewanted=all

14. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-12603259

15. The following discussion of personality cults is based on a very interesting blog post by Xavier Marquez, a political 
scientist at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand, on March 14, 2011 (http://abandonedfootnotes.blogspot.
com/2011/03/simple-model-of-cults-of-personality.html). 
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on something that we discussed in Chapter 8, namely 
that individuals living in dictatorships often engage in 
preference falsification. The dictator’s dilemma is that 
he relies on repression to stay in power, but this repres-
sion creates incentives for everyone to lie so that the 
dictator never knows his true level of support in the 

country (Wintrobe 2001). In effect, a dictator is often confronted by two rather unsatisfac-
tory choices. On the one hand, he can limit repression and allow free debate, thereby learn-
ing his true level of societal support. This often occurs when the dictator has insufficient 
resources to establish a reliable spy network to monitor the population (Egorov, Guriev, and 
Sonin 2009). On the other hand, he can use repression, but run the risk that he will be 
surprised by his lack of support at some future point in time.

This is where personality cults can be useful. As Marquez (2011) notes, “the dictator 
wants a credible signal of your support; merely staying silent and not saying anything nega-
tive won’t cut it. In order to be credible, the signal has to be costly: you have to be willing to 
say that the dictator is not merely OK, but a superhuman being, and you have to be willing 
to take some concrete actions showing your undying love for the leader.” As we noted in 
Chapter 8, these actions often include things like denouncing others who lack sufficient faith 
in the leader, and ostentatious displays of the dictator’s image or ideology. This view of the 
role of personality cults helps to explain why dictators often make outlandish claims that 
strain credulity. By slowly raising the degree to which his claims are “over the top,” a dictator 
can better gauge his true level of societal support by finding the point at which the popula-
tion is no longer willing to publicly accept his “incredible” claims.

In effect, personality cults have three benefits from the perspective of the dictator, in 
addition to stroking his ego. First, they make it hard for opposition groups to organize and 
coordinate their actions. Citizens are unwilling to reveal their true preferences for fear of 
being denounced by others, thereby making it difficult for opposition groups to evaluate 
their true strength. Second, they help the dictator gain a better handle on his level of societal 
support. And third, they will, in fact, persuade some segments of society to become “true 
believers” in the dictator. Marquez (2011) writes that personality cults can be difficult to 
establish in the first place, but goes on to note that “once the cult of personality is in full 
swing, it practically runs itself, turning every person into a sycophant and basically destroy-
ing everyone’s dignity. It creates an equilibrium of lies that can be hard to disrupt unless 
people get a credible signal that others basically hate the dictator as much as they do and are 
willing to do something about that.”

The typology of dictatorships that we have just outlined is shown in Figure 10.3.  
In effect, there are three main types of dictatorship: (i) monarchy, (ii) military, and  
(iii) civilian. And there are two subtypes of civilian dictatorship: (i) dominant party and (ii) 
personalistic.

The dictator’s dilemma is that he relies on 
repression to stay in power, but this repression 
creates incentives for everyone to falsify their 
preferences so that the dictator never knows his true 
level of societal support.
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A Typology of DictatorshipsFigure 10.3

 

Electoral Authoritarianism
In recent years, scholars have suggested that we are perhaps observing the emergence of a 
new type of dictatorship that goes under the heading “electoral autocracy” or “electoral 
authoritarianism” (Schedler 2002, 2006). In an electoral authoritarian regime, leaders 
“hold elections and tolerate some pluralism and interparty competition, but at the same 
time violate minimal democratic norms so severely 
and systematically that it makes no sense to classify 
them as democracies, however qualified” (Schedler 
2002, 36). Outright fraud and intimidation are often 
unnecessary in electoral autocracies, but violations of 
democratic norms, while perhaps subtle, are broad and 
systematic.

Electoral authoritarian regimes can be contrasted 
with politically closed authoritarian regimes. A politi-
cally closed authoritarian regime is one in which no 
opposition party is granted a legal space in the political 
arena. Examples of politically closed authoritarian 
regimes include China, Cuba, Turkmenistan, North 
Korea, and Burma. An electoral authoritarian regime, in 
contrast, allows at least some parties to organize and 
compete, though there is often an unequal playing field. 

Electoral authoritarian regimes can be further divided into regimes where the leader’s 
party routinely wins with overwhelming majorities and those where opposition parties win 

An electoral authoritarian regime is one in which 
leaders hold elections and tolerate some pluralism 
and interparty competition, but violate minimal 
democratic norms so severely and systematically that 
it makes no sense to classify them as democracies. 
Electoral authoritarian regimes come in two types. A 
hegemonic electoral regime is one in which the 
leader’s party routinely wins with overwhelming 
majorities. A competitive authoritarian regime is 
one in which opposition parties win substantial 
minorities in either presidential or legislative elections. 
Electoral authoritarian regimes can be contrasted with 
politically closed authoritarian regimes in 
which no opposition party is granted a legal space in 
the political arena.

DICTATORSHIPS

MONARCHY MILITARYCIVILIAN

DOMINANT PARTY PERSONALISTIC
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substantial minorities in either presidential or legislative elections (Diamond 2002). The 
former are often referred to as hegemonic electoral authoritarian regimes, while the latter 
are generally referred to as competitive authoritarian regimes. In both forms of electoral 
authoritarianism, the ruling party runs against opposition parties that are granted some 
legal standing at election time. Unlike in competitive authoritarian regimes, though, elec-
toral institutions in hegemonic electoral regimes do not yield any meaningful contestation 
for power. Examples of hegemonic electoral regimes include Egypt, Singapore, Burkina 
Faso, Tunisia, Angola, and Uzbekistan in the 1990s. Examples of competitive authoritarian 
regimes include Croatia under Franjo Tudjman, Russia under Vladimir Putin, and Peru 
under Alberto Fujimori, as well as Albania, Armenia, Ghana, Kenya, Malaysia, Mexico, and 
Zambia through much of the 1990s (Levitsky and Way 2002, 52).

The typology of dictatorships implied by scholars of electoral authoritarianism is 
shown in Figure 10.4. As before, there are three main types of dictatorships: monarchies, 
military dictatorships, and civilian dictatorships. Under this new typology, though, civilian 
dictatorships are divided into politically closed regimes and electoral authoritarian regimes. 
Politically closed regimes are then divided into personalistic or dominant-party dictator-
ships, and electoral authoritarian regimes are divided into hegemonic electoral and  
competitive authoritarian dictatorships.

An Alternative Typology of Dictatorships?Figure 10.4
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While several scholars have proposed that electoral authoritarian regimes represent a 
new type of dictatorship, we have a number of doubts about the alternative typology of 
dictatorships presented in Figure 10.4.  Our first doubt centers on the difficulty in provid-
ing precise coding rules for classifying electoral authoritarian regimes (Hyde and Marinov 
2012). It turns out that there are almost as many different ways of classifying electoral 
authoritarian regimes as there are scholars working on this topic. For example, how should 
one distinguish between hegemonic electoral dictatorships and competitive authoritarian 
ones? How high does the probability need to be that the incumbent dictatorship will be 
reelected for the regime to be considered a hegemonic electoral dictatorship rather than a 
competitive authoritarian one? Levitsky and Way (2002) code authoritarian regimes as 
hegemonic if presidents are reelected with more than 70 percent of the vote. In contrast, 
Brownlee (2009) codes authoritarian regimes as hegemonic if the largest party in legislative 
elections wins more than 75 percent of the vote. Other scholars have different coding rules. 
As with our discussion of the Freedom House measure of democracy in Chapter 5, one of 
the problems with the distinction between hegemonic and competitive authoritarian 
regimes is that it often relies on subjective coding rules. In addition to the fact that this 
increases the probability that scholars will miscode dictatorial regimes into the wrong  
category, it also means that scholars working on electoral authoritarianism do not have a 
single authoritative data set of electoral authoritarian regimes. As a result, it is difficult to 
know whether differing conclusions among scholars are due to theoretical differences 
about how these regimes work or simply due to the different way in which these regimes 
are classified.

Our second doubt has to do with the types of research questions that one can answer 
with this alternative typology of dictatorships. As you’ll recall from Chapter 5, we noted that 
some measures of democracy and dictatorship were inappropriate for addressing certain 
research questions. For example, we noted that scholars should not use, say, Freedom House 
to evaluate the effect of democracy or dictatorship on things like corruption, socioeconomic 
inequality, or freedom from war. This was because Freedom House incorporated these 
things into the actual measure of democracy and dictatorship itself. In effect, claims that 
democratic regimes experience less corruption, less inequality, and less war cannot be falsi-
fied with the Freedom House measure of democracy and dictatorship. A similar problem 
arises if one classifies electoral authoritarianism, and its subcategories, as different types of 
dictatorship (Hyde and Marinov 2012). For example, it would be problematic to examine 
whether the amount of electoral fraud, competition, or regime stability varies across dicta-
torial types if these types—competitive authoritarianism and hegemonic electoral regimes—
are defined in terms of these traits. One way around this problem would be to adopt a more 
minimalist conception and operationalization of electoral competition that does not incor-
porate the types of “outcomes” that we would like to explain into the measure of electoral 
competition itself. Hyde and Marinov (2012) take this approach when they define elections 
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as competitive if (i) opposition is allowed, (ii) multiple parties are legal, and (iii) more than 
one candidate competes. It is worth noting that their NELDA—National Elections across 
Democracy and Autocracy—measure of electoral competition is also based on objective 
characteristics, thus mitigating some of our earlier concerns with more subjective measures 
of electoral authoritarianism.16

Our third and biggest concern, though, centers on the fact that the alternative typology 
of dictatorships presented in Figure 10.4 obfuscates what are in fact two different dimensions 
of dictatorial regimes. We would argue that electoral competition does not signify a separate 
category of dictatorships, but signifies simply a second dimension along which dictatorships 
can be classified. As we noted earlier, one dimension on which to classify dictatorships has 
to do with the identity of a dictatorial regime’s “support coalition.” The support coalition for 
military dictatorships tends to come from the military, the support coalition for monarchies 
tends to come from the royal family, and the support coalition for civilian dictatorships 
tends to come from elsewhere. The degree of electoral competition is simply a second 
dimension along which dictatorships can be evaluated.

Brownlee (2009) provides evidence for this line of reasoning when he maps data on the 
degree of electoral competition—politically closed, hegemonic electoral, competitive 
authoritarian—in a dictatorial regime onto the different types of dictatorial regime as 
defined by the identity of the regime’s support coalition.17 In Table 10.3, we list the number 
of country-years that have occurred under each type of dictatorial regime for each category 
of electoral competition during Brownlee’s period of observation (1975–2004). The main 
point to note is that there is considerable variation in the degree of electoral competition 
across all types of dictatorship. For example, all types of dictatorship come in both “politi-
cally closed” and “open” variants. Overall, it is the case that politically closed regimes are 
more common than open regimes both as a whole (about 63 percent of the time was spent 
under closed regimes) and in each regime type category. A substantial minority of military, 
personalistic, and dominant-party regimes can be classified as electoral authoritarian 
regimes, and in all three cases, the nature of electoral authoritarianism is fairly evenly split 
between hegemonic and competitive authoritarianism. Monarchies, in contrast, have a 
strong tendency toward being politically closed—only one in five years under monarchy can 
be considered a case of electoral authoritarianism, and none of them can be classified as a 

16. The NELDA data set can be found at http://hyde.research.yale.edu/nelda/.

17. Brownlee (2009, 524) uses a 7-point index from the World Bank’s Database of Political Institutions to capture electoral 
competition: 1 = no legislature, 2 = unelected legislature/executive, 3 = elected legislature/executive, 4 = one party, multiple 
candidates, 5 = multiple parties are legal but only one party won seats, 6 = multiple parties won seats but the largest party 
received more than 75 percent of the seats, and 7 = largest party got less than 75 percent of the seats (Keefer 2002). Brownlee 
recodes this 7-point scale so that dictatorships with scores of 1–4 are considered politically closed, those with scores of 5–6 
are considered hegemonic electoral dictatorships, and those with scores of 7 are considered competitive authoritarian. 
Brownlee uses data from Geddes (2003) to classify dictatorial types.Do n
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case of competitive authoritarianism. This brief examination of the intersection of tradi-
tional dictatorial regime types with the degree of electoral competition clearly suggests that 
the typology presented in Figure 10.4 is problematic. Electoral authoritarianism is not a 
separate category of dictatorship, but a second dimension along which all dictatorial regimes 
might be placed.

Further evidence for this comes from the fact that regime types experience changes in the 
degree of electoral competition over time. Consider, for example, the regime of Ferdinand 
Marcos, which ruled the Philippines from 1972 to 1986. Marcos was elected president in 1965 
and again in 1969. The latter election was marked by widespread electoral fraud and violence. 
In 1972, Marcos declared martial law and wrote a new constitution (1973) that allowed him 
to extend his rule beyond the two-term limit that the previous constitution had imposed. In 
terms of his support coalition, the Marcos regime is generally considered a personalistic 
dictatorship (Geddes 2003). Prior to 1979, the Marcos regime is classified as “politically 
closed” by Brownlee’s measure of electoral competition. From 1979 to 1983, though, it is 
classified as “hegemonic electoral.” This period included the 1981 presidential election, which 
was the first such election in twelve years but occurred just six months after the lifting of 
martial law. As expected, Marcos won in a landslide. To a large extent, this was due to the fact 
that the major opposition parties boycotted the elections in order to challenge the legitimacy 
of the Marcos-controlled electoral process. From 1984 to its downfall in 1986, the Marcos 
regime is classified as “competitive authoritarian.” In contrast to what they had done in the 
1981 presidential elections, the opposition parties in the 1986 presidential elections united 

Number of Country-Years by Regime Type and Degree 
of Electoral CompetitionTable 10.3

Degree of Electoral Competition

Electoral Authoritarianism

Regime Type Politically Closed
Hegemonic  

Electoral
Competitive  

Authoritarian Total

Military 178 47 61 286 (14.2 percent)

Personalistic 296 86 155 537 (26.7 percent)

Dominant Party 586 165 187 938 (46.6 percent)

Monarchy 203 51 0 254 (12.6 percent)

Total 1,263 (62.6 percent) 349 (17.3 percent) 403 (20.0 percent) 2,015

Note: Numbers are based on data from Brownlee (2009) and cover dictatorial regimes from 1975 to 2004.
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behind Corazon Aquino, the widow of Benigno 
Aquino Jr. Benigno Aquino Jr. had been one of 
the main political figures to oppose the imposi-
tion of martial law by Marcos in 1972. He had 
been arrested in 1973 and was incarcerated for 
7 years. In 1980 he was allowed to go to the 
United States to seek medical treatment for a 
heart attack. On his return to the Philippines in 
1983, he was assassinated at the Manila Inter-
national Airport by the military escort that was 
provided to him by the Marcos government. 
Corazon Aquino and the opposition parties 
registered such a strong showing in the 1986 
presidential elections that when the National 
Assembly declared Marcos the winner, it set off 
the “People’s Power Revolution” that ultimately 
led to Marcos’s removal from power.

Note that while the degree of electoral com-
petition varied during the time that Marcos 
was in power, few scholars would argue that 
the Philippines experienced three different 
regimes between 1972 and 1986. From the dec-
laration of martial law to his removal from 
office, there was one Marcos regime. What 
changed over time were the strategies of the 
incumbent leader and the opposition. At times 
the dictator found it helpful to allow elections, 
and at times the opposition found it useful to 

participate (see Box 10.1). While the literature on “electoral authoritarianism” points to an 
important source of variation across authoritarian regimes, this also constitutes an impor-
tant source of variation within authoritarian regimes. Further, the case of the Marcos regime 
suggests that the degree of electoral competition can arise for a variety of reasons, dictated 
in large part by the strategic interaction of dictators and their opposition. For these reasons, 
we believe that it is, perhaps, best to consider the degree of electoral competitiveness in a 
dictatorial regime to be an outcome or policy choice that varies within and across regime 
types rather than a defining feature of a dictatorial regime. It is for this reason that we prefer 
the typology of dictatorships laid out in Figure 10.3 to the alternative typology depicted in 
Figure 10.4.

During the 1986 presidential campaign, presidential candidate Corazon 

Aquino and running mate Salvador Laurel flash the thumbs down sign 

under an enormous bust of incumbent President Ferdinand Marcos at a 

campaign stop in La Union province in northern Philippines.
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box 10.1 ELECTIONS IN DICTATORSHIPS

Although we commonly associate elections with democracy, about half of the legislative and 
presidential elections that occurred in the world between 1946 and 2000 actually took place 
in dictatorships (M. Golder 2005, 106). As of 2011, only five countries—Brunei, China, Eritrea, 
Qatar, and Saudi Arabia—have failed to hold national-level elections in the postwar period. 
Arguably, there has been considerable experience with, or interest in, electoral politics even 
among these five countries. Although elections do not occur at regional, provincial, or 
national levels in China, Chinese voters have the opportunity to cast their ballots in township 
and county elections. Saudi Arabia held its second set of elections at the municipal level in 
2011, and it was recently announced that women would be able to vote and run for office in 
future municipal elections (BBC News, September 2011).18 Local and regional elections have 
taken place in Eritrea, most recently in 2004. In April 2003, Qataris overwhelmingly voted in 
favor of a referendum on a new constitution that would allow them to vote for a partially 
elected legislature.19 Although the new Qatar constitution went into effect in June 2005, the 
emir of Qatar has dragged his feet on the issue of elections. However, the recent events of the 
Arab Spring appear to have changed things, and elections have finally been scheduled for 
2013 (BBC, November 2011).20 In sum, it is only in Brunei that electoral politics has failed to 
put down any roots at all.21

Elections in dictatorships vary quite a lot (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). For example, they 
differ in the extent to which incumbents allow candidates and parties to organize autono-
mously. Some elections, like those in Iraq under Saddam Hussein, are little more than refer-
enda—voters can only vote “yes” or “no” to the incumbent. Some dictatorships allow elec-
tions in which voters are able to choose between multiple candidates from a single party. In 
the 1960s, for example, two ruling-party candidates were allowed to compete for the voters’ 
mandate in each single-member district in Tanzania. Similar elections were held in Kenya and 
Zambia during periods of one-party rule (Nohlen, Krennerich, and Thibaut 1999). Other dicta-
torships, like Russia under Vladimir Putin, as well as Ghana, Kenya, and Mexico through much 
of the 1990s, allow voters to choose between competing candidates from multiple parties. 
Authoritarian elections also differ quite a lot in terms of who gets to vote. Some dictatorships, 
like the former Soviet Union, basically allow all adult citizens to vote. Others, though, place 

18. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-15052030

19. The legislature would have forty-five seats, of which thirty would be filled by direct elections and the remaining fifteen 
would be appointed by the emir.

20. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-15537725

21. Brunei is a small country on the island of Borneo in Southeast Asia that obtained independence from the United Kingdom 
in 1984. Brunei did hold one legislative election in January 1962, when all ten of the elected seats in the twenty-one-seat 
legislature were won by the Brunei People’s Party (BPP). Before the BPP could take power, though, the sultan annulled the 
results and banned the BPP, leading to a five-month-long insurrection. No legislative elections have been held since.Do n
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strong restrictions on who can vote. For example, in December 2006, in the first legislative 
elections held in the United Arab Emirates, only 6,689 people, or just 1 percent of the popula-
tion, were allowed to vote; indeed, all of the eligible voters were handpicked by the rulers of 
the seven emirates (Gulf Times, December 2006).22

As our discussion of hegemonic and competitive authoritarian regimes in the main text 
indicated, authoritarian elections also differ in their level of competitiveness. In many 
dictatorships, elections have a predetermined outcome, and voters have little or no say in who 
is elected. The predetermined outcome of elections is often the result of voter coercion, vote 
rigging, or simply some official making up arbitrary vote totals. A little later in this chapter, 
we’ll present an example from the 1989 legislative elections in Kenya, where the returning 
officer simply reported false election results to ensure the victory of the incumbent party’s 
preferred candidate. In some cases, elections are manipulated in less obvious ways. For 
example, thousands of candidates, including virtually all reformist ones, hoping to run in the 
2004 legislative elections in Iran were deemed “unfit” by the religiously conservative Council 
of Guardians, primarily on the grounds that they were enemies of the Islamic Revolution. 
Election results in these types of dictatorship are often ridiculously one-sided. For example, 
Saddam Hussein was declared the winner of the 2002 elections in Iraq just before the second 
Gulf War after polling 100 percent of the votes with a 100 percent turnout; he had won only 
99.96 percent of the votes in the previous elections in 1995. In other dictatorships, though, 
elections are somewhat free and fair, and a certain degree of competition is allowed. 

Dictatorships also differ in terms of the electoral rules that they employ (Lust-Okar and 
Jamal 2002; Pripstein Posusney 2002). As we demonstrate in Chapter 13, dictatorships, on the 
whole, are much more likely to adopt majoritarian electoral systems than democracies. In 
general, there has been little research on why dictatorships adopt the electoral systems that 
they do. One conjecture, though, for why dictatorships tend to adopt majoritarian systems is 
that they are easier to manipulate. In fact, some evidence for this comes from a study of 
twenty-four former Communist countries showing that elections conducted using a 
majoritarian electoral system were much more likely to be the object of manipulation than 
those run under a proportional representation system (Birch 2007). In one of the few studies 
of electoral system choice under dictatorship, Lust-Okar and Jamal (2002) argue that electoral 
system choice might vary by dictatorial type. Specifically, they claim that majoritarian electoral 
systems are more likely to be adopted by dominant-party dictatorships, and proportional 
systems are more likely to be adopted by monarchies. The idea is that leaders in these two 
types of dictatorship have divergent preferences. Monarchs are political arbitrators; their 
legitimacy typically comes from things like the royal family, religious authorities, or historical 
tradition rather than popular support. “For the monarch, then, political division and 
competition in popular politics, not unity, is the basis of stability. Kings have no interest in 
creating a single contender who could vie with them for power” (Lust-Okar and Jamal 2002, 

22. http://www.gulf-times.com/site/topics/article.asp?cu_no=2&item_no=123716&version=1&template_id=36&parent_
id=16
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253). As a result, monarchs prefer proportional systems that allow for the representation of 
competing political parties while they maintain their role as chief arbiter. In contrast, leaders in 
states dominated by a regime party are forced to enter politics to maintain their rule. For this 
reason, they want majoritarian systems that disproportionately favor their (large) political party. 
This line of reasoning is supported with empirical evidence from the Middle East. 

Until recently, there were two rather divergent views about elections in dictatorship. For those 
who had hegemonic electoral dictatorships in mind, elections were often seen as forms of 
institutional window dressing with few political consequences. For those who had competitive 
authoritarian regimes in mind, elections were often seen as a prelude to further shifts toward 
democratization. In recent years, though, both of these views have been shown to be wrong. 
The overall consensus is that authoritarian elections have very significant political consequences, 
and that dictators use them to help stabilize their rule, not hasten their departure.

Gandhi and Lust-Okar (2009) provide a nice summary of the various ways in which elections 
are thought to help dictators. First, authoritarian elections act as a mechanism by which 
dictatorial regimes can co-opt elites (Boix and Svolik 2008), party members (Magaloni 2006), 
or larger societal groups (Gandhi 2008; Gandhi and Przeworski 2006; Wright 2008). In effect, 
elections can be used as an arena for patronage distribution, and as a means of recruiting and 
rewarding local political elites. In many ways, elections provide what might be considered an 
“efficient” way to deal with competition among members of the dictatorial regime. This is 
because gaining political office and access to the spoils that come with this depends on how 
well regime candidates can compete for voter support (Blaydes 2011; Lust-Okar 2006). 
Elections can also be used to deter members of the ruling coalition from defecting. The ability 
to buy and intimidate voters into supporting candidates often means that dictators can 
guarantee overwhelming victories at the polls. These one-sided elections—even when the 
outcome is known to be fixed—can undermine the willingness of regime members to defect, 
because they have no way of knowing the true level of opposition in society (Geddes 2005; 
Magaloni 2006; Simpser 2008).

Second, authoritarian elections can be used to co-opt opposition groups, or at least to 
divide and control them. “By allowing non-regime-sponsored candidates and parties to 
compete in local and legislative elections, dictators provide some means of advancement into 
political offices that can confer spoils and limited decision-making capacity” (Gandhi and Lust-
Okar 2009, 405). This provides them with a stake in maintaining the existing power structure. 
And by allowing only some, and not all, opposition groups to legitimately compete in 
elections, dictators can sow the seeds of division within the opposition, thereby making it 
harder for opposition groups to overthrow them (Lust-Okar 2005).

Third, authoritarian elections can provide important information to the dictator (Little 
2011b). For example, some scholars have argued that dictators can use multiparty election 
results to identify their bases of support and opposition strongholds (Brownlee 2007; 
Magaloni 2006). “Armed with this information, they may target the latter, punishing them 
with less government largesse after the election, buying their support, or intimidating them 
into switching allegiances before the next election or staying home on election day” (Gandhi 
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and Lust-Okar 2009, 405). There is also some evidence that dictators use elections to gather 
information about the performance of their local officials (Blaydes 2011). For example, it is 
known that the dictatorial elites in China sometimes use low support at the polls in local 
elections to identify incompetent and poorly performing local officials (Birney 2007).

Fourth, authoritarian elections can sometimes be useful for establishing legitimacy at 
home and abroad. For example, some dictatorships hold elections to signal to countries 
like the United States, or financial institutions like the International Monetary Fund, that 
they are moving toward a more democratic system of governance (Schedler 2006). In 
effect, the holding of authoritarian elections may simply be an attempt to create the 
appearance of democratic competition, and keep international goodwill and monetary 
funds flowing.

Finally, authoritarian elections provide a controlled opening for citizens to register their 
discontent, channeling potential dissatisfaction with the regime into the electoral process 
instead of other more destabilizing activities. As Blaydes (2011) notes, acts of voter abstention 
or ballot nullification can provide meaningful signals of discontent and voter preference. For 
example, students of voting in the former Soviet Union suggest that nonvoting can be seen 
and, indeed, was interpreted at the time as an act of protest whereby relatively well-educated 
individuals consciously decide to ignore mandatory voting laws and spoil their ballots (Karklins 
1986; Roeder 1989). Blank and spoiled ballots were similarly interpreted as a form of protest 
against military rule in Brazil from 1964 to 1985 (Powers and Roberts 1995).

DOES THE TYPE OF DICTATORIAL REGIME INFLUENCE 
REGIME SURVIVAL?
There is growing evidence that the type of dictatorial regime has a strong effect on regime 
survival. One approach to examining the connection between regime type and regime 
survival focuses on the interests of dictators and intra-regime politics (Geddes 2003). 
According to this approach, military dictatorships should not last as long as other types of 
dictatorship. The basic idea is that professional soldiers often place a higher value on the 
unity and efficacy of the military than on anything else. The corporate interests of the 
military include things like military discipline and cohesiveness, autonomy from civilian 
intervention, and military budgets large enough to attract recruits and buy weapons (Geddes 
2003, 54). In general, there is evidence that officers tend to participate in coups only when 
the civilian government threatens the corporate interests, or the very existence, of the 
military (Nordlinger 1977; Stepan 1971). As we noted earlier, the decision of the Egyptian 
military to end its loyalty to the Mubarak regime following popular protests in 2011 and 
establish the military junta known as the Supreme Council of Armed Forces can be 
understood in this light.
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If militaries do come to power, they often carry with them “the seeds of their own 
destruction” (Geddes 2003, 63). In effect, disagreements over, say, economic policy or the 
distribution of office benefits among senior officers can lead to factionalization. In these 
circumstances, many officers may well decide that they would rather return to the barracks 
and allow elections to be held than risk the unity of the military by trying to cling to power. 
It is also the case that the value of the exit option—the value associated with giving up 
power—is likely to be considerably higher for military dictatorships than other forms of 
dictatorship. The fact that militaries have all the “guns” means that they retain a credible 
threat to re-intervene in politics in a way that other groups do not necessarily have. In other 
words, the military can step down from power with a greater sense of assurance that whoever 
wins the elections will still have to take account of the military’s preferences due to the pos-
sibility of future coups. In many cases, the military will actually negotiate the handover of 
power to make sure that its interests are indeed protected.

To summarize, this approach suggests that military dictatorships will experience shorter 
durations, are more likely to end through negotiations, and are more likely to result in 
competitive forms of government than other types of dictatorship. Considerable empiri-
cal evidence supports these predictions (Geddes 2003). Indeed, some evidence for the 
claim that military dictatorships are more likely to end in competitive forms of govern-
ment comes from the data that we presented earlier in Table 10.1. These data indicate  
that 29.1 percent of military dictatorships between 1946 and 1996 ended with demo-
cratic transitions, while only 15.6 percent of civilian dictatorships and 4.5 percent of 
monarchies did.

In a recent paper, Goemans and Marinov (2011) present evidence that the shorter dura-
tion of military dictatorships and the increased likelihood that military juntas are replaced 
by competitive elections are even more pronounced in the post–cold war period. Some of 
their empirical evidence is presented graphically in Figure 10.5. There were 167 military 
coups between 1960 and 1990 in the cold war period. Within five years of these particular 
coups taking place, competitive elections had been held in only 25 percent of the cases. In 
contrast, there were 43 military coups between 1991 and 2004 in the post–cold war period. 
Within five years of these particular coups taking place, competitive elections had been held 
in fully 74 percent of the cases. What explains this dramatic difference between the cold war 
and post–cold war periods?

Goemans and Marinov (2011) argue that much has to do with changes in international 
reaction to military coups across the two time periods. Their starting point is that coup lead-
ers are often very sensitive to how the international community will respond to their actions, 
particularly if they depend on the outside world for foreign aid. For example, they cite 
declassified state department documents showing that the colonels behind the 1967 military 
coup in Greece “intensely lobbied the U.S. government for speedy recognition, and argued 
that their hold on power depended on successfully securing American support” (Goemans 
and Marinov 2011, 5). As another example, they cite how “Major Daouda Malam Wanke, 
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head of the presidential guard that deposed the corrupt leader of Niger in 1999, assured the 
European Union that elections would be held soon in order to secure a life-line of Western 
aid” (Goemans and Marinov 2011, 5–6).

The central claim made by Goemans and Marinov is that foreign countries, particularly 
Western ones, exerted much less pressure on military dictatorships to hold elections during 
the cold war period than they do today. This is because the world was viewed as a  
“chessboard of West vs. East” during the cold war (Goemans and Marinov 2011, 6). Essen-
tially, Western countries, like the United States, often preferred to support staunchly anti-
Communist military juntas during the cold war rather than encourage competitive elections 
that would have the potential to produce left-leaning governments sympathetic to the Soviet 
Union.23 Goemans and Marinov argue that Western countries feel much freer to push a pro-
democracy agenda with the demise of the Soviet Union. For example, they note how the U.S. 
President since 1997 has been bound by an act of the U.S. Congress to suspend foreign aid 
to another country in the case of a coup d’état (Goemans and Marinov 2011, 6). The Euro-
pean Union had already made a similar commitment in 1991. In fact, Goemans and Marinov 

23. In some cases, Western countries not only supported military dictatorships after they had seized power, but actually 
helped them with their coup in the first place. For example, it is known that the Nixon administration and the CIA helped 
in the military overthrow of the left-leaning President Salvador Allende in Chile in 1973.

Source: Goemans and Marinov (2011)

The Timing of Elections after Military CoupsFigure 10.5

Election held less than 5 years after a military coup

No elections within 5 years of a military coup
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cite evidence from Karen Smith (2003) about how the European Union suspended aid  
following coups in Burundi (1993), Comoros (1995), The Gambia (1997), Haiti (1991), 
Niger (1996), Pakistan (1999), and Sierra Leone (1997). In line with their theoretical expec-
tations, Goemans and Marinov (2011) find evidence that greater dependence on Western aid 
strongly increases the probability that a post-coup election will take place, but only in the 
post–cold war world.

While we find their empirical evidence quite compelling, we wonder whether the evi-
dence of an apparent break in the behavior of Western countries toward military juntas, and 
dictatorships more generally, in the post–cold war world is somewhat overstated. It is true 
that the West is no longer in a global competition with a foe like the Soviet Union and that, 
therefore, there are fewer countries, on average, on which the West must rely to protect its 
strategic interests. In certain regions of the world, though, Western influence continues to be 
challenged. In many places, this challenge comes from countries like China or radical 
Islamist groups like al-Qaida or the Taliban. It is not clear to us whether Western countries 
will support elections in these regions with the inherent uncertainties that they bring, or 
whether they will prefer to prop up dictatorships that promise to protect Western interests. 
It will be interesting to watch how Western countries react to ongoing developments in 
countries like Egypt, Libya, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.

Thinking about the interests of dictators and intra-regime politics also helps us under-
stand the stability of dominant-party dictatorships. In many ways, the party cadres in a 
dominant-party dictatorship are similar to politicians in a democracy in that they want to 
hold office. Party cadres may want to hold office so that they can influence policy, or they 
may want to hold office so that they can enjoy the material spoils that come with being in 
power. Either way, the best strategy for maintaining access to office is to stay united. 
Although policy differences and competition for leadership positions are likely to produce 
factionalism in dominant-party regimes just like they do in other types of dictatorship, 
everyone is better off if they can stay united and maintain access to power (Geddes 2003, 59). 
Splits run the risk that an opposition party will come to power. And even if one of the fac-
tions is able to stay in office following a split, its grip on power is often significantly weak-
ened. According to this line of reasoning, dominant-party regimes should be particularly 
long-lived. In her study of dictatorships from 1946 to 1999, Geddes (2003, 78) finds that the 
average length of dominant-party authoritarian rule was 19.6 years; in contrast, the average 
length of authoritarian rule for personalistic and military dictatorships was 15.5 and 9.5 
years, respectively (see Box 10.2). Further evidence for the durability of dominant-party 
dictatorships comes from Brownlee (2009). 

The reasoning presented here also helps to explain why majority factions within regime 
parties tend to try to co-opt minority factions rather than exclude them from power. When 
crises emerge, the dominant faction usually responds by “granting modest increases in 
political participation, increasing opposition representation in the legislature, and granting 
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box 10.2
MONARCHIES AND REGIME STABILITY

In the text, we noted that dominant-party dictatorships last longer than personalistic dictator-
ships, and that personalistic dictatorships last longer than military dictatorships. It turns out, 
though, that monarchies are actually the longest-lived dictatorships. On the whole, there is 
very little cross-national research on what exactly it is about monarchies that leads to their lon-
gevity. In one of the few papers on this topic, Menaldo (2011) suggests that monarchies have 
developed a political culture that allows their leaders to solve credible commitment problems 
with respect to their support coalitions.

To motivate his argument, Menaldo starts by contrasting the experience of monarchies in 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) during the Arab Spring of 2011 with the experi-
ence of other types of dictatorship in the region. He indicates that monarchies such as 
Morocco, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, and Oman were largely 
spared the political violence that plagued dictatorial leaders in the rest of the region. As we 
noted in Chapter 6, some monarchies, like Saudi Arabia, did feel it necessary to pump billions 
of dollars into public programs to keep the populace on their side. Indeed, Bahrain’s king 
Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa went further than this, imprisoning hundreds of protesters, imposing 
martial law, and calling in thousands of troops from Saudi Arabia to clamp down on emerg-
ing protest movements. Despite this, it seems clear that the level of political violence and 
instability in the region’s monarchies was considerably less than that observed in nonmonar-
chical dictatorships such as Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Yemen, and Libya. As Menaldo goes on to 
demonstrate, the relative stability of monarchies in the MENA region is not limited to the 
2011 Arab Spring, but is, in fact, something that characterizes most of the postwar period. 
What explains this?

some opposition demands for institutional change” (Geddes 2003, 68). It also explains why 
regime parties often engage in widespread electoral fraud even when they know that they are 
going to win elections. Until recently, the traditional view of electoral fraud was that it is 
most likely to occur when elections are expected to be close, that is, when the incumbent 
feels that he needs to buy some votes to push him over the finish line. However, this view of 
electoral fraud is not consistent with the empirical record (Simpser 2008). Incumbents fre-
quently engage in electoral fraud even when there is little chance that they will lose. As an 
example, consider Georgia’s president, Eduard Shevardnadze. As Simpser (2008, 1) points 
out, Shevardnadze was expected to be reelected in the 2000 presidential elections by a very 
wide margin. One poll shortly before the election suggested he would win 52 percent of the 
vote compared to just 19 percent for his closest rival. Nevertheless, Shevardnadze engaged in 
widespread electoral manipulation and won with close to 80 percent of the vote. One reason 
for engaging in electoral fraud in this type of situation is that it can help deter regime party 
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As we’ve noted elsewhere in the chapter, monarchs often seek to maintain the loyalty of 
their support coalition by allowing members of the royal family to colonize government posts 
that they can then use for their own material benefit. Obviously, other dictatorships distribute 
rents in a similar way to keep their own support coalitions happy. What’s different in 
monarchies, at least according to Menaldo, is that they have generated a political culture 
where a leader’s promise to distribute rents to his support coalition is more credible than in 
other types of dictatorship. This “monarchical culture” rests on three things. First, there are 
clear rules in a monarchy as to who the insiders and outsiders are. In general, monarchies tend 
to depend on tightly knit family structures that are reinforced through intermarriage. These 
rules allow insiders to know that their privileged position in the regime is relatively secure. 
Second, monarchies tend to have rules or norms that indicate exactly how regime rents are to 
be shared among the various members of the royal family. For example, there is a norm in 
Kuwait that succession alternates between the two branches of the Sabah family (Herb 1999). 
Third, monarchies tend to have institutions that allow members of the royal family to monitor 
the actions of the monarch and enforce the norms regarding the distribution of regime rents. 
As our earlier example from Swaziland indicates, most monarchies have royal courts or 
appointed legislatures that enforce rules relating to the succession of monarchs and that place 
limits on the actions that monarchs can take. These royal courts act as commitment devices, 
forcing monarchs to follow through on their promises relating to things like the distribution of 
regime rents. In many ways, these royal courts perform a similar role to the legislatures that 
were created by monarchs seeking to raise revenue in early modern Europe (see Chapter 6).

As we have noted, there is little research on exactly why it is that monarchies are so stable. 
The argument presented by Menaldo (2011) will hopefully generate further investigation into 
what is, in many respects, an open area of research.

defections, discourage opponents in the future, and reduce the likelihood of protests against 
the dictatorship. In effect, lopsided electoral victories signal the strength of the regime party 
and the futility of challenging it.24

24. Interestingly, more and more dictatorships are inviting in nonpartisan international organizations to monitor their 
elections. Hyde (2011) shows that this increased shift to election monitoring was started by states seeking international 
support. In effect, these states wanted to signal their commitment to democracy without actually having to give up power 
so that they could receive international aid. Other authoritarian states then imitated this strategy to try to signal their own 
purported support of democracy. Little (2011a) suggests election monitors are sometimes invited in to change the beliefs 
of citizens about the extent of electoral fraud. In many cases, citizens expect the dictatorship to engage in electoral fraud. 
Since fraud is to some extent hidden from the public, the dictatorship cannot credibly commit to not engage in fraud. By 
bringing in election monitors, a costly action on the part of the dictatorship, the regime can more credibly signal to its 
citizens that electoral fraud will, in fact, be lower than they might otherwise expect. In this setup, election monitoring will 
lower the extent of electoral fraud. If the monitoring is not perfect, though, regimes will still engage in low-level electoral 
manipulation. This helps to explain why we still see some dictatorships engage in electoral fraud even though they have 
invited in international organizations to monitor them.
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The types of co-optation strategies employed in dominant-party dictatorships obviously 
require that the dominant faction has sufficient resources to buy off potential rivals and 
convince minority factions that they are better off sticking with the regime party than siding 
with the opposition. This suggests that economic downturns can create problems with sta-
bility for dominant-party regimes. Stability is also threatened when opposition parties or 
rival factions do better in elections than expected. Given the tools that dictatorial regimes 
have at their disposal to guarantee electoral victory, a close-run election can signal weakness 
in the regime, thereby encouraging opponents. When combined with an economic down-
turn or widespread protest, a close election result can trigger mass defection from the regime 
party. As Way (2011) writes, “if a crisis convinces ruling elites that continued loyalty threat-
ens their future access to patronage, it may trigger a bandwagoning effect in which politi-
cians defect en masse to the opposition. As one defecting member of the ruling UNIP party 
in Zambia that collapsed in 1991 put it, ‘only a stupid fly . . . follows a dead body to the 
grave.’”25 Arguably, this is the scenario that preceded many of the colored revolutions that 
have occurred in Eastern Europe in recent years.26

Finally, thinking about the interests of dictators and intra-regime politics can also help 
us understand the stability of personalistic dictatorships. As we noted earlier, a personalis-
tic dictatorship is one in which the leader, although often supported by a party or the 
military, retains personal control of policy decisions and the selection of personnel. As a 
result, any spoils from office come from remaining loyal to the leader. Moreover, personal-
istic dictators often establish a highly repressive security apparatus that keeps the popula-
tion living in fear. In a personalistic regime, we can think of intra-regime politics as involv-
ing the leader’s faction and a minority rival faction, with the leader’s faction having to 
decide how much of the spoils of office to share with the rival faction to keep it from 
defecting (Geddes 2003, 60). As we have noted, it is common for majority factions in 
dominant-party dictatorships to try to co-opt or buy off minority factions. This is much 
less common in personalistic dictatorships, though, where the leader’s faction frequently 
keeps tight control over the spoils of office. The reason that the leader’s faction can do this 
has to do with the huge risk that the minority faction faces if it defects. If the rival faction 
defects, it risks everything—life, liberty, and property. The payoff from successfully over-
throwing the dictator may well be large, but so are the costs of failure. This, combined with 
a highly repressive security apparatus that limits the likelihood of a successful overthrow, 
explains why the leader’s faction rarely shares the benefits of office with the rival faction. 
In effect, the leader’s faction gives just enough benefits to the rival faction to prevent it from 
defecting and keeps the rest for itself.

25. http://themonkeycage.org/blog/2011/02/21/some_thoughts_on_authoritarian/

26. The phrase colored revolutions refers to revolutions such as the Bulldozer Revolution in Serbia in 2000, the Rose 
Revolution in Georgia in 2003, the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in 2004, and the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan in 2005 
(Tucker 2007).
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As with dominant-party systems, the stability of personalistic dictatorships rests on them 
having enough economic resources to keep their support coalitions satisfied. As a result, 
economic crises can have a destabilizing effect on both types of dictatorship. However, it is 
generally the case that the depth and duration of the economic crisis has to be greater in a 
personalistic dictatorship than in a dominant-party dictatorship before it becomes unstable. 
There are at least three related reasons for this. First, the concentration of office benefits in 
the leader’s faction means that a personalistic dictator can more easily ride out periods of 
poor economic performance. While ordinary citizens may well suffer in an economic down-
turn, it is often the case that the dictator will retain sufficient resources to keep his support 
coalition satisfied. Second, the highly repressive nature of the security apparatus in a person-
alistic dictatorship means that the probability of successfully overthrowing the regime is 
quite low. And third, members of the leader’s faction in a personalistic dictatorship have 
much less valuable exit options than members of the regime party in a dominant-party 
dictatorship. Due to the fact that dictators retain personal control of policy decisions and the 
selection of personnel in personalistic dictatorships, members of their support coalition are 
very closely linked to the incumbent regime. As a result, it is often incredibly difficult for 
them to successfully defect to the opposition, and they typically have to go into exile if the 
regime is threatened. As a result, elites in personalistic dictatorships often fight to the very 
end when their access to power is threatened. This helps to explain why personalistic dicta-
torships are more likely to end in violence than other types of dictatorship. On the whole, 
then, personalistic dictatorships only tend to become unstable when there is an economic 
catastrophe as opposed to a mild downturn, when the security apparatus and military defect, 
or when the leader dies and the system of patronage based around him collapses.

Rather than emphasizing how the interests of dictators and intra-regime politics affect 
regime stability, other scholars have emphasized the role that institutions can play in keeping 
dictators in place. In Chapter 8, we examined a model of democratic transitions where “soft-
line” dictators may decide to adopt liberalizing reforms in an attempt to create a more stable 
dictatorship with a broader base of social support. You’ll recall that liberalizing reforms 
include things like holding multiparty elections and creating legislatures. In the model, lead-
ers are willing to liberalize only when they believe that the opposition is sufficiently weak 
that they can be successfully co-opted. Democratic transitions, according to this model, 
occur when “soft-line” elites guess wrong—they predict that the opposition is sufficiently 
weak that they can be co-opted, but after the liberalizing reforms, the opposition reveals (or 
discovers) its true strength and resists cooptation by elites that seek a broader dictatorship.

A democratic transition is, of course, only one possible outcome. In many situations, 
soft-liners engage in “liberalizing reforms” that lead to the creation of what we called a 
“broadened dictatorship” in Chapter 8 but might now call an “electoral authoritarian 
regime.” Gandhi and Przeworski (2007) argue that dictatorial leaders sometimes allow for 
the development of parties or legislatures in order to elicit cooperation from broader seg-
ments of society. Some degree of cooperation, they argue, is needed if leaders are going to 
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avoid using all of their resources to coerce citizens into behaving the way that the leaders 
would like them to. Some scholars refer to this much-needed “cooperation” of citizens with 
government as “quasi-voluntary compliance” (Levi 1988). Governments essentially give citi-
zens just enough of what they want to make it easier for the government to get what it wants 
from them—things like obedience in the form of political loyalty, paid taxes, and optimal 
levels of labor and investment.

Empirically, it seems that civilian dictatorships are more likely to allow multiparty legis-
latures than military juntas and monarchies (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007). This is consis-
tent with our earlier claim that civilian dictatorships are in greater need of additional coop-
eration from their citizens than other kinds of dictatorship. Recall that unlike monarchies, 
which can rely on family and kin networks, and military dictatorships, which can rely on the 
support of the armed forces, civilian dictatorships do not have an immediate institutional 
base of support. The empirical evidence also suggests that dictatorships with access to rev-
enues from natural resources, such as oil, are less likely to allow multiparty elections. This is 
because they are less reliant on cooperation from broad sections of their citizenry for reve-
nue generation; they can simply use natural resource revenue to buy off their support coali-
tion. Empirical evidence suggests that these resource-rich dictatorships survive longer than 
other forms of dictatorship even after controlling for the high levels of repression that they 
frequently employ (B. Smith 2004). In contrast, dictatorships in countries where the econ-
omy is dominated by mobile assets that are difficult to tax find it harder to elicit cooperation 
from their citizens. Repression is less likely to be effective in these types of dictatorships, and, 
instead, dictators have to try and obtain the compliance of their citizens through liberalizing 
reforms. Consistent with this line of reasoning, Escribà Folch (2003) presents a model in 
which the propensity of dictatorships to create a parliament increases as the proportion of 
mobile capital increases. Also consistent with this line of reasoning is our Chapter 6 discus-
sion of the role that liquid asset holders played in the creation of parliamentary government 
in early modern Britain.

But what exactly is the causal effect of introducing liberalizing reforms on regime stabil-
ity? It turns out that this is a very difficult question to answer due to the fact that the decision 
to allow opposition parties to organize, compete, and serve in legislatures is the product of 
a strategic interaction between incumbent leaders and the opposition. Recall our Transition 
Game from Chapter 8 where “soft-line” elites must decide whether to stick with the status 
quo or propose liberalizing reforms in an attempt to co-opt or encapsulate opposition 
groups. The decision to liberalize leads to a broadened dictatorship only if opposition groups 
are sufficiently weak that they can be co-opted. If the authoritarian elites miscalculate and 
the opposition movement turns out to be too strong to co-opt, then a transition to democ-
racy becomes more likely. Liberalizing reforms, therefore, are expected to stave off dictatorial 
breakdown only when the strength of opposition is in a moderate range. The opposition 
needs to be strong enough to make the incumbent regime concerned enough to try to con-
trol it, but not so strong that it’s uncontrollable. If the opposition is, in fact, weaker than the 
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government expected, liberalizing reforms will have little effect since the regime was strong 
enough to survive without them. If, however, the opposition turns out to be stronger than 
the regime expected, liberalizing reforms speed up, rather than delay, regime breakdown. 
The estimated causal effect of liberalizing reforms, therefore, depends on a variable—the 
strength of the opposition—that is difficult to observe. In fact, according to our analysis in 
Chapter 8, it is precisely because incumbent authoritarian leaders have difficulty gauging the 
strength of the opposition, perhaps due to preference falsification, that liberalizing reforms 
sometimes lead to democratic transitions. In light of this, the recent finding in the literature 
by Brownlee (2009) that “competitive authoritarianism” encourages democratic transitions 
raises interesting questions. Is it the decision to hold competitive elections that pushes a 
country toward democracy, or is it the strength of the opposition that encourages the dicta-
torship to hold elections, that makes the elections competitive, and that then makes the 
dictator’s hold on power more tenuous?

Gandhi and Przeworski (2007) examine how institutions affect the survival of dictatorial 
rulers.  They first estimate a model to predict the types of institutions that an incumbent 
dictator is likely to adopt based on the strength of the opposition. They measure the types of 
institutions in a dictatorship on a 3-point scale that runs from 0 to 2, where 0 indicates that 
no political parties are allowed; 1 indicates that only one party is allowed, even if there is no 
legislature; and 2 indicates that more than one autonomous party is allowed in the legisla-
ture (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007, 1284). They use three variables to measure the strength 
of the opposition (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007, 1286). The first variable is whether the 
incumbent dictator inherited a multiparty legislature from the previous regime. The idea 
here is that the opposition will generally be stronger if it was able to organize and be a part 
of the political system in the previous regime. The second variable counts the accumulated 
number of leaders within an authoritarian spell, excepting those rulers who died naturally. 
The idea here is that the regime will be more stable, and the opposition weaker, if there has 
been little turnover in the number of dictatorial leaders. The third variable is the percentage 
of the countries in the world that are democracies. The idea here is that the opposition will 
be stronger as the number of democracies in the world increases because the incumbent 
dictator will be under greater external pressure to liberalize.

Using the results from this model, Gandhi and Przeworski (2007) then classify dictator-
ships in terms of whether they are over-institutionalized, appropriately institutionalized, 
or underinstitutionalized. An overinstitutionalized dictatorship is one that has more  
institutions—more parties in a legislature—than would have been predicted based on the 
strength of the opposition. An underinstitutionalized dictatorship is one that has fewer 
institutions than would have been predicted based on the strength of the opposition. Over-
all, Gandhi and Przeworski find that 47 percent of the dictatorial regimes were overinsti-
tutionalized, 22 percent were underinstitutionalized, and 31 percent were appropriately 
institutionalized. They then go on to look at how the degree of institutionalization in a 
dictatorship influences the survival of authoritarian leaders. They find that, on average, 
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underinstitutionalized dictators survived for only 3.3 years, whereas dictatorships with the 
appropriate degree of institutionalization survived twice as long at 6.88 years. Dictators in 
overinstitutionalized regimes actually survived almost three times as long at 9.36 years. 
These results suggest that the decision to allow legislatures and multiparty elections can 
extend the rule of dictators, even after accounting for the conditions that compel them to 
adopt such institutions in the first place. This indicates that the presence of legal opposi-
tion parties and parliaments—factors often associated with democratization—have sub-
stantial consequences in dictatorial regimes. It also suggests that such institutions are not 
necessarily indicators that a democratic transition is under way. Dictatorial rule appears to 
be able to persist in many different forms.

SELECTORATE THEORY
At the end of Chapter 9, we observed that there is tremendous variation in the economic 
experiences of dictatorial regimes. While all democracies seem to perform quite well, some 
dictatorships perform poorly, while others appear to perform as well as, if not better than, 
the average democracy. In the remainder of this chapter, we’ll explore why this might be the 
case. In particular, we’ll examine a recently developed theory called selectorate theory. 
According to selectorate theory, the key to a country’s material well-being has less to do with 
whether it is democratic or dictatorial, and more to do with the size of its winning coalition 
and selectorate. As we’ll see, the typology of dictatorships that we presented at the beginning 
of this chapter fits neatly into the theoretical framework provided by selectorate theory.

The basic assumption underpinning selectorate theory is that all political leaders, 
whether of democracies or dictatorships, are motivated by the desire to gain and maintain 
office. Of course, political leaders may have other goals as well, such as implementing par-
ticular policies or helping certain groups in society. Although selectorate theory does not 
deny this, it argues that the competitive nature of politics forces leaders in all regimes to at 
least behave “as if” they desire to gain and maintain office. Political actors who fail to exert 
effort on gaining and retaining power are likely to be replaced by competitors who do exert 
such effort. Knowing that they can achieve whatever goals motivate them only if they win, 
all political leaders are, therefore, forced to act as if they care about gaining and maintaining 
office even if this is not their primary motivation. It turns out that a large proportion of a 
leader’s systematic behavior can be understood from this perspective. A key part of this per-
spective is that there is a competitor willing, at any moment, to replace the incumbent leader. 
It is important to recognize that leaders, whether democratic or dictatorial, always face 
political competition; someone else always wants to be the leader, and current leaders must 
continually guard against losing power to these competitors.27

27. It is often much easier to identify political challengers in democracies than in dictatorships. Competitors who seek to 
replace a dictator are likely to face significant threats to their lives, and as a result they tend to keep a low profile until they 
deem the moment right to challenge the dictator. The fact that we are not always able to identify who the competitors are 
in a dictatorship should not lead us to think that there is no political competition or that the dictator is unchallenged.
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The puzzle posed by the authors of selectorate theory, Bueno de Mesquita, Smith, Siver-
son, and Morrow (2003; hereafter referred to as BDM2S2), is the following: If all political 
leaders have the same (induced) goals, why do we get variance in political outcomes? In 
other words, why do some leaders produce good economic outcomes and some leaders pro-
duce bad ones? Why do some leaders provide public goods but others don’t? Why do some 
leaders engage in kleptocracy or corruption but others don’t? Why do some leaders adopt 
policies that lead to peace and prosperity but others adopt policies that lead to war and ruin?

Given that all political leaders wish to gain power and keep it, you might think that they 
would all want to produce good economic performance. It turns out, however, that good 
economic performance does not necessarily result in longevity in power. For example, 
BDM2S2 (2003, 273–76) provides both a list of the twenty-five “best” leaders in regard to 
their provision of peace and prosperity from 1955 to 2002 and a list of the top twenty-five 
longest-ruling leaders in the same period.28 There is no overlap between the leaders on the 
two lists. The twenty-five highest-performing leaders average an annual economic growth 
rate of 7 percent; fourteen of the twenty-five longest-ruling leaders average an annual growth 
rate of 4.4 percent (the others do not report their economic data). The high-performing 
leaders last just six years in office on average, whereas the longest-ruling leaders last 35.1 
years. These data would seem to suggest that producing good performance leads to short 
terms in office, whereas poor performance produces long stretches of time in office. Why, 
then, do some political leaders ever produce good performance? What explains the variation 
in the performance of political leaders?

Institutions
Selectorate theory argues that the variation in the per-
formance of political leaders can be explained with 
regard to the institutional environment in which they 
operate. Some institutional environments encourage 
political leaders to behave in ways that benefit society, 
whereas other environments encourage them to behave 
in ways that benefit only themselves and a few others. 
Each country has a fundamental set of institutions or 
rules that govern interactions between residents within 
its borders. These include rules that define who is disen-
franchised, who is part of the selectorate, and who is 
part of the winning coalition. The relationship between 
the disenfranchised, the selectorate, and the winning 
coalition in a country is shown graphically in Figure 10.6.

28. Membership on the first list is based on producing a long-term growth rate in the top quartile for all governments in 
the period, avoiding involvement in wars, and scoring in the top portion of the Freedom House rankings in regard to 
political rights and civil rights.

Selectorate theory characterizes all governments 
by their location in a two-dimensional institutional 
space. One dimension is the size of the selectorate, 
and the second dimension is the size of the winning 
coalition.

The disenfranchised are those residents who do not 
have the legal right to participate in choosing the 
government. The selectorate is the set of people 
who can play a role in selecting the leader. The 
winning coalition includes those people whose 
support is necessary for the leader to stay in power.
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The disenfranchised are all those residents who do not have the legal right to participate 
in choosing the government. As Bueno de Mesquita (2006, 416) notes, “Most people 
throughout history have been part of this group. In monarchies, everyone except a handful 
of aristocrats was in the disenfranchised group. When John Lackland became King John of 
England in 1199, only 197 lay barons, and 39 ecclesiastical barons, had a say in his selection. 
Everyone else in England was essentially disenfranchised.”

The selectorate (S) is the set of people who have a legitimate say, if they so choose, in the 
selection of the leader. The term selectorate is chosen deliberately so as to indicate that the 
people “selecting” a leader do not necessarily have to do so by voting. In other words, the 
selectorate is not always the same as an electorate. In some forms of dictatorship, the selec-
torate is quite small. For example, the selectorate in a monarchy, like that in Saudi Arabia or 
Oman, typically comprises only members of the royal family, or, perhaps, the wider nobility 
and certain religious leaders. For example, as we just saw, the selectorate in King John’s Eng-
land consisted of just 236 barons. Similarly, the selectorate in a military junta, like that in 
Chile under General Augusto Pinochet (1973–1990), usually consists only of members from 
the armed forces or, perhaps, the heads of each of the military branches. In other forms of 
dictatorship, though, the selectorate can be quite large. For example, the selectorate arguably 
consists of all adult citizens with the right to vote in dominant-party dictatorships that hold 
elections like Indonesia under President Suharto (1967–1998), Iraq under Saddam Hussein 

Winning
coalition

Selectorate

Residents

The Institutional Environment in Selectorate TheoryFigure 10.6
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(1979–2003), the Philippines under Ferdinand Marcos (1965–1986), the Soviet Union 
(1922–1991), and many other states in the Middle East and Africa. Although the selectorate 
can be small or large in dictatorships, it is nearly always large in democracies. In a democracy, 
the selectorate comprises all those who are eligible to vote. In the past, certain groups, such 
as women, nonwhites, and those without property, were ineligible to vote in particular 
democracies. For example, nonwhites were banned from voting in apartheid South Africa 
between 1948 and 1994, and women did not get the right to vote until 1945 in France and 
until as late as 1971 in Switzerland. In most contemporary democracies, however, the selec-
torate means all adult citizens.

box 10.3
AN EXAMPLE OF A SMALL WINNING COALITION

Kenya 1989

Bueno de Mesquita, Smith, Siverson, and Morrow (BDM2S2) (2003, 55–56) provide the fol-
lowing example from Kenya of how an extremely small winning coalition can determine a 
country’s political leadership in a dominant-party dictatorship.

The Kenyan government introduced what it called a queue voting system in 1986. Under 
these rules, instead of using a secret ballot, voters lined up publicly behind a representative of 
the candidate they supported. If a candidate was deemed to have received 70 percent or 
more of the vote, the candidate was elected. Otherwise a runoff was held by secret ballot. 
Many of these queuing elections were rigged by a simple mechanism of lying about how 
many people lined up in favor of this or that candidate. The ruling party ensured victory by 
cheating in about one-third of the elections. The case that is of particular interest is striking 
because of its egregious nature. In it the winning coalition—all the votes it took to elect an 
official—appears to have been just one man.

In a by-election on February 1, 1989, in Kiharu, one candidate—Dr. Julius Kiano—was a 
former government minister who was highly regarded by the citizens of Kiharu. He was, 
however, distrusted by the ruling party because of his independence. Indeed, that was why he 
had been dropped from the government. He was opposed in the by-election by a relatively 
unknown and inexperienced man named Mweru. A local reporter happened to photograph a 
chalkboard with the tally of votes: 9,566 (92.46 percent) for Kiano and 780 (7.53 percent) for 
Mweru. The returning officer, charged with responsibility for determining and reporting who 
won the election, returned voter totals of 2,000 for Kiano and 9,000 for Mweru. Mweru won 
based on the support of a winning coalition of one man, the returning officer (Throup and 
Hornsby 1998, 42–45). Of course, the winning-coalition size for the whole country—where 
the same electoral procedure was used—was larger. It surely included at least one individual 
from each constituency and probably considerably more people whose loyalty to the ruling 
government was not in doubt. As surely, the winning coalitions in any district did not need to 
meet the test of majority rule, let alone the 70 percent stipulated for queuing elections.
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The winning coalition (W) consists of those members of the selectorate whose support is 
necessary for the leader to remain in power.29 If the leader is ever unable to keep his winning 
coalition loyal, he will lose his position to a challenger. In democracies, the winning coalition 
is always quite large and comprises those voters who are required to elect the winning can-
didate or government. If there are only two candidates or parties at election time, then the 
winning coalition is as large as a majority of the electorate. In contrast, the winning coalition 
in a dictatorship is always quite small. For example, the winning coalition in a military junta 
might be a majority of the officers or a small group of colonels and generals who together 
control the armed forces. In Communist countries like China or North Korea, the winning 
coalition is often just a small subset of the Communist Party. In fact, the winning coalition 
in North Korea was estimated several years ago at between 250 and 2,500 people out of a 
population of 20 million (Bueno de Mesquita 2006, 417); more recent estimates now put it 
as low as 73 people.30 In a monarchy, the winning coalition might consist of a majority of 
the nobility. As Box 10.3 on a 1989 by-election in Kenya indicates, the winning coalition can, 
in some circumstances, be as small as one person—the person counting the votes—in 
dominant-party dictatorships. Earlier in the chapter, we defined dictatorships in terms of the 
identity of their “support coalitions,” and we indicated that dictators needed to keep these 
support coalitions satisfied if they were to stay in power. It’s now easy to see that these sup-
port coalitions are, in many respects, the same as the winning coalitions in selectorate theory.

Mapping W and S onto a Typology of Regimes
As we have noted, selectorate theory is able to differentiate various forms of government—
monarchies, military dictatorships, dominant-party dictatorships, democracies, and so 
on—by the size of their selectorate and winning coalition. In Figure 10.7a, we plot the theo-
retical location of these various forms of government in a two-dimensional institutional 
space, where one dimension is the size of the selectorate and the other dimension is the size 
of the winning coalition. As you can see, selectorate theory differentiates between different 
types of dictatorships as well as between dictatorships and democracies. The key factor that 
distinguishes democracies from dictatorships is the size of the winning coalition. Whereas 
all dictatorships have small winning coalitions, all democracies have large ones. And the key 
factor that distinguishes between the different types of dictatorship is the size of the selector-
ate. The selectorate is large in dominant-party and personalistic dictatorships, particularly 
those that hold elections. BDM2S2 refer to these types of system as “rigged election systems.” 
In contrast, the selectorate tends to be small in military juntas and monarchies.

29. To make meaningful cross-national comparisons, the winning coalition and the selectorate are not conceptualized in 
terms of the absolute numbers of residents who belong to them; rather, they are conceptualized in terms of the proportion 
of residents that they represent.

30. This number comes from correspondence with Alastair Smith and Bruce Bueno de Mesquita. These political scientists 
have begun to estimate the size of a country’s selectorate and winning coalition through the use of expert surveys.
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Selectorate Theory and Regime-Type LocationsFigure 10.7
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As you can imagine, measuring the size of a country’s winning coalition and selectorate 
in the real world is extremely difficult. Nonetheless, BDM2S2 have attempted to do precisely 
this. Although BDM2S2 (2003, 133) are quick to admit that the “measurement of selectorate 
size and winning-coalition size, especially in nondemocratic states, is in its infancy” and that 
their “approximations . . . are crude and primitive,” their measures appear to have some face 
validity.31 In Figure 10.7b we plot the actual location of different forms of government by 
their average selectorate and winning coalition scores from 1946 to 2000. Even though 
BDM2S2 do not use information about the form of government to measure the size of a 
country’s selectorate and winning coalition, Figure 10.7b reveals that the scores for each 
country situate the different forms of government in the two-dimensional institutional space 
in a manner that is entirely consistent with the theoretical locations shown in Figure 10.7a. 
As expected, the average size of the winning coalition in a democracy is much larger than 
that in any of the various forms of dictatorship. Also as predicted, there is considerable 
variation in the average size of the selectorate among dictatorships. Monarchies and military 
dictatorships have small selectorates, whereas personalistic and dominant-party dictator-
ships have large selectorates.

Government Performance
We now look at how the institutional environment in which a leader operates influences 
government performance. According to selectorate theory, political leaders must keep 
members of their winning coalition happy in order to stay in power. They can do this by 
distributing public goods or private goods or both. As you will recall from Chapter 8, pub-
lic goods benefit everyone in society regardless of whether they are in the winning coalition 
or not. This is because public goods are nonexcludable (once it is provided, anyone can 
enjoy it) and nonrivalrous (the amount of the good available to be consumed is not dimin-
ished by the number of people who consume the good). Examples of public goods might 
be increased spending on education, health care, and infrastructure. In contrast, private 
goods benefit only some members of society and not others. In effect, private goods, such 
as business or export licenses, private jets, and villas in the south of France, can be given 
directly to members of the winning coalition; those who are not members of the winning 
coalition cannot enjoy the benefits of these private goods. It is the job of an incumbent 
leader to figure out how many public and private goods to distribute in order to keep his 
winning coalition loyal.

In addition to deciding what mix of public and private goods to hand out to his winning 
coalition, the leader must pick a tax rate. This tax rate ultimately determines how much 
money the leader has at his disposal to pay for the provision of public and private goods. 

31. For precise details on how the size of a country’s selectorate and winning coalition are measured, see BDM2S2 (2003, 
133–40).

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 



10: Varieties of Dictatorship 391

Depending on the tax rate chosen, residents decide how to allocate their time between eco-
nomically productive activities and leisure. At the same time that the incumbent is deciding 
his tax rate and announcing his offer of public and private goods, a challenger also makes an 
offer to the selectorate (a combination of public goods, private goods, and a tax rate) in an 
attempt to put together an alternative winning coalition. The bottom line is that the political 
entrepreneur—the incumbent leader or challenger—who is best able to meet the needs of 
the relevant actors wins.

Loyalty Norm

It turns out that the manner in which leaders distribute public and private goods depends 
on the size of the winning coalition and the size of the selectorate. Recall that the goal of the 
incumbent leader is to stay in power and that to do this he must keep the winning coalition 
happy. The key for the leader, then, is to stop members of the current winning coalition from 
defecting. Given this, let’s start by thinking about the conditions under which a member of 
the current winning coalition might decide to defect and shift his loyalty to a challenger. 
Clearly, any disgruntled member of the winning coalition must weigh the potential risks and 
rewards from defecting. Oftentimes, there will be more than one potential defector in a win-
ning coalition or multiple challengers to whom they can defect, or both. Moreover, it is 
almost always the case that there will be members of the selectorate who are not in the win-
ning coalition but who would like to be. As a result, individuals who defect from the current 
winning coalition have no guarantee that they will end up as part of the next leader’s coali-
tion. Indeed, any promise by a challenger to make them part of the future winning coalition 
if they defect and bring down the incumbent leader is not credible for obvious reasons. Thus, 
individuals who choose to defect risk losing access to the private goods that they presently 
enjoy as members of the current winning coalition.

The risk that members of the winning coalition face when they think about defecting is 
embodied in the ratio of the size of the winning coalition to the size of the selectorate (W/S). 
The ratio W/S essentially represents the probability that a member of the selectorate will be 
in any winning coalition. As a result, it indicates the probability that someone who defects 
from the current winning coalition will be in the next winning coalition. Members of the 
selectorate have only a small chance of being in the winning coalition when W/S is small 
(when few people in the selectorate are needed to form a winning coalition), but they have 
a large chance when W/S is large (when many people in the selectorate are needed to form a 
winning coalition). As you can imagine, the size of W/S has important implications for the 
loyalty of members in the current winning coalition. If W/S is small, then members of the 
winning coalition are likely to be intensely loyal to the incumbent leader because they realize 
that they are lucky to be part of the winning coalition and that they have a low probability 
of being in anyone else’s winning coalition. As W/S gets larger and the probability of being 
in the next leader’s winning coalition increases, this loyalty to the incumbent leader naturally 
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declines.32 In effect, W/S represents a sort of loyalty 
norm: there is a strong loyalty norm in small W/S sys-
tems and a weak loyalty norm in large W/S systems.

The existence or absence of a strong loyalty norm has 
important implications for the performance of leaders in 
power. For example, political leaders in small W/S sys-
tems with strong loyalty norms have greater opportuni-
ties to engage in kleptocracy and corruption than lead-
ers in large W/S systems with weak loyalty norms. Why? 
Consider the following example of two societies, A and 
B. In both societies, the political leader has $1 billion in 
tax revenue to distribute among the 1,000 members of 

his winning coalition and himself. The only difference between the two societies is that the 
selectorate is made up of 100,000 people in society A and just 10,000 people in society B. In 
effect, society A has a stronger loyalty norm (smaller W/S) than society B. It is easy to see that 
both of the leaders in societies A and B could pay each member of their winning coalitions 
up to $1 million in private goods to win over their support, that is, $1 billion divided equally 
among the 1,000 people in the winning coalition. As we’ll see, though, neither leader has to 
actually pay out this much to ensure the loyalty of his winning coalition. In fact, it also turns 
out that the leader of society A, by taking advantage of the strong loyalty norm in his coun-
try, does not have to pay out as much as the leader of society B to keep his winning coalition 
happy. Ultimately, this means that the leader in society A can keep more of his tax revenue 
for his own discretionary use (kleptocracy)—perhaps to buy palaces, private jets, or what-
ever else he might desire. How does all this work exactly?

Let’s start with society A. The probability that a member of the current winning coali-
tion will be a member of the next leader’s coalition if he defects is just 1 percent; that is, W/S 
= 1,000/100,000 = 0.01. It is this low probability of being in the next leader’s coalition that 
generates the strong loyalty norm we mentioned earlier. Anyone who defects from the cur-
rent winning coalition in society A has a 1 percent chance of obtaining (at most) $1 million 
in private goods and a 99 percent chance of obtaining nothing.33 As a result, the expected 
value of defecting in terms of private goods is just $10,000, or $1 million × 0.01 + $0 × 0.99. 
All the incumbent leader, therefore, has to do to stay in power is to offer each member of 
his winning coalition slightly more than $10,000 in private goods and come close to match-
ing the provision of public goods promised by any challenger. In effect, the incumbent can 
skim off for himself the difference between the $1 million per supporter that he could have 

32. In the language of the Exit, Voice, and Loyalty Game examined in Chapters 3 and 6, a large W/S indicates that members 
of the winning coalition have credible exit threats; that is, they can defect and still have a high probability of being in the 
next leader’s winning coalition.

33. A million dollars is the most that a defector can receive because that is the most that a challenger can offer to each 
member of the winning coalition if all tax revenue is spent on private goods. 

The strength of the loyalty norm is determined by 
W/S—the probability that a member of the 
selectorate will be in the winning coalition. Members 
of the winning coalition are most loyal when W/S is 
small and least loyal when W/S is large.

Corruption is when public officials take illegal 
payments (bribes) in exchange for providing benefits 
for particular individuals. Kleptocracy is when 
corruption is organized by political leaders with the 
goal of personal enrichment.
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distributed and the something over $10,000 per supporter that he needs to distribute to stay 
in power. If the incumbent’s challenger offers a particularly attractive set of public goods, 
then the incumbent can give some of this “slush fund” to his supporters to purchase their 
continued loyalty (Bueno de Mesquita 2006, 421).

What about society B? Well, the probability that someone in the current winning coali-
tion will be a member of the next leader’s coalition if he defects is now 10 percent; that is, 
W/S = 1,000/10,000 = 0.1. This is somewhat higher than in society A, and, as a result, the 
loyalty norm in this society is weaker. The expected value of defecting from the current win-
ning coalition in terms of private goods is $100,000, that is, $1,000,000 × 0.1 + $0 × 0.9. This 
means that the incumbent leader in society B has to pay a little more than $100,000 in pri-
vate goods to each member of his winning coalition and come close to matching whatever 
provision of public goods a challenger has promised in order to stay in power. In society B, 
the incumbent gets to skim off for himself the difference between the $1 million per sup-
porter that he could have distributed and the something over $100,000 per supporter that he 
needs to distribute to stay in power. This is still a lot of money, but it is considerably less than 
the leader in society A can skim off for himself.

Although we might think that all leaders want to engage in kleptocracy and corruption, 
the example that we have just provided illustrates that the institutional arrangements in a 
country influence their ability to do so without jeopardizing their hold on power. Specifically, 
leaders in small W/S systems (society A) have greater opportunities to “steal” from their citi-
zens by skimming off tax revenue into their own pockets than leaders of large W/S systems 
(society B). As an example of widespread kleptocracy and corruption, consider the small W/S 
system of Zaire under Mobutu Sese Seko (1965–1997). Mobutu was reportedly able to put as 
much as a third of the national budget under his personal control and skim off a quarter of 
all the profits from the country’s vast copper mines. As Rose-Ackerman (1999, 116) notes, 
“Corruption and predation undermined the formal private sector, and grandiose infrastruc-
ture projects were used as sources of payoffs” for Mobutu and his supporters. Indeed, in the 
thirty-two years that Mobutu was in power, he is estimated to have stolen a staggering $4 
billion. As another example, consider the small W/S system of the Philippines under Ferdi-
nand Marcos (1965–1986). Marcos is thought to have stolen somewhere between $5 billion 
and $10 billion during the thirty-one years that he was in office (BDM2S2 2003, 167).

The strong loyalty norm that encourages leaders in small W/S systems, such as domi-
nant-party and personalistic dictatorships, to engage in kleptocracy also generates incen-
tives for poor public policy more generally. Note that members of the winning coalition in 
these systems are loyal because (a) the leader provides them with more private goods than 
any challenger can and (b) they have to worry about being cut out of the next leader’s coali-
tion if they decide to defect. It follows from this that as long as members of the winning 
coalition are being sufficiently “bribed,” they do not really care about the material well-
being of the citizenry more generally (Bueno de Mesquita 2006, 423). As a result, leaders in 
small W/S systems have no incentive to produce good public policy—it does not help them 
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stay in power. Leaders in small W/S systems recognize that they stay in power by keeping 
their supporters happy with private goods. “Just think of Saddam Hussein’s success in hold-
ing on to power even after a worldwide trade embargo against Iraqi goods left his nation’s 
economy in shambles. . . . As long as Saddam Hussein continued to pay the military well and 
keep his clansmen happy, he was unlikely to suffer an internal coup” (Bueno de Mesquita 
2006, 424). We should note that not only does good public policy fail to help leaders in 
small W/S systems stay in power; it may actually get the leader ousted. This is because allo-
cating resources to things like public goods that benefit the citizenry more widely opens up 
an opportunity for a challenger to credibly promise to provide more private goods to 
members of the winning coalition than are currently being provided by the incumbent.

In contrast to these types of systems, large W/S systems such as democracies do not have 
strong loyalty norms. For example, voters in a democracy are unlikely to lose access to pri-
vate goods, such as particular tax policies or redistributive schemes, that benefit them if they 
switch their support from the incumbent leader to the leader of an opposition party. As a 
result, leaders in large W/S systems have to work harder to keep their supporters happy and 
cannot afford to skim off too many resources if they want to stay in power. Moreover, 
because leaders in large W/S systems need more resources to keep their winning coalition 
loyal, they have a strong incentive to produce good overall economic performance. As a 
result, they are unlikely to tax or steal from their citizens too much lest this cause the citizens 
to spend more time relaxing and less time working. Remember that if the citizens do not 
work, then there will be a smaller economic pie with which the leader can win over the win-
ning coalition. All in all, government performance should be better in large W/S systems 
than in small W/S systems—kleptocracy should be lower, taxation and state predation 
should be lower, economic growth should be higher, and so on.34

The Size of the Winning Coalition

In addition to the strength of the loyalty norm (W/S), selectorate theory indicates that the 
manner in which leaders distribute public and private goods also depends on the size of the 
winning coalition (W). Leaders always prefer to use private goods rather than public goods to 
satisfy their winning coalition. As our example of leaders in societies A and B illustrates, an 
incumbent leader is always able to defeat a challenger if competition is restricted to the dis-
tribution of private goods. This inherent advantage comes from the simple fact that challeng-
ers cannot credibly guarantee to put would-be defectors in their own winning coalition. 
Recognizing the uneven playing field, challengers, therefore, attempt to defeat incumbents by 
emphasizing the provision of public goods. Not only does this help to explain why challengers 

34. Although large W/S systems encourage leaders to perform well in office, there is no guarantee that good performance 
will translate into longevity in office. Due to a weak loyalty norm, leaders in large W/S systems are likely to survive in office 
for shorter periods of time than leaders in small W/S systems even if they produce better government performance. This 
helps to explain why democratic leaders rarely last as long in office as even the poorest performing dictators in dominant-
party or personalistic dictatorships.
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spend considerable time criticizing incumbents for their poor performance in tackling cor-
ruption and providing food, health care, education, and the like, but it also helps to explain 
why these same challengers frequently maintain the preexisting system of corruption and do 
little to increase the provision of public goods when they finally come to power. In this regard, 
we can think of people like Jomo Kenyatta, who railed against corruption in Kenya before 
coming to power in 1963, but who then did little to stamp it out while in office (BDM2S2 
2003, 374–75). Kenya has consistently ranked at the bottom of Transparency International’s 
list of corrupt countries.35 Selectorate theory suggests that foreign countries that today pro-
mote and support seemingly public-minded opposition leaders should not necessarily expect 
government performance to significantly improve if these opposition leaders ever come to 
power.

Although incumbent leaders always prefer to use private goods to keep their winning 
coalition loyal, it turns out that this is not always a viable strategy. Much depends on the size 
of the winning coalition. As the size of the winning coalition increases, the share of private 
goods that can go to each member of the winning coalition shrinks. In our earlier example, 
the leaders in societies A and B had $1 billion in tax revenues to distribute to the winning 
coalition. Because the winning coalition comprised 1,000 members, the maximum amount 
of private goods that any one member could receive was $1 million. If the winning coalition 
in these societies had comprised 1 million members, then the maximum amount of private 
goods that any one member could have received would be just $1,000. Clearly, the private 
goods deal looks a lot better when the winning coalition is small than when it is large. It fol-
lows that the advantage the incumbent has over the challenger in regard to the provision of 
private goods shrinks as the winning coalition gets larger. At some point, the winning coali-
tion is so large that it is no longer efficient or viable for the leader to buy the support of the 
winning coalition with just the help of private goods. In effect, the value of the private goods 
going to each member of the winning coalition becomes so small that the members would 
obtain more value if the leader provided public goods. An implication of this is that leaders 
in small W systems (dictatorships) will tend to use private goods to stay in power, whereas 
leaders in large W systems (democracies) will primarily use public goods. The fact that 
democratic leaders simply do not have sufficient resources to “bribe” all the people they need 
to win an election with private goods helps to explain why political competition in contem-
porary democracies is nearly always a contest over public goods—who has the best educa-
tion policy, who has the best health care plan, and so on.

In Figure 10.8, we summarize how a leader’s institutional environment (W and S) affects 
government performance and the material well-being of citizens. The dotted line indicates 
those positions where W/S is large; that is, the loyalty norm is low. Note that W/S can be large 
when both W and S are large, as in democracies, or when both W and S are small, as in 

35. Transparency International is a nongovernmental organization that produces an annual Corruption Perceptions Index 
for countries around the world. Highly corrupt countries have low scores. This index is based on surveys that ask 
businessmen and analysts about their perceptions of the level of corruption in each country.
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military juntas and monarchies. As Figure 10.8 illustrates, we can think of three different 
levels of government performance—good, middling, poor—depending on the institutional 
environment in place. Government performance is likely to be good when W and W/S are 
both large (democracies). This is because leaders are likely to provide public goods rather 
than private goods (W is large) and because the weak loyalty norm (W/S is large) forces lead-
ers to work hard to stay in office.

In contrast, government performance is likely to be poor when W and W/S are both small 
(dominant-party and personalistic dictatorships). In countries with this type of institutional 
environment, leaders have little incentive to care about the state of the national economy or 
the material well-being of the citizenry in general. Instead, they provide small amounts of 
private goods to members of their winning coalition and engage in highly kleptocratic and 
corrupt activities. The only thing keeping these types of leaders from excessive predation is 
the refusal of residents to work and therefore the lack of anything to prey on. This constraint 
is obviously much weaker if the country is rich in natural resources, such as oil and minerals, 
or if the leaders receive significant amounts of foreign aid (A. Smith 2007).

Selectorate Theory and Government PerformanceFigure 10.8

Note: W/S is large along the dotted line.
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Dictatorships
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Government performance is likely to be middling when W is small and W/S is large 
(monarchies and military juntas). Although leaders in these types of system provide few 
public goods to the general citizenry, they are forced to care about their own overall perfor-
mance in office because of the weak loyalty norm at work. For example, leaders have an 
incentive to produce reasonably good economic performance, because this is the only way of 
generating the necessary resources to pay off their not-so-loyal winning coalition. That these 
leaders are interested in good economic performance necessarily means that they also care, 
to some extent, about the material well-being of the residents who make up the workforce, 
and thus have an incentive to provide some basic public goods.

As you’ll no doubt have realized, the theoretical predictions about government perfor-
mance shown in Figure 10.8 are entirely consistent with our earlier empirical results in 
Figure 9.4 in the previous chapter. Recall that those empirical results suggest that whereas 
democracies tend to produce relatively good government performance, the performance of 
dictatorships varies considerably. Some dictatorships appear to perform quite well, and 
others seem to perform extremely poorly. As we can now see, selectorate theory offers a 
potential explanation for this variation in the performance of dictatorships. On the one 
hand, dominant-party and personalistic dictatorships are likely to produce poor govern-
ment performance because they are characterized by small winning coalitions and strong 
loyalty norms. On the other hand, monarchies and military juntas are likely to produce 
reasonably good government performance because they are characterized by weak loyalty 
norms.

Before examining whether there is any empirical evidence to support selectorate theory, 
we should stop and ask ourselves what this all means for the type of leader necessary to 
generate good public policy. By now you should realize that implementing good public 
policy is not as simple as identifying decent human beings who genuinely want to improve 
their fellow citizens’ lives and then ensuring that these people rise to political power. It 
turns out that having a civic-minded leader is neither necessary nor sufficient for successful 
public policies. Simply put, what is needed for good public policy is a set of institutions that 
creates a large W, large W/S system. If the political institutions in a country are such that a 
large proportion of the residents can participate in choosing their leader and the leader 
depends on a large proportion of that selectorate to remain in power, then only leaders who 
provide a sufficiently high level of government performance will be able to stay in power. 
It doesn’t matter whether the leader cares about providing good government performance 
for its own sake or whether he cares about it only because it helps him stay in power; both 
goals dictate the same course of action. This results in competition to provide more, and 
better, public goods, as well as good economic policies designed to generate higher overall 
revenue. Under such conditions, residents have incentives to invest, and the economy is 
expected to grow.

The bottom line is that even if there are two types of leaders in the world—those that are 
civic minded and those that are not—all leaders are forced to govern well in large W, large 
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box 10.4 THE TALE OF TWO LEOPOLDS

Leopold II is remembered as an excellent king of Belgium (1865–1909) who provided his sub-
jects with significant amounts of public goods, instituted progressive reforms, and promoted 
high levels of economic growth and industrial development. For example, he gave workers the 
right to strike, expanded the suffrage, set limits on child labor, introduced educational 

improvements, and supported massive public works 
projects designed to lower unemployment and 
enhance the economy.

While Leopold was presiding over this set of 
progressive policies in Belgium, he was taking a 
decidedly different approach in the Congo Free State 
(1885–1908), over which he also ruled. Leopold 
created a low-paid military force in the Congo, the 
Force Publique, and offered the soldiers additional 
wages based on commissions for goods such as 
rubber and ivory. Without laws to protect Congolese 
workers, the members of the Force Publique used 
slave labor, torture, and murder to meet its quotas. 
The soldiers were also given rewards for killing 
“antigovernment rebels,” although more often than 
not these were villagers who simply did not want to 
be forced into slave labor. The soldiers would bring 
hands (or heads) to the Belgium commissioner as 
proof of the number of “rebels” that had been killed; 

W/S systems and poorly in small W, small W/S systems if they want to stay in power. This 
point is well illustrated by leaders who had the opportunity to rule over very different  
systems of government. Consider Leopold II (1835–1909), who was king of Belgium (large 
W, large W/S) and ruler of the Congo Free State (small W, small W/S). Consider also Chiang 
Kai-shek (1887–1975) who ruled China (small W, small W/S) for twenty years and then 
Taiwan (large W, large W/S) for another twenty-five. In both of these cases, the two leaders 
provided more public goods and better government performance in the large W, large W/S 
systems that they governed (BDSM2S2 2003, 208–13). For more details, see Box 10.4 on 
Leopold II.

It follows from this discussion that one’s preference for the type of institutions in a coun-
try depends on one’s position in the society: as the leader, a member of the selectorate, a 
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eyewitness accounts report that some of these hands obviously belonged to women and 
children, and suggested that ordinary Congolese were being killed because doing so meant 
that soldiers could get higher wages. Leopold and the Force Publique gained incredible riches 
from the sale of ivory and rubber on the world market. This revenue was not returned to the 
Congo Free State in the form of public goods to benefit its residents. The only goods exported 
to the Congo, in fact, were weapons for the Force Publique to keep the flow of goods (the 
result of slave labor) headed toward Belgium. Thus Leopold was allowing—even promoting—
slave labor in the Congo at the same time as he was promoting laws protecting workers in 
Belgium.

What was different about the institutions in the two countries? Belgium was a 
constitutional monarchy, which means that Leopold’s rule relied on the support of a popularly 
elected government. The winning coalition size was reasonably large. By contrast, the Congo 
Free State was considered to be Leopold’s personal property. Leopold’s winning coalition in the 
Congo consisted of just himself and the members of the Force Publique. As the selectorate 
theory predicts, Leopold worked hard to promote economic growth and provide significant 
amounts of public goods when his winning coalition was large (Belgium) but provided small 
amounts of private goods for his supporters and stole the rest of the revenue for himself 
when the winning coalition was small (Congo).

Which was the real Leopold? BDM2S2 (2003, 208–13), who provide the account of the two 
Leopolds that we have drawn on here, conclude that it must have been the “murderous ruler 
of the Congo” rather than the “civic-minded king of Belgium.” Why? Well, Leopold simply 
inherited his institutions in Belgium and acted accordingly. In contrast, he had free reign to set 
up any type of government arrangement he wanted in the Congo. Leopold’s actions in both 
countries were entirely consistent with the institutional incentives he faced.

member of the winning coalition, or just a member of the disenfranchised class. Leaders 
clearly prefer to set up institutions that encourage a small winning coalition and a large 
selectorate, because these institutions help them not only to stay in power but also to enrich 
themselves at the expense of their citizenry. Members of the winning coalition like institu-
tions in which W is small but W/S is large: a small W means that the leader will provide 
coalition members with private goods, whereas a large W/S guarantees that the leader will 
have to provide large quantities of these goods to counteract the weak loyalty norm. Mem-
bers of the selectorate and the disenfranchised classes like institutions in which both W and 
W/S are large; a large W forces the leader to provide coalition members with public goods, 
and the large W/S provides strong incentives for the leader to perform well in office to coun-
teract the weak loyalty norm. In other words, leaders prefer to rule over dominant-party or 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 



Principles of Comparative Politics400

personalistic dictatorships, members of the winning coalition prefer to live in monarchies or 
military juntas, and everyone else prefers to live in democracies.

Some Empirical Evidence

We now put some of the implications derived from selectorate theory to the test. Specifically, 
we ask how the size of a country’s W and the size of its W/S affect the material well-being of 
the citizenry. Recall that we expect better government performance as both W and W/S get 
larger. In Table 10.4, we show the effect of W and W/S on six different indicators of material 
well-being: economic growth, wealth as measured by gross domestic product (GDP) per 
capita, health care expenditures as a percentage of GDP, education expenditures as a percent-
age of GDP, infant mortality rates per thousand, and life expectancy in years. We control for 
the size of the selectorate (S) in each country.

Recall that it is the dependent variable that we want to explain—economic growth, life 
expectancy, and so on. Our independent or explanatory variables are what we hypothesize 
might affect the various dependent variables. In each table of results, our explanatory vari-
ables are W (and S) in Model 1 and W/S in Model 2. Next to each independent variable is a 
coefficient indicating how an increase in the independent variable affects the dependent 
variable. For instance, a positive coefficient on W would indicate that an increase in the size 
of the winning coalition increases whatever dependent variable we are considering. Beneath 
each coefficient is a standard error, which basically tells us how confident we are in our 
results. As we have done in previous chapters, we use stars next to the coefficients to indicate 
our confidence in the results. A coefficient with no stars would suggest that there is no evi-
dence that the independent variable in question has any impact on the dependent variable 
under consideration.

Let’s start by looking at the effect of W and W/S on economic growth in Table 10.4a. First, 
we can see that the coefficient on W in Model 1 is positive and highly significant. As pre-
dicted, this indicates that larger winning coalitions are associated with higher levels of eco-
nomic growth. Second, we can see that the coefficient on W/S in Model 2 is positive and 
highly significant as well. As predicted, this indicates that countries with weaker loyalty 
norms (that is, higher W/S) are associated with higher levels of economic growth. This same 
pattern of results is repeated for all of the different indicators of material well-being. Wealth, 
education, health care expenditures, and life expectancy are all higher and infant mortality 
is lower when W and W/S are large. These results offer a great deal of support for two of the 
key implications derived from selectorate theory. Increasing the size of the winning coalition 
does lead to better outcomes from the point of view of the average citizen. Likewise, increas-
ing the ratio of W/S, thereby making the loyalty norm weaker, also leads to better outcomes. 
In other words, political institutions do clearly have an effect on the kinds of government 
policies that are generally thought to be important for the material well-being of citizens 
around the world.
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a. Economic Growth

Dependent variable: Economic growth rate.

 Independent  
variables Model 1 Model 2

W 0.02*** 
 (0.005)

S –0.004 
 (0.005)

W/S  0.02*** 
  (0.004)

Constant 0.01*** 0.009*** 
 (0.004) (0.003)

N 3,772 3,772

R2 0.0071 0.0067

c. Education

Dependent variable: Government spending  
on education as share of GDP.

 Independent  
variables Model 1 Model 2

W 2.07*** 
 (0.37)

S –0.44 
 (0.27)

W/S  1.8*** 
  (0.30)

Constant 2.86*** 2.63*** 
 (0.23) (0.21)

N 3,313 3,313

R2 0.12 0.12

b. Wealth

Dependent variable: Log of GDP per capita.

 Independent  
variables Model 1 Model 2

W 2.30*** 
 (0.22)

S –0.67*** 
 (0.17)

W/S  1.83*** 
  (0.19)

Constant 6.97*** 6.66*** 
 (0.15) (0.13)

N 3,813 3,813

R2 0.35 0.32

d. Health Care

Dependent variable: Government spending  
on health care as share of GDP.

 Independent  
variables Model 1 Model 2

W 4.09*** 
 (0.61)

S –0.35 
 (0.51)

W/S  3.95*** 
  (0.49)

Constant 3.04*** 2.80*** 
 (0.32) (0.33)

N 1,204 1,204

R2 0.22 0.22

(continued)

Effect of W and W/S on Six Indicators of Material  
Well-BeingTable 10.4
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e. Infant Mortality

Dependent variable: Infant mortality  
(deaths per 1,000 live births).

 Independent  
variables Model 1 Model 2

W –101.5*** 
 (8.3)

S 10.1 
 (6.3)

W/S  –96.4*** 
  (7.2)

Constant 113.1*** 119.4*** 
 (6.7) (6.4)

N 3,365 3,365

R2 0.33 0.33

Source: Data are from BDM2S2 (2003) and McGuire (2002).

 Note: W = winning coalition; S = selectorate; W/S = loyalty norm; data on W, S, and W/S cover all countries in the 
world averaged over the time period 1960–1999. Robust standard errors clustered by country are in parentheses.

    * = greater than 90% significant.
 ** = greater than 95% significant.
*** = greater than 99% significant.

f. Life Expectancy

Dependent variable: Life expectancy at birth 
(in years).

 Independent  
variables Model 1 Model 2

W 24.6*** 
 (1.9)

S –2.6* 
 (1.4)

W/S  23.1*** 

  (1.5)

Constant 49.0*** 47.5*** 
 (1.3) (1.3)

N 2,692 2,692

R2 .34 .33

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, we have examined the wide variety of authoritarian regimes that exist 
around the world. In the first section of the chapter, we discussed how one might classify 
dictatorships. In particular, we suggested that one useful way to distinguish between dicta-
torships is in terms of the identity of their “support coalitions.” Such an approach indicates 
that there are three main types of dictatorship: (i) monarchies, (ii) military dictatorships, 
and (iii) civilian dictatorships. Civilian dictatorships can be further classified into those that 
are personalistic and those that have a dominant regime party. In the second section of the 
chapter, we examined ways in which attributes of authoritarian regimes might influence 
their durability. The empirical evidence indicates that monarchs are the most long-lived 
dictators. With respect to the rest, dominant-party dictators survive longer than personalis-
tic dictators, and personalistic dictators survive longer than military dictators. The empirical 
evidence also suggests that dictators who respond to opposition pressures by creating  
multiparty legislatures might be able to extend the length of their rule.

Effect of W and W/S on Six Indicators of Material  
Well-BeingTable 10.4
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In the last part of this chapter, we presented a new theory—selectorate theory—that 
provides a potential story both for why democracies produce a relatively high level of mate-
rial well-being for their citizens and for why some dictatorships perform better than others. 
Starting from the simple assumption that all political leaders care about winning and retain-
ing power, selectorate theory offers an explanation for the observed variation in the perfor-
mance of different forms of government that focuses on the institutional structure sur-
rounding political leaders. This “institutional structure” refers primarily to the size of a 
country’s winning coalition and selectorate. As we saw, leaders in systems with large winning 
coalitions and weak loyalty norms like democracies have to provide public goods and a high 
level of overall government performance if they want to remain in office. In contrast, leaders 
in systems with small winning coalitions and strong loyalty norms, like dominant-party and 
personalistic dictatorships, are “forced” to provide private goods and produce a poor level of 
overall government performance because this is the best way to stay in power in these coun-
tries. In between these two ends of the performance spectrum are leaders in systems with 
small winning coalitions and weak loyalty norms, such as monarchies and military juntas. 
Although these leaders are more likely to provide private than public goods, they do have to 
care about their overall government performance because of the weak loyalty norm at work.
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problems

The following problems address some of the more important concepts and theories introduced 
in this chapter.

Game Theory and Dictatorial Regimes

1. Military Intervention Game

In the chapter, we suggested that professional soldiers often place a higher value on the unity 
and efficacy of the military than on anything else. If this is correct, then the most important con-
cern for military officers thinking about joining a coup is their assessment of how many others 

Uncorrected page proof. Copyright © 2012 by CQ Press, a division of SAGE. No part of these pages may be quoted, reproduced, or transmitted in any form 
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the publisher. 
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will join. And the most important concern for military officers thinking about giving up power 
and returning to the barracks is their assessment of how many others will follow them. In effect, 
the military will want to move in and out of power as a cohesive whole.

From this perspective, Geddes (2003, 55) suggests that intra-regime politics can be modeled 
as an Asymmetric Coordination Game (sometimes referred to as a Battle of the Sexes Game). 
Suppose that the military in some unidentified country is split between those who wish to inter-
vene in the political system to overthrow the civilian government and those who wish to maintain 
their apolitical position as members of the armed forces. We can think of the faction that wants 
to “launch a coup” as the “Intervener Faction,” and of the faction that wants to “stay out” as 
the “Professional Faction.” We’ll assume that a coup is unsuccessful if only one of the military 
factions participates. An unsuccessful coup is likely to be detrimental to both factions in the 
military. Members of the faction that launches an unsuccessful coup face possible demotion, 
court-martial, or execution. Members of the faction that stays out may also suffer as the civilian 
government increases its oversight of the military in an attempt to ensure its future loyalty. 
Although each faction holds different attitudes toward intervention in the political system, they 
both prefer that the military act as a cohesive unit above all else. This strategic situation can be 
modeled as a strategic form game. An empty payoff table is shown in Figure 10.9.

a. Based on the strategic situation that we have described, write down the preference 
ordering for each faction over the four possible outcomes: (Launch Coup; Launch 
Coup), (Launch Coup; Stay Out), (Stay Out; Launch Coup), and (Stay Out; Stay Out).

b. Use these preference orderings to fill in the payoff table shown in Figure 10.9. Use the 
numbers 4, 3, 2, and 1 to indicate the preference ordering over the four possible out-
comes for each faction.

c. Solve the game in Figure 10.9 for all Nash equilibria. What is the expected outcome of 
the game?

If you solve this game correctly, you’ll see that it is a game of asymmetric coordination (see 
Chapter 4). There are often two ways to solve coordination problems like this. One is for the two 
players to negotiate ahead of time about what they should do. As Geddes (2003, 57) notes, 
“some military decisions to seize power have been carefully negotiated over periods of months 
until rules for sharing power have been hammered out and the last legalist holdout has either 
given in or retired. Such negotiated interventions occurred in Argentina in 1976, Brazil in 1964, 
and Chile in 1973.” The second way to solve a coordination problem is for one player to move 
first. We’re now going to look at how this might happen.

d. Draw an extensive form version of our Military Intervention Game in which the Inter-
vener Faction moves first and the Professional Faction moves second.

e. What is the subgame perfect equilibrium? What is the expected outcome?
f. Based on your previous answers, does it make a difference whether the two factions in 

the military make their decision simultaneously or whether the Intervener Faction moves 
first?
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As Geddes (2003, 57) notes, any first-mover strategy needs to be credible to work. In other 
words, the other faction must believe that the seizure of power is irreversible and that they must 
therefore go along with the coup or risk splitting the military. She cites the attempted Spanish 
coup of 1981 as an example of a case where the first-mover strategy turned out to be noncred-
ible. With ongoing violence in the Basque region and political infighting in government, a faction 
in the Spanish military launched a coup. Colonel Antonio Molina marched into parliament, fired 
shots in the air, and announced that all of the legislators were under arrest. The coup plotters 
had every reason to believe that garrison commanders in the rest of the country would go along 
with them. Instead of giving them his blessing as many of the coup plotters expected, King Juan 
Carlos began telephoning the garrison commanders, telling them to oppose the coup and that 
they would be guilty of treason if they joined in. The king also went on television dressed in his 
full military uniform to denounce the plotters. “Once the [k]ing had taken such a strong stand, 
the first move lost its credibility, and most of the military refused to go along. Josep Colomer [a 
Spanish political scientist] reports that one of the coup conspirators, when interviewed later, said, 
‘Next time, cut the king’s phone line’ (1995, 121). Colomer suggests that had the king not been 
able to use television and the phone to rally support, the first-mover strategy might well have 
worked, because many in the office corps sympathized with the goals of the conspirators” 
(Geddes 2003, 57).

2. Dictatorship Party Game

In a paper titled “Why Parties and Elections in Authoritarian Regimes?” Barbara Geddes 
(2005) examines why dictators might choose to conduct elections and form political parties. Her 

Military Intervention GameFigure 10.9
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basic argument is that dictators choose to establish these institutions because they help ward off 
potential coups from challengers within the authoritarian elite. Let’s examine the logic of her 
“party” story a little more with the help of some game theory.

There are two different factions within the authoritarian elite—the “Regime” faction and the 
“Challenger” faction. The Regime is currently in charge. The Challenger is not in charge but 
would like to be. We can think that the Challenger comes in two types: “weak” and “strong.” 
At the beginning of the game, the Regime has to decide whether or not to form a political party 
(and hold elections). We will assume that forming a political party is costly for both factions in 
the authoritarian elite. Once the Regime has made its choice, the Challenger must decide 
whether to launch a coup against the Regime or not. We will assume that launching a coup is 
costly and that launching an unsuccessful coup is particularly costly. Whether a coup is successful 
depends on the strength of the Challenger and whether the Regime has created a political party. 
As we have seen in the chapter, political parties often provide a means by which the Regime can 
mobilize supporters to counter a coup and stay in power. To keep things simple, we will assume 
that coup attempts by both types of Challenger fail if the Regime has created a party. If there is 
no party, though, then the Regime is only able to counter coups by weak Challengers; coups by 
strong Challengers will be successful. There are five possible outcomes in this game: Status Quo, 
Party and No Coup; Party and Failed Coup; No Party and Failed Coup; and No Party and 
Successful Coup. Figure 10.10 illustrates an incomplete information game with cardinal payoffs 
where the Regime does not know whether it is interacting with a Weak Challenger or a Strong 
Challenger.

a. Based on the cardinal payoffs shown in Figure 10.10, write down the preference ordering 
for the Regime and both types of Challenger over the five possible outcomes.

b. Solve the subgame on the left where the Challenger is weak as if there were no uncertainty. 
What is the subgame perfect equilibrium? What is the expected outcome? What are the 
payoffs that each player receives?

c. Solve the subgame on the right where the Challenger is strong as if there were no uncer-
tainty. What is the subgame perfect equilibrium? What is the expected outcome? What are 
the payoffs that each player receives?

d. What is the expected payoff for the Regime from “Do Nothing”?
e. What is the expected payoff for the Regime from “Launch Party”?
f. Use the expected payoffs from the two previous questions to calculate the critical probabil-

ity at which the Regime will choose to launch a party rather than do nothing.
g. If the Regime believes that the Challenger is weak with a probability of .75, will it choose 

to do nothing, launch a party, or be indifferent between these two actions? Explain.
h. If the Regime believes that the Challenger is weak with a probability of .25, will it choose 

to do nothing, launch a party, or be indifferent between these two actions? Explain.
i. If the Regime believes that the Challenger is weak with a probability of .5, will it choose to 

do nothing, launch a party, or be indifferent between these two actions? Explain.
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j. If you were the Regime, would you prefer to be in a world where you knew the strength of 
the Challenger or one in which you didn’t? Would it make a difference? Explain your answer.

k. If you were the Challenger and you were weak, would you prefer to be in a world where 
the Regime knew your strength or one in which it didn’t? Would it make a difference? 
Explain your answer.

l. If you were the Challenger and you were strong, would you prefer to be in a world where 
the Regime knew your strength or one in which it didn’t? Would it make a difference? 
Explain your answer.

Classifying Political Regimes

3. Rather than classify governments as either democratic or dictatorial, selectorate theory 
characterizes all governments in regard to their location in a two-dimensional institutional 
space. One dimension is the size of the selectorate (S), and the second dimension is the size 
of the winning coalition (W). These two dimensions are graphically shown in Figure 10.11 
along with the types of governments that fall into each cell. Use Internet and other 
resources to determine into which cell of the two-dimensional space in Figure 10.11 each 
of the following governments should be placed. Explain your answers.

Winning Coalition Size, Selectorate Size, and 
Government TypeFigure 10.11

Note: The bottom right cell is empty because, by definition, the winning coalition cannot be larger than the  
selectorate.

Winning coalition (W )
Small Large

Most democracies

Combination not
possible

Most monarchies
and military juntas

Other dictatorships
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a. Cuba
b. Iraq under Saddam Hussein (pre-2003)
c. United States in 1776
d. United Arab Emirates
e. Chile under Augusto Pinochet
f. Argentina
g. South Africa under apartheid (pre-1991)
h. Taiwan
i. Jordan

Public and Private Goods

4. In Chapter 8 we introduced the notion of public and private goods.

a. Name at least three examples of private goods that leaders might use to stay in power. 
Explain why they are private goods.

b. Name at least three examples of public goods that leaders might use to stay in power. 
Explain why they are public goods.

The Distribution of Public and Private Goods: The Size of  
the Winning Coalition

5. Suppose that a political leader raises $1 billion in tax revenue. Assume that the leader can 
supply public goods worth $2,000 to each individual in society if he spends all of this tax 
revenue on providing public goods. Assume also that the size of the winning coalition is 
250,000. With all of this in mind, answer the following questions.

a. If the leader were to spend all of the tax revenue on providing private goods, what 
would the maximum value of the private goods be for each member of the winning 
coalition if we assume that they all receive the same amount?

b. Would the leader prefer to provide only public goods or only private goods in this  
situation? Why?

Now suppose that the size of the winning coalition is 750,000. Keeping everything else the 
same, answer the following questions.

c. If the leader were to spend all of the tax revenue on providing private goods, what 
would the maximum value of the private goods be for each member of the winning 
coalition if we assume that they all receive the same amount?

d. Would the leader prefer to provide only public goods or only private goods in this new 
situation? Why?

e. Based on the answers you have given and the description of selectorate theory in this 
chapter, why is providing public goods a more efficient way for leaders in democracies 
to stay in power?
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f. Based on the answers you have given and the description of selectorate theory in this 
chapter, why is providing private goods a more efficient way for leaders in dictatorships 
to stay in power?

The Distribution of Public and Private Goods: The Loyalty Norm

6. Suppose that a political leader raises $1 billion in tax revenue. Assume that the size of the 
winning coalition is 250,000 and that the size of the selectorate is 50 million.

a. If the leader were to spend all of the tax revenue on providing private goods, what 
would the maximum value of the private goods be for each member of the winning 
coalition if we assume that they all receive the same amount?

b. How much are private goods worth to someone who is not a member of the winning 
coalition?

c. What is the probability that a member of the selectorate will be a member of the win-
ning coalition?

d. What is the probability that a member of the selectorate will not be a member of the 
winning coalition?

e. Suppose that you, as a member of the winning coalition, are thinking of defecting to 
the challenger. What is the (maximum) expected value of defecting to the challenger in 
terms of private goods?

f. Based on your answer to the previous question, how much does the political leader have 
to give each member of the winning coalition in terms of private goods in order to 
ensure that the members remain loyal?

g. What is the difference between how much the political leader could give each member 
of the winning coalition and how much the political leader needs to give each member 
of the winning coalition to ensure the members’ loyalty?

Now suppose that the size of the selectorate is just 1 million. Keeping everything else the 
same, answer the following questions.

h. What is the probability that a member of the selectorate will be a member of the win-
ning coalition?

i. What is the probability that a member of the selectorate will not be a member of the 
winning coalition?

j. Suppose that you, as a member of the winning coalition, are thinking of defecting to 
the challenger. What is the (maximum) expected value of defecting to the challenger in 
terms of private goods?

k. Based on your answer to the previous question, how much does the political leader have 
to give each member of the winning coalition in terms of private goods in order to 
ensure that the members remain loyal?
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l. What is the difference between how much the political leader could give each member 
of the winning coalition and how much the political leader needs to give each member 
of the winning coalition to ensure the members’ loyalty?

m. Based on the answers you have given and the description of selectorate theory in this 
chapter, why are leaders in dominant-party and personalistic dictatorships particularly 
well placed to steal the state’s wealth for themselves?

International Organizations and Economic Development

7. Many international organizations, such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
World Bank (WB), have economic development and the alleviation of poverty as two of 
their central goals. Although international organizations frequently provide expertise and 
resources for economic development and poverty relief, these resources are often misap-
propriated. Consider the following description of events in Kenya in 2002.

In December 2002 Mwai Kibaki was elected president following the retirement of the 
long-term incumbent Daniel Arap Moi. Billions of dollars were stolen under Moi’s regime. 
Given worsening economic conditions, aid agencies such as the IMF agreed to the resump-
tion of aid to Kenya. The Kenyan government promised to reduce corruption. Unfortu-
nately, rather than being used to root out corruption, these funds have been largely stolen. 
The BBC reports that graft has cost Kenya $1 billion under Kibaki’s increasingly autocratic 
regime. A majority of Kenyans believe they are worse off under Kibaki than Moi. (A. Smith 
2005, 566)

a. Would the ongoing corruption in Kenya come as a surprise to someone familiar with the 
selectorate theory? Explain your answer.

b. What does selectorate theory have to say about the potential of international organiza-
tions such as the IMF and the WB to achieve their goals of economic development and 
poverty reduction in countries with small winning coalitions? Explain your answer.
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