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INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS AND KEY 
QUESTIONS

Orvis and Drogus note that the spread of 
democracy in the aftermath of the Cold War 
led some to believe that democratic rule was 
irreversible; dictators were historical relics, 
soon to be relegated to the “dustbin of 
history.”



Now, electoral 
authoritarian 
regimes, in which 
some opposition 
and participation 
were allowed but a 
key ruler or party 
firmly held onto 
power, are more 
common.
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The choice to abandon 
the study of 
authoritarian 
regimes at the end 
of the Cold War was 
clearly premature, 
and in the new 
millennium 
comparativists have 
taken renewed 
interest in the 
subject.
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“Who rules?” seems like 
it ought to be obvious 
in authoritarian 
regimes: the dictator 
does!
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But discerning who really has power and how 
much power they have is not always obvious.
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Authoritarian regimes tend to arise in relatively weak
states that have weak formal institutions, and 
therefore informal 
institutions and processes 
are more important. 
This makes determining 
who has how much power 
particularly difficult.
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Chapter 3 outlines several subtypes of 
authoritarian regimes based on their origins 
and formal institutions: 

One-Party

Personalist 

Theocratic

Electoral Authoritarian



COMPARATIVE POLITICS
Some key questions:

1. Are one-party regimes as a group 
different in distinctive ways from military 
regimes?

2. Does one subtype always provide 
greater levels of institutionalized limits on 
executive power?

3. Is one subtype always more repressive?

4. How do clientelist networks vary across 
the subtypes of authoritarian regimes?
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A key difference among authoritarian regimes 
that will help us to understand them better is 
the regime’s level of institutionalization; the 
degree to which government processes and 
procedures are established, predictable, and 
routinized.
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Authoritarian Rule Around the World
Although not the promised land that some analysts
thought it would be, the era after 
the end of the Cold War 
certainly had a significant 
effect on authoritarian 
regimes. 
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The total number of 
authoritarian 
regimes in the 
world peaked in 
the late 1970s, 
though the decline 
was much more 
rapid after the end 
of the Cold War.
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Governing Institutions in Authoritarian 
Regimes

Supreme Leader – Individual who wields 
executive power with few formal limits in an 
authoritarian regime; in the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, the formal title of the top ruling cleric.
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Security is always a regime’s top priority, and 
this is especially true for authoritarian 
regimes, which often have limited legitimacy.
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Dictator’s Dilemma
An authoritarian ruler’s repression creates fear,
which then breeds uncertainty about how much
support the ruler has; 
in response, the ruler 
spends more 
resources than is 
rational to co-opt the 
opposition.
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Scholars of authoritarian rule

have used rational choice

theory to explain the rise of

institutions, focusing on 

the supreme leader’s 

need to make credible

commitments with 

other foreign actors.



Svolik (2012) 
argued that 
institutions are 
most likely to 
arise when a 
balance of power 
exists between a 
dictator and his 
closest allies. 
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As a dictator tries to 
usurp more 
power for 
himself, his 
allies’ only way to 
resist is a 
credible threat to 
overthrow him.
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Gandhi (2008) 
applied a similar 
logic to the 
dictator’s 
opponents: when 
the opposition is 
united, formal 
institutions are 
more likely to 
arise. 
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Where the regime 
controls extensive 
mineral wealth, on 
the other hand, 
institutions are 
less likely because 
the dictator can 
use mineral wealth 
to co-opt segments 
of the opposition.

COMPARATIVE POLITICS



COMPARATIVE POLITICS

The Problem of Succession
Authoritarian regimes are plagued by the question of
succession. Electoral democracies provide a means of 
changing leadership on 
a regular basis; 
authoritarian 
regimes have no such 
procedure readily at hand. 
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Elections, Parties, and Civil Society in 
Authoritarian Regimes

Personality Cult – Phenomenon that occurs in the
most extreme cases 
of personalist rule in which 
followers constantly glorify 
the ruler and attempt to turn 
his every utterance into not 
only government fiat but also 
divine wisdom.



Beyond massive 
demonstrations of 
support, most 
authoritarian 
regimes encourage 
carefully 
monitored and 
limited political 
participation.
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Even some one-party 
regimes hold regular 
elections!



More common now 
are electoral 
authoritarian 
regimes in which a 
ruling party wins 
major elections 
easily, with some 
opposition parties 
winning a small 
share of the power.
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Since authoritarian rulers can hold power 
without any opposition or elections at all, an 
obvious question is, Why do they bother 
creating these systems?

A long-standing answer has been that elections 
serve as a façade of democratic legitimacy, 
both domestically and internationally.



Authoritarian 
elections are 
coupled with 
very limited 
party systems.
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Using the historical institutionalist perspective, Jason
Brownlee (2007) argued that strong ruling parties emerge 
early in an authoritarian 
regime if the supreme 
leader is able to repress 
and co-opt potential 
opposition to create an 
elite coalition within the 
party.



Because 
participation must 
go through 
approved regime 
channels, civil 
society in 
authoritarian 
regimes is 
extremely 
circumscribed and 
repressed.

Civil Society
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Noncommunist regimes 
often use state 
corporatism to control 
interest groups.
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Jessica Teets (2014) argues that this dynamic in
China is producing a new model of state-civil
relations –
“consultative 
authoritarianism” –
that combines elements 
of liberal autonomy and
state corporatism.
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Clientelism
With civil society very weak and parties and elections
mainly aimed at ensuring elite cohesion and regime 
survival, clientelism is 
often the primary means 
through which average 
citizens can participate in 
politics in authoritarian regimes.
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Problems with clientelism:

1. Informality means no client is ever guaranteed 
anything
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Problems with clientelism:

2. Discourages citizens from organizing on the 
basis of collective interests. 
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Concluding thoughts and questions…
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By the dawn of the new millennium, it was clear 
that although democracy had expanded, 
authoritarianism was not about to disappear 
entirely. 
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Dictators seem to control virtually everything in 
authoritarian regimes. The executive would 
seem to be all-powerful. 

However, this is often not the case, which makes 
figuring out who rules very difficult.
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While comparativists have long catalogued 
authoritarian regimes into various subtypes, 
certain commonalities exist in all authoritarian 
regimes.
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All dictators face the dictator’s dilemma, solving 
it in different ways. And all dictators rule 
through some combination of repression, co-
optation, and attempts at legitimation, again, 
in different ways and amounts.



The earliest 
theoretical 
approaches to 
understanding 
authoritarian 
regimes focused 
mainly on 
individual leaders 
or national 
cultures.
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Other scholars, 
looking beyond the 
individual, used 
political culture 
theories to argue 
why such regimes 
emerged in the 
first place and how 
they operated.
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More recently, scholars have used rational 
choice or historical-institutionalist models to 
understand authoritarian regimes. 



Dictators face a 
common set of 
governing 
problems.

To overcome these, 
they engage in a 
combination of 
repression, co-
optation, and 
legitimation.
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As with many arguments in comparative politics, 
institutionalist theories are at the forefront of 
the debate today but have not definitively 
proven their case.
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