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The post–Cold War world has been marked by the proliferation of hy-
brid political regimes. In different ways, and to varying degrees, polities
across much of Africa (Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, Zambia, Zimbab-
we), postcommunist Eurasia (Albania, Croatia, Russia, Serbia, Ukraine),
Asia (Malaysia, Taiwan), and Latin America (Haiti, Mexico, Paraguay,
Peru) combined democratic rules with authoritarian governance during
the 1990s. Scholars often treated these regimes as incomplete or transi-
tional forms of democracy. Yet in many cases these expectations (or
hopes) proved overly optimistic. Particularly in Africa and the former
Soviet Union, many regimes have either remained hybrid or moved in
an authoritarian direction. It may therefore be time to stop thinking of
these cases in terms of transitions to democracy and to begin thinking
about the specific types of regimes they actually are.

In recent years, many scholars have pointed to the importance of
hybrid regimes. Indeed, recent academic writings have produced a vari-
ety of labels for mixed cases, including not only “hybrid regime” but
also “semidemocracy,” “virtual democracy,” “electoral democracy,”
“pseudodemocracy,” “illiberal democracy,” “semi-authoritarianism,”
“soft authoritarianism,” “electoral authoritarianism,” and Freedom
House’s “Partly Free.”1 Yet much of this literature suffers from two
important weaknesses. First, many studies are characterized by a de-
mocratizing bias. Analyses frequently treat mixed regimes as partial or
“diminished” forms of democracy,2 or as undergoing prolonged transi-
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tions to democracy. Such characterizations imply that these cases are
moving in a democratic direction. Yet as both Jeffrey Herbst and Tho-
mas Carothers have recently argued, this is often not the case.3 Although
some hybrid regimes (Mexico, Senegal, Taiwan) underwent democratic
transitions in the 1990s, others (Azerbaijan, Belarus) moved in a dis-
tinctly authoritarian direction. Still others either remained stable or
moved in multiple directions (Malaysia, Russia, Ukraine, Zambia, Zim-
babwe), making the unidirectional implications of the word “transitional”
misleading.

Second, terms like “semidemocratic,” “semi-authoritarian,” and
“Partly Free” are often used as residual categories and tend to gloss over
important differences among regime types. For example, El Salvador,
Latvia, and Ukraine were all hybrid regimes in the early 1990s, and
each received a combined political rights and civil liberties score of six—
or “Partly Free”—from Freedom House in 1992–93. Yet these regimes
differed in fundamental ways. Whereas in Latvia the principal undemo-
cratic feature was the absence of citizenship rights for people of Russian
descent, in El Salvador the main undemocratic features included sub-
stantial human rights violations and the absence of civilian control over
the military. Ukraine possessed both universal citizenship rights and a
civilian-controlled military, but civil liberties were frequently violated
and incumbents routinely abused or manipulated democratic procedures.
Hence, although each of these cases could be categorized as “hybrid,”
“semidemocratic,” or “partly free,” such labels obscure crucial differ-
ences—differences that may have important causal implications.
Different mixes of authoritarian and democratic features have distinct
historical roots, and they may have different implications for economic
performance, human rights, and the prospects for democracy.

Defining Competitive Authoritarianism

This article examines one particular type of “hybrid” regime: com-
petitive authoritarianism. In competitive authoritarian regimes, formal
democratic institutions are widely viewed as the principal means of ob-
taining and exercising political authority. Incumbents violate those rules
so often and to such an extent, however, that the regime fails to meet
conventional minimum standards for democracy. Examples include
Croatia under Franjo Tudjman, Serbia under Slobodan Miloševiæ, Rus-
sia under Vladimir Putin, Ukraine under Leonid Kravchuk and Leonid
Kuchma, Peru under Alberto Fujimori, and post-1995 Haiti, as well as
Albania, Armenia, Ghana, Kenya, Malaysia, Mexico, and Zambia through
much of the 1990s. Although scholars have characterized many of these
regimes as partial or “diminished” forms of democracy, we agree with
Juan Linz that they may be better described as a (diminished) form of
authoritarianism.4
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Competitive authoritarianism must be distinguished from democracy
on the one hand and full-scale authoritarianism on the other. Modern
democratic regimes all meet four minimum criteria: 1) Executives and
legislatures are chosen through elections that are open, free, and fair; 2)
virtually all adults possess the right to vote; 3) political rights and civil
liberties, including freedom of the press, freedom of association, and
freedom to criticize the government without reprisal, are broadly pro-
tected; and 4) elected authorities possess real authority to govern, in
that they are not subject to the tutelary control of military or clerical
leaders. 5 Although even fully democratic regimes may at times violate
one or more of these criteria, such violations are not broad or system-
atic enough to seriously impede democratic challenges to incumbent
governments. In other words, they do not fundamentally alter the play-
ing field between government and opposition.6

In competitive authoritarian regimes, by contrast, violations of these
criteria are both frequent enough and serious enough to create an un-
even playing field between government and opposition. Although
elections are regularly held and are generally free of massive fraud, in-
cumbents routinely abuse state resources, deny the opposition adequate
media coverage, harass opposition candidates and their supporters, and
in some cases manipulate electoral results. Journalists, opposition poli-
ticians, and other government critics may be spied on, threatened,
harassed, or arrested. Members of the opposition may be jailed, exiled,
or—less frequently—even assaulted or murdered. Regimes character-
ized by such abuses cannot be called democratic.

Competitive authoritarianism must therefore be distinguished from
unstable, ineffective, or otherwise flawed types of regimes that never-
theless meet basic standards of democracy, and this includes what
Guillermo O’Donnell has called “delegative democracies.”7 According
to O’Donnell, delegative democracies are characterized by low levels
of horizontal accountability (checks and balances) and therefore exhibit
powerful, plebiscitarian, and occasionally abusive executives. Yet such
regimes meet minimum standards for democracy. Delegative democ-
racy thus applies to such cases as Argentina and Brazil in the early 1990s,
but not to Peru after Fujimori’s 1992 presidential self-coup.

Yet if competitive authoritarian regimes fall short of democracy, they
also fall short of full-scale authoritarianism. Although incumbents in
competitive authoritarian regimes may routinely manipulate formal
democratic rules, they are unable to eliminate them or reduce them to a
mere façade. Rather than openly violating democratic rules (for exam-
ple, by banning or repressing the opposition and the media), incumbents
are more likely to use bribery, co-optation, and more subtle forms of
persecution, such as the use of tax authorities, compliant judiciaries,
and other state agencies to “legally” harass, persecute, or extort coop-
erative behavior from critics. Yet even if the cards are stacked in favor
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of autocratic incumbents, the persistence of meaningful democratic in-
stitutions creates arenas through which opposition forces may—and
frequently do—pose significant challenges. As a result, even though
democratic institutions may be badly flawed, both authoritarian incum-
bents and their opponents must take them seriously.

In this sense, competitive authoritarianism is distinct from what might
be called “façade” electoral regimes—that is, regimes in which elec-
toral institutions exist but yield no meaningful contestation for power
(such as Egypt, Singapore, and Uzbekistan in the 1990s). Such regimes
have been called “pseudodemocracies,” “virtual democracies,” and “elec-
toral authoritarian” regimes. In our view, they are cases of full-scale
authoritarianism.8 The line between this type of regime and competitive
authoritarianism can be hard to draw, and noncompetitive electoral in-
stitutions may one day become competitive (as occurred in Mexico). It
is essential, however, to distinguish regimes in which democratic insti-
tutions offer an important channel through which the opposition may
seek power from those regimes in which democratic rules simply serve
as to legitimate an existing autocratic leadership.

Finally, competitive authoritarianism must be distinguished from other
types of hybrid regimes. Regimes may mix authoritarian and democratic
features in a variety of ways, and competitive authoritarianism should
not be viewed as encompassing all of these regime forms. Other hybrid
regime types include “exclusive republics”9 (regimes with strong demo-
cratic institutions but highly restrictive citizenship laws) and “tutelary”
or “guided” democracies—competitive regimes in which nondemocratic
actors such as military or religious authorities wield veto power.

Four Arenas of Democratic Contestation

Due to the persistence of meaningful democratic institutions in com-
petitive authoritarian regimes, arenas of contestation exist through which
opposition forces may periodically challenge, weaken, and occasion-
ally even defeat autocratic incumbents. Four such arenas are of particular
importance: 1) the electoral arena; 2) the legislature; 3) the judiciary;
and 4) the media.

1) The electoral arena. The first and most important arena of contes-
tation is the electoral arena. In authoritarian regimes, elections either do
not exist or are not seriously contested. Electoral competition is elimi-
nated either de jure, as in Cuba and China, or de facto, as in Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan. In the latter, opposition parties are routinely banned or
disqualified from electoral competition, and opposition leaders are of-
ten jailed. In addition, independent or outside observers are prevented
from verifying results via parallel vote counts, which creates widespread
opportunities for vote stealing. As a result, opposition forces do not
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present a serious electoral threat to incumbents, and elections are, for
all intents and purposes, noncompetitive. Thus Kazakhstani president
Nursultan Nazarbayev was reelected in 1999 with 80 percent of the vote,
and in Uzbekistan, President Islam Karimov was reelected in 2000 with
92 percent of the vote. (As a rule of thumb, regimes in which presidents
are reelected with more than 70 percent of the vote can generally be
considered noncompetitive.) In such cases, the death or violent over-
throw of the president is often viewed as a more likely means of
succession than his electoral defeat.

In competitive authoritarian regimes, by contrast, elections are often
bitterly fought. Although the electoral process may be characterized by
large-scale abuses of state power, biased media coverage, (often vio-
lent) harassment of opposition candidates and activists, 10 and an overall
lack of transparency, elections are regularly held, competitive (in that
major opposition parties and candidates usually participate), and gener-
ally free of massive fraud. In many cases, the presence of international
observers or the existence of parallel vote-counting procedures limits
the capacity of incumbents to engage in large-scale fraud. As a result,
elections may generate considerable uncertainty, and autocratic incum-
bents must therefore take them seriously. For example, Russian president
Boris Yeltsin in 1996 and Ukrainian president Leonid Kuchma in 1999
faced strong electoral challenges from former communist parties. De-
spite concerted efforts to use blackmail and other techniques to secure
votes,11 Kuchma won only 35 percent of the vote in the first round of
the 1999 presidential elections and 56 percent in the second round. In
Kenya, longtime autocrat Daniel arap Moi won reelection with bare
pluralities in 1992 and 1997, and in Zimbabwe, the opposition Move-
ment for Democratic Change nearly won the 2000 parliamentary
elections. In several cases, opposition forces have managed to defeat
autocratic incumbents or their hand-picked candidates, as occurred in
Nicaragua in 1990, Zambia in 1991, Malawi and Ukraine in 1994, Al-
bania in 1997, and Ghana in 2000.

Although incumbents may manipulate election results, this often costs
them dearly and can even bring them down. In Peru, for example,
Fujimori was able to gain reelection in 2000 but was forced to resign
amid scandal months later. Similarly, efforts by Miloševiæ to falsify
Serbian election results in 2000 led to a regime crisis and the presi-
dent’s removal. Regime crises resulting from electoral fraud also
occurred in Mexico in 1988 and Armenia in 1996.

2) The legislative arena. A second arena of contestation is the legis-
lature. In most full-scale authoritarian regimes, legislatures either do
not exist or are so thoroughly controlled by the ruling party that conflict
between the legislature and the executive branch is virtually unthink-
able. In competitive authoritarian regimes, legislatures tend to be
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relatively weak, but they occasionally become focal points of opposi-
tion activity. This is particularly likely in cases in which incumbents
lack strong majority parties. In both Ukraine and Russia in the 1990s,
for example, presidents were faced with recalcitrant parliaments domi-
nated by former communist and other left-wing parties. The Ukrainian
parliament repeatedly blocked or watered down economic reform legis-
lation proposed by President Kuchma, and in 2000–2001, despite
Kuchma’s threats to take “appropriate” measures if it did not cooperate,
parliament blocked the president’s effort to call a referendum aimed at
reducing the powers of the legislature. Although incumbents may at-
tempt to circumvent or even shut down the legislature (as in Peru in
1992 and Russia in 1993), such actions tend to be costly, particularly in
the international arena. Thus both Fujimori and Yeltsin held new legis-
lative elections within three years of their “self-coups,” and Yeltsin
continued to face opposition from the post-1993-coup parliament.

Even where incumbent executives enjoy large legislative majorities,
opposition forces may use the legislature as a place for meeting and
organizing and (to the extent that an independent media exists) as a public
platform from which to denounce the regime. In Peru, despite the fact
that opposition parties exerted little influence over the legislative proc-
ess between 1995 and 2000, anti-Fujimori legislators used congress (and
media coverage of it) as a place to air their views. In Ukraine in Novem-
ber 2000, opposition deputy Aleksandr Moroz used parliament to accuse
the president of murder and to distribute damaging tapes of the presi-
dent to the press.

3) The judicial arena. A third arena of potential contestation is the
judiciary. Governments in competitive authoritarian regimes routinely
attempt to subordinate the judiciary, often via impeachment, or, more
subtly, through bribery, extortion, and other mechanisms of co-optation.
In Peru, for example, scores of judges—including several Supreme Court
justices—were entwined in the web of patronage, corruption, and black-
mail constructed by Fujimori’s intelligence chief, Vladimiro Montesinos.
In Russia, when the Constitutional Court declared Yeltsin’s 1993 de-
cree disbanding parliament to be unconstitutional, Yeltsin cut off the
Court’s phone lines and took away its guards. In some cases, govern-
ments resort to threats and violence. In Zimbabwe, after the Supreme
Court ruled that occupations of white-owned farmland—part of the
Mugabe government’s land-redistribution policy—were illegal, inde-
pendent justices received a wave of violent threats from pro-government
“war veterans.” Four justices, including Chief Justice Anthony Gubbay,
opted for early retirement in 2001 and were replaced by justices with
closer ties to the government.

Yet the combination of formal judicial independence and incomplete
control by the executive can give maverick judges an opening. In
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Ukraine, for example, the Constitutional Court stipulated that President
Kuchma’s referendum to reduce the powers of the legislature was not
binding. In Slovakia, the Constitutional Court prevented Vladimír
Meèiar’s government from denying the opposition seats in parliament
in 1994, and in Serbia, the courts legitimized local opposition electoral
victories in 1996. Courts have also protected media and opposition fig-
ures from state persecution. In Croatia, the courts acquitted an opposition
weekly that had been charged with falsely accusing President Tudjman
of being a devotee of Spain’s Francisco Franco. Similarly, in Malaysia
in 2001, a High Court judge released two dissidents who had been jailed
under the regime’s Internal Security Act and publicly questioned the
need for such a draconian law.12

Although competitive authoritarian governments may subsequently
punish judges who rule against them, such acts against formally inde-
pendent judiciaries may generate important costs in terms of domestic
and international legitimacy. In Peru, for example, the pro-Fujimori
congress sacked three members of the Constitutional Tribunal in 1997
after they attempted to block Fujimori’s constitutionally dubious bid
for a third presidential term. The move generated sharp criticism both
domestically and abroad, however, and the case remained a thorn in the
regime’s side for the rest of the decade.

4) The media. Finally, the media are often a central point of conten-
tion in competitive authoritarian regimes. In most full-blown autocracies,
the media are entirely state-owned, heavily censored, or systematically
repressed. Leading television and radio stations are controlled by the
government (or its close allies), and major independent newspapers and
magazines are either prohibited by law (as in Cuba) or de facto elimi-
nated (as in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan). Journalists who provoke
the ire of the government risk arrest, deportation, and even assassina-
tion. In competitive authoritarian regimes, by contrast, independent
media outlets are not only legal but often quite influential, and journal-
ists—though frequently threatened and periodically attacked—often
emerge as important opposition figures. In Peru, for example, independ-
ent newspapers such as La República and El Comercio and weekly
magazines such as Sí and Caretas operated freely throughout the 1990s.
In Ukraine, newspapers such as Zerkalo nedeli, Den, and, more recently,
Vicherni visti functioned as important sources of independent views on
the Kuchma government.

Independent media outlets often play a critical watchdog role by in-
vestigating and exposing government malfeasance. The Peruvian media
uncovered a range of government abuses, including the 1992 massacre
of students at La Cantuta University and the forgery of the signatures
needed for Fujimori’s party to qualify for the 2000 elections. In Russia,
Vladimir Gusinsky’s Independent TV was an important source of criti-
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cism of the Yeltsin government, particularly with respect to its actions in
Chechnya. In Zimbabwe, the Daily News played an important role in
exposing the abuses of the Mugabe government. Media outlets may also
serve as mouthpieces for opposition forces. In Serbia, the Belgrade radio
station B-92 served as a key center of opposition to Miloševiæ in the
second half of the 1990s. Newspapers played an important role in sup-
porting opposition forces in Panama and Nicaragua in the late 1980s.

Executives in competitive authoritarian regimes often actively seek
to suppress the independent media, using more subtle mechanisms of
repression than their counterparts in authoritarian regimes. These meth-
ods often include bribery, the selective allocation of state advertising,
the manipulation of debts and taxes owed by media outlets, the fomen-
tation of conflicts among stockholders, and restrictive press laws that
facilitate the prosecution of independent and opposition journalists. In
Russia, the government took advantage of Independent TV’s debts to
the main gas company, Gazprom, to engineer a takeover by govern-
ment-friendly forces. In Peru, the Fujimori government gained de facto
control over all of the country’s privately owned television stations
through a combination of bribery and legal shenanigans, such as the
invalidation of Channel 2 owner Baruch Ivcher’s citizenship. Govern-
ments also make extensive use of libel laws to harass or persecute
independent newspapers “legally.” In Ghana, for example, the Jerry
Rawlings government used colonial-era libel statutes to imprison sev-
eral newspaper editors and columnists in the 1990s, and in Croatia, the
Open Society Institute reported in 1997 that major independent news-
papers had been hit by more than 230 libel suits. Similarly, Armenia’s
government used libel suits to quiet press criticism after the country’s
controversial 1996 elections.13

Yet efforts to repress the media may be costly to incumbents in com-
petitive authoritarian regimes. For example, when in 1996 the Tudjman
government in Croatia tried to revoke the license of Radio 101, a popu-
lar independent station in the capital, the massive protests that broke
out both galvanized the opposition and temporarily split the ruling party.
In Ukraine in 2000, charges that President Kuchma had sought the kill-
ing of an opposition journalist led to large domestic protests and partial
isolation from the West. In Peru, the persecution and exiling of Ivcher
provoked substantial protest at home and became a focal point of criti-
cism abroad.

Inherent Tensions

Authoritarian governments may coexist indefinitely with meaning-
ful democratic institutions. As long as incumbents avoid egregious (and
well-publicized) rights abuses and do not cancel or openly steal elec-
tions, the contradictions inherent in competitive authoritarianism may
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be manageable. Using bribery, co-optation, and various forms of “le-
gal” persecution, governments may limit opposition challenges without
provoking massive protest or international repudiation.

Yet the coexistence of democratic rules and autocratic methods aimed
at keeping incumbents in power creates an inherent source of instabil-
ity. The presence of elections, legislatures, courts, and an independent
media creates periodic opportunities for challenges by opposition forces.
Such challenges create a serious dilemma for autocratic incumbents.
On the one hand, repressing them is costly, largely because the chal-
lenges tend to be both formally legal and widely perceived (domestically
and internationally) as legitimate. On the other hand, incumbents could
lose power if they let democratic challenges run their course.14 Periods
of serious democratic contestation thus bring out the contradictions in-
herent in competitive authoritarianism, forcing autocratic incumbents
to choose between egregiously violating democratic rules, at the cost of
international isolation and domestic conflict, and allowing the challenge
to proceed, at the cost of possible defeat. The result is often some kind
of regime crisis, as occurred in Mexico in 1988; Nicaragua in 1990;
Zambia in 1991; Russia in 1993; Armenia in 1996; Albania in 1997;
Ghana, Peru, Serbia, and Ukraine in 2000; and Zambia (again) in 2001.
A similar crisis appears likely to emerge in Zimbabwe surrounding the
March 2002 presidential election.

In some cases, such as those of Kenya, Malaysia, Russia, and Ukraine,
autocratic incumbents weathered the storm. In several of these coun-
tries, the regime cracked down and dug in deeper. In other cases, such
as Nicaragua in 1990, Zambia in 1991, and Ghana and Mexico in 2000,
competitive authoritarian governments failed to crack down and lost
power. In still other cases, including Peru and Serbia, autocrats attempted
to crack down but, in doing so, were badly weakened and eventually
fell.

But succession is not democratization. Although in many cases
(Croatia, Nicaragua, Peru, Slovakia, Serbia) incumbent turnover resulted
in democratic transitions, in other cases, including Albania, Zambia,
Ukraine, and Belarus, newly elected leaders continued or even intensi-
fied many of the authoritarian practices of their predecessors. Hence,
while the removal of autocratic elites creates an important opportunity
for regime change and even democratization, it does not ensure such an
outcome.

Although it is beyond the scope of this article to explain variations in
the capacity of competitive authoritarian regimes to survive crises
brought about by episodes of democratic contestation, one pattern is
worth noting.15 In regions with closer ties to the West, particularly Latin
America and Central Europe, the removal of autocratic incumbents has
generally resulted in democratization in the post–Cold War period. In
Latin America, for example, four out of five competitive authoritarian
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regimes democratized after 1990 (the Dominican Republic, Mexico,
Nicaragua, and Peru, but not Haiti). Similarly, during the same period
four out of five competitive authoritarian regimes in Central Europe
democratized (Croatia, Serbia, Slovakia, and Romania, but not Alba-
nia). By contrast, the record of competitive authoritarian regimes in
Africa and the former Soviet Union is strikingly different. Among former
Soviet republics, only one competitive authoritarian regime (Moldova)
democratized in the 1990s.

This evidence suggests that proximity to the West may have been an
important factor shaping the trajectory of competitive authoritarian re-
gimes in the 1990s. Linkages to the West—in the form of cultural and
media influence, elite networks, demonstration effects, and direct pres-
sure from Western governments—appear to have raised the costs of
authoritarian entrenchment, making the democratization of competitive
authoritarian regimes more likely. Where Western linkages were weaker,
or where alternative, nondemocratic hegemons (such as Russia or China)
exerted substantial influence, competitive authoritarian regimes were
more likely either to persist or to move in a more authoritarian direc-
tion.

Paths to Competitive Authoritarianism

Although competitive authoritarian regimes are not a new phenom-
enon (historical examples include parts of East Central Europe in the
1920s and Argentina under Perón from 1946 to 1955), they have clearly
proliferated in recent years. Competitive authoritarianism emerged out
of three different regime paths during the 1990s. One path was the de-
cay of a full-blown authoritarian regime. In these cases, established
authoritarian regimes were compelled—often by a combination of do-
mestic and international pressure—either to adopt formal democratic
institutions or to adhere seriously to what had previously been façade
democratic institutions. Yet due to the weakness of opposition move-
ments, transitions fell short of democracy, and incumbents proved adept
at manipulating or selectively adhering to the new democratic rules.
Transitions of this type occurred across much of sub-Saharan Africa,
where economic crisis and international pressure compelled established
autocrats to call multiparty elections, but where many transitions fell
short of democratization and many autocrats retained power.

A second path to competitive authoritarianism was the collapse of an
authoritarian regime, followed by the emergence of a new, competitive
authoritarian regime. In these cases, weak electoral regimes emerged,
more or less by default, in the wake of an authoritarian breakdown. Al-
though the absence of democratic traditions and weak civil societies
created opportunities for elected governments to rule autocratically, these
governments lacked the capacity to consolidate authoritarian rule. This
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path was followed by such postcommunist countries as Armenia, Croatia,
Romania, Russia, Serbia, and Ukraine, as well as by Haiti after 1994.

A third path to competitive authoritarianism was the decay of a demo-
cratic regime. In these cases, deep and often longstanding political and
economic crises created conditions under which freely elected govern-
ments undermined democratic institutions—either via a presidential
“self-coup” or through selective, incremental abuses—but lacked the
will or capacity to eliminate them entirely. Examples of such transitions
include Peru in the early 1990s and perhaps contemporary Venezuela.

The roots of this recent proliferation lie in the difficulties associated
with consolidating both democratic and authoritarian regimes in the
immediate post–Cold War period. Notwithstanding the global advance
of democracy in the 1990s (and the democratic optimism that it inspired
among scholars), in much of the world democratic regimes remained
difficult to establish or sustain. A large number of transitions took place
in countries with high levels of poverty, inequality, and illiteracy; weak
states and civil societies; institutional instability; contested national
borders; and—in parts of the former communist world—continued domi-
nation by the state of the economy, major religious institutions, and
other areas of social activity.

Yet if the prospects for full-scale democratization remained bleak in
much of the post–Cold War world, so too were the prospects for build-
ing and sustaining full-scale authoritarian regimes.16 In large part, this
change was a product of the post–Cold War international environment.
Western liberalism’s triumph and the Soviet collapse undermined the
legitimacy of alternative regime models and created strong incentives
for peripheral states to adopt formal democratic institutions. As Andrew
Janos has argued, periods of liberal hegemony place a “web of con-
straints” on nondemocratic governments that seek to maintain
international respectability and viability. Thus, during the brief period
of liberal hegemony that followed World War I, relatively authoritarian
governments in Central Europe faced strong pressure to tolerate a semi-
free press, regular scrutiny from opposition members of parliament, and
a quasi-independent judiciary.17 When Western liberal states are chal-
lenged by authoritarian counter-hegemonic powers, however, these
“webs of constraints” tend to disappear. Counter-hegemonic powers
provide alternative sources of legitimacy and military and economic
assistance, thereby weakening the incentive for governing elites to main-
tain formal democratic institutions. Thus the emergence of Nazi Germany
and Soviet Russia as regional powers contributed to the collapse of Cen-
tral European hybrid regimes in the 1930s, and the strength of the Soviet
Union facilitated the establishment of Leninist dictatorships across much
of the Third World during the Cold War. When Western powers face a
challenger to their hegemony, they are more likely to tolerate autocra-
cies that can present themselves as buffers against their rivals.
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The 1990s marked a period of Western liberal hegemony similar to
that of the 1920s but much broader in scope. International influences
took many forms, including demonstration effects, conditionality (as in
the case of European Union membership), direct state-to-state pressure
(in the form of sanctions, behind-the-scenes diplomacy, and even direct
military intervention), and the activities of emerging transnational ac-
tors and institutions. In this new context, the liberal democratic model
gained unprecedented acceptance among postcommunist and Third
World elites. Perhaps more importantly, the absence of alternative
sources of military and economic aid increased the importance of being
on good terms with Western governments and institutions. Although
the effect of international pressure varied considerably across regions
(and even across countries), for most governments in most poorer and
middle-income countries, the benefits of adopting formal democratic
institutions—and the costs of maintaining overtly authoritarian ones—
rose considerably in the 1990s.

Emerging and potential autocrats also confronted important domestic
impediments to the consolidation of authoritarian regimes. To consoli-
date a fully closed regime, authoritarian elites must eliminate all major
sources of contestation through the systematic repression or co-optation
of potential opponents. Such action requires both elite cohesion and a
minimally effective—and financially solvent—state apparatus. Resource
scarcity has made it more difficult for leaders to sustain the patronage
networks that previously undergirded authoritarian state structures. In
addition, uncertain hierarchical control over repressive organs, while
heightening the risk of civil war, has also increased the difficulty of con-
solidating authoritarian rule. Finally, in many postcommunist regimes
the dispersal of control over different state and economic resources among
different groups made it difficult for any single leader to establish com-
plete control, resulting in a kind of pluralism by default.

A substantial number of regimes were able to overcome the domestic
and international obstacles to authoritarian rule in the 1990s. Some ben-
efited from pockets of permissiveness in the international system, due
in large part to economic or security issues that trumped democracy
promotion on Western foreign policy agendas. Others benefited from
state control over revenues from valuable commodities (such as oil),
which undermined the development of an autonomous civil society and
gave rulers the means to co-opt potential opponents, and still others
took advantage of quasi-traditional elite networks that facilitated the
establishment of neopatrimonial regimes (as in Central Asia).

Yet in much of Africa, Latin America, and postcommunist Eurasia in
the 1990s, emerging or potential autocrats lacked these advantages. Due
to a combination of international pressure, state weakness, and elite frag-
mentation, many incumbents found the cost of co-opting or repressing
opponents to be prohibitively high. As a result, even some highly auto-
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cratic leaders were unable to eliminate important arenas of contesta-
tion. The sources of authoritarian weakness varied across cases. In
Albania and Haiti, for example, international factors were probably de-
cisive in preventing full-scale authoritarian rule. In Africa, a contraction
of resources caused by the end of Cold War sponsorship and the
conditionality imposed by international financial institutions left some
governments too weak to co-opt or repress even relatively feeble oppo-
sition challenges.18 In post-Soviet countries such as Moldova, Russia,
and Ukraine, the fragmentation of control over state and economic re-
sources generated political competition even where civil society
remained weak. What is common to virtually all of these cases, how-
ever, is that pluralism and democratic contestation persisted less because
elites wanted them than because elites simply could not get rid of them.

In the 1990s, then, competitive authoritarian regimes were most likely
to emerge where conditions were unfavorable to the consolidation of
either democratic or authoritarian regimes. It must be noted, of course,
that such conditions do not necessarily result in competitive authoritari-
anism. In some cases, including El Salvador, Mali, and Mongolia,
democracy may take hold in spite of highly unfavorable conditions. In
other cases, the breakdown of authoritarian rule may result in state col-
lapse and civil war, as occurred in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Somalia.

Conceptualizing Nondemocracies

We conclude by echoing Thomas Carothers’ call to move beyond
what he calls the “transition paradigm.”19 It is now clear that early hopes
for democratization in much of the world were overly optimistic. Many
authoritarian regimes have survived the “third wave” of democratiza-
tion. In other cases, the collapse of one kind of authoritarianism yielded
not democracy but a new form of nondemocratic rule. Indeed, a decade
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the majority of the world’s inde-
pendent states remained nondemocratic. Yet whereas an extensive
literature has emerged concerning the causes and consequences of de-
mocratization, emerging types of democracy, and issues of democratic
consolidation, remarkably little research has been undertaken on the
emergence or persistence of nondemocratic regimes.

The post–Cold War Western liberal hegemony, global economic
change, developments in media and communications technologies, and
the growth of international networks aimed at promoting democracy
and human rights all have contributed to reshaping the opportunities
and constraints facing authoritarian elites. As a result, some forms of
authoritarianism, such as totalitarianism and bureaucratic authoritari-
anism, have become more difficult to sustain. At the same time, however,
several new (or partially new) nondemocratic regime types took on
greater importance in the 1990s, including competitive authoritarian-
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ism. A range of other nondemocratic outcomes also gained in impor-
tance, including other types of hybrid regimes, postcommunist
patrimonial dictatorships, and cases of sustained state collapse
(“chaosocracy”).20 Research on these nondemocratic outcomes is criti-
cal to gaining a better understanding of the full (rather than hoped for)
set of alternatives open to post–Cold War transitional regimes.
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