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ABSTRACT

OLD DOGS, NEW TRICKS: AUTHORITARIAN REGIME PERSISTENCE
THROUGH LEARNING

by

Nicholas R. Davis

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2020
Under the Supervision of Professors David A. Armstrong and Ora John Reuter

How does diffusion lead to authoritarian regime persistence? Political decisions, regard-
less of what the actors involved might believe or espouse, do not happen in isolation.
Policy changes, institutional alterations, regime transitions— these political phenomena
are all in some part a product of diffusion processes as much as they are derived from inter-
nal determinants. As such, political regimes do not exist in a vacuum, nor do they ignore
the outside world. When making decisions about policy and practice, we should expect
competent political actors to take a look at the wider external world. This dissertation
project presents a theory of regime learning and authoritarian persistence to augment
the extant literature on diffusion and democratization. While this literature provides im-
portant links between the outcomes across borders, it also falls short in explaining if and
how diffusion can explain the absence of change— authoritarian persistence. The new the-
oretical approach is rooted in concepts drawn from the democratization literature as well
as the psychology of learning, and distinguishes simplistic learning (emulation)— based
on the availability heuristic— and a more sophisticated learning process rooted in the rep-
resentativeness heuristic. To test the implications of this theory, I develop a pair of new
measures of change: liberalization (making concessions) and deliberalization (increasing
repression). Using a combination of human and machine coding of yearly Freedom House
country reports, I determine whether authoritarian regimes made liberalizing or deliber-
alizing moves which fall short of the significant regime changes that aggregate measures
such as POLITY, Freedom House, and similar capture. An empirical examination em-

ploying these new measures reveals that diffusion does exist among authoritarian regimes
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at the regional level, among contiguous neighborhoods, and within more carefully confined
groups of peers. These results add to our understanding of persistent authoritarianism
and establish that emulation can be identified. Although authoritarian regimes seem to
be be copying the liberalization and deliberalization strategies of their peers, there is not

clear support for more sophisticated learning processes at this time.
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Introduction

The Puzzle of Persistent Authoritarianism

Similar provisions have been used in other countries in the region... to put
pressure on independent civic groups. Tetiana Pechonchyk, executive director
of the Human Rights Information Center and a leading Ukrainian activist,
went as far to say that these draft laws directly draw language from existing
legislation in Kazakhstan and Russia.

— G.S. Lentine (Atlantic Council 2018)

Introduction

Political decisions, regardless of what the actors involved might believe or espouse,
do not happen in isolation. Policy changes, institutional alterations, regime transitions—
these political phenomena are all in some part a product of diffusion processes as much as
they are derived from internal determinants (see Berry and Berry 2007, 1990). For politi-
cal regimes of all types throughout the world, the governance decisions made are affected
by, and in turn affect decisions made by other regimes elsewhere. Interdependence in po-
litical science research involves various substantive areas of interest. In this dissertation I
focus on one particularly important arena of interdependence: regime change and persis-
tence. Often characterized as the “democratization” literature, this wide-ranging assort-
ment of theoretical and empirical studies deals with various determinants of regime type
and explanations of regime change. In the following section, I review some of the work
which takes the notion of interdependence of processes— the diffusion of democratization—
seriously. While this literature provides important links between the outcomes across bor-
ders, it also falls short in explaining if and how diffusion can explain the lack of change.
In other terms, diffusion has been used to explain democratization, but not the absence

of it.



Regimes do not exist in a vacuum, nor do they ignore the outside world. When
making decisions about policy and practice, we should expect competent political actors
to take a look at the wider external world. This project presents a theory of regime
learning and authoritarian persistence to augment the extant literature on diffusion and
democratization. This new theoretical approach is rooted in concepts drawn from the
democratization literature as well as the psychology of learning. Initial empirical tests
suggest that diffusion not only impacts authoritarian regimes in cascading revolutions
which have occurred in installments throughout history, but also in the periods of stability

between these groups of regime change events.

Democratization and Diffusion

In his seminal study of the “waves” of democratization, Huntington (1991) argues that
democracy is growing throughout the world since the end of World War II. The political
science scholarship investigating the third wave of democratization has repeatedly found
evidence the global march towards democracy, despite reversals and stagnation among
some of the more ambitious democratization efforts in the post-Cold War era and recent
well-publicized struggles among a variety of democracies. The proportion of the world’s
political regimes which are democracies rose to over half by the early 1990s and remains
well above that mark today.!

However, the seemingly inevitable march towards democracy that observers like Fukuyama
(1989) called the “end of history” has not reached all corners of the globe. Specifically,
there is a lack of relative democratization in the MENA region, what some scholars have
identified as Middle Eastern (Lust 2011, Bellin 2004) or Arab (Stepan and Robertson
2003) “exceptionalism.” Consider the figure below. It is clear that the Middle East and

North Africa (MENA) region lags behind the rest of the world in democratization trends,

Tt has been suggested by Croissant and Wurster (2013) that the overall number of electoral democra-
cies, as measured by Freedom House, has seen decline between 2006 and 2011. Beyond the scope of their
analysis, the number of electoral democracies recorded by Freedom House rebounded, reaching a maxi-
mum of 125 in 2015. Since 2016 there has again been a decline in the number of electoral democracies
as measured by Freedom House, falling to 114 in 2018 (Freedom House 2019a).



as Fastern Europe, Latin America, and Asia once did prior to the third wave. Outside
of the MENA region, other persistent authoritarian states like China challenge existing

theories of democratization and what affects authoritarian stability.
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Figure 1: Democracy in the World

Figure 1 compares the mean combined POLITY scores of the MENA region and the
rest of the world minus the MENA states. While this figure does not precisely represent
the proportion of democracies in the world,? it is still illustrative of how authoritarian
persistence appears to have a spatial dimension. There is a noticeable difference be-
tween the MENA region and the rest of the world.®> The nature of this spatial dimension
~whether based in geography, history, culture, natural resource endowment or other eco-
nomic practices, or some other factor— has been the focus of scholars seeking to explain
patterns of democratization. While the extant literature offers plausible accounts of how

various explanations like Islam or natural resource rents may matter to the prospects of

2Combined POLITY scores are not a measure of regime type (i.e. democracy, non-democracy), but
rather are an index of indicators which incorporate several institutional features of democracies and
autocracies (Marshall, Jaggers and Gurr 2015). Despite the common practice in the comparative democ-
ratization literature to use a cutoff value of the combined POLITY scores to derive a measure democracy
(see, for instance: Croissant and Wurster 2013) I believe this to be an inappropriate practice, as it relies
on choosing an arbitrary value.

3This gap between the MENA region and the rest of the world holds no matter which of the commonly
used measures of democracy are applied.



democratic transition and consolidation in authoritarian states, there are still questions
left unanswered. Do structural, economic, and international factors work independently
or in concert? Are explanations of democratization useful in understanding the lack of
democratization (persistent authoritarianism)? Might resistance to the global diffusion
of democracy itself be a form of autocratic diffusion? In the chapters of this dissertation,
I consider these related queries through the latent question which connects them: how
does diffusion lead to authoritarian regime persistence?

When regimes face serious challenges— whether from mass mobilization, elite defec-
tion, economic crisis, or exogenous threats— they can respond in different ways. Regime
responses may lead to a range of outcomes, including (but not limited to) survival, democ-
ratization or liberalization, or state collapse. Sometimes regimes which enjoyed stability
prior to the challenge fail to persist, but other times such regimes survive. Groups of
states can face related or similar challenges, such as market crashes or regional con-
flicts. Or, regimes might experience what Beissinger (2007) refers to as modular political
phenomena, coordinated protests or other events which are in part based on successful
actions elsewhere. As a result regimes may experience temporally proximate transitions,
such as much of Eastern Europe after the fall of communism. Alternatively, widespread
crisis may claim no or few victims in terms of regime transitions, as the “Arab Spring”
has demonstrated. This uncertainty over the result of challenges has long been known to
political scientists studying regime transitions.

The literature on democratic transitions considered how such events were at once both
uncertain and strategic. In one of the most widely-read reviews of the early transitions
literature, O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) consider how incomplete information and
short time horizons make analysis of strategic actor behavior in transition events difficult.
Przeworski (1991) adds that democratization is essentially the result of a mistake made
by regime elites. These studies were instrumental in pushing the literature away from
the deterministic expectation that transitions were unidirectional towards democracy as
well as clarifying the difference between regime transition and regime consolidation.

Despite the increasingly less optimistic nature of the transitions literature, the third



wave brought about many predictions about the future of democracy. A broad-minded
reading of Fukuyama (1989) imparts a belief that political liberalism will eventually
follow as economic liberalism is adopted throughout the world following the fall of the only
cohesive alternative system. In a widely read essay on the prospects of democratization in
the post-9/11 world, Diamond (2003, p. 75) maintains that the march towards democracy
“is far from inevitable, yet has never been more attainable.” over a decade later, Plattner
(2015) has a revised understanding of the march towards democracy, that it is less certain
in the face of authoritarian resurgence.

Given the uncertainty of the results of challenges to the regime, coupled with alter-
nating views of the prospects for democratization in the MENA region and among other
authoritarian holdouts, a new approach to persistent authoritarianism is needed. The
contribution of this project is twofold. First, I develop a novel theory of regime-level
authoritarian learning which works to explain the puzzling existence of groups of persis-
tent authoritarian stalwarts in the face of the global surge of democratization running
throughout the third wave. Second, using a combination of human and machine clas-
sification I create a new way of measuring the changes regimes make which fall short
of regime change events. This allows a more nuanced examination of the question of

authoritarian persistence.

Plan of the Dissertation

This project includes four substantive chapters which present theoretical and empirical
examinations of various aspects of the central research question. These chapters proceed
as follows: a literature and empirical review of the extant literature on democratization
and persistent authoritarianism (Chapter 1), the development of my new theory of regime
learning (Chapter 2), creation of a way to measure regime changes (Chapter 3), and
empirical analysis of six hypotheses derived from the theory (Chapter 4). I conclude
the project with a few short remarks about likely avenues for future research. A more

detailed description of the chapters is included in the sections below.



Chapter 1: Potential Explanations for Persistent Authoritarian-
ism

The literature on democratization— and relatedly, authoritarian persistence— has sug-
gested several competing theories as to why liberalizing change occurs and why it may
not. The theoretical contribution of this project articulates how a particular type of dif-
fusion, regime learning, provides a more compelling account of regime persistence than
alternative approaches. However, prior to introducing that theoretical approach, it is
necessary to address a core question: does diffusion occur beyond the third wave of
democratization?

To answer this question, this chapter explores the main theoretical explanations in the
comparative democratization literature and presents an set of empirical models covering
all available countries for a 45 year period from 1972 to 2016. In the course of reviewing
the literature and empirical record of the extant literature, I consider existing explanations
for two related concepts: regime type and regime stability. There is a great deal of
previous work to account for, as the comparative democratization literature is prolific
through the third wave and through the past two decades. The empirical examination in
this chapter corroborates some of the established findings in the literature. Of interest
here is that while various structural or political economic explanations fail to operate well
across both empirical models of democracy (regime type) and change (regime stability),

diffusion explanations do comparatively better.

Chapter 2: A New Theoretical Approach to Regime-level Learn-
ing

Political regimes do not exist in a vacuum, independent of exogenous forces. However,
existing theories of diffusion and regime type fall short of a complete, testable theory.
In particular, the role of the diffusion of authoritarianism— rather than the spread of

democracy— is an essential component in understanding authoritarian persistence. How

does authoritarian diffusion affect authoritarian regime persistence? This chapter ad-



vances a theory of regime-level learning which addresses how endogenous features and
exogenous factors— the actions of other regimes— interact.

This chapter provides conceptualization of learning and other key components of the
theory. I view learning as a Bayesian updating process where regimes incorporate new in-
formation to update their prior expectation of survival should they select a given strategy
to address an existential crisis. The two main strategies examined here are repress and
capitulate, or “deliberalization” and “liberalization” which falls short of regime change.
I build the theoretical model from the perspective of survival-maximizing regimes which
must abandon their status quo actions due to the presence of a crisis brought on by a
challenger. This chapter concludes with a set of testable implications derived from the

theory that are further examined in the final empirical chapter.

Chapter 3: A Machine Learning Solution to Data Limitations

This chapter focuses on the specific challenges of measuring the outcomes of regime
strategies to repress or capitulate, which are often quite subtle and not picked up in
typical aggregate indicators. By the conceptual definition of these successful outcomes,
they are explicitly not regime change events and as such may not always be recorded
as changes to POLITY or Freedom House measures. This leads to the question central
to this chapter: is there a way to measure regime liberalization and deliberalization in
primarily persistently authoritarian contexts?

Since existing indicators cannot be used, I develop a new way of coding the outcomes of
interest, a solution which relies on qualitative text-based data accompanying the Freedom
House aggregate measure. I develop a web scraping algorithm to obtain the Freedom
House country reports, available on-line as text for all countries and for years 2000-
2017. My measurement solution then combines human and machine coding techniques to
process the text data and look for evidence of liberalization and deliberalization events.
This process produces valid measures of liberalization and deliberalization which correlate

with existing aggregate indicators, yet provide greater nuance and variation.



Chapter 4: Regime Persistence Through Learning, 2001-2017

This final chapter builds on the previous three and presents a first set of results ana-
lyzing the theoretical assertions in this project. There are several connected ideas behind
the tests presented in this chapter, each relating to the central question: does learning
lead to persistence in authoritarian regimes? In this chapter, I provide an empirical ex-
amination of several aspects of diffusion. I find that although authoritarian diffusion can
be detected in the data, but empirical record for complex learning and for persistence is
yet unclear.

In this chapter, I specify six hypotheses, grouped together by the part of the theory
they address: crisis, diffusion, learning, and regime persistence. Since my theory of
regime learning is based on an assumption that regimes respond to the presence of an
existential threat with a departure from the status quo, this is the first empirical test.
It receives at best very limited corroboration. The next two hypotheses assess whether
diffusion can be detected. These are fully supported by the data, revealing that with
the new measurement diffusion is still present. I then have a test for each variant of
learning described in the theory chapter; basic emulation (supported by the results), and
more sophisticated learning (not supported). The final hypothesis addresses the central
question of this chapter— and of the dissertation project as a whole— whether learning
leads to regime persistence. The results here also do not identify clear support for this
assertion, and so I make suggestions for future research to continue to assess regime

learning.



Chapter 1

Potential Explanations for Persistent

Authoritarianism

Change has already happened. What the long term will look like we can’t tell.
But the feeling in the country is altered. The feeling is, to steal Mr Obama’s
catch-phrase: “Yes, we can!”

— Ahdaf Soueif, January 2011

The regime is trying to ensure that there is no alternative: associations are
outlawed; student elections are cancelled; cultural spaces closed. Journalists
and photographers and students and doctors and engineers endure harsh con-
ditions in jail.

— Ahdaf Soueif, January 2016

Introduction

These statements, written five years apart by Egyptian author Ahdaf Soueif,* reveal
the discord between early assessments of the unfolding events in the Middle East and

North Africa (MENA) and the widespread failure of change to occur after five years of

4The quotes included here are part of special reporting by the Guardian where commentators originally
contributing in 2011 at the beginning of the “Arab Spring” were asked to revisit their own statements
five years later (Yassin-Kassab et al. 2016).



turbulence, protest, repression, and conflict in many states in the region. In short, the
expectation— mostly among journalists and politicians— that the MENA region was finally
going to join the rest of the world and buck an epoch of authoritarianism was met with
the empirical regularity of durable dictatorship.

The literature on democratization— and relatedly, authoritarian persistence— has sug-
gested several competing theories as to why liberalizing change occurs and why it may
not. The theoretical contribution of this project articulates how a particular type of dif-
fusion, regime learning, provides a more compelling account of regime persistence than
alternative approaches. However, prior to introducing that theoretical approach, it is
necessary to address a core question: does diffusion occur beyond the third wave of
democratization?

To answer this question, this chapter explores the main theoretical explanations in the
comparative democratization literature and presents an set of empirical models covering
all available countries for a 45 year period from 1972 to 2016. My approach is not
dissimilar to that of Teorell (2010), but I cover a longer amount of time, including the
years of the “Arab Spring” phenomena. While his study is a useful starting point, it is
intended to set forth a collection of explanations of democratization. My intent here is
to assess not only the literature on democratization, but also to establish that existing
explanations cannot well explain authoritarian persistence. Extending the data to cover
the “Arab Spring” includes some key regime failures and transitions as well as successful
accounts of persistence. In order to more directly analyze persistence I substitute Teorell’s
(2010) long-run democracy model for a model of regime persistence.

In the course of reviewing the literature and empirical record of the extant literature, I
consider existing explanations for two related concepts: regime type and regime stability.
There is a great deal of previous work to account for, as the comparative democratization
literature is prolific through the third wave and through the past two decades. The
empirical examination in this chapter corroborates some of the established findings in
the literature. Of interest here is that while various structural or political economic

explanations fail to operate well across both empirical models of democracy (regime type)

10



and change (regime stability), diffusion explanations do comparatively better. There is
room for expansion of explanations of regime persistence in light of democratization
trends, but to paraphrase Brinks and Coppedge (2006), diffusion still appears to be no

illusion.

Attempts to Explain Authoritarian Persis-

tence

Much of the existing comparative democratization literature focuses on the determi-
nants of democracy, political liberalization, and transitions to democracy. My interest
is somewhat different, since I focus on the determinants of persistent authoritarianism.
This related, but conceptually different understanding is important to note, since in the
following sections I invoke the comparative democratization literature to demonstrate
how there is yet a convincing theory of what explains democratization, much less the
consistent absence of such a phenomenon.

For each of the factors I explore below, I first provide a short review of the literature
on comparative democratization which applies to the factor of interest. I outline how the
literature has either focused on explaining regime type (i.e. democracy or autocracy) or
regime stability (i.e. longevity). Then I suggest how the literature reviewed can apply to
the related phenomenon of persistent authoritarianism. I begin with structural factors,
then turn to political economy explanations. Following that, I examine how diffusion

relates to authoritarian persistence.

Structural Explanations

Structural explanations for democracy have been present in the literature for some
time. Analyses of state formation and revolution (i.e. Moore 1966, Skocpol 1979) relied
on structural factors for their historical analyses. Empirical political science has continued

to use a few dominant explanations in qualitative and quantitative research since. Past

11



research has sought to explain the democratization using theories that focus on structural
factors like colonial past (Bernhard, Reenock and Nordstrom 2004) or traditional culture
(Inglehart and Welzel 2005). These accounts are better at explaining regime type than

regime persistence, however.

Colonial Past

In the comparative democratization literature, colonial past is a common structural
factor. The experience of colonization was generally believed to be a negative influence on
the democratic potential of newly independent states, as it limited economic potential and
reinforced class divisions which supported authoritarian politics (Rueschemeyer, Stephens
and Stephens 1992). However, this view was challenged by the relative performance of
some former colonies which transitioned and consolidated as democratic regimes following
independence. The literature needed to evolve the theoretical expectations to account
for the empirical diversity of colonial experience.

An early account relating the performance of third wave democratizers to to past
colonial experience is Myron Weiner’s observation that in terms of democratic survival,
“the British colonial model of tutelary democracy has been more successful” than alter-
native colonial models (Weiner 1987, p. 862). In his exploration of the democratization
efforts in the third wave, Huntington (1991, p.43) describes a “decolonization pattern”
of democratization which is particular to British colonies. The expectation that former
British colonies should become consolidated democracies post independence became a
key component to large-N empirical work on democratization.

In more recent work there has been a shift away from the dogmatic claim that British
colonial past is a boon for democratization, while other colonial experiences do not sup-
port democracy. Herbst (2014) argues that experiences with colonization, particularly in
most African states, were too short to have any real impact post independence. Bern-
hard, Reenock and Nordstrom (2004) treat western overseas colonialism as a holistic

phenomenon incorporating and examine its relative effects on democratic survival.> Con-

®Bernhard, Reenock and Nordstrom (2004) extensively review the literature on colonialism, its effects,
and purported mechanisms.
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trary to many previous studies, Bernhard, Reenock and Nordstrom (2004) find that when
considering the holistic effect of colonialism— including economic development, social frag-
mentation, and political culture effects together— colonial experience generally does not
positively effect the survival of democracy, even among former British colonies. They
find that only when disaggregating the effects of colonial past to consider the relation-
ship between civil society and the state (political culture) separately does the advantage
of British colonial experience surface (Bernhard, Reenock and Nordstrom 2004). The
lack of empirical support for a colonial effect is corroborated by other researchers using
different large-N designs (Teorell 2010).

Much of the comparative literature on colonial legacy examines how colonial past
might effect democratization, rather than the how colonial past might relate to authori-
tarian persistence. A different set of studies is more useful to this end. Two influential
economics papers (Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson 2001, 2002) frame European col-
onization as institutionalization of practices which either support democracy (endowed
property rights) or support authoritarianism (extractive institutions). This perspective
views contemporary political institutions in former colonies as a carryover from past
colonial experience. Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson (2001) note that creating new
institutional arrangements is costly for political elites, and so they are likely to adopt ex-
isting institutions when they can. This explanation is more sensitive to within-colonizer
variation than the approach in Bernhard, Reenock and Nordstrom (2004), and provides a
simpler theoretical frame. Where Furopean colonizers were able to resettle their citizens
(where climate other conditions were mild) they instituted property rights and constraints
on state power (Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson 2001).

Much like the logic of constitutionally constraining monarchs (North and Weingast
1989) the interest of colonizers in such places was to credibly commit to a regular rate
of taxation or appropriation from colonists so that economic growth and investment
could increase metropole revenues. Where colonial powers could not reasonably settle
colonists and there were natural or human resources to exploit for material gain, extractive

institutions were created to manage and govern the territory (Acemoglu, Johnson and
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Robinson 2001). The state repression and extraction apparatuses required to sustain
authoritarian rulers are realized by the extractive institutions left behind by colonizers.

While the approach in Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson (2001) draws on a political
economic logic, it is arguably still a structural explanation. Colonial past matters, de-
spite disuse of class-based and political cultural mechanisms. Persistently authoritarian
places may benefit from a legacy of anti-democratic, extractive institutions which fail to
constrain the executive or uphold property rights for the masses. This approach to ex-
plaining the role that colonial experience may have on the persistence of authoritarianism

is appealing, but falls short for places where European colonization did not take place.

Culture

Another common structural factor which is commonly used in studies on comparative
democratization is culture. Most often culture in this context means religion; in most
studies Islam has been considered either antithetical to democracy or at least positively
correlated with authoritarianism. In a basic sense, it does appear that the third wave
of democracy avoided most Muslim majority societies since most of the Muslim world is
in the persistently authoritarian Middle East and North Africa region. The connection
between Islam and the lack of democracy has been challenged, however.

Modernization theory provides the root of the perception that Islam and democracy
struggle to coexist. The general understanding of modernization theory is that economic
development will lead to shifts in cultural values, which brings greater demand for political
liberalization (Lipset 1959). The alternative viewpoint is that cultural change is unlikely
given the persistence of traditional values and supposed hostility to liberalism in Islamic
societies (i.e. Huntington 1993). Inglehart and Baker (2000) instead argue that cultural
change is path dependent, and that variation in values within societies sharing religious
tradition is smaller than differences between different religious traditions.

Ascribing antidemocratic values to societies which have been persistently governed by
authoritarian regimes due to Islam has been theoretically and empirically discredited. In

a careful analysis of Islam and democracy, Fish (2002) finds that there is not a scriptural
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or dogmatic reason why Muslims would be predisposed to authoritarian rule. In a lengthy
follow-up study, Fish (2011) examines survey data of Muslims from throughout the Islamic
world, further discrediting the idea that Muslims are different in any meaningful way
to Christians in their views of separation of religion and politics, personal religiosity,
membership in civic organizations. Fish (2011) finds that Muslims are only slightly
less tolerant of homosexuality and of personal dishonesty when compared to Christians,
and that this is unlikely to have any impact on support for democracy. Other large-N
analyses of Muslim attitudes and values find that there is support for democracy among
even very religious Muslims (Ciftci 2010) and there can be simultaneous support for both
democracy and Shari’a (Ciftci 2013).

Despite these studies revealing that there is not anything inherently antidemocratic
about Muslims or Islam as a religion, it cannot be ignored that majority Muslim societies
have continued to avoid democracy. Other elements of culture endemic to the MENA
region in particular can help rectify this apparent confusion. Stepan and Robertson (2003)
argue that the “democratic gap” is not a Muslim one, but rather an Arab one. Fish
(2002) points to patriarchy and repressive familial structures which can create relatively
extreme gender inequality. Ross (2008) points to the role of oil-producing economies in
continuing to promote gender inequality. Inglehart and Welzel (2005) provide the most
comprehensive link between culture and regime type, arguing that the farther a society
moves away from traditional values, the more likely democratization is.

The traditional versus secular-rational dimension of cultural values is also linked to
another dimension of values, survival versus self-expression (Inglehart and Welzel 2005).
In a sort of update to modernization theory, Inglehart and Welzel (2005) argue that
democracy coincides with high secular-rational and self-expression values, since higher
rates of education, greater tolerance, and less existential concern lead to demands to the
state for increased input into governance and respect for property rights and autonomy.
The role that traditional cultural values have in sustaining authoritarianism is based in
the support for patriarchical, tribal, and other traditional modes of authority that limit

female equality and denigrate challenges to leadership. Extreme survival values signal
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severe risk aversion to changes in governance (liberalization or democratization) due to
individuals existential fears and abject need.

Unlike colonial past, culture can change over time— even if such change is very slow.
This potentially makes this structural factor a better explanation for democratization
than alternative explanations which are static. Where culture remains largely unchanged
and retains its traditional and survival values, we can expect that authoritarianism will
persist. Yet this explanation still comes up short when considering regime change events
which seem to occur without appreciable cultural shift, and it cannot explain authoritar-

ian to authoritarian regime changes.

Political Economy Explanations

Besides structural accounts, some of the extant literature on comparative democra-
tization and persistent authoritarianism focuses on a political economy approach. This
view argues that stability is a function of resource rents, fungible foreign aid, or rev-
enue from economic activity like trade since regimes can use these fungible resources to
build repressive capacity (Ross 2001) or provide private goods to their winning coalition
(Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005).

Political economy explanations initially derived from modernization theory. The
structural accounts above stress the social aspects of modernity, such as legacy insti-
tutional frameworks which do not support economic or political liberalism or a shift in
cultural values. Political economic approaches focus instead on how increasing wealth
and economic development enlarge the middle class, and accordingly lead to greater de-
mands for political liberalization (Huber, Rueschemeyer and Stephens 1993). However,
there is little empirical support for the idea that modernization leads to democratization.

In a well-known study, Przeworski et al. (2000) demonstrate that the tenets of mod-
ernization theory as applied to explaining democratization do not hold. They find that
transitions to democracy occur irrespective of economic growth and development; in-

stead, economic development helps prolong the life of consolidated democracies (Prze-

SFor an example of the former, Tunisia in 2010; for an example of the latter, Egypt 2013.
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worski et al. 2000). Rather than an explanation of regime type, economic development
instead can help us understand why regimes— democracies in particular— persist. Having
economic resources at hand is a great benefit to certain regimes, as it can prevent au-
thoritarian backsliding in consolidated democracies. This may also explain how wealthy
autocracies can avoid democratization, although this version of the argument is less em-
pirically substantiated. Still, this idea does fit well with the selectorate theory approach
(Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003) which considers how economic resources are used to fuel
regime persistence.

According to the selectorate theory, incumbent survival follows from the successful
maintenance of the winning coalition (w), or those members of a polity which are required
to sustain the incumbent, through goods provision (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003). As
the size of w approaches zero the incumbent tends to supply private goods, while public
goods are more typical of large w polities (democracies). Bueno de Mesquita et al.
(2003) argue that large w polities tend to be wealthier in part due to lower tax rates and
higher productivity. However, there is still an empirical regularity that comparatively per
capita wealthy states can still have persistent authoritarian regimes.” The most common

explanation for this regularity is the “resource curse.”

Rentier Economics

The concept of a “resource curse” grew out of studies of state capacity and political
institutions in the MENA region. These studies employ logic similar to modernization
theory regarding the debilitating effects of poor economic performance and lack of eco-
nomic diversification which inhibits political liberalization. In this view, states with high
natural resource rents suffer from underdeveloped political institutions and stagnated di-
versification of their economies. Mahdavy (1970) identifies these resource endowed states
which develop external rents from the sale of their resource endowments as rentier states.®

Additional studies explore the link between taxation and accountability, identifying

"Perhaps the most obvious example from the MENA region is Saudi Arabia, which has never experi-
enced democracy and enjoys a $54,100 per capita Gross Domestic Product— a mere $3,200 less than the
United States (CIA 2017).

8For a thorough discussion of rentier state formation in the MENA region, see Schwarz (2008).
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the substitution of rents for taxation that leads regimes to be less beholden to public
demands than in non-rentier states (Anderson 1987, Beblawi and Luciani 1987, Skocpol
1982). This literature links rentier status with institutional design and policy outcomes;
in short, scholars studying the MENA region have identified rentierism as problematic
for democracy.

In one of the most influential contributions to the literature, Ross (2001) outlines
three mechanisms by which democratic governance is suppressed by resource wealth.
The rentier effect works by regimes in resource rich states capturing rents from the sale
of those resources and maintaining high spending and low taxes. The regime can provide
services and price subsidies to silence demands for transparency and policy adjustments
that typically correspond with high taxes. From the perspective of selectorate theory,
resource rents are an alternative way for regimes to increase the distribution of goods to
maintain w without raising taxes. Additonally, Greene (2010) notes that dominant party
regimes use economic resource asymmetry from rents to stay in power.

The repression effect operates through the highly fungible nature of resource rents.
Regimes can convert rents into improvements to the internal security apparatus of the
state and increase its repressive capacity (Ross 2001). Rents therefore can be used to
deal with popular mobilization and prevent escalating demands for democracy (Bellin
2004). In a similar manner, repressive capacity can be used to discourage the defection
of incumbent supporters to a challenger (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003).

The modernization effect occurs through the lack of economic diversification in re-
source rich states. Social and cultural changes that are associated with the development
and diversification of the economy are stalled, since rentier regimes need only to maintain
the sectors of the economy that allow for the extraction and transfer of natural resources.
Ross (2008) further argues that the modernization effect has severe implications for work-
force composition, depressing the amount of women in the workforce, leading to a lack
of social demands for equality and representation that occur in developing states which
experience increases in female labor force.

The link between rentier status and regime type is not without discussion in the
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extant literature, however. Two points of contention exist that challenge Ross (2001); a
challenge levied at the manner in which the relationship between resources and regime
type was measured, and a lack of evidence in favor of two of the three mechanisms.

First, findings in support of the negative relationship between natural resources—
particularly oil- and democracy that developed out of the study of the MENA region
have a methodological weakness. Haber and Menaldo (2011) argue that the statistical
evidence in favor of the rentier theory is necessarily limited temporally and spatially
to those states, primarily located in the MENA region, which are able to capitalize on
their resources for the temporal domain covered. This, as Haber and Menaldo (2011,
p. 2) point out, leads to bias in such results due to the homogeneity of within-country
factors and time invariance. Such critics argue that the mechanisms outlined in Ross
(2001) cannot be examined with research designs which do not adequately address the
endogenous nature of resource wealth. Despite their study being a valuable addition to
the literature, the evidence presented by the Haber-Menaldo critique misses an important
point about the nature of the resource curse.

In defense of the rentier theory, Andersen and Ross (2014) present a counterargu-
ment to the Haber-Menaldo critique: that there is a “big oil change” in the early 1970s
precipitating the negative relationship between resource wealth and democracy. The ac-
cumulation of large resource rents, particularly from the sale of oil, only became widely
true among oil rich states after 1975 (Andersen and Ross 2014, p. 995). The authors
demonstrate that their results confirm the negative relationship between rentierism and
democracy, and are robust even when including various measures and estimation tech-
niques used by Haber and Menaldo (2011).

Second, works following Ross (2001) have not found uniform support for all three
mechanisms outlined in the seminal piece. Using different measures and methods, Ross
(2009) reexamines the original Ross (2001) piece; he finds that of the three mechanisms
only the rentier effect is both theoretically and empirically persuasive. The modernization
effect is found to lack support in a better specified model with a more complete sample,

and Ross (2009) includes robustness checks to ensure sample composition changes are
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not the culprit. Despite the supporting results in Ross (2008) that female labor force
participation is depressed and fertility is increased where economies are dominated by oil
production, Ross (2009, p. 15) indicates that “there is not compelling evidence that oil’s
impact on social modernization helps explain its impact on democracy.”

Despite the problems with the rentier theory reviewed above, its explanation of the
connection between persistent authoritarianism and natural resource wealth has been

9 For places endowed with oil and natural

a popular theme in the extant literature.
resources, this theory might explain how authoritarian regimes can remain stable. For
places with no appreciable natural resource wealth which are persistently authoritarian,

however, another explanation is required.

Foreign Aid

Much like resource rents, foreign aid is a fungible source of income and can stabilize
regimes. Early accounts of foreign aid as democracy promotion rely on the problematic
ideas derived from modernization theory, as reviewed above. The two-gap model (Chen-
ery and Strout 1966) considers foreign aid as the bridge for gap between the investment
and savings levels in a target’s economy so that self-sustaining economic growth can
be achieved.!® This approach asserts that once the target country experiences enough
growth to sustain democracy, the target will transition to democracy without intervention
(Epstein et al. 2006, Knack 2001, 2004).

However, economists and scholars of comparative development view aid as generally
not very effective in promoting economic development or democratization (see Riddell
2007, Lancaster 2008). This may be due to either the failures of foreign aid to under-
funding by the donors (Sachs 2005) or failures in managing aid by targets with limited

administrative capacity (Easterly 2006, 2003). According to some scholars, aid condition-

9A recent meta-regression analysis of the literature examines a vast selection of empirical work and
finds a robust negative association between oil and regime type, even in when standard controls are
included: previous political regime, income, and Islam (Ahmadov 2014).

10The two-gap model makes two theoretically and empirically problematic assumptions: the first is
that the relationship between investment and growth is fixed; the second is that the aid revenue will
actually finance extra investment rather than extra consumption in target states. Easterly (2003, p. 33)
did an empirical test of these assumptions in the context of a critique of Burnside and Dollar (2000),
finding that it holds for only one out the 88 countries in the original study: Tunisia.
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ality is necessary to produce the democratization effect (Collier 2006, Kono and Montinola
2009), but the success of conditionality is not clear in the existing literature.'!

A different approach to foreign aid and democratization is found in selectorate theory
(Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003), which views foreign aid as a means by which donors
buy policy concessions from recipients. Autocratic leaders can use foreign aid revenue
to buy political support (Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2009, 2007) or to improve their
coercive capabilities (Djankov, Montalvo and Reynal-Querol 2008, Lai and Morey 2006).
In this sense, foreign aid is much like resource rents— an idea that Morrison (2009) has
previously discussed.

Increasing capacity for patronage and repression retards democratization and pro-
motes authoritarianism. In the existing literature, the selectorate framework is used to
argue that under a specific set of conditions'? foreign aid can still be effective in democ-
racy promotion (Tan 2016, Licht 2010, Kono and Montinola 2009, Wright 2009). As such,
the democratization literature generally makes it clear that donor pressure to democratize
is generally more effective on democratic rather than on autocratic targets, and therefore
for “donors interested in the democratization and political progress of democratizing or
autocratic regimes, aid may be an inappropriate policy tool” (Licht 2010, p. 88).

For states without natural resources which receive foreign aid, this explanation is
relevant. More countries receive foreign aid than have natural resources, but the amount
of aid relative to GDP is often negligible and therefore cannot be expected to allow
incumbents the same flexibility as rents. Only three states receive more than one trillion
(USD) of United States foreign aid: Egypt, Afghanistan, and Israel (USAID 2016), none

of which can be considered persistently authoritarian regimes.!®> This suggests that the

1A moral hazard problem exists when targets agree to make changes in exchange for aid disbursement
(Bader and Faust 2014). Even when aid is contingent on liberalization monitoring costs and regime-level
transfers do little to prevent political capture of what remains a highly fungible resource stream for target
regimes (Jones 2005, Kosack and Tobin 2006). Technical assistance grants may allow for more oversight
and helps keep the conditionality of aid intact by reducing the fungibility of development assistance
(Gibson, Hoffman and Jablonski 2015), but the overall problem remains for most aid transfer types.

12The conditions are a long time horizon of analysis for Kono and Montinola (2009), before the insti-
tutionalization of the support base for Licht (2010), high prospects of survival post liberalization for the
dictator for Wright (2009), and a recipient that has little trade or strategic value for Tan (2016).

13 Afghanistan experienced military occupation by the United States, Egypt experienced an election in
2013, and Israel is a democracy.
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foreign aid explanation experiences problems in its theoretical reach as well.

Trade

The classical liberal economic explanation of democratization is rooted in the mod-
ernization theory understanding that economic development fosters democracy (Lipset
1959). While the link between wealth and democracy has been well established (see
above), the link between trade and democracy is less solidified. The classical liberal ar-
gument views trade as related to development by developing efficiency in the economy.
In the long run, as international trade increases so to does the wealth of the state. How-
ever, there are necessarily long run “winners” and “losers” as trade becomes liberalized.
Groups which are winners will continue to build wealth as long as trade remains open. In
this way, development creates interest groups that prefer greater political liberalization
as their wealth from economic liberalization (trade) increases.

Such interest groups have an incentive to lobby the regime to continue to receive the
benefits of trade. These groups also have the capacity to organize, as they have compa-
rably larger resources and a fairly stable coordination point (retaining trade openness).
Such groups will become powerful enough that they can make political demands of the
regime, which could lead to political liberalization. These groups can reach a point where
the regime’s trade polices have made them powerful enough that they are politically in-
dispensable. As essential supporters of the regime, these interest groups can extract
political concessions as long as the regime cannot secure support elsewhere.

There is discord within the classical liberal view, however. If trade creates develop-
ment, and certain interest groups benefit, it is not evident that political liberalization
would be their goal. Interest groups are minorities within the society, and because of
their unequal share of economic power and political relevance, are more likely to demand
specific political concessions rather than general ones. Democracy benefits the masses—
and even with institutional controls in place— can relegate power and wealth away from
minorities. Furthermore, the incumbent could either increase private good provision to

buy the silence of essential supporters or where the selectorate (s) is relatively large and
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w relatively small, substitute for more acquiescent supporters (see Bueno de Mesquita
et al. 2003, p. 66).

Contrary to the classical liberal perspective, Li and Reuveny (2003) find that trade
negatively influences democracy despite foreign direct investment positively influencing
it. They suggest that trade involves the transmission of democratic ideas, which should
positively influence democracy. Their argument is predicated on a regime type focus,
yet the relationship between trade or FDI and regime stability is likely more useful in
understanding persistent authoritarianism. Teorell (2010) also finds a negative effect of
trade on democratization, but finds no effect of FDI.

As with the other factors explored above, contradictory results in the literature ques-
tion the utility of trade or FDI in explaining persistent authoritarianism. Political econ-
omy explanations are better suited as theories of regime persistence than structural factors
as they focus on how economic resources work to stabilize regimes. Structural factors
are better suited to explaining regime type more broadly. This is because within country
cases across time, such factors are mostly invariant, and as such they cannot as well
reason the timing or nature of change. The literature on comparative democratization

has considered an alternative to structural or political economy explanations, however.

Diffusion

The understanding that democratization does not happen in a vacuum-— it is not a
purely endogenous exercise— is particularly appealing given the relative failures of other
purported determinants. Exogenous factors, sometimes referred to as international fac-
tors (Teorell 2010), play into structural and political economic explanations for regime
type and regime change. Colonial past relies on an international force (imperialism)
where great powers in Europe subjugate peoples and territories elsewhere. Trade and
foreign direct investment are noted international factors as well. Diffusion is a different
kind of international factor, however.

Studies of democratization which incorporate elements of diffusion were initially not

very specific. Influential scholars studying transitions recognized that exogenous expla-
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nations for democracy existed (Rustow 1970, Whitehead 1986). In his exploration of the
third wave, Huntington (1991) admits that exogenous factors play a role. Przeworski
et al. (2000) find that democracy is more likely to survive in a country that is in a more
democratic region and becomes more likely to survive as the total number of democracies
in the world rises, even controlling for important domestic variables. Despite this grow-
ing attention to exogenous explanations, and the development of a spatial understanding
(typically regional), diffusion as an explanation remained abstract.

In order to develop a coherent theory of how diffusion affects democratization, the
policy diffusion literature is a useful starting point. Since Walker’s (1969) early study
about the spread of public policy among the American states and Collier and Messick’s
(1975) examination of social policy in the world, scholars interested in policy diffusion
have examined regional effects and policy innovation (Berry and Berry 2007).

Following a reconsideration and clarification of the theoretical and methodological
aspects of diffusion (Most and Starr 1990), the literature on democratization and diffusion
has better articulated how democratization might have a spatial dimension. Starr and
Lindborg (2003) find global, regional, and neighbor effects in separate tests of each spatial
relationship. Brinks and Coppedge (2006) find effects for all spatial demarcations tested
simultaneously. Teorell (2010) further confirms support for neighbor diffusion and some
limited regional effects on democratic upturns in the observation country but no global
diffusion effects.

Neighbor diffusion is well supported by the literature, yet the mechanism behind the
diffusion of democracy between neighbors is still not clear. The policy diffusion literature
suggests several options which can be adapted for studies of democratization. These
mechanisms include coercion, competition, learning, and emulation (Simmons, Dobbin
and Garrett 2006). One of the best known studies of the diffusion of democracy, Brinks
and Coppedge (2006), utilizes the emulation mechanism to explain neighbor diffusion.

Neighbor emulation works best when similar states are in very close proximity to one
another, either sharing borders or separated by small amounts of water. In relatively

small geographies such as the MENA region, even states which do not border each other
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are likely to keep a close eye on the rest of the “neighborhood.” Brinks and Coppedge
(2006) consider emulation a reasonable mechanism for neighbor diffusion by making an
assumption that regimes are rewarded when they are more similar to their neighbors.!*
This then leads to an expectation of regional convergence, either around democracy or
nondemocracy. At first consideration this might explain how despite the relative successes
of democratization enterprises in regions like Latin America and Eastern Europe, other
regions fail to democratize. There are two problems with this view, however.

First, convergence towards a regional equilibrium type cannot account for individ-
ual countries which consistently resist convergence despite the rest of the neighborhood
changing.'® If neighbor emulation is indeed the mechanism at work, it is important to
consider why and how some countries resist the neighborhood trend. Second, diffusion
can be considered a challenge to persistent authoritarianism given that global increases
in democracy would lead to more regional convergences around a democratic equilibrium.
Yet empirically there is a marked departure from this expectation in the MENA region.
The implication is that while diffusion— as understood by the existing literature— might
be a useful explanation under certain contexts, there is a need for redevelopment of the

theory to better account for how diffusion relates to persistent authoritarianism.

A Lack of Convincing Evidence

The various structural, economic, and diffusion factors reviewed above share two
common traits. First, each has general popularity in the literature as an explanation for
democratization or persistent authoritarianism. Second, each has been debated theoreti-
cally and empirically with no clear determination of effect. Rather than specify and test
specific hypotheses, I present the following empirical model results as evidence in favor

of a different assertion; namely, diffusion is generally a more appealing explanation for

Brinks and Coppedge (2006, p. 466) consider rewards to be varied; peace and security, increased
trade and investment, improved communication are all identified as potential rewards for regime conver-
gence with neighboring states.

15For example, after a brief bout of liberalism following independence from the Soviet Union, Belarus
has spent over a decade as an authoritarian holdout in a region (Eastern Europe) which showed great
success with democratization during the third wave. Additionally, Israel is perhaps the only state in the
MENA region which has remained a democracy despite neighbor pressures, war, and internal strife.
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regime change and persistence than structural or political economic factors.

The results of four statistical models appear below in Table 1. The first column
presents the results from an OLS linear regression model of Democracy (measured by
POLITY score). The second and third columns reveal the results of logistic regression
models of Upturn (measured as positive changes to POLITY) and Downturn (measured
as negative changes) respectively. The fourth and final column presents the results of a
binary time-series cross-sectional (BTSCS) model of regime Persistence (binary indicator
where 1 is regime persistence).'® A more detailed explanation of model and variable
construction appears in the appendix.

The results in Table 1 are contingent on a variety of research design choices and
operational assumptions about measuring the phenomenon of interest. However, these
results are suggestive of two related points that have emerged in the exploration of the

literature above.

In Search of an Explanation

First, it is clear that taken in isolation, any structural, political economic, and dif-
fusionary explanations of democratization are at best partial answers. To explain levels
of democracy (model 1), the structural variables perform in line with expectations from
the bulk of the literature, with a notable exception. Colonial past is nearly universally
a detractor for strong democracy scores. British colonial experience— viewed by some
(i.e. Weiner 1987) as a potential boon for democratic consolidation— does not have a
statistically significant effect here. Based on this finding, it appears that there may be
additional corroboration for the assertion of a ubiquitous negative influence of coloniza-
tion on democracy in Bernhard, Reenock and Nordstrom (2004). Extreme missingness in
the data prevented the inclusion of a more sophisticated measure of cultural values here,
but the crude proxy for traditional values (Muslim population) used in Teorell (2010)

and other studies has a negative effect on democracy in these results as well.

6The choice to use a BTSCS approach follows from the advice in Beck, Katz and Tucker (1998) as well
as Carter and Signorino (2010) and is appropriate given the data used here. A more complete discussion
is in the appendix.
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Table 1: Democracy Models

Democracy Upturn Downturn  Persistence
(1) (2) 3) (4)
British colony —0.2274 —0.5270* 0.2539 —0.1013
(0.2001) (0.2117) (0.3205) (0.1356)
French colony —2.1101* —0.2574 0.0163 —0.0608
(0.2335) (0.2169) (0.3884) (0.1488)
Spanish colony —1.3684* —0.1932 0.3885 —0.2427
(0.2301) (0.2419) (0.3719) (0.1570)
Other colony —1.4753* —0.4489 —0.0983 0.0015
(0.2729) (0.2950) (0.5257) (0.1959)
Percent population, Muslim —0.0275* —0.0040 0.0084* —0.0004
(0.0026) (0.0021) (0.0036) (0.0016)
Percent of GDP from rents ;_1 —0.0935* —0.0083 0.0069 0.0094
(0.0068) (0.0077) (0.0111) (0.0050)
Total foreign aid, logged ;1 —0.0538* 0.0015 0.0064 —0.0168
(0.0103) (0.0137) (0.0186) (0.0087)
Percent GDP from trade ;_1 —0.0063* —0.0000 —0.0019 0.0024
(0.0018) (0.0024) (0.0038) (0.0016)
Global POLITY mean T 0.0365 0.2139 —1.3564* —0.0736*
(0.0390) (0.3493) (0.6537) (0.0282)
Regional POLITY mean 0.3936* 0.5578* 0.6463* —0.0263
(0.0300) (0.1692) (0.3146) (0.0207)
Neighborhood POLITY mean 0.3422* 0.1048 —0.1488 0.0196
(0.0202) (0.0672) (0.1347) (0.0143)
GDP per thousand persons ;1 0.0241* —0.1720* —0.0844* 0.0663*
(0.0068) (0.0386) (0.0334) (0.0147)
Population, logged 0.0724 0.0907 —0.1485 —0.0061
(0.0565) (0.0572) (0.0949) (0.0393)
Internal conflict ;_1 0.9488* 0.6435* 0.8914* —0.3295*
(0.1982) (0.1668) (0.2732) (0.1163)
International conflict ;_ —0.8340 —0.2730 0.9603 —0.1779
(0.5979) (0.5448) (0.7658) (0.3466)
POLITY ;4 —0.0849* 0.0755* 0.0377*
(0.0126) (0.0207) (0.0089)
Time spell 19.5712*
(8.5161)
Time spell 2 —17.0837*
(7.2624)
Time spell 3 —8.4048
(5.8910)
Intercept 3.7782* —3.0183* —3.9334* 2.3064*
(0.3995) (0.4744) (0.7299) (0.3183)
Num. obs. 5445 5363 5363 5445
R2 0.5150
Adj. R? 0.5137
McFadden’s Pseudo R? 0.1264 0.0688 0.0772
Log Likelihood —818.4343 —391.1168 —1654.6515

*p < 0.05. Standard Errors in parentheses.

T Mean value for models 1, 4; mean change for models 2, 3. Each is lagged by one year in all models.
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The structural variables in the models of upturn (2) and downturn (3) have few sta-
tistically significant effects and are likely influenced by specific regimes. In terms of
persistence, statistically neither British colonial past nor Muslim population have posi-
tive, significant effects. While this challenges some of our existing notions of the survival
of democratic regimes, it should be noted that persistence in this model is not specific to
regime type. Theoretically, this doesn’t really help our understanding of why certain au-
thoritarian regimes persist longer. The literature has not yet advanced an understanding
of how British colonial experience forges more durable institutions than no colonial past.
Even the detailed exploration of cultural values in Inglehart and Welzel (2005) cannot
well explain why traditional values translate into regime persistence, particularly in light
of the changing values among many MENA societies governed by durable dictators.

The political economic explanations rooted in trade and rentier economics also have
negative effects on the level of democracy, and no discernible effect on either upturns or
downturns. Foreign aid has a weak negative effect on democratization and no effect in
the other three models. Oddly, rentier economics has no statistically significant effect on
persistence, a strange finding if the theoretical understanding of the fungibility of resource
rents is correct. Trade— like foreign aid— has a negative effect on level of democracy in
these results, suggesting that there might be more similarity between the three political
economic explanations leveraged here than is often thought.

Diffusion effects appear at the regional and neighborhood levels in the democracy
model (1). Higher regional and neighborhood averages are positively related to higher
democracy scores. For democratic upturns (model 2), when regional average increases in
the year prior to observation, this corresponds with a higher likelihood of a democratic
upturn. Contrary to expectations, a regional average increase is positively related to
POLITY score downturns (model 3), while global average increases have the expected
negative effect on the likelihood of a downturn occurring. There is no effect for neigh-
borhood changes in either the upturn or downturn models. What this might mean is
explored further below.

The diffusion effects in the persistence model (4) present a bit of a puzzle— while higher
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global averages are negatively related to the likelihood of regime persistence, regional
and neighborhood averages are not statistically related to persistence. Given the time
period covered in this sample, and considering the results of the diffusion variables in
the other models these results could still be considered a corroboration of the general
effect of the third wave of democracy. As the world becomes more democratic, regime
durability falls, but when geographically proximate regimes become more democratic
(regional or neighborhood average increasing) there is not a clear effect on the observation
regime’s likelihood of survival. This could indicate that there are different mechanisms for
different types of regimes, or that regime longevity is a function of diffusion effects moving
in different directions. These models rely on a method of operationalizing diffusion as
average effects calculated on all available regimes in the sample, following Brinks and
Coppedge (2006) and others. It appears as though this method might be fine for models
of democracy, it is not sufficient for models of regime persistence. Overall, although
democratization is an uphill battle— particularly considering the negative effects of certain
structural factors and the political economic landscape— there seems to be democratic
convergence in regions and neighborhoods the way Brinks and Coppedge (2006) have
suggested. Authoritarian persistence, however, is another matter.

Second, while there is no obvious answer to which of these different approaches is best,
there is some indication that all might matter, when taken together. The extant literature
tends to view structural, political economic, and international factors like diffusion as
rival explanations. Often, scholars will add a control variable to represent the alternative
explanations'” rather than adapt their theory to bridge approaches. When considering the
role of international factors on democratization and regime persistence, it is increasingly
difficult to disentangle what is strictly domestic and what is purely exogenous.

The structural factors explored in this chapter are not explicitly considered interna-
tional effects, nor are the political economic factors included here. However, colonialism

is certainly an exogenous effect. The spread of values based on religion and cultural

17This is common practice in studies involving diffusion; for instance, Brinks and Coppedge (2006)
include “domestic” variables as controls for their models where diffusion effects are the main theoret-
ical variables. Unsurprisingly, these controls include GDP per capita, colonial past, as well as some
institutional features.
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features could also be viewed as a blending of endogenous development and exogenous
pressures. Domestic production for almost all countries in the modern era is affected by
domestic features as well as international ones. Trade and foreign aid are partially or
completely exogenous, despite having important effects on domestic political economy.
The line scholars like Teorell (2010) have attempted to draw between domestic and in-
ternational determinants is much less clear than many of our theories in political science
would have us believe.

Additionally, beyond these factors having exogenous features not well explored in
existing theory, it is hard to disentangle their effects on the outcome(s) of interest. Con-
sider how the results of Table 1 are typically interpreted. It is surprising rentier economics
doesn’t have a statistically significant positive effect on persistence as mainstream theory
would suggest it should. Perhaps this is a feature of sample construction or methodolog-
ical choices. Or, perhaps our theory needs to be updated. Perhaps political economic
and structural factors provide context for international factors like diffusion. If we treat
these variables as representing a distinct theoretical perspective rather than supporting
other explanations, we miss an opportunity to better theorize how international factors—

such as diffusion— actually matter to regime change and persistence.

Does Diffusion Work As We Thought?

There are some interesting implications of these results for the way we interpret the
role of diffusion in democratization or authoritarian persistence. Some of the best studies
involving diffusion as an explanation for regime change theorize that similarity in regime
type is a goal which is common across a variety of regime types. Brinks and Coppedge
(2006) suggest that regional and neighborhood effects in particular occur as a result of
the benefits regimes accrue as a result of their similarities. However, this approach relies
on the understanding that among a group of states, pressure for change— emulation— is
greatest where the observation country experiences a large difference between its regime
type and the average level of democratization among the wider community (Brinks and

Coppedge 2006, p. 467). This is irrespective of differences in who the members of that
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community are, however. In short, this implies an assumption that observations will
consider emulating all neighbors equally, since the average neighborhood values are not
weighted by Brinks and Coppedge (2006).

The implication of such accounts of diffusion for explaining authoritarian persistence
is that authoritarian holdouts during the third wave period are either in similarly au-
thoritarian geographies or part of the statistical error term. Yet, there is a problem with
the former, and the latter is substantively unhelpful. While places like the MENA region
have maintained nondemocratic neighborhoods through the global upswing in democra-
tization, even these places are geographically proximate to democracies.

Morocco, for instance, is only nine miles from the Spanish coast; Spain transitioned
to democracy early in the third wave, but Morocco’s monarchy has been able to resist
democratization still to this day. India, a later democratizer, resides in a hostile neigh-
borhood of authoritarianism which includes Pakistan, China, and Myanmar. Botswana
is a relatively stable democracy in southern Africa,'® with democratic neighbors South
Africa and Namibia to the south and west but several nondemocratic neighbors to the
north and east including persistently authoritarian Angola.

Which neighbors have more influence could be based in structural factors, such as
shared colonial past? Botswana and South Africa were British colonies, but Angola was
colonized by Portugal. Perhaps culture or religion matters to the strength of diffusion,
explaining how Catholic Spain is not as influential as nondemocratic Muslim neighbors
for Morocco. There is need for a more careful examination of how diffusion is working

and whether this helps us understand regime change and persistence.

8There has been some discussion regarding whether Botswana, is a “true” democracy, since the ruling
Democratic Party has won every election since independence (see Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland 2010,
p. 70). However, Freedom House consistently rates the country as “Free” and its POLITY score has
been a positive eight since 1997.
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A New Approach to Authoritarian Persis-

tence

The extant literature on democratization, persistent authoritarianism, and diffusion
has thus far advanced useful ideas and some preliminary evidence attempting to solve the
puzzle of why and how authoritarian regimes persist. Despite these attempts, the link
between diffusion and authoritarianism has yet to be fully explored.

A new area of research in comparative politics considers the role of authoritarian dif-
fusion in promoting stability and creating pockets of authoritarian persistence that defies
democratic diffusion. Much of the role of autocratic states in the survival and stability of
other autocracies is still theoretical. Powerful nonwestern regimes, or “Black Knights,”
like China or Russia (Levitsky and Way 2010) could influence other authoritarian regimes
through coercion or dependence (see Bader 2015a). Other scholars have argued that au-
thoritarian regimes might collaborate to maximize their own survival (von Soest 2015).
Instead, I argue that authoritarian diffusion works through a process of learning, where
regimes adopt survival strategies based on the experiences of other authoritarian regimes.

Considering learning as an explanation for the persistence of groups of authoritar-
ian regimes applies an existing approach to a new problem. Diffusion, particularly the
learning mechanism, is not unknown in the political science literature. Rather, how
the institutional contexts of different authoritarian regimes condition the incorporation
of new information about the success of survival strategies (diffusion by learning) has
not yet been examined. It is necessary to consider when regimes learn, and how new

information is assimilated and brought to bear on challenges that autocrats face.

Why Authoritarian Persistence Matters

The new approach to explaining persistent authoritarianism which I present in this
dissertation is particularly useful given the importance of factors which coincide with
both regime type and persistence. Some ways in which economic wellbeing affects regime

type and stability are reviewed above. There has been a good amount of attention in
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the literature to economic (as well as political and social) consequences of authoritarian
persistence. The role regime type has on conflict— both international and civil- has
been well studied. The effects of regime type on repression and human rights is another
important factor.

In the literature on economic development and democracy, there are many studies
which argue that democracies are better at providing public goods, particularly for the
poor (Sen 1981, 1999, Przeworski et al. 2000, Lake and Baum 2001, Bueno de Mesquita
et al. 2003). This view has been contested by Ross (2006), who argues that it is really
the middle and upper classes which benefit from greater education and health spending
in democracies. Despite the contention on whether democracy is better for the poor,
there is little evidence to suggest that persistently authoritarian regimes are better at
public good provision and promotion of economic wellbeing for their populations. The
selectorate logic (reviewed above) makes a clear point that authoritarian regimes with
small wining coalitions will actually find little utility in public good provision. Better
understanding persistent authoritarianism then can provide a window into why certain
regimes lag behind in economic development and general wellbeing.

It is a well known empirical regularity that democratic states rarely fight each other
in full wars, and are less likely to be aggressors than nondemocracies (Maoz and Russett
1993). This phenomenon is known as the democratic peace (Kant 1983), and has been
the focus of a vast literature in political science. Contemporary scholars understand that
there are three ways in which the democratic peace functions in the international conflict
context: through norms (Dixon 1993, 1994, Raymond 1994, Hewitt and Wilkenfeld 1996,
Dixon and Senese 2002, Lektzian and Souva 2009), institutions (Morgan and Campbell
1991, Morgan and Schwebach 1992, Bueno De Mesquita and Siverson 1995, Mansfield
and Snyder 1995, Ward and Gleditsch 1998, Gleditsch and Ward 2000), and information
(Fearon 1995).

In terms of intrastate conflict, most studies confirm a democratic civil peace (see
Hegre et al. 2001, Davenport 2007). Democracy can offer nonviolent methods to re-

dress grievances and communicate demands to the regime though institutions and norms.
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Where democracy has been prevented from taking hold, those democratic norms and in-
stitutions do not, and can not exist. Authoritarian persistence then can be viewed as a
foil for the maintenance of interstate and intrastate peace. This in turn has implications
for instability, an idea which is explored in the following chapters.

Like the relationship between regime type and civil conflict, repression and human
rights fare worse where democracy is lacking. In the seminal paper on repression and
democracy, Poe and Tate (1994) suggest that either through democratic norms, demo-
cratic behavior, or democratic institutions democracy makes states less likely to violate
the physical integrity rights of their citizens. The findings reported in that paper support
their claim, and so too does much of the literature which followed this important piece.
The supposed relationship in much of the literature is best described by Armstrong (2009,
p. 404) who states that “[rlepeatedly, democratic political systems have been found to
decrease political bans, censorship, torture, disappearances, and mass killing, doing so in
a linear fashion across diverse measurements, methodologies, time-periods, countries and
contexts.”

However, the linearity of this relationship has been challenged. Davenport and Arm-
strong (2004) determine that there is a threshold for which democracy is a foil to repres-
sion, and that only at high levels of institutionalization do constraints on state actors
reduce repression. This makes intuitive sense when considering how poorly institution-
alized regimes are at greater risk for civil war and internal violence (Hegre et al. 2001,
Hegre 2014). Even when considering that the relationship between repression and democ-
racy isn’t linear, it does not discount the fact that where democracy is lacking, chances
of violence are greater. The persistence of authoritarianism raises concerns for the ad-
vancement of human rights due to the continued use of repression in lieu of normative or

institutional alternatives.
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Conclusion

The review of the democratization literature and associated empirical record has im-
plications for the study of authoritarian persistence. There are certainly competing ex-
planations of these political phenomena, and there is empirical corroboration of some of
the main points raised in the literature. A few important implications emerge from this
review.

First, diffusion does appear to occur beyond the third wave period. Yet, the process
of diffusion is yet unclear. There is some evidence here of diffusionary effects on level of
democracy as well as upturn and downturn, particularly at the region level. If regimes
are following regional trends, the question then becomes why this is the case. Is it as
Brinks and Coppedge (2006) suggest— that regimes pursue relative similarity with those
around them? It is my suggestion that there is an intentional process which is expressed
as diffusion: regime learning.

Second, the record is currently incomplete in terms of modeling authoritarian per-
sistence. The familiar democratization modeling approaches covered here still places a
comprehensive explanation of persistent authoritarianism out of reach. It is my hope
that this project can make a contribution in this area.

The following chapter develops a theory of regime learning rooted in the idea that
regimes are survival-maximizing. When a challenger threatens the status quo, the regime
must act to protect its existence. Such existential threats provide a unique opportunity

to use external information to try to determine the best course of action.
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Chapter 2

Old Dogs, New Tricks: A New Theoretical

Approach to Regime-level Learning

It is important to emphasize that political learning can affect beliefs about
tactics... the conscious behaviors one uses to obtain a desired goal, may also
be altered as a result of political shocks, crises, and frustration.

— Nancy Bermeo, 1992

Introduction

Political regimes do not exist in a vacuum, independent of exogenous forces. In the
previous chapter, alternative explanations of regime change— and the lack of it— were
explored. While no single explanation emerges from the extant literature, combining do-
mestic (endogenous) and international (exogenous) factors to craft a more unified theory
of regime survival is appealing. Diffusion in particular ties endogenous and exogenous
factors together. However, the existing theories of diffusion and regime type fall short of
a complete, testable theory. In particular, the role of the diffusion of authoritarianism
rather than democracy is essential to understand in order to better explain authoritarian
persistence.

The literature on democratization has a comparative disadvantage in explaining au-

thoritarian persistence. The most influential studies of diffusion (Starr and Lindborg
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2003, Brinks and Coppedge 2006) focus on how democracy spreads. Yet, the question
remains: how does authoritarian diffusion affect authoritarian regime persistence? This
chapter advances a theory of regime-level learning which addresses how endogenous fea-
tures and exogenous factors— the actions of other regimes— interact.

This chapter begins with a review of the literature on authoritarian diffusion. Then,
I conceptualize the key components of the theory. Following that, I build the theoretical
model. The penultimate section explores how the mechanism— learning— functions. The
last section concludes with a set of testable implications derived from the theory that are

further examined in the empirical chapters to follow.

Diffusion of Authoritarianism in the Litera-

ture

As explored in the preceding chapter, political science has for some time considered
diffusion as an explanation for policy adoption among various levels of governance and
spatial groupings of political units. Early work describing the phenomenon of diffusion
(i.e. Walker 1969) and empirically testing for diffusion as an alternative explanation to
purely endogenous policy adoption (i.e. Collier and Messick 1975) has led to a variety
of studies employing models of policy diffusion. Sugiyama (2008a; Sugiyama 2008b;
Sugiyama 2012; Sugiyama 2013) explores the spread of social policy and policy reforms
in Brazil. Other studies consider the spread of liberal economic policies relating to trade,
monetary policy, and regulation (Simmons and Elkins 2004, Pitlik 2007).

Studies interested in how policy adoption among different political units happens has
provided further theoretical development and the articulation of several alternative mech-
anisms. In a study of anti-smoking policy adoption among U.S. cities, Shipan and Volden
(2008) find support for four mechanisms: competition, coercion, imitation, and learning.
Simmons, Dobbin and Garrett (2006) consider these mechanisms as alternative expla-
nations for the diffusion of political and economic liberalism, extending the theoretical

development of the policy diffusion literature to studies of regime change.
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The change in focus to the spread of more abstract features of governance— such as
norms, values, or institutions— borrowed the logic of the earlier policy diffusion literature,
but rarely do these empirical studies provide a detailed examination of the mechanism
at work. Gleditsch and Ward (2008) examines the diffusion of institutions among neigh-
boring countries, finding support for the general premise. However, they do not provide
a theoretically motivated mechanism for this effect. Brinks and Coppedge (2006) come a
little closer, suggesting that for a variety of reasons, regimes prefer to be similar to those
around them; with a little creative interpretation this could be stretched into the idea of
emulation from Simmons, Dobbin and Garrett (2006).

The focus on the spread of democracy (or, as some studies suggest, liberalism) made
sense as the third wave of democratization reached its height. Regional patterns of
regime change became readily apparent, most clearly visible in the former Soviet sphere
of influence. To paraphrase Ash (1990), the pace of change in Eastern Europe had
accelerated from ten years in Poland to ten months in Hungary, to just ten weeks in
East Germany. It is intuitive that such similar events which are temporally and spatially
confined would be directly related. Beissinger (2007) refers to this as modular political
phenomena.

A key aspect to the modular nature of events like those described by Ash in Eastern
Europe is that the political actors involved are cognizant of other proximate events and
consciously emulate them (Beissinger 2007, p. 259). Therefore, the existence of modular
political phenomena is evidence of diffusion at work.

Despite the impressive democratic gains throughout much of world during the third
wave, there is also an apparent pattern of authoritarian persistence, as identified in
the preceding chapter. Just as the literature has considered how regime change can
be understood as modular political phenomena, non-change— persistence— can also be
modular. In the existing literature, much of the work linking authoritarian politics and
diffusion focuses on how challenges to regimes spread. In a typical example of such
work, Weyland (2010) examines contention in European regimes between 1830 and 1940,

pointing to diverging outcomes which contributed to early waves of liberalization and

38



later waves of authoritarianism.

Other studies have explored the diffusion of mass-based contention and its link to
persistent authoritarianism, focusing on empirical evidence from the Middle East and
North African (MENA) during the so-called “Arab Spring.” Weyland (2012) considers
how the protests which swept the MENA region are evidence of diffusion. In a rare cross-
national quantitative analysis of the diffusion of contention during the “Arab Spring”
Bamert, Gilardi and Wasserfallen (2015) find empirical support for diffusion as well.
They also interpret their results as supportive of a cognitive heuristics mechanism similar
to that in Weyland (2012), although they refer to it as “bounded learning” (Bamert,
Gilardi and Wasserfallen 2015, p. 2).

However, despite empirical evidence that emulation of the original Tunisian protest
episode took place throughout the region, these studies also reflect that such effort had
little success outside of the origin point. Many dictators experiencing protest outside
Tunisia and Egypt managed to persist despite the apparent diffusion of protest. In a
study which compares waves of protest during the Communist color revolutions and
the “Arab Spring,” Hess (2016) argues that it is structural factors— such as political
institutions or resource wealth— which can explain why some regimes were able to persist
despite such pressures for change.

Addressing specific features of the “Arab Spring” phenomenon to build a more coher-
ent theory of diffusion, Patel, Bunce and Wolchik (2014) explore the spread of contentious
politics in the MENA region. They draw on Della Porta and Tarrow’s (2012) understand-
ing of the interactive nature of diffusion, considering how both patterns of contention as
well as patterns of regime response can diffuse in the same temporal and spatial envi-
ronment. This is an essential link between standard diffusionary arguments (i.e. protest
spreads) and the application of diffusion to regime survival.

Most scholarly work on authoritarian diffusion and survival is relatively recent, and
several theoretical and empirical contributions focus on how key authoritarian regimes in-
fluence others. Bader (2015a) seeks to assess whether China, in particular, helps dictators

in other authoritarian regimes survive. Her analysis uncovers no statistically significant
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effects for most methods of influence (i.e. arms sales, aid projects), but does find that
trade exports to China matter for dictator survival. Bader (2015b) further examines the
way the Chinese regime influences other autocracies, finding that party regimes which
are involved in economic cooperation with China also experience longer survival. Per-
haps most importantly, her theoretical development in both studies casts Chinese foreign
relations as implicitly diffusionary.”

In a related contribution, von Soest (2015) characterizes the anti-democracy activities
of influential dictatorships like China or Russia as an opportunistic survival maximization
strategy rather than strategic coercion mechanism. This theoretical argument lacks cor-
responding empirical validation; however, his work improves upon the theoretical basis
of the authoritarian diffusion literature.

He clearly states how variations in patterns of authoritarian diffusion relate to insti-
tutional characteristics, noting that differences in the subtypes of authoritarian regimes
(i.e. party or monarchy) matter to how regimes react to exogenous forces. Following
Weyland (2009), von Soest (2015) also includes the perception of similarity among au-
thoritarian regimes as a feature of how they react to diffusionary pressure. In discussing
the diffusion of protest, Weyland (2009) presents the idea that perceived similarity is
influenced by geography, culture and history, and institutions. In a similar fashion, von
Soest (2015) suggests this perspective also makes sense from the regime side as well. He
also addresses the diffusionary mechanisms at work.

Rather than focus on the coercion mechanism— which essentially amounts to autocracy
promotion (i.e. Bader, Gravingholt and Késtner 2010)— he instead considers four different
alternative ways in which authoritarian diffusion relates to regime survival (von Soest
2015). The most important distinction drawn here between the different mechanisms is
between diffusion and collaboration. Following Elkins and Simmons (2005), von Soest
(2015) views general diffusion as an exogenous force which cannot be invoked by actors,

but is instead experienced by them (von Soest 2015, p. 628). By separating diffusion from

19Bader does not explicitly invoke diffusion to explain Chinese actions, likely due to an interest in main-
taining dialog within the international political economy subfield. She does compare her interpretation
of Chinese regime behavior with the diffusion of liberalism in both studies, however.
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the other three authoritarian collaboration mechanisms von Soest (2015) is indicating
that learning, support, and collaboration are not fully exogenous forces; instead, these
processes involve the interaction of actors.

This certainly makes sense in the context of the collaboration mechanism, which
requires intentional interaction on both sides, but it is less clear why learning or support
should be considered this way. These latter mechanisms of authoritarian diffusion could
representing actor interactions deliberately begun as part of a survival maximization
strategy, as von Soest (2015) suggests. Yet, support and learning processes can also
be completely one-sided; actors may choose (for strategic purposes) to engage in such
behavior whether or not actors in another regime intend to participate. Particularly for
the learning mechanism, no parallel intent to interact is needed for actors to observe,
consider, and then adopt policies or strategies from an exogenous source of information.

The intersection of diffusion and authoritarian persistence in the extant literature has
provided key elements which inform the theoretical perspective presented in this chapter.
First, diffusion is not solely a democracy-promoting influence. Autocracy can also exert
influence on other regimes. Second, the mechanism by which autocracy diffuses is not yet
clear. Drawing on the literature reviewed here, learning seems to be a viable alternative.
However, it is not well conceptualized. How does learning differ from emulation? How
does learning work to help regimes survive? More theoretical development is needed to
fully understand how such mechanisms might work.

Finally, as von Soest (2015) indicates, should regimes learn from outside information
(from other regimes), how they select their “lessons” should matter to how successful
they are. Not all examples are good ones for the survival of regimes; the 