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Is Russia a democracy? What about Ukraine, Nigeria, Indonesia, Tur-
key, or Venezuela? There was a time when these were simple questions
of regime classification. But the empirical reality in these countries is a
lot messier than it was two decades ago, and so, in a way, is the never-
ending dialogue on how to think about and classify regimes.

Few conceptual issues in political science have been subjected to closer
or more prolific scrutiny in recent decades than this problem of “what
democracy is . . . and is not,”1 and which regimes are “democracies” and
which not. We are replete with definitions and standards and tools of mea-
surement. But the curious fact is that—a quarter-century into the “third
wave” of democratization and the renaissance it brought in comparative
democratic studies—we are still far from consensus on what constitutes
“democracy.” And we still struggle to classify ambiguous regimes.

Some insist on a fairly robust (though still procedural) definition of
democracy, like Robert Dahl’s “polarchy.” By this conception, democ-
racy requires not only free, fair, and competitive elections, but also the
freedoms that make them truly meaningful (such as freedom of organi-
zation and freedom of expression), alternative sources of information,
and institutions to ensure that government policies depend on the votes
and preferences of citizens. Some measure democracy by a “minimalist”
standard like Joseph Schumpeter’s: a political system in which the prin-
cipal positions of power are filled “through a competitive struggle for
the people’s vote.”2 Yet contemporary applications of this electoral con-
ception heavily overlap with Dahl’s polyarchy by also implying the civil
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and political freedoms necessary for political debate and electoral cam-
paigning.

Even if we agree to apply a minimalist, electoral standard for democ-
racy, vexing questions remain. If, following Samuel Huntington, a system
is democratic when “its most powerful collective decision makers are
selected through fair, honest, and periodic elections in which candidates
freely compete for votes,”3 what constitutes “fair, honest, and free” elec-
tions? How can we know that parties have had a fair chance to campaign
and that voters around the country (especially countries as large and di-
verse as Russia, Nigeria, and Indonesia) have been able to exercise their
will freely? How—especially where elections do not benefit from paral-
lel vote tabulations4—can we know that the reported results accurately
reflect the votes that were cast? And how do we know that the officials
elected are really the “most powerful decision makers,” that there are
not significant “reserved domains” of military, bureaucratic, or oligar-
chical power?5

These questions have taken on a heightened relevance in recent years
for several reasons. First, more regimes than ever before are adopting
the form of electoral democracy, with regular, competitive, multiparty
elections. Second, many of these regimes—indeed, an unprecedented
proportion of the world’s countries—have the form of electoral democ-
racy but fail to meet the substantive test, or do so only ambiguously. And
third, with heightened international expectations and standards for elec-
toral democracy, including the rise of international election observing,
there is closer international scrutiny of individual countries’ democratic
practices than ever before.

Yet even with this closer scrutiny, independent observers do not agree
on how to classify regimes. Freedom House classifies all six regimes
mentioned at the beginning of this essay as democracies. Yet by the logic
of the three articles that follow, they are all (or mostly) something less
than electoral democracies: competitive authoritarian systems, hege-
monic-party systems, or hybrid regimes of some kind. At best, Ukraine,
Nigeria, and Venezuela are ambiguous cases. We may not have enough
information now to know whether electoral administration will be suffi-
ciently autonomous and professional, and whether contending parties and
candidates will be sufficiently free to campaign, so as to give the politi-
cal opposition a fair chance to defeat the government in the next elections.
Regime classification must, in part, assess the previous election, but it
must also assess the intentions and capacities of ambiguously democratic
ruling elites, something that is very hard to do. Increasingly, indepen-
dent observers view Russia as an electoral authoritarian regime. Many
so view Nigeria as well, given the massive (and quite characteristic) fraud
in the 1999 elections. Indonesia’s constitutional assignment of some
parliamentary seats to unelected military representatives contradicts a
basic principle of democracy. But even if that provision were removed,
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the military would remain a major veto player (like the Turkish military,
which has repeatedly forced the disqualification of a popular, moder-
ately Islamist party).

These are hardly the only issues or anomalies in regime classification.
In the 1970s and 1980s, scholars and observers debated whether Mexico,
Senegal, and Singapore were really democracies (as their governments
insisted). These debates fizzled once other countries in their respective
regions began to experience true democratization and the democratic
deficiencies of these one-party hegemonies became more blatantly ap-
parent. More recently, a growing number of scholars are questioning the
tendency to classify regimes as democratic simply because they have
multiparty elections with some degree of competition and uncertainty.
In an important conceptual contribution, focused on Eurasia and Latin
America, Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way argue in the pages that follow
that regimes may be both competitive and authoritarian.

This set of articles exemplifies a new wave of scholarly attention to
the varieties of nondemocratic regimes and to the rather astonishing fre-
quency with which contemporary authoritarian regimes manifest, at least
superficially, a number of democratic features. This new intellectual
upsurge partly reflects the exhaustion of the “third wave” of democratic
transitions, which essentially crested in the mid-1990s.6 For some years
now, it has been apparent that a great many of the new regimes are not
themselves democratic, or any longer “in transition” to democracy. Some
of the countries that fall into the “political gray zone . . . between full-
fledged democracy and outright dictatorship” are in fact electoral
democracies, however “feckless” and poorly functioning, but many fall
below the threshold of electoral democracy and are likely to remain there
for a very long time.7

A Historical Perspective

Hybrid regimes (combining democratic and authoritarian elements)
are not new. Even in the 1960s and 1970s, there existed multiparty, elec-
toral, but undemocratic regimes. Of these electoral autocracies—Mexico,
Singapore, Malaysia, Senegal, South Africa, Rhodesia, and Taiwan
(which allowed dangwai, or “outside the party,” competitors)—only the
Malaysian and Singaporean regimes survive today. Historically, there
have also been numerous cases in Europe and Latin America of limited
(elite) party competition with a limited franchise. In Latin America, these
nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century “oligarchical” democra-
cies “contributed to the ultimate development of full democracy” by
establishing some of its major political institutions, as well as the prin-
ciples of limitation and rotation of power.8 Thus these countries
epitomized Dahl’s optimal path to stable polyarchy, with the rise of po-
litical competition preceding the expansion of participation, so that the
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culture of democracy first took root among a small elite and then dif-
fused to the larger population as it was gradually incorporated into
electoral politics.9 In the contemporary world of mass participation, this
gradualist path has been closed off, and anxious elites have thus sought
out other ways to limit and control competition.

Until the past decade or two, most efforts at political control included
a ban on opposition political parties (if not on electoral competition
altogether) and severe limits on the organization of dissent and opposition
in civil society as well. Thus Juan Linz’s encyclopedic Totalitarian and
Authoritarian Regimes (originally published in 1975) contains barely a
mention of multiparty electoral competition within authoritarian regimes.
Party politics figures within the framework of a single (typically
mobilizational) party, and only brief mention is made of “pseudo-
multiparty systems.”10 Certainly Linz does not identify, among his seven
principal authoritarian regime types, anything like the “competitive
authoritarian” regime type discussed by Levitsky and Way—and for
good reason. This type of hybrid regime, which is now so common, is
very much a product of the contemporary world.

One term for this phenomenon (favored more or less in the following
three essays) is “electoral authoritarianism.” However, the term
“pseudodemocracy” resonates distinctively with the contemporary era,
in which democracy is the only broadly legitimate regime form, and re-
gimes have felt unprecedented pressure (international and domestic) to
adopt—or at least to mimic—the democratic form. Virtually all hybrid
regimes in the world today are quite deliberately pseudodemocratic, “in
that the existence of formally democratic political institutions, such as
multiparty electoral competition, masks (often, in part, to legitimate) the
reality of authoritarian domination.”11 All such regimes lack an arena of
contestation sufficiently open, free, and fair so that the ruling party can
readily be turned out of power if it is no longer preferred by a plurality
of the electorate. While an opposition victory is not impossible in a hy-
brid regime, it requires a level of opposition mobilization, unity, skill,
and heroism far beyond what would normally be required for victory in
a democracy. Often, too, it requires international observation and inter-
vention to preempt and prevent (as in Nicaragua in 1990) or to expose
and delegitimate (as in the Philippines in 1986) the electoral manipula-
tions and fraud of the authoritarian regime.

If scholarly treatment of hybrid or “electoral authoritarian” regimes
is relatively new, it is not without some intellectual foundations in the
transitions paradigm and in other earlier comparative work on democ-
racy. Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter emphasized the
inherent uncertainty and variation in the outcomes of regime transitions.
A transition from authoritarian rule could produce a democracy, or it
could terminate with a liberalized authoritarian regime (dictablanda) or
a restrictive, illiberal democracy (democradura).12 During the early wave
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of enthusiasm over the spread of democracy in Latin America, Terry
Karl criticized the tendency to equate democracy with competitive mul-
tiparty elections. She argued that military domination and human rights
abuses rendered the Central American regimes of the 1980s and early
1990s “hybrid regimes,” not democracies.13 Robert Dahl classified (circa
1969) as “near polyarchies” six competitive electoral regimes.14 Juan
Linz, Seymour Martin Lipset, and I labeled “semidemocratic” those
regimes “where the effective power of elected officials is so limited, or
political party competition so restricted, or the freedom and fairness of
elections so compromised that electoral outcomes, while competitive,
still deviate significantly from popular preferences; and/or where civil
and political liberties are so limited that some political orientations and
interests are unable to organize and express themselves.”15 Among our
26 cases, Senegal, Zimbabwe, Malaysia, and Thailand (during 1980–
88, when the government was led by an unelected prime minister) fell
into the category that Levitsky and Way call “competitive authoritar-
ian.” Mexico fit the model of a hegemonic party system, in which a
relatively institutionalized ruling party monopolizes the political arena,
using coercion, patronage, media control, and other means to deny for-
mally legal opposition parties any real chance of competing for power.16

Singapore remains a classic example of such a system.

The Rise of Pseudodemocracy

One of the most striking features of the “late period” of the third wave
has been the unprecedented growth in the number of regimes that are
neither clearly democratic nor conventionally authoritarian. If we use a
very demanding standard of democracy, encompassing not only demo-
cratic elections but solid protection of civil liberties under a strong rule
of law, then the proportion of intermediate regimes truly swells because
so many of the new “democracies” of the third wave are “illiberal.”17

However, I believe a more analytically fruitful approach is to measure
separately both electoral democracy, in the minimalist terms that
Schumpeter, Huntington, and others have used, and liberal democracy.18

We can also divide nondemocratic regimes into those with multiparty
electoral competition of some kind (variously termed “electoral authori-
tarian,” “pseudodemocratic,” or “hybrid”) and those that are politically
closed. We can further divide electoral authoritarian regimes into the
competitive authoritarian (following Levitsky and Way’s formulation)
and the uncompetitive or (following Schedler, and before him Giovanni
Sartori) hegemonic. Tables 1 and 2 on pages 26 and 30–31, respectively,
sort the world’s regimes into these five categories, plus the residual one
of ambiguous regimes.

During the third wave, both the number and proportion of democra-
cies in the world have more than doubled. We find 104 democracies in



Journal of Democracy26

the world at the end of 2001, seventeen fewer than Freedom House
counts19 but well over twice the 39 democracies at the start of the third
wave; this accounts for 54 percent of the world’s regimes, twice the pro-
portion in 1974 (see Table 1 above). About seven in ten democracies may
then be considered liberal (in that they have a fairly liberal Freedom
House score of 2.0 or lower on the seven-point scale averaging political
rights and civil liberties). Another 31 democracies are electoral but not
liberal; some are clearly illiberal, with no more than a middling score on
civil liberties. I consider 17 regimes “ambiguous” in the sense that they
fall on the blurry boundary between electoral democracy and competi-
tive authoritarianism, with independent observers disagreeing over how
to classify them.20 Virtually all 17 could be classified as “competitive
authoritarian.” Doing so would raise the number of such regimes from
21 to as many as 38, and the proportion from 11 to 20 percent—quite a
significant phenomenon. Another 25 regimes are electoral authoritarian
but in a more hegemonic way. They do not exhibit the degrees and forms
of competitiveness elucidated by Levitsky and Way and illustrated as well
by some of the African cases discussed by Nicolas van de Walle in his
essay. Their elections and other “democratic” institutions are largely
façades, yet they may provide some space for political opposition, inde-
pendent media, and social organizations that do not seriously criticize
or challenge the regime. Finally, 25 regimes do not have any of the ar-
chitecture of political competition and pluralism. These remain politically
closed regimes.

The data in Table 1 and the underlying scheme of classification raise
a number of interesting points and issues. The most stunning is the dwin-
dling proportion of politically closed regimes in the world. This
transformation is partly reflected in the steady overall rise of freedom in
the world (with the average score on the combined seven-point Freedom
House scale improving from 4.47 in 1974 to 3.47 in 2001). And it is partly
seen in the shrinking number and proportion of states with the two most
repressive average freedom scores of 6.5 and 7.0. These most repressive
regimes declined from 29 in 1974 to 21 in 2001, and as a proportion of
all states, they shrank from one-fifth to barely a tenth (11 percent).

TABLE 1—REGIME TYPES AND FREQUENCIES, END 2001
REGIME TYPES COUNTRIES OVER ONE COUNTRIES UNDER ONE       ALL

 MILLION POPULATION   MILLION POPULATION  COUNTRIES

             N (%)               N (%)     N (%)

LIBERAL DEMOCRACY (FH Score 1-2.0)             45 (30)               28 (66.7)     73 (38.0)

ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY             29 (19.3)                 2 (4.8)     31 (16.1)

AMBIGUOUS REGIMES             14 (9.3)                 3 (7.1)     17 (8.9)

COMPETITIVE AUTHORITARIAN             19 (12.7)                2 (4.8)     21 (10.9)

HEGEMONIC ELECTORAL AUTHORITARIAN             22 (14.7)                 3 (7.1)     25 (13.0)

POLITICALLY CLOSED AUTHORITARIAN             21 (14)                 4 (9.5)     25 (13.0)

TOTAL           150 (100)               42 (100)   192 (100)
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Thus the trend toward democracy has been accompanied by an even
more dramatic trend toward pseudodemocracy. Only about half a dozen
regimes in 1974 (less than 5 percent) would have met Schedler’s crite-
ria of electoral authoritarianism: undemocratic but with multiparty
elections and some degree of political pluralism. The rest were all mili-
tary, one-party, or personalist regimes. Today, at least 45 and perhaps
as many as 60 are electoral authoritarian—roughly between a quarter and
a third of all states. In proportional terms, authoritarian forms of multi-
party electoral competition have increased during the third wave much
more rapidly than democratic ones.

At the same time, military regimes have virtually disappeared as any-
thing more than a transitional type of rule. Today, ambitious soldiers
either legitimize their rule by running for president in contested, multi-
party elections (however fraudulent, coerced, and manipulated), or they
carve out large, autonomous spheres of political influence and economic
domination behind the veil of civilian, multiparty rule. The first path has
been taken by a number of African military strongmen, such as Jerry
Rawlings in Ghana and most recently Yahya Jammeh in the Gambia.
Nigerian dictator Sani Abacha was engaged in such a maneuver when
he was struck dead by a “heart attack” in 1998. General—now Presi-
dent—Pervez Musharraf may yet pursue a similar conversion in Pakistan,
albeit perhaps with considerably more genuine popular support. The
second course has been taken by the military in Indonesia, and to a lesser
degree still characterizes the military in Turkey, Thailand, Nigeria, and
parts of Latin America.

There is also a striking correlation between country size and regime
type. As I noted a few years ago,21 countries with populations under one
million are much more likely to be both democracies and liberal democ-
racies. Two-thirds of these countries are liberal democracies, while only
30 percent of countries with populations over one million are. Among
the larger 150 countries, only half are democracies, while 70 percent of
the small countries are. The countries with populations over one million
are about twice as likely as small states to have an electoral authoritar-
ian regime and half again as likely to have a closed authoritarian regime.

Electoral Democracy vs. Electoral Authoritarianism

Interesting issues revolve around the boundaries between regime
types, which all the authors in this issue recognize to be blurry and con-
troversial. When fitting messy and elusive realities against ideal types,
it cannot be otherwise. This is why I classify so many regimes as am-
biguous—a judgment, however, that only addresses the border between
democracy and electoral authoritarianism. The distinctions between lib-
eral and electoral democracy, and between competitive and hegemonic
electoral authoritarianism, can also require difficult and disputable judge-
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ments. Thus the country classifications in Table 2 are offered more in
an illustrative than a definitive spirit.

As Schedler elaborates, the distinction between electoral democracy
and electoral authoritarianism turns crucially on the freedom, fairness,
inclusiveness, and meaningfulness of elections. Often particularly dif-
ficult are judgments about whether elections have been free and fair, both
in the ability of opposition parties and candidates to campaign and in
the casting and counting of the votes. Hence the frequency with which
the validations by international observer missions of elections in ambigu-
ous or electoral authoritarian regimes are, often convincingly, criticized
as superficial, premature, and politically driven.

Elections are “free” when the legal barriers to entry into the political
arena are low, when there is substantial freedom for candidates and
supporters of different political parties to campaign and solicit votes, and
when voters experience little or no coercion in exercising their electoral
choices. Freedom to campaign requires some considerable freedom of
speech, movement, assembly, and association in political life, if not fully
in civil society. It is hard, however, to separate these two spheres, or to
weigh the significance of particular violations. How many opposition
candidates and supporters must be killed or arrested before one discerns
a blatantly undemocratic pattern? Typically more than one murder is
necessary, but fewer than the 21 deadly assaults committed during the
two months prior to Cambodia’s 1998 elections.22 In India, election-
related killings have a long history and have recently risen to alarming
levels in some states. No major observer denies that India is a democracy,
but particularly in states (like Bihar) where corruption, criminality,
murder, and kidnapping heavily taint the electoral process, it is an
illiberal and degraded one. A crucial consideration in assessing a regime
is whether political violence is clearly and extensively organized by the
state or ruling party as a means of punishing, terrorizing, and
demoralizing opposition.

Assessments about whether elections are free or not thus require careful
and nuanced judgments about the scale, pattern, and context of violations.
The same is true for the dimension of electoral fairness. Levitsky and Way
argue that political systems descend into electoral authoritarianism when
violations of the “minimum criteria for democracy” are so serious that
they create “an uneven playing field between government and opposition.”
Yet even in many liberal and established democracies, there is not a truly
level playing field. Often, governing parties or executives enjoy
advantages of incumbency—readier access to the media, an easier time
raising money from business, and the ability (strictly legal or not) to use
government transport and staff while campaigning. No system is a perfect
democracy, all require constant vigilance, and scattered violations do not
negate the overall democratic character of elections.

When evaluating elections, it is crucial to examine their systemic
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character. We have by now elaborate criteria to judge the fairness of
elections. Elections are fair when they are administered by a neutral
authority; when the electoral administration is sufficiently competent and
resourceful to take specific precautions against fraud in the voting and
vote counting; when the police, military, and courts treat competing
candidates and parties impartially throughout the process; when contend-
ers all have access to the public media; when electoral districts and rules
do not systematically disadvantage the opposition; when independent
monitoring of the voting and vote-counting is allowed at all locations;
when the secrecy of the ballot is protected; when virtually all adults can
vote; when the procedures for organizing and counting the vote are trans-
parent and known to all; and when there are clear and impartial
procedures for resolving complaints and disputes.23 This is a long list,
but serious efforts to compromise the freedom and fairness of elections
form a pattern (beginning well before election day) that is visible across
institutional arenas. The institutional biases and misdeeds are there for
international observers to see if those observers have the time, experi-
ence, courage, and country expertise to do so.24

Degrees of Authoritarian Competitiveness

No less difficult is the challenge of distinguishing between competi-
tive authoritarian regimes and hegemonic electoral authoritarian ones.
Levitsky and Way posit four arenas in which “opposition forces may
periodically challenge, weaken, and occasionally even defeat autocratic
incumbents.” While contestation in the judiciary and the mass media is
hard to quantify, contestation in elections and legislatures does allow for
more structured comparison.

Table 2 on the following pages classifies the world’s regimes by the
sixfold typology explained above. Regimes are considered democratic
if they have free, fair, and open elections for all the principal positions
of political power, as defined above and by Schedler in his contribution.
In addition to the Freedom House scores, three types of data are drawn
upon in my classification of nondemocratic regimes: the percentage of
legislative seats held by the ruling party, the percentage of the vote won
by the ruling party presidential candidate, and the years the incumbent
ruler has continuously been in power. The latter, as van de Walle shows
in his essay on Africa, can be a telling indicator of the degree to which
a country has opened up, as well as a predictor of its future openness to
democratic change. Although I do not use any mathematical formula to
combine these three indicators and the Freedom House scores, a formal
index of authoritarian competitiveness is worth developing.

One defining feature of competitive authoritarian regimes is signifi-
cant parliamentary opposition. In regimes where elections are largely an
authoritarian façade, the ruling or dominant party wins almost all the seats:
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LIBERAL DEMOCRACY ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY AMBIGUOUS REGIMES COMPETITIVE HEGEMONIC ELECTORAL POLITICALLY CLOSED

FH 1–2.0 FH >2.0 AUTHORITARIAN AUTHORITARIAN AUTHORITARIAN

WESTERN DEMOCRACIES (28)
24 West European states
United States (1,1)
Canada (1,1)
Australia (1,1)
New Zealand (1,1)
POSTCOMMUNIST (27)
Czech Republic (1,2) Moldova (2,4) Armenia (4,4) Bosnia-Herzegovina (5,4)* Azerbaijan (6,5) Turkmenistan (7,7)
Hungary (1,2) Yugoslavia (3,3) Georgia (4,4) Russia (5,5) Kazakhstan (6,5)
Poland (1,2) Albania (3,4) Macedonia (4,4) Belarus (6,6) Kyrgyzstan (6,5)
Slovakia (1,2) Ukraine (4,4) Tajikistan (6,6)
Slovenia (1,2) Uzbekistan (7,6)
Estonia (1,2)
Latvia (1,2)
Lithuania (1,2)
Bulgaria (1,3)
Croatia (2,2)
Romania (2,2)
LATIN AMERICA AND THE

CARIBBEAN (33)
8 Caribbean states1 Argentina (2,3) Venezuela (3,5) Antigua & Barbuda (4,2) Cuba (7,7)
Uruguay (1,1) El Salvador (2,3) Paraguay (4,3) Haiti (6,6)
Costa Rica (1,2) Jamaica (2,3) Colombia (4,4)
Panama (1,2) Mexico (2,3)
Suriname (1,2) Brazil (3,3)
Bolivia (1,3) Ecuador (3,3)
Peru (1,3) Honduras (3,3)
Chile (2,2) Nicaragua (3,3)
Dominican Republic (2,2) Trinidad & Tobago (3,3)
Guyana (2,2) Guatemala (3,4)

Notes:
1 Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Dominica, Grenada, St. Kitts & Nevis, St. Lucia, St.
Vincent & the Grenadines.
2 Pakistan has not held elections since the October 1999 military coup. It is a transitional
regime that is difficult to classify, since it is more open and pluralistic than closed

authoritarian regimes.
3 Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Micronesia, Nauru, Palau, Samoa, Tuvalu, Vanuatu.
4 Technically a no-party regime, but with competitive and partially free elections.
5 In transition to a more open and competitive political system.
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TABLE 2—CLASSIFICATION OF REGIMES AT THE END OF 2001 (CONT’D)
LIBERAL DEMOCRACY ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY AMBIGUOUS REGIMES COMPETITIVE HEGEMONIC ELECTORAL POLITICALLY CLOSED

FH 1–2.0 FH >2.0 AUTHORITARIAN AUTHORITARIAN AUTHORITARIAN

ASIA (E, SE, & S) (25)
Japan (1,2) India (2,3) Indonesia (3,4) East Timor (5,3)* Singapore (5,5) Brunei (7,5)
Taiwan (1,2) Mongolia (2,3) Malaysia (5,5) Maldives (6,5) Bhutan (7,6)
South Korea (2,2) Philippines (2,3) Cambodia (6,5) China (7,6)

Thailand (2,3) Pakistan (6,5)2 Laos (7,6)
Bangladesh (3,4) Vietnam (7,6)
Nepal (3,4) Afghanistan (7,7)
Sri Lanka (3,4) Burma (7,7)

North Korea (7,7)
PACIFIC ISLANDS (12)
8 Pacific island states3 Papua New Guinea (2,3) Fiji (4,3)

Solomon Islands (4,4) Tonga (5,3)**

AFRICA (SUB-SAHARA) (48)
Cape Verde (1,2) Ghana (2,3) Mozambique (3,4) Lesotho (4,4) Burkina Faso (4,4) Swaziland (6,5)**

Mauritius (1,2) Mali (2,3) Tanzania (4,4) Central African Rep. (4,5) Congo, Brazzaville (5,4) Burundi (6,6)
S~ao Tomé & Príncipe (1,2) Namibia (2,3) Nigeria (4,5) Guinea-Bissau (4,5) Comoros (6,4) Congo, Kinshasa (6,6)
South Africa (1,2) Benin (3,2) Djibouti (4,5) Côte d’Ivoire (5,4) Mauritania (5,5) Eritrea (7,6)
Botswana (2,2) Madagascar (2,4) Sierra Leone (4,5) Gabon (5,4) Chad (6,5)4 Rwanda (7,6)

Seychelles (3,3) Zambia (5,4) The Gambia (5,5) Guinea (6,5) Somalia (6,7)
Senegal (3,4) Togo (5,5) Uganda (6,5) Sudan (7,7)
Malawi (4,3) Ethiopia (5,6) Angola (6,6)
Niger (4,4) Kenya (6,5) Liberia (6,6)

Cameroon (6,6) Equatorial Guinea (6,7)
Zimbabwe (6,6)

MIDDLE EAST-NORTH AFRICA (19)
Israel (1,3) Turkey (4,5) Lebanon (6,5) Kuwait (4,5)** Bahrain (6,5)**5

Iran (6,6) Jordan (5,5)** Oman (6,5)**

Yemen (6,6) Morocco (5,5)** United Arab Emirates (6,5)**

Algeria (5,6) Qatar (6,6)**

Tunisia (6,5) Iraq (7,7)
Egypt (6,6) Libya (7,7)

Saudi Arabia (7,7)**

Syria (7,7)
* International Protectorate. **  Traditional Monarchy. Tonga is a liberal autocracy, with only partial elective authority.
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repeatedly over 95 percent in Singapore, about 80 percent in Egypt in 2000
and Mauritania in 2001, 89 percent in Tanzania in 2000, and repeatedly
over 80 percent in Tunisia during the 1990s.25 In Cambodia the hegemonic
character of rule by Hun Sen’s Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) was not
apparent in the bare majority of parliamentary seats it won in 1998, but it
became more blatant in early 2002 when the CPP won control of about
99 percent of the 1,621 local communes with about 70 percent of the vote.

Where, as in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, parties are so poorly devel-
oped that it is difficult to interpret legislative election results, presidential
election returns offer other evidence of hegemony. After winning a presi-
dential referendum with a 95 percent “yes” vote in 1995, Kazakhstan’s
President Nursultan Nazarbayev was reelected with 80 percent of the vote
in 1999. In 1995 and again in 2000, Kyrgyz president Askar Akayev, in
whom the West placed early (and na¦ve) hopes for democratic progress,
was reelected with 75 percent of the vote. One clear sign of hegemony is
when the president “wins” three-quarters or more of the popular vote. This
also happened in Algeria in 1999, in Azerbaijan in 1998, in Burkina Faso
in 1998, in Cameroon (with an opposition boycott) in 1997, in Djibouti
in 1999, and in Tanzania in 2000.

At the extreme end of the continuum, the presidents of Egypt, Tuni-
sia, and Yemen were all “reelected” in the 1990s with well over 90 percent
of the vote. These men have been in power now for 21, 15, and 12 years,
respectively, pointing to another sign of authoritarian hegemony: pro-
longed presidential tenure. Other examples include 23 years in Angola,
20 years in Cameroon, 35 years in Gabon, 18 years in Guinea, and 16
years in Uganda. Yet some long-ruling autocrats have had to fight for
their political lives in the 1990s. Daniel arap Moi (who has finally pledged
to step down this year after 24 years in power) was reelected twice dur-
ing the 1990s with less than 42 percent of the vote. Zimbabwe’s President
Robert Mugabe, in power for 22 years, was resorting to massive violence
and intimidation in his unpopular presidential reelection bid as this ar-
ticle went to press. His ruling party won only a bare majority of seats in
a rough 2000 election that marked a breakthrough from numbing hege-
mony to competitive authoritarianism.

These data become more revealing when weighed with the annual
Freedom House ratings of political rights and civil liberties. Generally,
electoral authoritarian regimes range from 4.0 to 6.0 on the combined
seven-point scale. Regimes closer to the less repressive score (4.0) al-
low more political pluralism and civic space, and hence are more likely
to be competitive authoritarian. Some examples include Peru under
Fujimori (4.5 in 1995), Senegal under the hegemonic Socialist Party
(which averaged 4.0 or 4.5 during the 1990s), and Côte d’Ivoire (4.5
today, with competitive presidential and legislative elections in 2000).
Many observers consider Tanzania a democracy, with its relatively be-
nign regime (4.0), despite persistent electoral irregularities. Yet if one
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traces its pedigree back to President Julius Nyerere’s original TANU
party, the Chama Cha Mapizindi (CCM) is the only ruling party Tanza-
nians have known in nearly 40 years of independence.

The reason we must examine several variables is that levels of free-
dom and levels of electoral competitiveness do not always neatly align.
Indeed, when longtime authoritarian rulers face serious challenges (as
in Malaysia and Zimbabwe recently), they may turn to their nastiest levels
of repression, deploying levels of violence and intimidation that are
unnecessary when political domination can be more subtly secured at
the ballot box. Tracking the interplay between changes in political com-
petition and changes in political repression may thus help us understand
when and how moments of possible transition open and close in elec-
toral authoritarian regimes.

Black and White or Shades of Gray?

Comparative politics is returning with new concepts and data to a very
old issue: the forms and dynamics of authoritarian rule. If nothing else,
the three articles that follow show that these divergent forms do matter.
As democracies differ among themselves in significant ways and degrees,
so do contemporary authoritarian regimes, and if we are to understand
the contemporary dynamics, causes, limits, and possibilities of regime
change (including possible future democratization), we must understand
the different, and in some respects new, types of authoritarian rule.

At the same time, we must appreciate that classificatory schemes like
the ones in these articles impose an uneasy order on an untidy empirical
world. We should not ignore the critics of “whole system” thinking, who
eschew efforts at regime classification altogether and seek to identify the
ways in which each political system combines democratic and undemo-
cratic features.26 These approaches remind us that most regimes are
“mixed” to one degree or another.27 Even many politically closed regimes
have quasi-constitutional mechanisms to limit power and consult broader
opinion. For example, although China lacks competitive elections at any
significant level, it has taken some steps to rotate power and to check
certain abuses of corrupt local and provincial officials. Every step toward
political liberalization matters, both for the prospect of a transition to
democracy and for the quality of political life as it is daily experienced
by abused and aggrieved citizens. As Levitsky and Way imply, signifi-
cant steps toward a more open, competitive, pluralistic, and restrained
authoritarian system can emerge in arenas other than electoral ones.

Democratic regimes are also “mixed” forms of government, not only
in the ways they empower institutions intentionally placed beyond the
reach of elected officials (such as constitutional courts or central banks),
but in less desirable respects as well. In their constant struggles to restrain
corruption, and in their ongoing frustration in trying to contain the role
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of money in politics, even the world’s most liberal democracies exhibit
the pervasive imperfections of responsiveness that led Robert Dahl to
adopt the term “polyarchy” instead of “democracy” for his seminal study.
As we add the forms and dynamics of electoral authoritarianism to our
long list of issues in comparative democratic studies, we should not ne-
glect these imperfections in our own systems. The transformations of
Taiwan, Mexico, and Senegal in the 1990s show that competitive authori-
tarian regimes can become democracies. But democracies, new and old,
liberal and illiberal, can also become more democratic.

NOTES
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