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Introduction

AFRICA HAS NOT BEEN IMMUNE to recent global trends in democratic back-
sliding. Although the vast majority of countries on the continent have been
holding competitive multi-party elections since the end of the Cold War, we
are currently witnessing attempts by elected presidents and ruling parties
to extend their tenures through undemocratic means.1 These trends are
concerning, not only for those seeing their rights and freedoms constrict,
but because they are happening despite the presence of formal democratic
institutions that are meant to curb the impulses of autocratic rule.

Our current era is not the first in which Africans have seen the erasure
of hard-fought political freedoms as African countries turned autocratic
after brief flirtations with democracy at independence. And like today,
the autocracies of Africa’s past boasted many of the formal institutions
that we assume should constrain executives. For instance, data from the
Varieties of Democracy project indicate that, for each year between 1960
and 1991 in sub-Saharan Africa, 90 percent of autocracies ruled through a
political party, 74 percent had a legislature, and 81 percent had a constitu-
tion.2 However, this widespread existence of formal institutions in Africa’s
past autocracies, as today, conceals the wide variation in these institutions’
usage to constrain leaders. Contemporaneous scholarship written during
the continent’s autocratic era tended to bifurcate descriptions of African
regimes as either ruled by ‘big men’ who completely disregarded for-
mal institutions and instead treated their countries like personal fiefdoms,

*Mai Hassan (mhass@umich.edu) is an Associate Professor in the Department of Political
Science, University of Michigan, US. I thank Noah Nathan, Fiona Shen-Bayh, and Rebecca
Tapscott for helpful comments.
1. Natalie Lesta, “‘The people’s choice”: Popular (il)legitimacy in autocratic Cameroon’,
Journal of Modern African Studies 55, 4 (2017), pp. 647–679; Yonatan Morse, How auto-
crats compete: Parties, patrons, and unfair elections in Africa (Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2020); Dan Paget, ‘Tanzania: The authoritarian landslide’, Journal of Democracy
32, 2 (2020), pp. 61–76; Opalo, Ken Ochieng, and Lahra Smith. ‘Ideology and succession
politics in Ethiopia: autocratic leadership turnover and political instability’, Democratization
28, 8 (2021), pp.1463–1482.
2. These summary statistics subset the Varieties of Democracy data to sub-Saharan Africa
and examine questions, v2psparban_ord, v2lgbicam, and v2caprotac, respectively.
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or as dominated by an institutionalized party-state in which the ruling
party, and not the autocrat himself, dictated all aspects of governance.

In this review, I survey recent research that revisits and reconsiders
Africa’s past to give new insights into how autocratic regimes can rely
on formal, seemingly democratic institutions to sustain autocracy. Taken
together, current scholarship significantly revises dominant narratives
about authoritarianism and shows the imprecision of analysing Africa’s
former autocracies as either personalist dictatorships or institutionalized
party-states. It takes aim at this false dichotomy in three ways.

First, newer research on the continent continues to delve into the role of
formal institutions under autocracy but does so by moving past parties as
the central institution for autocratic survival. It therefore pushes the field
to question the importance of parties alone in maintaining regime stabil-
ity, suggesting that the classic literature on the Africa party-state may have
focused too narrowly on only the most visible institutional means of author-
itarian durability. Second, this new research chips away at the dichotomy
between regimes that were personalized versus regimes that relied on for-
mal institutions. By digging into the content of formal institutions, we
see that many autocrats of seemingly institutionalized regimes personal-
ized key elements of how those formal institutions operated. Third, and
relatedly, contemporary scholarship examines how autocrats dealt with
the downstream implications of regime personalization. The disadvantages
that autocrats face when they rely too heavily on neo-patrimonial norms are
well known; new work instead highlights some of the informal tactics that
autocrats adopted to mitigate negative elements of personalism.

At first blush, it may seem concerning that current research analyses
the same dictatorships as contemporaneous research but has reached dif-
ferent conclusions. However, this discrepancy is largely due to new data
that have only recently become available. For instance, archives are often
closed for a set number of years before they are accessible to researchers;
and although reliance on archives is not without concerns about the data
generation and preservation processes,3 it is only now, decades after many
of the continent’s most insidious autocracies have fallen, that we can take
an inside look at how they were run. In other cases, democratization has
given former regime opponents and dissidents the freedom to discuss their
experiences without fear of state retaliation. This, in turn, gives today’s
researchers diverse viewpoints into these regimes and ultimately a more
complete understanding of how they strived for political control. For these
reasons, we should not simply conclude that the wave of recent work on
Africa’s regimes of yesteryear is old wine in new bottles. Instead, this

3. Laia Balcells and Christopher M. Sullivan, ‘A million deaths in a statistic: New findings
from the archives of political conflict’, Journal of Peace Research 55, 2 (2018), pp. 137–146.
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research agenda represents a fundamental re-evaluation about what we
think we know about African autocracy.

Classifying authoritarian regimes: Africa and beyond

As autocracy took root soon after the independence era, contemporane-
ous scholarship documented the ways in which these regimes operated,
and specifically, how they dealt with the problem of power-sharing among
the ruling elite. Most autocrats are deposed through a coup d’état from a
regime insider, so managing other elites is of critical importance.4

Some African autocrats handled the problem of authoritarian power-
sharing by creating highly personalistic regimes in which power emanated
from themselves. Instead of engaging with elites through established chan-
nels and formal regime institutions, personalist leaders dealt with elites
through informal and unofficial mechanisms. Perhaps best exemplifying
this type of rule is the reign of Zaire’s Mobutu Sese Seko. Elites served
at Mobutu’s whim, laws were crafted or dismantled based on his acute
political challenges, and access to spoils was through Mobutu himself.
Although Zaire retained many formal governing institutions that ostensibly
split power among different positions and people, ‘[b]eneath this institu-
tional facade, power was steadily patrimonialized’.5 In other cases, ‘big
man’ leaders were drawn from the armed forces;6 although some mili-
tary autocracies institutionalize and formalize large components of their
regimes, Africa’s military leaders tended to be just as personalistic as civil-
ian ones. To Robert Jackson and Carl Jackson, then, rule in Africa ‘is a
system of relations linking rulers . . . with patrons, associates, clients, sup-
porters, and rivals’.7 In fact, they open their highly cited 1982 book on
African regimes by writing that ‘[p]olitics in most Black African states do
not conform to an institutionalized system’.8

While many western academics characterized personalist dictators as
the archetype of African autocracy, other contemporaneous literature
focused on regimes run by the ruling party.9 Unlike personalist autocracies,

4. Milan W. Svolik, The politics of authoritarian rule (Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2012).
5. C. Young and T.E. Turner, The rise and decline of the Zairian state (University of Wisconsin
Press, Madison, WI, 1985), p. 30.
6. Samuel Decalo, ‘Military coups and military regimes in Africa’, The Journal of Modern
African Studies 11, 1 (1973), pp. 105–127.
7. Robert H. Jackson and Carl Gustav Rosberg, Personal rule in black Africa (University of
California Press, Berkeley, CA, 1982), p. 19.
8. Ibid., p. 1.
9. Martin Kilson, ‘Authoritarian and single-party tendencies in African politics’, World Pol-
itics 15, 2 (1963), pp. 262–294; Ruth Berins Collier, ‘Parties, coups, and authoritarian rule:
Patterns of political change in tropical Africa’, Comparative Political Studies 11, 1 (1978),
pp. 62–93.
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single-party autocracies regimes were considered highly institutionalized
with all regime matters occurring through formal channels that existed
apart from, and superseded, the autocrat. In the West African cases
highlighted by Aristide Zolberg, regimes were able to suppress political
opposition through the party’s formal control over the state.10 For instance,
partisan bureaucrats—who only obtained their state position after climb-
ing the party hierarchy—would pass and enforce laws that systematically
biased against the opposition. This is similar to dynamics in Jomo Keny-
atta’s Kenya where laws that were imposed to repress indigenous Africans
during the country’s anti-colonial struggle were used to stifle political oppo-
nents of the ruling party in the post-independence period.11 Similarly in
Daniel arap Moi’s Kenya, the ruling party ‘increasingly became a vehi-
cle for the Office of the President to control political opposition’.12 And
studies on Zambia showed the importance of the ruling party for Kenneth
Kaunda’s longevity in office since its control over the state was used to stifle
factionalism, fund businesses of elites connected to the party, and sustain
mass support.13 Unlike in personalist dictatorships, this literature argues
that autocrats at the helm of regimes with a dominant party do not manage
other elites through direct, personal ties. Instead, the party as a hierarchical
organization that controls the state formally constricts the political space,
and in the process, limits challenges to the autocrat.

The seminal piece by Barbara Geddes on autocracies globally can thus
be seen as an extension of the regime type distinctions made by contem-
poraneous research on the continent.14 She differentiated regimes based
on their (lack of) formal institutions: personalist dictatorships where for-
mal institutions are absent or window dressing face different opportunities
and constraints than regimes in which autocracies are run by parties which
in turn operate differently from regimes where the military dominates.
And the formal institutions that an autocracy relies upon affect important
outcomes such as elite power-sharing dynamics and regime durability.

Other scholars of autocracy beyond Africa built on insights by Geddes
to both note the existence of formal institutions aside from parties and

10. Aristide Zolberg, Creating political order: The party-states of West Africa (University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, IL, 1966).
11. Susanne Mueller, ‘Government and opposition in Kenya, 1966–9’, The Journal of
Modern African Studies 22, 3 (1984), pp. 399–427.
12. Jennifer A. Widner, The rise of a party-state in Kenya: From ‘Harambee’ to ‘Nyayo!’
(University of California Press, Berkeley, CA, 1992), p. 3.
13. Michael Bratton, The local politics of rural development: Peasant and party-state in Zambia
(University Press of New England, Lebanon, NH, 1980); Cherry Gertzel and Morris Szeftel,
The dynamics of the one-party state in Zambia (Manchester University Press, Manchester,
1984).
14. Barbara Geddes, ‘What do we know about democratization after twenty years?’, Annual
Review of Political Science 2, 1 (1999), pp. 115–144.
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explicate their value to autocrats.15 By providing autocratic elite rivals
with clear, consistent, and predictable understandings of others’ expected
behaviour or the autocrat’s commitment to power-sharing in the future,
formal institutions temper elites’ willingness to destabilize the regime in the
present and thus contribute to regime durability and the autocrat’s contin-
ued tenure in office. While leaders of personalist regimes share spoils and
power as well, they do so through highly unstable personalistic ties—‘access
to office and the fruits of office depends much more on the discretion of
an individual leader’16—that leads to systematically weaker regimes.

Formal institutions under African autocracy

Recent advances in African politics have pushed back against the conven-
tional wisdom on the continent’s former autocracies. In so doing, this
scholarship has grown our understanding of how autocracy worked in
Africa—and continues to work across the globe. Below, I synthesize some
of these advances across three related topics: on the impetus to move past
parties in studying formal institutions under autocracy, on the inherent
personalism within even seemingly institutionalized regimes, and the ways
in which autocrats mitigated negative consequences of personalism.

Moving past parties

While new research continues to unpack how African autocrats used domi-
nant parties,17 other scholarship explores the ways in which autocrats relied
on other formal institutions—from courts within the state18 to freemasonry
lodges outside of it19—to solve the problem of elite power-sharing.

Perhaps at the forefront of this trend is work by Leonardo Arriola. Look-
ing across the continent, Arriola leverages variation in cabinet composition
over time to gain intellectual traction on the incorporation of elites into the
regime.20 By appointing an elite into the cabinet and installing him as head

15. Jennifer Gandhi, Political institutions under dictatorship (Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2008); Svolik, The politics of authoritarian rule.
16. Geddes, ‘What do we know about democratization’, p. 121.
17. Rachel Betty Riedl, Authoritarian origins of democratic party systems in Africa (Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 2014); Philip G. Roessler, ‘The enemy within: Personal rule,
coups, and civil war in Africa,’ World Politics 63, 2 (2011), pp.300–346; Kroeger, Alex M,
‘Dominant party rule, elections, and cabinet instability in African autocracies,’ British Journal
of Political Science 50, 1 (2020), pp.79–101.
18. Fiona Shen-Bayh, ‘Strategies of repression: Judicial and extrajudicial methods of auto-
cratic survival’, World Politics 70, 3 (2018), pp. 321–357; Fiona Shen-Bayh, Undue process:
Persecution and punishment in autocratic courts (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
2022).
19. Brett L. Carter, Building a dictatorship: Denis Sassou Nguesso, the Republic of Congo, and
Africa’s third wave of democracy (University of Southern California, 2021).
20. Leonardo R. Arriola, ‘Patronage and political stability in Africa’, Comparative Political
Studies 42, 10 (2009), pp. 1339–1362.
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of a state ministry, the elite gives his tacit support for the leader’s contin-
ued reign in exchange for access to that ministry’s coffers and influence in
that ministry’s policies. And in fact, Arriola finds that larger cabinets are
generally associated with a lower risk of coups.21 The exception to the rela-
tionship between cabinet size and lower coup risk seems to further prove
the rule. Coup risk increases if cabinets become too large—the higher the
number of ministers, the lower the amount of state spoils each receives and
thus the greater their incentive to defect.

In addition, research has begun to examine the content of these for-
mal institutions. Anne Meng shows that most autocracies of Africa’s past
had parties and other formal institutions.22 Thus, to understand impor-
tant outcomes which vary considerably across regimes, we cannot simply
examine the mere presence of nearly ubiquitous formal institutions but
instead must analyse the extent to which these formal institutions actually
constrain dictatorship. For instance, more credible power-sharing arrange-
ments within formal institutions—such as through the appointment of a
Minister of Defense within the cabinet, arguably the most dangerous post
with which an autocrat can empower another elite—are associated with
regime durability.23 In delving into the black box of how formal institutions
work, this literature fundamentally re-evaluates the centrality of parties to
Africa’s authoritarian regimes.

As an example of why we must understand how institutions work and not
simply measure their presence, reconsider classic descriptions of Kenya’s
party-state.24 Recent scholarship, however, illustrates the essentiality of
state institutions, and not the party, for regime stability.25 It does so using a
range of new data, from transcripts of legislative debates to correspondence
between state and party elites preserved in archives. Rather than an image
of ruling party dominance, this wealth of new information shows that the
country’s administrative and governing structure, the Provincial Adminis-
tration, was used to prop-up the party; bureaucrats were expected to use
their formal state authority, for instance, to grow the party’s membership
and hold fundraisers to fill party coffers. In this way, the ruling party’s dom-
inance, ‘came from grafting itself onto the Provincial Administration’.26

Furthermore, and because of the strength of the Provincial Administration,

21. Ibid.
22. Anne Meng, Constraining dictatorship: From personalized rule to institutionalized regimes
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2020).
23. Ibid.
24. Widner, The rise of a party-state in Kenya, p. 3.
25. Ken Ochieng’ Opalo, Legislative development in Africa: Politics and postcolonial lega-
cies (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2018); Mai Hassan, Regime threats and state
solutions (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2020).
26. Hassan, Regime threats and state solutions, p. 54.
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Ken Opalo shows that the legislature became an important regime institu-
tion: Kenyan autocrats’ ability to maintain control over elites through the
state gave autocrats the space to allow elites a longer leash in the legis-
lature, thereby having this formal institution serve as an effective tool by
which elites could negotiate over pork and policy.27

Or consider new innovative research by Fiona Shen-Bayh who exam-
ines autocratic responses to failed coup attempts.28 These moments are
arguably autocrats’ most vulnerable because of the survival of ‘the invisi-
ble enemy’:29 although autocrats can easily identify and punish major coup
conspirators, they have a more difficult time discerning minor players and
other elites who did not participate but held sympathies for the conspira-
tors. Relying on archival data from the continent and Britain, she uncovers
the importance of courts in silencing the invisible enemy. A political trial
can show the invisible enemy that the autocrat maintains elite support: even
if the trial’s narrative is not believable, ‘[a]ssembling an audience in court
thus ensures that each member of the crowd sees other members observing
the same story at the same time . . . to see others act as if these proceedings
are credible can compel individuals to act as if they agree’.30 Autocrats
can thus rely on courts to sustain the elite unity that we had previously
assumed could only come through dominant parties: although this portrait
of regime stability originates in courts, this performance is continuously,
and publicly, enacted through dominant parties.

In this way, research by Opalo, Shen-Bayh, and others underscores
the importance of revisiting past regimes today: without data that have
only become available recently, many contemporaneous researchers were
unable to observe where elite unity originated. What seemed from the out-
side as ruling party strength may have actually emanated from other, less
conspicuous, formal institutions. That is, there is a wide diversity of formal
institutions with similar and overlapping purposes within any autocracy.
Thus, no one institution can be studied on its own: the outcomes we care
about are the product of how multiple formal institutions interact and must
be studied as such.31 And in examining formal institutions in tandem, we
see how they can nest among each other and become self-reinforcing, fur-
ther making us question if we can truly isolate the stabilizing effects of any
one institution on its own.32

27. Opalo, Legislative development in Africa.
28. Shen-Bayh, ‘Strategies of repression’; Shen-Bayh, Persecution and punishment in auto-
cratic courts.
29. Josef Woldense, What HappensWhen Coups Fail? The Problem of Identifying andWeakening
the Enemy Within (Comparative Political Studies, Forthcoming).
30. Shen-Bayh, Persecution and punishment in autocratic courts, p. 10.
31. Pepinsky, Thomas, ‘The institutional turn in comparative authoritarianism,’ British
Journal of Political Science 44, 3 (2014), pp. 631–653.
32. This point is adapted from Rebecca Tapscott, Arbitrary states: Social control and
modern authoritarianism in Museveni’s Uganda (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2021), that
powerfully makes this argument with regard to state institutions and their relations with
citizens.
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Formal institutions stabilize through personalism

Recent research on the continent’s past autocracies also makes us recon-
sider the dichotomy between personalized versus institutionalized regimes
made by contemporaneous work. When we interrogate the content of for-
mal institutions under dictatorship, we see that many of Africa’s former
autocrats infused formal institutions with neo-patrimonial norms. That
is, even in regimes in which formal institutions played key roles, state
resources and power were not only distributed according to the clear,
formal criteria laid out by these institutions and as is necessary to pro-
mote mutual elite expectations and regime stability via elite power-sharing.
Instead, leaders undermined the independence of formal institutions,
co-opting these institutions for personal gain. Rather than viewing insti-
tutionalized party-states as fundamentally distinct from personalized dic-
tatorships, contemporary research shows the underlying similarity across
ostensibly different regimes. Binding them together is their reliance, albeit
to different degrees, on neo-patrimonialism—the ‘institutional hallmark’
of autocracy on the continent.33

To be sure, others have recognized this false bifurcation as well.34 How-
ever research on African autocracies in the post-independence era, in
which elements of regime personalization were particularly high, shows us
how personalism can not only co-exist with formal institutions, but work
through them. Consider again African cabinets. As described above, cab-
inets are thought to provide elites an institutionalized channel by which
to access state spoils and affect government policy. But African autocrats
routinely shuffled their cabinets—that is, they implemented an informal
management technique within this formal institution— to protect against
an elite from becoming too embedded within a particular ministry and
amassing a following of his own.35

Recent work on autocracies that began their reign during the Cold War
but persisted deep into the twenty-first century extends our understand-
ing of personalism within formal institutions. Rebecca Tapscott, looking
at Uganda under Museveni, argues that the degree to which any formal
institution implements its official mandate varies and can change even in
the short run.36 That is, while some formal institutions may exhibit strong
norms of personalism and neo-patrimonialism in some interactions with
society, they may function in the way that they were officially intended

33. Michael Bratton and Nicholas van de Walle, Democratic experiments in Africa: Regime
transitions in comparative perspective (Cambridge University Press, New York, NY, 1997).
34. Svolik, The politics of authoritarian rule.
35. Roessler, ‘The enemy within’; Patrick Francois, Ilia Rainer, and Francisco Trebbi, ‘The
dictator’s inner circle’ (Working Paper, National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge,
MA, 2014); Kroeger, ‘Dominant party rule’; Meng, Constraining dictatorship.
36. Tapscott, Arbitrary states.
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in others. This institutional arbitrariness stabilizes the regime since those
considering challenging it must incorporate a higher degree of uncer-
tainty about the regime’s response: without a clear expectation of the
consequences of opposition, many choose not to put up resistance at all.

Another example comes from the recently deposed regime in Sudan,
in which Omar al-Bashir varied his reliance on formal institutions and
those institutions’ degree of personalism. At times he leaned heavily on
the highly-organized Islamist Movement (Muslim Brotherhood), the rul-
ing party, and the legislature to assuage disparate regime factions and
formally share power with other elites.37 But when al-Bashir’s chief rival,
Hassan al-Turabi, became too powerful—al-Turabi attempted to rewrite
the constitution to limit presidential authority and thus use the indepen-
dence of formal institutions to check the executive—al-Bashir personalized
these institutions so that they would no longer constrain his ability to oust
al-Turabi.38

In sum, African autocrats excelled at infusing various formal institutions
with informal norms to simultaneously provide elites with somewhat stable,
predictable, and clear streams of resources while continuing to wed elites
to themselves. This dual response both limited elites’ willingness to launch
an elite challenge through continued state spoils and their ability to do so,
by making those spoils contingent on the elite’s relationship to the autocrat.

Mitigating personalization’s negative costs

The personalization of formal institutions is not without costs, and past
research has highlighted the general weakness and instability of uninstitu-
tionalized regimes.39 The current slate of scholarship on African autocracy
moves past simply describing how dictators steeped formal institutions with
neo-patrimonial norms to examine the ways in which autocrats attempted
to counter-balance some of personalism’s negative costs.

Consider research on the loyalty–competence trade-off. All else equal,
autocrats might prefer to staff formal institutions with competent people
who can complete their jobs more efficiently. Yet dictators who cannot
monitor subordinates are thought to best achieve compliance with politi-
cized directives by packing formal institutions with those whose largest

37. Mai Hassan and Ahmed Kodouda, ‘Sudan’s uprising: The fall of a dictator’, Journal of
Democracy 30, 4 (2019), pp. 89–103; Khalid Mustafa Medani, Black Markets and Militants:
Informal Networks in the Middle East and Africa (Cambridge University Press, Cambrdige,
2021).
38. Philip G. Roessler, Ethnic politics and state power in Africa: The logic of the coup-civil war
trap (Cambridge University Press, New York, NY, 2016).
39. Geddes, ‘What do we know about democratization’; Gandhi, Political institutions under
dictatorship; Anne Meng, ‘Ruling parties in authoritarian regimes: Rethinking institutional
strength’, British Journal of Political Science 51, 2 (2021), pp. 526–540.
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qualification is their loyalty to the leader—necessarily sacrificing ability
for compliance. However recent work shows how autocrats were able to
navigate the loyalty–competence trade-off for their benefit.40 In Kenya,
for example, former presidents managed the Provincial Administration,
the country’s most important administrative and governing agency, to
ensure compliance where it mattered.41 Autocrats never packed the Provin-
cial Administration with co-ethnic bureaucrats who were perceived as the
most loyal precisely because of the negative consequences associated with
ethnic favouritism. Instead, the agency’s most loyal bureaucrats were dis-
proportionately sent to govern the parts of the country that were most
important for regime stability, whereas those considered disloyal were kept
away from these vital areas. Shen-Bayh examines how autocrats of former
British colonies balanced the benefits of institutional punishment through
the courts with the potential of competent, professionalized judges justly
ruling in favour of the defendant.42 Many of these leaders disproportion-
ately relied on white Englishmen to judge political trials. These men were
often just as competent and professionalized as their African counterparts,
but more importantly, were thought to be more loyal and easier to control
because they were more dependent on the autocrat.

Or take research on embeddedness. As described above, many autocrats
constantly shuffle subordinates across positions. This tactic prevents sub-
ordinates from amassing sufficient clout and resources within their post
to potentially challenge the autocrat. However, shuffling is also detrimen-
tal since it reduces a subordinate’s level of tacit knowledge within a given
position. Yet new work suggests that autocrats can optimize shuffling and
embeddedness to glean their respective benefits while limiting each’s costs.
In some cases, this optimization is done over space with autocrats playing
different strategies in different parts of the country. Where the population
is supportive of the leader, such as in his core regions, he need not worry
about appointees’ local embeddedness—subordinates will not be able to
find local support should they attempt to challenge the autocrat. These
areas are thus more likely to see bureaucrats who serve long tenures and
who become innately more familiar with the jurisdiction over time, ulti-
mately resulting in the jurisdiction’s better governance.43 In other cases,
autocrats consider a subordinate’s transferable skills before shuffling them
to a new post. Josef Woldense finds that Emperor Selassie concentrated

40. Modern-day democratic leaders must navigate between competence and loyalty as well.
Sarah Brierley, ‘Combining patronage and merit in public sector recruitment’, The Journal of
Politics 83, 1 (2021), pp. 182–197.
41. Hassan, Regime threats and state solutions.
42. Shen-Bayh, Persecution and punishment in autocratic courts.
43. Brett L. Carter and Mai Hassan, ‘Regional governance in divided societies: Evidence
from the Republic of Congo and Kenya’, The Journal of Politics 83, (2021), pp. 40–57.
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elite appointments in organizational sectors.44 For instance, elites who
were shuffled out of the Ministry of Defense were more likely to be placed
in the military; elites who were shuffled from the Ministry of Justice would
often find themselves in the courts. In this way, Selassie could still make
use of the knowledge and experience of viziers without taking on as much
risk in allowing them to become embedded within a ministry or agency.

Conclusion

In this review, I have highlighted new literature on Africa’s past authori-
tarian era. Much of this emerging work distinguishes itself from contem-
poraneous accounts that emerged alongside these past regimes through its
utilization of innovative data that have only become available to scholars
recently. Together, this research shows how Africa’s former autocrats relied
on both neo-patrimonial norms and a range of formal institutions in their
attempts to stabilize their regimes.

Yet while the study of authoritarianism in Africa has made large advances
in recent years, there is more to be understood and especially given the
continent’s creeping authoritarianism. I therefore lay out some areas within
the study of elite authoritarian dynamics that future scholars may develop
as they turn to study contemporary illiberal regimes. I then conclude this
essay with a call for a pivot in the study of authoritarianism in Africa—
our current moment demands that we look past elite dynamics and instead
understand citizens’ behavioural responses towards, and attempts to push
back against, tyranny in the present.

New directions

The continent’s halting progress towards democratic consolidation means
that contemporary scholars have the ability, but also an imperative, to study
the institutional dynamics that have led to our current backsliding environ-
ment in real time. I suggest scholarship do so by focusing on two areas
within this broader topic to build on past insights. First, and given the
widespread presence of nominally democratic institutions, research needs
to better explicate the downstream implications of different institutions
on various elements of democratization. And second, scholarship must
continue to interrogate how a new generation of leaders is re-purposing
nominally democratic institutions to grow their executive authority and
backslide into autocracy. Ultimately, this work needs to ask the conditions
under which leaders undermine and undo formal constraints on their rule,

44. Josef Woldense, ‘The ruler’s game of musical chairs: Shuffling during the reign of
Ethiopia’s last emperor’, Social Networks 52, (2018), pp. 154–166.
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and more importantly, the extent to which domestic civil society and the
international community can fortify formal institutions moving forward.

The continent’s recent backsliding is also providing scholars with an
(unwelcome) opportunity to examine other topics within African autoc-
racy, and specifically, the interplay between these regimes and their
populations. This review spotlighted autocratic strategies to address the
problem of authoritarian power-sharing among elites, but in so doing,
has sidestepped the question of authoritarian control and how autocrats
attempt to achieve widespread civilian compliance with regime objec-
tives.45 My focus is in part because of the nature of the data that con-
temporary scholars use to study fallen authoritarian regimes: archival
correspondence, bureaucratic reports, and cabinet records about elites
operating within formal institutions. These types of written records help
us discern elite relations but are less useful to understand the polit-
ical behaviour of the ordinary citizens who lived under these former
regimes.

Instead, many scholars have begun to address important questions
in political behavior under autocracy through a focus on contemporary
regimes. For instance, some are examining the extent to which strategies
of political control—from state repression to propaganda—lead to citizen
capitulation versus backlash mobilization.46 Others seek to understand the
conditions under which citizens cooperate with an autocracy,47 disengage
politically,48 or instead reject the ruling regime altogether.49 And still oth-
ers examine the dynamics of political behaviour itself, such as new work on
popular collective action within the Horn and across the Sahel.50

Furthermore, and unlike the contemporaneous scholarship of Africa’s
post-independence autocracies, scholars today have access to more sophis-
ticated tools to help them uncover these dynamics. Of course, nothing will

45. Svolik, The politics of authoritarian rule; Mai Hassan, Daniel Mattingly, and Elizabeth
Nugent, ‘Political control’, Annual Review of Political Science (2022).
46. Lauren Young, ‘The psychology of state repression: Fear and dissent decisions in
Zimbabwe’, American Political Science Review 113, 1 (2019), pp. 140–155; Erin Baggott
Carter and Brett L. Carter, ‘Propaganda and protest in autocracies’, Journal of Conflict Resolu-
tion 65, 5 (2021), pp. 919–949; Travis Curtice and Brandon Behlendorf, ‘Street-level repres-
sion: Protest, policing, and dissent in Uganda’, Journal of Conflict Resolution 65, 1 (2021),
pp. 166–194.
47. Travis Curtice, ‘Co-ethnic Bias and Policing in an Electoral Authoritarian Regime:
Experimental Evidence from Uganda’, Journal of Peace Research (Forthcoming).
48. Kevin Croke, Guy Grossman, Horacio Larreguy, and John Marshall, ‘Deliberate dis-
engagement: How education can decrease political participation in electoral authoritarian
regimes’, American Political Science Review 110, 3 (2016), pp. 579–600.
49. Melina Platas and Pia Raffler, ‘Closing the gap: Information and mass support in a
dominant party regime’, Journal of Politics 83, 4 (2021), pp.1619–1634.
50. Leonardo R. Arriola, ‘Protesting and policing in a multiethnic authoritarian state: Evi-
dence from Ethiopia’, Comparative Politics 45, 2 (2013), pp. 147–168; Lisa Mueller, Political
protest in contemporary Africa (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2018); Mai Hassan,
‘Coordinated dis-coordination’ (Institution is University of Michigan, 2022).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/afraf/article/121/483/321/6564421 by U

niversity of M
ichigan user on 31 M

ay 2022



NEW INSIGHTS ON AFRICA’S AUTOCRATIC PAST 333

ever compensate for in-depth qualitative and ethnographic research that
uncovers the hidden processes of politics.51 But due in part to the system-
atic manipulation of official government data by authoritarian regimes,52

many are relying on innovative data sources and new methodological
advances to expand their scope of inquiry. This includes, for instance, the
use of automated text analysis of state-run newspapers that quantify the
political slant of indoctrinating materials and field experiments with politi-
cians to improve legislators’ bureaucratic oversight over autocratic states.53

These continued efforts will undoubtedly deepen our base of knowledge
and ensure that scholarship on the continent’s autocracies remains a fertile
topic at the forefront of African studies, political science, and public policy.

51. Diana Fu and Erica Simmons, ‘Studying contentious politics via ethnography: The
what, how, and why’, Comparative Political Studies 54, 10 (2021), pp. 1695–1721.
52. Ruth D. Carlitz and Rachel McLellan, ‘Open data from authoritarian regimes: New
opportunities, new challenges’, Perspectives on Politics 19, 1 (2020), pp. 160–170.
53. See Davis, ‘Manipulating Africa? Perspectives on the experimental method in the study
of African politics’, African Affairs, 119, 476 (2020), pp. 452–467; Davis and Miche-
litch, ‘Field Experiments: thinking through identity and positionality’, PS: Political Science
& Politics. (Forthcoming); Herman et al., ‘Field experiments in the global south: assess-
ing risks, localizing benefits, and addressing positionality’, PS: Political Science & Politics.
(Forthcoming) for how to run more ethical and precise RCTs given the African implementa-
tion environment. Carter and Carter, ‘Propaganda and protest’; Pia Raffler, ‘Does political
oversight of the bureaucracy increase accountability? Field experimental evidence from a
dominant party regime’, American Political Science Review (Forthcoming).
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