
Introduction

RegIme Change duRIng the thIRd Wave:  

FRom dICtatoRshIp to demoCRaCy and BaCk

during the past twenty- five years,  huntington’s metaphor of a 
“third Wave” of democratization captured what appeared to be a steady 
worldwide movement toward more liberal political rule.1 Beginning in  
southern europe in the mid- 1970s, the wave spread to major Latin ameri-
can and asian countries in the 1980s: Brazil, argentina, mexico, turkey, 
the philippines, taiwan, korea, and thailand. the trend accelerated dra-
matically in the aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall, and not only in 
eastern europe but in the poorer nations of the african continent as well. 
even more recently, the “color revolutions” in georgia, ukraine, kyrgyz-
stan, and Lebanon and the arab spring evoked hope that the former soviet  
union and the middle east would more fully participate in the worldwide  
trend.

By the late- 2000s, however, the net increase in the number of democra-
cies slowed and the tide of democratization appeared to crest. this slow-
down should not be altogether surprising; as the number of democracies 
increased, the remaining authoritarian regimes by definition constituted 
tougher cases. mass mobilization against these remaining dictatorships of -
ten failed to produce successful democratic transitions, as the arab spring  
showed most clearly.2 But other developments were somewhat more sur -
prising. First the number of intermediate regimes— variously labeled illib-
eral democracies, semiauthoritarian, electoral authoritarian, or competitive  
authoritarian regimes3— held surprisingly constant. some of these regimes 
arose in the wake of transitions from “harder” authoritarian rule, most 
notably in the former soviet union and parts of africa. yet others reflected 
the failure of new democracies to consolidate. military coups have become 
less common over time, but we have seen an increase in what we call “back-
sliding” from democracy: actions on the part of nominally democratic in-
cumbents that exploit the benefits of office— including economically— to 

1 huntington 1991.
2 Bellin 2012.
3 on illiberal democracies, see Zakaria 1997, 2003; diamond 2009. on semiauthori-

ta rian regimes, see ottaway 2003. on electoral authoritarian regimes, see schedler 2002, 
2009. on competitive authoritarian regimes, see Levitsky and Way 2002, 2010.



2  •  Introduction

restrict political contestation and civil and political lib  erties. prominent ex -
amples of such backsliding include Russia, ecuador, venezuela, nigeria, 
kenya, and, more recently, turkey, hungary, and pak istan.

With this new pessimism has come a revival of structural theories of 
democratic transition and consolidation. during the third Wave, mod-
ernization theory was cast into doubt by the spread of democracy to low- 
income countries, giving rise to an emphasis on elite negotiations and 
even outright contingency.4 But the failure of many of these new democ-
racies to consolidate has revived the focus on factors such as economic 
development and social structure. attention initially focused on whether 
Lipset’s observation of a cross- sectional correlation between level of de-
velopment and democracy could be extended to the analysis of transi-
tions to democratic rule.5 przeworski et al. argued that it didn’t, reflecting 
in part his focus on the postwar period when transitions spread across 
the developing world.6 But they were subsequently challenged by Boix 
and stokes, who argued that a longer- term perspective— incorporating 
the early european transitions— in fact confirmed the relationship be-
tween level of development and the collapse of authoritarian rule.7

there was a much stronger consensus, however, that development is 
associated with the consolidation of democratic rule. przeworski et al. 
famously showed that no democracy has ever reverted above a per capita 
gdp of $6,055, argentina’s level of development in 1975.8 przeworski 
followed with an important formal contribution, arguing that level of de-
velopment influences the stability of democratic rule through class dy-
namics as well.9 at higher levels of income, both richer and poorer classes 
develop vested interests in the democratic status quo and a generalized 
aversion to the uncertainties of authoritarian rule. Boix showed that this 
result was even stronger in the post– Cold War period when the interna-
tional system was dominated— at least for a time— by a liberal hegemon, 
reducing the “drag” on these long- run structural factors from geostrate-
gic and ideological rivalries.10 It followed directly from such analysis that 
democracies are much more likely to fail in the poorer countries that 
transitioned during the second half of the third Wave.

growing concern about the adverse political effect of high inequal-
ity has played an important role in these structural arguments. the link 

4 o’donnell and schmitter 1986; di palma 1990.
5 Lipset 1959, 1960.
6 przeworski, alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi 2000.
7 Boix and stokes 2003. see also epstein et al. 2006; kennedy 2010.
8 przeworski, alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi 2000.
9 przeworski 2005.
10 Boix 2011.
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between class conflicts over the distribution of wealth and regime change 
has had a long pedigree in the modernization literature. arguments of 
these sorts were influential in analyses of transitions to democracy in 
europe,11 and have been revived to consider the potentially adverse ef-
fects of the concentration of wealth an income on political accountability, 
participation, and polarization in the united states and europe.12

Class conflict models of regime change have also been deployed in com-
parative historical work on democratization and its reversal in develop-
ing countries.13 Recently, these insights have been formalized in influential 
models of regime change rooted in the divergent preferences of elites and 
masses, not only over the distribution of income but over the political in-
stitutions that sustain or redress social inequalities.14 a key finding of this 
literature is that high inequality constitutes a barrier to democratic rule, 
blocking transitions and increasing the risks of reversion.15

the central purpose of this book is to critically assess this new struc-
tural turn both theoretically and empirically. theoretically, we seek to 
steer the discussion about transitions to and from democratic rule away 
from structural explanations emphasizing level of economic development 
and social inequality back toward more political accounts, rooted in fac-
tors such as the nature of authoritarian and democratic institutions, re-
gime performance, and capacities for collective action on the part of civil 
society.

empirically, our analysis seeks to exploit not only cross- national re-
gression designs but a systematic attention to the entire population of 
cases as well. the book is based on 78 discrete democratic transitions 
and 25 reversions that occurred between 1980 and 2008 as coded in two 
widely used datasets. We show that structural factors have mixed effects 
on transitions to and reversions from democratic rule. this is particularly 
the case with inequality. distributive conflict is evident in about half of 
the transitions in our sample, and in a smaller share of reversions. But 
even where democratic transitions do appear to emerge from distributive 
conflict, those cases do not seem to be driven by the level of inequality 
one way or the other. Rather, democratization driven by mass mobiliza-
tion appears to hinge on political factors: how exclusionary or co- optive 
authoritarian regimes are and the extent to which publics are capable of 

11 marshall 1950; Lipset 1960; moore 1966.
12 mahler 2002; phillips 2003; Jacobs et al. 2004; mcCarty, poole, and Rosenthal 2006; 

solt 2008; Bartels 2008; piketty 2013.
13 o’donnell 1973; Rueschemeyer, stephens, and stephens 1992; Bermeo 2003.
14 acemoglu and Robinson 2000, 2001, 2006; acemoglu et al. 2013; Boix 2003, 2008, 

2013; przeworski 2005, 2009.
15 see however ansell and samuels 2010, 2013a, 2013b, 2014.
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mobilizing grievances into the political arena. Where class conflict does 
not appear as even a proximate cause of regime change, we need to look 
elsewhere for explanations, including to the role international forces have 
played and to elite calculations and intra- elite conflicts.

In our cross- national quantitative models, we find that a low level of 
development does play a role in reversions to authoritarian rule. But a 
closer examination of cases reveals a myriad of anomalies: low- income 
countries that survive and a handful of middle- income countries that re-
vert. moreover, as with transitions, we find that inequality does not have 
a significant effect on reversions and that there is a noticeable disjuncture 
between the postulated mechanisms in distributive conflict models and 
how reversions actually transpired. third Wave democracies were only 
rarely destabilized by right- wing elites defending their income and assets. 
Failure was much more commonly attributable to what we have termed  
a “weak democracy syndrome”: a complex of political and economic fac-
tors including histories of praetorianism, weak institutionalization, and 
poor economic performance, itself partly a function of poor governance.

In the remainder of this Introduction, we begin by defining core terms 
and justifying our focus on the third Wave. We then preview the empiri-
cal findings of the book, which are grouped into two major sections: the 
discussion of democratic transitions (Chapters 1– 4) and a chapter on 
the effects of these transitions paths (Chapter 5); and a section on rever-
sions (Chapters 6– 8). We close the Introduction with a note on method. 
throughout, our purposes are not only substantive; our work also includes  
an effort to bridge two methodological cultures: that of quantitative anal-
ysis rooted in a focus on average treatment effects and qualitative, causal 
process observation, with its emphasis on uncovering causal mechanisms.

democracy, democratization, and Reversion:  
studying the third Wave

as is common in the political science literature, we define “democracy” 
in procedural terms. democracies are political regimes in which all adult 
citizens are entitled to choose chief executives and legislatures through 
competitive elections, with expectations that the results of those elections 
will be honestly counted and honored through turnover in government. 
to meet these conditions, however, it is also necessary for citizens to be 
protected by a range of civil and political liberties, including the ability 
to organize and assemble, freedom of speech, and access to competing 
sources of information. the guarantee of rights and liberties opens the 
door to wider, more substantive definitions of democracy, based on the 
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idea of citizens as agents.16 For our purposes, however, we view rights and 
liberties through their crucial— if more limited— role in sustaining open 
political contestation.

of course, no regime satisfies all of these criteria perfectly,17 and this 
poses critical problems in the analysis and measurement of transitions to  
and from democratic rule. In principle, the benchmark for regime change 
would be decisive movement toward or away from the “rules of the 
game” outlined above. o’donnell and schmitter, for example, suggest 
that “the first free election” marks the point at which transitions end and a  
new regime is installed.18 and in some instances, particularly via the coup 
d’état, the reversion to dictatorship is unambiguous as well.

But two problems arise in identifying and coding regime change. First, 
moves to and from democracy need not be decisive, given that the major 
components of our definition could all pertain to different degrees. Where 
elections occur, they may be more or less competitive. Rights and liberties, 
similarly, may be more or less guaranteed. Both the competitiveness of the 
political system and the protection of political rights are ultimately contin-
uous variables. this raises a second problem of temporality: that changes 
of regimes may not be sharply marked, but constitute more incremental 
processes occurring over time.19 as we will see, more temporally elongated 
causal processes pose daunting problems for standard econometric meth-
ods, opening the space for complementary qualitative analysis.

these problems immediately raise issues of measurement. how much 
political freedom do we need to see before we say a democratic transition 
has occurred? how egregious do incumbents’ arrogation of powers or 
abuses of political rights need to be before they constitute a reversion? 
these are crucial questions given the competitive authoritarian regimes 
that have emerged within the gray zone between full- blown democratic 
and autocratic rule.

our approach to these problems is pragmatic. For some comparative 
purposes, particularly in our quantitative analysis, we treat transitions di-
chotomously while recognizing that this is an analytic artifice. at the same 
time, however, we emphasize throughout the importance of qualitative 
causal process observation that permits a more nuanced assessment of tran-
sition processes and the extent to which regimes satisfy democratic criteria.

to engage existing quantitative literature and to probe the comparability 
and replicability of its findings, we rely primarily on two panel datasets: the 

16 o’donnell 2004.
17 dahl 1973.
18 o’donnell and schmitter 1986: 59– 64.
19 pierson 2004.
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coding scheme developed by przeworski et al. and extended by Cheibub, 
gandhi, and vreeland (subsequently the Cgv dataset) and polity Iv; to en-
sure consistency with existing work, we only recode or discard cases in ex-
traordinary circumstances where we can find little support for the coding 
in question.20 We supplement these codings with reference to three other 
datasets when pursuing several related questions: the Freedom house da-
taset, which measures political rights and civil liberties more explicitly, and 
particularly nuanced coding schemes on the variety of authoritarian rule 
by hadenius, teorell, and Wahman and svolik.21

the choice of the Cgv and polity datasets is appropriate not only be-
cause they are widely used. they are also grounded in different conceptu-
alization and measurement strategies, providing the opportunity to check 
the robustness of findings to competing conceptions of democratic rule. 
Cgv provides a dichotomous measure of regime change that hinges on 
the staging of free elections and evidence of subsequent turnover that vin-
dicates the competitiveness of the transitional electoral process.22 the Cgv 
codings thus reflect a more minimalist conception of democratization but 
as a result are well- suited to capture sharp reversions to authoritarian rule 
in which elected executives are deposed and legislatures shuttered.

the polity score is a continuous metric (−10 to +10) that takes into 
account the broader political framework, including the regulation, com-
petitiveness, and openness of chief executive recruitment, checks on ex-
ecutive discretion— including through the judiciary or legislature— and 
the competitiveness of participation; this last component implies some 
indirect consideration of the protection of political liberties.23 although 
we exploit the continuous nature of the polity data, we also follow the 

20 przeworski, alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi 2000; Cheibub, gandhi, and vreeland 2010.
21 hadenius, teorell, and Wahman 2012; svolik 2012.
22 more precisely, the definition of democracy hinges on four coding rules: the chief ex-

ecutive is elected in popular elections; the lower house in the legislature is popularly elected; 
there is more than one party; and there is turnover. With respect to the last desideratum, 
countries are coded authoritarian if “the incumbents will have or already have held office 
continuously by virtue of elections for more than two terms or have held office without 
being elected for any duration of their current tenure in office, and until today or until the  
time when they were overthrown they had not lost an election” (przeworski, alvarez, Chei -
bub and Limongi 2000: 23; see also 19– 20 and 28).

23 again more precisely the polity “dem- auth” scale is based on the following component 
variables: the regulation of chief executive recruitment (XRReg), competitiveness of execu-
tive recruitment (XRComp), openness of executive recruitment and the independence of  
executive authority (XRopen), executive constraints, political competition, and opposition  
(XConst), and the regulation (paRReg) and competitiveness (paRComp) of participa-
tion. the last variable captures the protection of political and civil liberties and thus con-
stitutes one of the more important differences from the Cgv dataset, which relies on the 
existence of an opposition party alone.
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convention in the discipline and in the polity dataset itself of using a cut off 
of 6 to indicate the dividing line between authoritarian and democratic 
systems.

the differences between the two datasets are evident in the fact that only 
55.4 percent of the Cgv transitions are also polity cases. Conversely, 34 of 
the 78 cases coded as Cgv transitions— 43.6 percent— had polity scores 
of less than 6. In some instances, Cgv transitions might ap propriately be 
seen as transitions to what Levitsky and Way call competitive authoritar-
ianism rather than full democracy.24 as a result of these differences, we  
do not pool the data but rather run all statistical tests on each dataset sep-
arately. nonetheless, both datasets are clearly capturing important politi-
cal changes and provide the opportunity to consider the robustness of our 
findings to the definition of regime change.

Why limit our study to the third Wave? our focus on the period be-
tween 1980 and 2008 arguably biases results from what might emerge 
from a study of transitions over a longer time frame. Indeed, precisely in 
the interests of avoiding such biases, a number of studies have argued that 
a consideration of democracy as a long- run socioeconomic equilibrium re-
quires considering the entire life span of the political form, beginning with 
late 19th- century franchise extensions that marked the breakthrough.25

however, there are theoretical, empirical, and substantive reasons to 
consider more contemporary processes on their own terms. We are in-
terested in the determinants not only of democracy in general but of de-
mocratization in our time. Both modernization and distributive or class 
conflict theories were inspired by the 19th-  and early 20th- century expe-
rience of europe.26 early work by acemoglu and Robinson is explicit in 
considering how working- class pressures served to widen the franchise.27 
the sociological work of Rueschemeyer, stephens, and stephens also views  
working- class challenges as the key driver of democratization in Western 
europe and seeks to extend those findings to Latin america.28 taking a 
somewhat different tack, ansell and samuels have relied heavily on il-
lustrations from 19th- century Britain to advance their argument that it is 
the conflict between landed interests and rising commercial classes that 
drove democratization.29

24 Levitsky and Way 2010.
25 Boix 2003, 2008, 2013; Boix and stokes 2003; przeworski 2009; ansell and samuels 

2010, 2013a, 2013b, 2014.
26 It should be noted that these class conflict models have been challenged. Collier (1999) 

shows that in many early european cases, the impetus for democracy came from “insiders” 
already operating within narrowly based oligarchic systems.

27 acemoglu and Robinson 2001. see also przeworski 2009.
28 Rueschemeyer, stephens, and stephens 1992.
29 ansell and samuels 2010, 2014.
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however, it is not clear that these theories are appropriate to the very 
different political, economic, and social structures that characterize the 
contemporary developing and postsocialist worlds. In the earlier period, 
almost all transitions occurred from regimes that allowed some competi-
tion, but that limited franchises to propertied classes. the fight for democ-
racy was thus equivalent to franchise extension. In the late 20th century, 
the overwhelming share of postwar autocracies have been military, one- 
party, and competitive authoritarian regimes, which exhibit quite differ-
ent political dynamics because of the identity of political incumbents. 
moreover, although economic development still implies a fundamental 
transition from rural agrarian to more urban and industrial economies, 
the economic and social structures of developing countries are vastly dif-
ferent from the early european democratizers, with a much larger role of 
foreign economic actors, a more ambiguous impact of manufacturing on 
growth, and the emergence of large informal and service sectors. such dif-
ferences impact class identifications, opportunities for collective action,  
and the political relations among competing economic sectors.

Long- run historical approaches also pose their own problems of sam-
ple heterogeneity. standards for what constitutes democracy have shifted 
considerably over time. In the 19th century, for example, a country that 
excluded women and minorities from suffrage might still have been classi-
fied as democratic; by the mid- 20th century, it definitely would not. such 
a long- run approach also requires the causal factors at work to be de-
fined in exceedingly general terms. to undertake analysis over a long pe-
riod, inequality and class conflict have to be defined to encompass highly  
diverse social structures, a challenge even within the third Wave period. 
gains in generality and parsimony by “going long” are matched by equal 
if not greater losses in comparability of setting and context.

the international context of democratization is also quite different from 
earlier historical periods, in terms of both geopolitical configurations and 
international norms and ideas. an example of a quite significant change 
in context in the period of interest to us is the decline of east- West con-
flict and great- power patronage for client dictators and the rapid interna-
tional diffusion of democratic norms and expectations. the importance 
of this changed international environment is captured by geddes, Wright, 
and Frantz, who show that transitions to new authoritarian regimes were 
between two and three times more likely than transitions to democracy 
in the 1960s and 1970s.30 during the 1980s— the beginning of the end of 
the Cold War— the odds that regime change would result in a democratic, 
rather than autocratic transition, were only slightly less than even. By the 

30 geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2014.
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Figure 0.1 Cgv transitions during the third Wave (1980– 2008)
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1990s and 2000s, democratic transitions outnumbered autocratic transi-
tions by a ratio of more than two to one.

the temporal distribution of Cgv and polity transitions shown in 
Figures 0.1 and 0.2 provides an even more direct indication of the im-
portance of changes in the structure of the international system. In both 
datasets, a large share of transitions— and what we classify as both dis-
tributive and elite- led cases— peaked with the collapse of the soviet union 
between 1989 and 1991. some of these changes occurred in secessionist 
soviet republics, such as the Baltic states and ukraine, while others oc-
curred in formally independent communist states of eastern europe. But 
the breakup of the soviet union also had repercussions among many 
client states in africa and created a more benign environment for transi-
tions outside of the soviet sphere in Central america and asia as well.

a second feature of the third Wave that makes it distinctive is the 
spread of democratic practices to low- income countries with little ex-
perience with democracy and few expectations that they could become 
democratic at all. In an important article, Carles Boix shows that the 
impact of economic development on democracy grows stronger when 
a democratic hegemon dominates the international system, as was true 
in the 1990s and 2000s.31 the end of the Cold War freed workers and 
the middle classes to mobilize in favor of democracy, a pattern consis-
tent with regime changes in middle- income eastern european and Latin 
american countries. however, it is striking that transitions also occurred 
in some of the poorest countries and most inhospitable environments, 
both regional and domestic.

seeking to nest political change in this highly diverse set of countries in 
the still- more heterogeneous history of contemporary democracy since its 
late 19th- century origins has value; there may well be more generalized 
statements we can make by “going long.” But it does not diminish more 
temporally localized findings of how developing countries democratized 
or returned to authoritarian rule during the third Wave, particularly if 
we find that those processes don’t correspond with theories motivated by 
earlier democratic experiences.

how and Why does democracy emerge? Inequality, 
distributive Conflict, and elite- Led transitions

Both modernization and distributive conflict theories see democracy 
emerging out of fundamental shifts in class structure and conflicting pref-
erences over institutions across classes. how do struggles over the distri-

31 Boix 2011.
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bution of income and wealth affect transitions to democracy? and to what 
extent are these struggles related to differences in the degree of inequality? 
as we show in Chapter 1, formal theories developed by Boix, acemoglu,  
Robinson, and others provide a useful theoretical point of departure.32 these  
theories build on an important set of models of redistribution under dem-
ocratic rule to give this analysis of regime change micro- foundations.33 
their rationality assumptions are not typically shared by those with a 
more sociological perspective. But both sociological and rational choice 
models engage modernization theory with explicit predictions about how 
levels of inequality affect the prospects for both transitions to democratic 
rule and the stability of democracy once it is established.

as already noted, however, demand- driven theories of democracy are 
hardly new. aristotle (Politics, Book 5, 1301a) states that “a system of gov-
ernment can be changed into a democracy when the size of the multitude 
of the poor increases.” But he warns as well that “it is best for citizens in 
a city- state to possess a moderate amount of wealth because where some 
have a lot and some have none the result is the ultimate democracy or un-
mixed oligarchy. tyranny can result from both these extremes. It is much 
less likely to spring from moderate systems of government.”34 almost two 
millennia later, we find similar views expressed in the writings of Jeffer-
son, who espoused the importance of family farms to democratic rule, 
and of de tocqueville, whose warnings echoed those of aristotle: “almost 
all of the revolutions which have changed the aspect of nations have been 
made to consolidate or destroy social inequality. Remove the secondary 
causes which have produced the great convulsions of the world, and you 
will almost always find the principle of inequality at the bottom.”35

more contemporary variants of these insights, similarly, converge 
around the core observation that the expansion of democratic rights pro-
vides groups excluded from political power with opportunities to reduce 
the inequalities of “conditions,” including not only social and political con-
ditions, but economic ones as well.36 Both modernization and neo- marxist 
theorists focused on the emerging middle classes as the crucial agent of 
political change, and these theories have been revisited in important work 
by ansell and samuels.37 By the 19th century, however, mass democracy 
became a battle cry of the expanding european working classes, which 
challenged “bourgeois liberals” as well as the landed remnants of the old 

32 acemoglu and Robinson 2000, 2001, 2006; acemoglu et al. 2013; Boix 2003, 2008, 
2013; przeworski 2005, 2009; ansell and samuels 2010, 2014.

33 Romer 1975; Roberts 1977; and particularly meltzer and Richard 1981.
34 aristotle, Politics, book 5, 1301a; book 4, 1295a.
35 de tocqueville 1835: 302.
36 marshall 1950.
37 ansell and samuels 2010, 2013a, 2013b, 2014.
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social order. the idea that democratization in europe was a function of 
the changing balance of class power has been seriously contested,38 but it 
has remained an important component of the academic research agenda. 
studies of franchise extension show that it was typically won through 
political protest rather than bestowed from above.39 Rueschemeyer, ste-
phens, and stephens claim— more broadly still— that working- class mobi-
lization was the driving force behind the “democratic breakthroughs” of 
late 19th-  and early 20th- century europe.40

narrowing differences in income and wealth were not universally viewed 
as the only objective of these challenges, nor were they clearly linked to ob-
jective measures of inequality. nevertheless, it is by no means coincidental 
that liberal bourgeoisies as well as conservatives often viewed movements 
for democracy as threats to property and economic privilege. this assump-
tion underlies Bismarck’s attempt to co- opt the threat by extending social 
insurance to the most “dangerous” segments of the union movement. and 
the centrality of working- class economic demands in the transition to de-
mocracy is given greater credibility by the expansion of social programs 
and the reduction of inequality that followed democratic transitions.41

the corollary of such explanations for democratization is that extreme 
concentrations of income and assets, including landed wealth,42 are major 
barriers to both regime transitions and the stability of democratic rule. 
Whether focused on the conflict between landed and middle classes— 
moore’s dictum of “no bourgeoisie, no democracy”43— or rising working 
classes, inequality is the enemy of democracy and democratization. In un-
equal authoritarian settings, elites have strong incentives to repress political 
challenges that would also have redistributive effects. In unequal democra-
cies, economic elites pose an ongoing political risk, as they have the power 
to undermine democratic rule or overthrow it altogether.

the models we outline in Chapter 1 articulate these views more sharply 
and link them to explicit predictions about the likelihood of democrati-
zation at different levels of inequality. even though democratization is 
ultimately driven by pressures from below, such challenges are likely to 
emerge and succeed only at low or moderate levels of inequality, when 
masses have the means and incentives to mobilize in favor of redistribu-
tion and elites prefer moderate concessions to incurring the cost of repres-
sion. at high levels of inequality, conversely, such challenges are unlikely 
to succeed.

38 Collier 1999.
39 Lizzeri and persico 2004; przeworski 2009.
40 Rueschemeyer, stephens, and stephens 1992.
41 For example, Lindert 2004.
42 ansell and samuels 2014.
43 moore 1966: 418.
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Distributive Conflict Transitions

It is important to emphasize that modernization and particularly class 
conflict theories are not— and cannot— be simply structural. they must 
operate through strategic interactions between existing and rising classes, 
elites and masses, and ultimately political incumbents and oppositions. 
all of these interactions hinge on capacities for collective action on the 
part of oppositions and the willingness and ability to repress or offer 
concessions on the part of elites. as a result, we focus throughout on two 
related but ultimately separable tests of modernization and distributive 
conflict theories. the first is the relationship between structural factors— 
level of development and inequality— and regime change. For example, 
although the role of inequality varies somewhat across different theo-
retical models, they converge on the expectation noted above that high 
inequality is a barrier to democratization.

the second question is whether observed transition processes conform 
to the stipulated causal mechanisms in the theory. these mechanisms are 
more worked out in the game theoretic models of distributive conflict, and 
we thus focus on them here. even if inequality were found to be a signifi-
cant deterrent to democratic transitions, it may not be as a result of class 
conflict over economic grievances. Inequality might operate through differ-
ent channels, for example, marginalizing rather than mobilizing mass pub-
lics. Rather than arising out of class conflict, democracy may also prove 
an outcome of largely intra- elite processes or emanate from international 
pressures.

In Chapters 1 and 2— using somewhat different methods and mea-
sures— we find that inequality is not a significant determinant of demo-
cratic transitions one way or the other. It could nonetheless be the case 
that class conflict drives transition processes even if those conflicts are not 
rooted in the objective level of social stratification. to pursue this ques-
tion about short- run causal dynamics requires that we code transitions. 
to do so, we create a qualitative dataset of within- case causal process 
observations that distinguishes between distributive conflict transitions 
of the type specified in the theory and what we call “elite- led” cases in 
which the stipulated mechanisms are absent.44

distributive conflict transitions are defined as those in which (1) mass 
mobilization constitutes a significant and immediate threat to the ruling 
elite, (2) grievances associated with socioeconomic inequalities constitute 
at least one of the motives for mobilization, and (3) elites acquiesce to 
democracy in part in response to these threats. elite- led transitions are not 
characterized by this sequence of threats and response; they work instead 

44 haggard, kaufman, and teo 2016.
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through initiatives undertaken by incumbents or rival elite groups that we 
describe in more detail below. simply put, distributive conflict transitions 
can be characterized as “bottom- up” transitions that correspond at least 
in part to distributive conflict models while the elite- led transitions— from 
the “top down”— do not conform even descriptively or in their proximate 
causes to the theory.

We show in Chapter 1 that about half of the transitions we examine 
are the result of the mobilized de facto power envisioned by both the 
sociological and rational choice distributive conflict theories cited above. 
there are no clear standards by which a theory can be rejected by the 
presentation of anomalous cases; few theories take a rigidly deterministic 
or “necessary and sufficient” form under which any single case or even 
group of cases would be disconfirming. however, we also show in Chap-
ter 2 that inequality does not have any statistically significant effect on 
transitions in general or on those transitions we identify as driven by dis-
tributive conflict. In line with the null statistical findings, the distribution 
of cases shows numerous anomalies, including not only high- inequality 
cases that transition through distributive conflict but low-  and medium- 
inequality cases that transition in the absence of the postulated class dy-
namics. When the econometric results on inequality are taken together 
with the distributions based on our coding of the cases, these findings cast 
significant doubt on the generality of class conflict models.

however, the findings also raise the interesting question of the condi-
tions under which excluded groups do demonstrate, strike, protest, or even 
threaten revolution in order to win democratic reforms. If such processes 
are not driven by inequality, then what does account for them? We explore 
this issue in Chapter 2 using statistical analysis, and in Chapter 3 through a 
consideration of the distributive conflict cases. We point to the significance 
of three more standard political factors: the repressiveness of the authori-
tarian regime, capacities for collective action, and regime performance as 
measured by short- run economic conditions.

our first claim concerns the nature of authoritarian institutions. By 
their own admission, both the new and older class conflict theories are 
often institutionally spare; the same can be said for modernization theo-
ries. In class conflict theories, authoritarian regimes are defined in rela-
tively undifferentiated ways, largely in terms of their role in sustaining 
socioeconomic inequalities through repression. But just as the new class 
conflict theories were generating debate, an extensive literature on author-
itarian regimes was exploring their heterogeneity, including with respect 
to their reliance on repression and co- optation for managing opposition.45

45 geddes 1999; smith 2005; Lust- okar 2006; magaloni 2006; magaloni and kricheli 
2010; Brownlee 2007; hadenius and teorell 2007; gandhi 2008; gandhi and przeworski 
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paradoxically, we show in Chapters 2 and 3 that distributive conflict 
transitions are less likely in regimes that permit some space for political  
organization and representation than in more closed military and one- 
party regimes. From the perspective of the opposition, the principal chal-
lenge is to coordinate challenges to the regime. Regimes that allow lim ited 
pluralism and political opposition, however, not only repress but deploy 
resources to divide the opposition, co- opting some sectors and marginaliz-
ing others. Incumbents can manipulate cleavages, deflecting conflict away 
from class axes— along which oppositions have numerical advantages— 
and co- opting support through targeted patronage and clientelism.

By contrast, closed regimes that limit or eliminate channels of represen-
tation provide— virtually by definition— fewer opportunities for “de jure” 
influence or participation. organized groups, such as unions and civil so-
ciety associations, operate under tightly constrained circumstances or are 
driven underground entirely. Counterintuitively, such systems are more 
vulnerable to distributive conflict transitions.46

We do not test the relationship between repression, co- optation, and 
transitions through a consideration of institutions alone. We also find a 
strong relationship between a variety of indicators of repressiveness and  
the collapse of authoritarian rule via the distributive conflict route. In 
particular, we show that authoritarian regimes built around labor-  or 
ethnically- repressive economic projects have an increased likelihood of 
leaving power in the face of distributive conflict. these findings are an im -
portant reminder that grievances in authoritarian regimes are by no means  
limited to inequality, but include wider injustices associated with the loss 
of freedoms.

a second major political lacuna in the modernization and new class 
conflict models centers on the role of collective action. older, more socio-
logical theories focused on the role that unions and working- class move-
ments played in the extension of the franchise. Both modernization and 
newer class conflict approaches, however, largely sidestep the question 
of how excluded classes overcome— or fail to overcome— the disabilities 
associated with often- purposeful atomization imposed by autocratic rule.

Following the contentious politics literature,47 we argue that the ca-
pacity for collective action depends not only on the opportunity structure 

2006, 2007; gandhi and Lust- okar 2009; Blaydes 2010; Levitsky and Way 2010; teo-
rell 2010; malesky and schuler 2010; hadenius, teorell, and Wahman 2012; svolik 2012; 
Wright and escribà Folch 2012; Wahman, teorell, and hadenius 2012; Boix and svolik 
2013; Reuter and Robertson 2015.

46 see also svolik 2012: 111.
47 tilly 1986; tarrow 1998; mcadam 1999; mcadam, tarrow, and tilly 2001.
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available to excluded groups— which can be highly repressive as we have 
seen— but also on their organizational resources and strategies, including 
those that are nonviolent.48 Resources depend in part on the availability 
of “protest repertoires”— knowledge of symbols, relevant public spaces, 
tactical information— that can be marshaled and coordinated by decen-
tralized networks of leaders. Relatively decentralized and spontaneous 
forms of mobilization have long been a component of protest activity, 
and its potential may be increasing with the spread of social media.

nevertheless, we show in Chapters 2 and 3 that longer- standing orga-
nizations are pivotal actors in turning people out in the streets and mount-
ing sustained threats to authoritarian rule. these organizations can even 
play a triggering role if in abeyance under dictatorial rule.49 a surprising 
finding given the spread of the third Wave to lower income countries is 
the robust role played by unions not only in transitions in middle- income 
countries, but in lower- income countries as well. organizational resources 
can also be provided by civil society groups and ngos, as well as ethnic 
and religious groups. Indeed, in the absence of organizations, such chal-
lenges from below will not have the credibility to force political change; 
incumbents will wait them out.

Finally, building on earlier work,50 we argue that regime change is as-
sociated not only with long- run economic growth— as in modernization 
theories— but shorter- run economic grievances that can be interpreted as 
measures of performance. the likelihood of a transition to democratic 
rule is inversely related to the economic performance of the incumbent 
authoritarian regime. a large number of transitions, and of all types, oc-
curred in the context of severe economic difficulties, circumstances evi-
dent in the recurrent financial crises that coincided with the third Wave: 
in Latin america and africa in the 1980s, in the transitional economies in 
the first half of the 1990s, and again across a number of middle- income 
emerging markets from the mid- 1990s into the early 2000s. although eco-
nomic crises sometimes exacerbated tensions between rich and poor, they 
were just as likely to have impaired the provision of rents to elites, mili-
tary officers, and favored sectors of the public. as such they encouraged 
a defection of both elite supporters and appeared to have played a role in 
spurring mass mobilization as well.

48 sharp 1973; helvey 2004; Zunes 1994; ackerman and kruegler 1994; Zunes, kurtz, 
and asher 1999; ackerman and duvall 2000; schock 2005; Roberts and garton ash 2009; 
Chenoweth and stephan 2011.

49 taylor 1989; taylor and Crossley 2013.
50 haggard and kaufman 1995.
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Elite- Led Transitions

What about the large number of transitions that did not appear to be driven 
by demands from below? adam przeworski poses the puzzle of such transi-
tions in the clearest terms: “Why would people who monopolize political 
power ever decide to put their interests or values at risk by sharing it with 
others? specifically, why would those who hold political rights in the form 
of suffrage decide to extend these rights to anyone else?”51

In Chapter 4, we start with a substantial body of theory and empirical 
work showing how international factors may influence transitions, from 
direct military pressures and even intervention to the effects of interna-
tional institutions and diffusion.52 We organize our discussion around 
Levitsky and Way’s distinction between leverage and linkage as sources 
of international influence. In four cases— Cyprus (1983), grenada (1984), 
panama (1989), and haiti (1994)— outside intervention took a military 
form and directly displaced incumbents and/or established new demo-
cratic governments. yet in all other cases, the political dynamics between 
outside actors and incumbents reflected more subtle tacit bargaining and 
what putnam called two- level games.53 particularly in the wake of the 
end of the Cold War, the major powers became less tolerant of undemo-
cratic regimes that appeared guilty of economic mismanagement and out-
right corruption. threats or withdrawal of political and military support 
and economic aid— including from multilateral institutions— played an 
impor tant role in motivating transitions in a group of low- income afri-
can countries in particular.

except for cases of direct foreign displacement, however, these outside 
pressures always operate in conjunction with domestic political factors. 
even in the absence of popular mobilization, intra- elite rivalries can con-
stitute an important mechanism for spurring transitions. these rivalries 
may stem from competition among the political, military, and economic 
elites that constitute the authoritarian coalition— for example, when fac-
tions within the regime seek to displace incumbents— or from elite chal-
lenges from outside the regime altogether.54 some of these elite conflicts 
result in the replacement of one authoritarian leadership with another, a 
phenomenon we do not address. however, intra- elite conflicts can also 
generate transitions to democratic rule, particularly in the context of strong 
external inducements and constraints. Intra- elite conflicts often rotate  

51 przeworski 2009: 291.
52 Whitehead 1996; pevehouse 2002; Levitsky and Way 2005, 2010; Brinks and Coppedge 

2006; gleditsch and Ward 2006; Wejner 2005; Boix 2011.
53 putnam 1988.
54 slater, smith, and nair 2014.
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around differences over the costs and benefits of persisting with authori-
tarian rule. For example, while some military factions may favor a contin-
ued political role, others frequently see engagement in politics as carrying 
a variety of organizational costs, including to the core military mission.  
In about a third of all elite- led transitions, we found these conflicts central  
to transition processes.

even when elites remain relatively unified, however, they may still ac-
quiesce to— or even lead— democratizing reforms. this will occur if they 
believe they can retain leverage over the political process while reducing 
the costs of repression. Incumbent elites can do this in several ways, in-
cluding through the design of political institutions that give them effective 
vetoes or through the organization of political parties that exploit other 
cleavages to dampen distributive conflicts. dominant party systems— as 
opposed to true one- party systems— provide incumbent political elites 
with particular organizational advantages that can be redeployed in a 
more competitive context.

note that each of the alternative domestic causal mechanisms we have 
sketched— intra- elite conflict or transitions led by incumbent elites seeking 
to retain office— may in fact be related precisely to the weakness of im-
mediate threats from below. We find at least some indirect support for this 
claim in our statistical analysis in Chapter 2. While measures of the capac-
ity for collective action are significant determinants of distributive conflict 
transitions, they play no role in elite- led cases. Where such threats are off 
the table or limited, elites are more likely to control the transition. societies 
in which the poor are not mobilized through programmatic parties, unions, 
or other organizations may be especially prone to vote buying, patronage, 
and other forms of clientelistic control that would guarantee elite control 
of politics, even in nominally democratic settings.55

Transition Paths and the Stability of Democratic Rule

drawing the distinction between distributive conflict and elite- led tran-
sitions is necessary to test class conflict models, but it raises a big “so 
what?” question. do these transition paths ultimately reflect equifinality, 
the existence of multiple routes to the same outcome? or does democra-
tization through one path rather than another have a more enduring ef-
fect? We take up this question in Chapter 5, also setting the stage for a 
discussion of cases that revert to authoritarian rule.

theoretical priors on this question by no means reflect a well- developed  
consensus. mass mobilization may subsequently overwhelm fragile dem-
ocratic institutions through polarization and the precedent that violence 

55 kitschelt and Wilkinson 2006.
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“works.”56 We argue, however, that mass mobilization may also constitute 
a check on government. It does so by raising the costs to both autocratic 
incumbents and their democratic successors of abusing executive power, 
derogating from the guarantee of human rights and civil liberties, and 
engaging in electoral fraud. Quantitative analysis provides some evidence 
that countries transitioning through the distributive conflict route appear 
more robust, and not only in the short run but as long as ten years after 
the transition. We also undertake paired comparisons between similarly 
situated distributive- conflict and elite- led transitions, showing the mecha-
nisms through which this might occur. these cases provide additional evi-
dence on how mass mobilization can increase the quality of transitional 
elections, reduce the capacity of hard- liners to resort to repression, and 
impede the scope of institutional “lock- ins” that give exiting elites veto 
power. more generally, mass mobilization that forces concessions from 
authoritarian rulers opens the political system to broader participation, 
a more competitive electoral and political system and more robust hori-
zontal checks on executive power.

Why do democracies Collapse?

Inequality and distributive conflict play a somewhat different theoretical 
role in authoritarian reversions than they do in democratization. high in-
equality is a barrier to democratization in distributive conflict theories. 
however among those countries that do transition to democracy, the logic 
is precisely reversed: highly unequal distributions of income are likely to 
trigger redistributive challenges to elites and tempt them to undermine 
or overthrow democratic rule. mass mobilization also plays a somewhat 
different role in the logic of reversion. the exercise of “de facto” power 
is a central feature of distributive conflict transitions, but need not play 
a central role in what we call elite- reaction reversions, which can be trig-
gered by the redistributive policies of governments even in the absence of 
mass protest.

the elite reaction model of reversion from democratic rule is highly 
plausible, and has a substantial pedigree. In the bureaucratic- authoritarian 
regimes of the southern Cone of Latin america, for example, militaries 
did appear to intervene in the face of populist democratic challenges; pi-
nochet’s overthrow of the allende government in Chile is paradigmatic.

as with our discussion of transitions, our consideration of reversions 
in Chapters 6 through 8 begins with econometric tests of modernization 

56 huntington 1968.
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and class conflict models, with particular attention to the role of inequal-
ity. We then resort to causal process observation in Chapters 7 and 8 to 
see the extent to which reversions conform descriptively to the model. In 
addition to elite- reaction reversions and those in which class conflict is 
absent, we also code for a third reversion path: cases in which authoritar-
ian rule emanates not from the right, but from populist disaffection with 
the performance of incumbent democratic regimes.

We find very little evidence that the third Wave reversions conform to 
the elite reaction model and again in two senses. First, we find no evidence 
in cross- national panel models that inequality matters either for reversions 
in general or for elite- reaction reversions in particular. moreover, there is 
even less evidence that reversions during the third Wave conformed to 
the proximate causal processes identified in distributive conflict models.  
the share of elite- reaction reversions constitutes less than a third of rever-
sions in both datasets, and that number includes a number of reversions 
that proved extremely short- lived. In only a very small handful of cases did 
such reversions result in the sort of enduring authoritarian rule visible in 
earlier authoritarian waves such as in the southern Cone or the develop-
mental states of east asia.

Rather than a strong causal role for inequality and distributive conflict, 
we highlight a complex of three political and institutional factors, a “weak 
democracy syndrome” that makes democracies vulnerable to authoritar-
ian installations: a history of praetorianism and weak civilian control over 
the military; weak institutionalization more generally; and poor economic 
performance, manifest not only in low average growth but in recurrent 
economic crises as well. particularly significant in this regard is the con-
cept of weak institutionalization, which refers not to any particular con-
stitutional arrangements but to the absence of any significant and durable 
political institutions capable of constraining the political ambitions of in-
cumbents and oppositions. In weakly institutionalized systems, not only 
are militaries more likely to intervene in politics but incumbents are more 
likely to treat politics as a “winner- take- all” game and abuse office with 
the purpose of permanently marginalizing oppositions.

We do find statistical support for modernization theory in Chapter 6.  
Reversions to authoritarian rule are indeed more likely to take place in 
poorer countries. In Chapter 7 we consider an array of low- income “revert-
ers” drawn from africa, asia, Latin america, and the postsocialist world.  
however, even controlling for level of development, we find that the po-
litical factors we highlight— particularly praetorianism and weak insti tu-
tionalization— continue to have explanatory weight. the cases reviewed 
in Chapter 7 provide strong evidence of these political factors in explain-
ing the incentives of political elites to limit the scope of democratic rule.  



Introduction  •  21

the cases also show a more significant role for short- run economic factors 
than is visible in the regression analysis.

a closer consideration of cases also reveals a substantial number of 
anomalies with respect to modernization theory. We focus on two. First, 
even among low- income democracies that we expect to be particularly 
fragile, we find an ample number of cases that beat the odds. In Chap-
ter 8, we explore these cases in more detail, showing how taming the 
military, incremental institutional innovations, and robust economic per-
formance explain how these “survivors” built democracy in low- income 
settings. a second set of anomalies is composed of middle- income coun-
tries that would appear to have structural advantages with respect to de-
mocratization, but nonetheless revert. typical of these cases is a process 
we call backsliding: the arrogation of powers on the part of incumbents 
and the abuse of that power to marginalize oppositions. there are mul-
tiple causes of such backsliding, with oil producers providing prominent 
examples. however we show how the weak democracy syndrome is im-
plicated in these cases as well. praetorianism, deinstitutionalization, and 
economic crises set the sage for the entry of outsiders into political office. 
exploiting majoritarianism and the absence of robust party and civil so-
ciety oppositions, elites are able to arrogate powers, weaken horizontal 
checks, subvert elections, and undermine the protection of civil and po-
litical liberties.

a note on method, hedgehogs, and Foxes

In addition to our theoretical and empirical interests, this book also has 
a methodological purpose. since the publication of king, keohane, and 
verba’s important methodological manifesto Designing Social Inquiry, 
there has been a growing debate over the relationship between quantita-
tive and qualitative methods in contributing to the goal of causal infer-
ence.57 the authors made a strong case that if qualitative methods were 
to succeed, they essentially needed to mirror the rulebook of quantitative 
analysis.

yet there has been a sustained countercurrent of disaffection with this 
reductionist claim, culminating with gary goertz and James mahoney’s 
important A Tale of Two Cultures.58 goertz and mahoney come to the 
conclusion that the underlying approaches of quantitative and qualita-
tive methods are fundamentally different. the former is grounded in a 

57 king, keohane, and verba 1994.
58 goertz and mahoney 2012.
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conception of cause as the revelation of average treatment effects, and the  
latter ultimately rooted in set theory, the analysis of necessary and suffi-
cient conditions, and a mechanisms approach to causation.59

how these two approaches to the object of study (populations vs. 
cases) and even of underlying conceptions of cause can be bridged is by 
no means obvious.60 as with other nested analysis,61 we frame our analy-
sis with cross- national panel designs. technically, we treat most of our 
regression analysis as largely correlational, although we deploy a variety 
of widely used specifications in the literature on democratization and re-
versions from democratic rule including both multilevel models and the 
country fixed effects approach favored by economists.

But we are particularly intent on showing how causal inference can be 
improved by complementing statistical analysis with causal process obser-
vation. the concept of causal process observation that we employ grew 
out of an earlier stream of methodological work on process tracing initi-
ated by alexander george and subsequently joined by work on the em-
pirical testing of formal models, including through “analytic narratives.”62 
although Collier, Brady, and seawright distinguish between causal pro-
cess observation and process tracing, we see them as essentially the same. 
We prefer the term “causal process observation” because it underscores 
the link to theory testing. the causal process that we seek to observe does 
not reflect naïve epistemological realism and is not a search for “causes in 
the world,” so to speak. Rather, it reflects the effort to test whether there is 
empirical evidence for the causal processes stipulated in the chosen theory 
under test. It is through such observation that causal process tracing can 
complement statistical analysis, generate new data, and advance the objec-
tive of causal inference.

a central problem in all qualitative analysis, however, centers on case 
selection.63 Beach and pedersen go so far as to identify the approach with 
the consideration of individual cases.64 yet selection of individual cases 
always runs the risk of not only selection bias but also charges of cherry- 
picking conforming examples. this problem is not necessarily alleviated 
by simply expanding the number of cases through medium- N designs; the 
selection of those cases may be motivated as well.

59 Falleti and Lynch 2010; gerring 2007b, 2010; hedstrom and ylikoski 2010.
60 mahoney 2008; Crasnow and haggard 2015.
61 Lieberman 2005, 2015.
62 on causal process observation, see Collier, Brady, and seawright 2010; Beach and pe-

dersen 2013; Bennett and Checkel 2015. on process tracing, see george and Bennett 2005; 
george and mckeown 1985. on “analytic narratives,” see Bates et al. 1998; kuehn 2012.

63 gerring 2007a, 2012; seawright and gerring 2008; goertz and mahoney 2012.
64 Beach and pedersen 2013.
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We therefore propose a somewhat novel approach to causal process 
observation of relatively rare events such as democratic transitions and 
reversions: to select all of the cases in the corresponding cross- national 
panel models for closer qualitative scrutiny. In addition to regime change, 
the subject of this book, such an approach is also relevant to many other 
types of rare events of interest to political scientists: wars, civil wars, state 
failure, genocides, financial crises, and pandemics.65 Its advantages begin 
with the nature of the theories that are likely to be on offer. a scan of the  
list above immediately reveals that any explanation of a rare event is likely 
to be complex. even relatively stylized models are likely to invoke both 
structural and institutional factors as well as strategic interactions among 
contending players, typically modeled formally or informally in game- 
theoretic terms.

this complexity has important implications for the testing of theory. 
these models may appear spare, but in fact rest on highly complex causal 
chains. In our case, these include inequality, distributive conflict, and stra-
tegic interactions between incumbents and oppositions over the nature of 
political institutions. moreover, these processes unfold in variable tem-
poral time frames and in different sequences that do not necessarily lend 
themselves to efficient econometric tests. In a quantitative model, the ef-
fects of either structural variables, such as inequality, or behavioral ones, 
such as protest, are estimated across a heterogeneous set of cases, some 
of which transition as a result of the stipulated causal mechanism and 
some of which do not. the focus on average treatment effects masks the 
heterogeneity of actual transition paths; the variable in question may be 
significant or not significant across a population, but this does not neces-
sarily provide useful information on the outcomes in particular cases. By 
contrast, causal process observations do not ask whether the variable in 
question is significant across a population, but whether the cases conform 
with the causal process stipulated in the theoretical model, a causes of 
effects versus an effects of causes approach.66

In addition to their advantages in more closely testing the actual mech-
anisms specified in causal models, causal process observations also ad-
dress a second important problem in standard quantitative panel designs: 
the mismatch between the temporal framework of a stipulated causal pro-
cess and the constraints of country- year coding of cases. In cross- national 
panels, each country- year is coded as a transition or nontransition year; 
these codings constitute the dependent variable. the causal covariates are 
similarly either contemporaneous or antecedent with some lag structure. 
yet the causal sequence of actor choices associated with transitions and 

65 the following draws on Crasnow and haggard 2015.
66 mahoney 2008; goertz and mahoney 2012.
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reversions is blurred when data are aggregated up to the country- year 
level. In fact, the panel year design may hide mismatches between anteced-
ent conditions and subsequent events; they could, for example, be alto-
gether reversed and nonetheless receive the same coding. processes may 
also be more compressed or extended, not constant across cases, and thus 
similarly not well captured by the artifact of the country- year coding con-
straint. as we see later, many cases that are coded as transitions prove to 
be dubious when a more extended but variable temporal context is taken 
into account, a point emphasized more generally in the work of pierson.67

In principle, multistage models can be constructed that work from struc-
tural causes through intervening behaviors to institutional effects.68 some 
critics of the mechanisms approach have argued that mechanisms may be 
nothing more than such chains of intervening variables.69 moreover, the 
temporal problems we note might be handled by higher- frequency data 
that would reduce sequencing problems. although possible in principle, 
the continued reliance on reduced- form specification suggests that these 
strategies are both practically difficult to implement, in part because of 
the labor intensity of recoding existing datasets to conform more precisely 
with the theory being tested, and potentially not solvable in principle.

the approach proposed here raises its own challenges, including the 
well- known trade- off between breadth and depth that comes from a 
consideration of a large number of cases. however this is offset by the 
advantages gained by a sharp focus on the presence or absence of the 
complex— and often configurative— set of causes outlined in the underly-
ing theoretical model under consideration. We illustrate the approach in 
more detail in Chapter 1, but it begins with a clear coding rule with re-
spect to the causal mechanisms in the theory and a focused discussion of 
the extent to which each case conforms with the theory; these discussions 
constitute the qualitative dataset that undergirds the analysis throughout 
the book.70

In principle it is possible that all cases might conform with the theory, 
and a consideration of the distribution of all cases has occasionally been 
used in this way.71 But it is more likely that we would find cases that do 
and do not conform with the model, or put differently, alternative causal 
pathways. In this case, we can probe these two different populations in 
more detail through both quantitative and second- round causal process 
observation that considers alternative hypothesis. We engage the modern-
ization and distributive conflict theories in this fashion throughout the 

67 pierson 2004.
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book, probing their implications through both quantitative analysis and 
causal process observation and proposing alternatives.

despite our methodological ambitions, we should note that this book 
is indebted to huntington and early theorists of the third Wave for more 
than simply the metaphor. our identification of multiple routes to and 
from democracy also reflects his skepticism that “the search for a com-
mon, universally present independent variable that might play a signifi-
cant role in explaining (democracy) in such different countries is almost 
certain to be unsuccessful. . . . the causes of democratization differ sub-
stantially from one place to another and from one time to another.”72 It 
follows, he argues, that democratization is likely to result from highly en-
dogenous combinations of causes, an approach we take in outlining the  
“weak democracy” syndrome.

to draw on Isaiah Berlin’s well- known parable, the urge to be a “hedge-
hog” who knows “one big thing” is strong in social science. theories of 
regime change rooted in inequality and class conflict are reflective of that 
urge. But given the complexity of the changes being analyzed, it is more 
appropriate to cast a wide empirical net but to move like a “fox” who 
knows many things. Being a fox does not imply a retreat into ideographic 
accounts where “everything matters.”73 Rather, we aim at a disciplined 
causal account that avoids, as Fukuyama puts it, both “the pitfalls of ex-
cessive abstraction (the vice of economists) and excessive particularism 
(the problem of many historians and anthropologists).”74

72 huntington 1991: 38.
73 Berlin 1953.
74 Fukuyama 2011: 25.




