
PoliSci 1: Science of Politics Week 2 Recap: Representation

SWBAT: (1) define the autocrat’s dilemma, (2) identify three strategies autocrats use to stay in
power, and (3) describe why autocrats hold elections.

1 Key Terms

• autocrat’s dilemma

• multiparty authoritarianism

• collective action problem

• focal event

• divide and conquer

• coalition loyalty

• Arab Winter

2 Key Themes/Ideas

Q. What are four types of autocracies?
Answer: Four types of autocracies are monarchies, military dictatorships (juntas), single-party
regimes, and multiparty regimes.

Q. What is the autocrat’s dilemma?
Answer: The fundamental problem for autocrats is that in order to maintain power they require
a group of supporters, but they can’t trust their supporters to not overthrow them.

Q. How do autocrats overcome this problem?
Answer: Autocratic leaders stay in power by making it very di�cult for military members, other
elites, and peasant to launch coup d’etats or rebellions to unseat them.

Q. What do these strategies look like in practice?
Answer: To stave o↵ challenges, autocratic leaders engage in strategies to (1) increase the costs
of collective action, (2) decrease the ability to coordinate, and (3) increase benefits of staying loyal
to the leader.

Q. How do you solve a coordination problem such as launching a rebellion?
Answer: Two potential solutions to coordination problems are (1) focal points such as Tahrir
Squar and (2) coordinating events such as the fall of the Berlin Wall.

Q. What are three ways autocratic leaders leave o�ce?
Answer: The three most prominent ways autocratic leaders leave o�ce is due to death, coup
d’etat, or revolution.

Q. Why do autocratic leaders hold elections?
Answer: This question is currently under debate, but some answers explored in class include (1)
international legitimacy, (2) distribution of state patronage (benefits), (3) collect information on
opposition strength, and (4) divide and conquer opposition.
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3 Key Readings

• Bueno de Mesquita (BDM) and Smith, “The Dictator’s Handbook”

• Ellen Lust-Okar, “Elections under Authoritarianism”

4 Review Questions

Check your understanding of this week’s material and key ideas with the following questions.

• Would Bueno de Mesquita and Smith believe coalition loyalty dynamics worsen or ameliorate
the problems associated with the autocrat’s dilemma?

• According to Bueno de Mesquita and Smith, why might coup traps (i.e. the repeated use of
coup d’etats to overthrow autocratic leaders) arise even if the autocratic leader pledges to
continue payouts to elites? Why can the elites not trust the leader?

• Are any of the strategies to stay in power likely to be more e↵ective than the others and why?
Pick an autocratic leader discussed in lecture or the BDM and Smith reading as evidence to
back up your answer.

• Is it easier to launch a coup d’etat or rebellion? Which are likely to be more common and
why? Use the collective action equation discussed in lecture to develop your argument based
on the probability of success if an individual participates and the potential cost-benefits of
overthrowing a leader.

• Transitions between monarchs are often peaceful events and cause little instability. Never-
theless, Professor Haber mentioned in lecture that most autocratic leadership transitions are
often violent a↵airs. What explains the di↵erences between monarchs and other autocratic
leaders? Do monarchs face the same fundametal paradox as other leaders? Why or why not?

• Przeworski, Polity IV, and Freedom House all emphasize the role of elections as a leading
measure of democracy. Suppose your friend Absent Alex says this is a weak criteria because
lots of authoritarian regimes have elections like Russia, Zimbabwe, and Egypt. Why is Alex
wrong?

• In Gambia, Yahya Jammeh was supposed to hand over power to Adama Barrow on January
19, 2017 after losing an election, but he has now declared a state of emergency and seems
unwilling to leave o�ce. Why might Jammeh have been willing to even hold the election
according to Lust-Okar? What are the likely consequences of this election for Jammeh and
the long-term stability of Gambia according to lecture?
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