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Historical trends of regime change



Week 4 Reflection

Based on your research of democratizing and 
democratic backsliding (“autocratizing”) countries 
in the past two weeks, do you think that the world 
is now experiencing a third wave of democratic 
erosion? Why or why not?

Respond on pollev.com/govt4



What we covered in Week 4:
1. Core Elements of Autocracies

• Totalitarianism vs. Authoritarianism

2. Types of Autocracies based on Selectorate
• Monarchies, Military Dictatorships, Civilian Dictatorships

3. Selectorate Theory 

4. How Autocrats Stay in Power
• Group Exercise
• Dictator’s Dilemma

5. Your Background Research on an Autocratizing Country



Plan for today:

1. Exploring Trends in Democratic Erosion

2. Defining Democratic Erosion

3. Three Changing Techniques of Democratic Erosion 
• Bermeo 2016



Historical trends of regime change



Democracies are eroding & Autocracies are hardening



Map of regime change from 2010-2020



More and more people are experiencing autocratization



Most people live in autocracies



Year Free Partly Free Not Free

1973 29% 25% 46%

1987 35% 35% 31%

1997 42% 32% 27%

2007 47% 31% 22%

2017 45% 30% 25%

2023 43% 30% 27%

Current trends in regime change (Freedom House)

Source: Freedom House, “Democracy in Crisis: Freedom in the World 2023.”



Defining Democratic 
Erosion / Backsliding / Decline



Our definition of democracy

Modern political democracy: institutional arrangement for arriving at 
political decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by 
means of a competitive struggle for the people’s vote (Schumpeter 1942)

a system of governance in which rulers are held accountable for their 
actions in the public realm by citizens, acting indirectly through the 
competition and cooperation of their elected representatives (Schmitter and 
Karl 1991)

Core Elements of Democracy are:
Accountability, Participation, Contestation



Our definition of autocracy

Modern political autocracy: institutional arrangement in which
individuals and groups in society are subject to the hierarchical authority 
of the state without opportunity for free participation

a system of governance in which rulers are NOT held accountable for 
their actions in the public realm by citizens

Core Elements of Autocracies are:
Hierarchy, Selectorate



Then what is democratic backsliding?

Democratic backsliding: state-led debilitation or elimination of 
any of the political institutions that sustain a democracy

• Changes that negatively affect competitive accountability, 
participation, and contestation

(Bermeo 2016)



How do we recognize democratic backsliding?

If you are an expert hired by V-Dem or Freedom House, 
what what you look for to identify democratic backsliding in 
a country? 
How do you know what you’re observing is not just regular 
politics?

(Discuss with a partner)



How do we recognize democratic backsliding?

(Bermeo 2016)

Democratic backsliding: state-led debilitation or elimination of 
any of the political institutions that sustain a democracy

• Changes that negatively affect competitive accountability, 
participation, and contestation

• Examine changes in institutions and procedures
• There are a variety of policies and political outcomes that might 

have anti-democratic overtones but that should not be considered 
democratic backsliding.



Democratic backsliding vs. breakdown

Democratic backsliding: state-led debilitation or elimination of 
any of the political institutions that sustain a democracy

Democratic breakdown: reversion from democracy to 
authoritarianism; extreme case of democratic decline

(Bermeo 2016)



How the Techniques of Democratic Erosion 
have changed over time 



“Some of the most blatant forms of 
backsliding are now less common; and 
more vexing forms of backsliding are 
becoming more common. 

Ironically, we now face forms of democratic 
backsliding that are legitimated through the 
very institutions that democracy promoters 
have prioritized.”

(Bermeo 2016)



1. Coups are Rebranded

(Bermeo 2016)



Decline of Classic Coups



Rise of Promissory Coups



Rise of Promissory Coups



Rise of Promissory Coups



Rise of Promissory Coups



2. Gradual Executive Takeover 

(Bermeo 2016)



Autogolpe of Alberto Fujimori, 1992 Peru



Autogolpe of Alberto Fujimori, 1992 Peru



Executive Aggrandizement under Orbán, Hungary 2012 



Executive Aggrandizement under Orbán, Hungary 2012 



Overriding Term Limits in Africa



3. Pre-Election Vote Manipulation

(Bermeo 2016)



Election Day Vote Fraud in Russia



Strategic Election Manipulation in the US



Strategic Election Manipulation in the US


