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Course Syllabus 

 

Title of the course Comparative authoritarianism 

Title of the Academic 

Programme  
BA Programme in Political Science 

Type of the course  Elective 

Prerequisites Comparative politics 

ECTS workload 5 

Total indicative study 

hours 

Directed Study Self-directed study  Total 

32 158 190 

Course Overview Most of the political theories are focused on democracies, however big 

share of countries and behavior of politicians and people within these 

countries could not be explained by the means of theories presuming 

democratic nature of politics. The growing amount of literature dealing 

with mentioned blind spot. Today we know more and more about 

autocratic politics and different types of autocracies, we may understand 

autocracies not just as deviation from democracy but as having their own 

internal logic. The aim of the course is to study what are the main 

conclusions made by comparative political science on the logic of 

autocratic rule. We work both with main theories describing politics in 

autocracies and with certain cases. The latter part is covered by seminars. 

Intended Learning 

Outcomes (ILO) 

ULO – 2: Able to identify scientific subject  

 

ULO – 6: Able to do research, including the problem analysis, setting 

goals and objectives, defining the research subject, selecting research 

methods including its quality control 

 

ULO – 9: Able to think critically and interpret the experience (personal 

and of other persons), relate to professional and social activities   

 

PLO – 8: Student is capable of executing applied analysis of the political 

phenomena and political processes by using political science methods and 

in support of practical decision making process 

Teaching and Learning 

Methods 

The course consists of 8 lectures and 8 seminars. Lectures are devoted for 

theoretical issues, whereas the seminars intend to provide students with 

more practical skills of analyzing autocracies. 

Content and Structure of the Course 

№ Topic / Course Chapter Total 

 

Directed Study Self-directed 

Study 
Lectures Tutorial

s 

1 Varieties of autocracy 22 2 2 18 

2 Leadership and elite management in 

autocracies, the role of institutions 

24 2 2 20 

3 Dictator‟s dilemma 24 2 2 20 



4 Contentious politics under 

autocracies: repression vs co-

optation 

24 2 2 20 

5 Sources of autocratic stability: 

political economy 

24 2 2 20 

6 The role of elections under 

autocracies 

24 2 2 20 

7 Autocratic resilience and democratic 

transition 

24 2 2 20 

8 State institutions under autocracies: 

state building and governance 

24 2 2 20 

Total study hours 190 16 16 158 

Indicative Assessment 

Methods and Strategy  

40% of cumulative grade comes from the reaction paper students write. 

Reaction paper is a response essay (1000 words or more) covering the 

readings for one class. The author is expected to answer some basic 

questions, like, what are the central issues in the literature, which 

arguments the works put forth, what are the strengths and weaknesses of 

the papers under review. The important thing about reaction paper is that 

it should not merely summarize the works that it reviews, but should add 

something to it – either in criticism, or in some interesting development 

of the arguments proposed, or both. Team project amounts to 30% of the 

cumulative grade. All of the team members receive the same grade 

regardless of their individual contribution. Class participation amounts to 

another 30% of the cumulative grade. 

 

Should a student get a cumulative grade of 8 or higher, she or he is 

excused from taking the exam. The exam is a written response similar 

to the reaction papers. 

 

The final mark for the course is worked out by this formula: 0.35 * 

exam grade + 0.65 * cumulative grade. 

Readings / Indicative 

Learning Resources 

 Mandatory  

 

1. Gandhi, Jennifer, and Ellen Lust-Okar. “Elections Under 

Authoritarianism.” Annual Review of Political Science 12.1 

(2009): 403–422. 

2. Geddes, Barbara, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz. "Autocratic 

breakdown and regime transitions: A new data set." Perspectives 

on Politics 12.2 (2014): 313-331. 

3. Geddes, Barbara. "What do we know about democratization after 

twenty years?" Annual review of political science 2.1 (1999): 115-

144. 

4. Marinov, Nikolay. "Do economic sanctions destabilize country 

leaders?." American Journal of Political Science 49.3 (2005): 

564-576. 

5. Pepinsky, Thomas. "The institutional turn in comparative 

authoritarianism." British Journal of Political Science 44.3 

(2014): 631-653. 

6. Rundlett, Ashlea, and Milan W. Svolik. "Deliver the vote! 



micromotives and macrobehavior in electoral fraud." American 

Political Science Review 110.1 (2016): 180-197. 

7. Shen-Bayh, Fiona. "Strategies of Repression: Judicial and 

Extrajudicial Methods of Autocratic Survival." World Politics 

(2018): 1-37. 

8. Wright, Joseph. "Do authoritarian institutions constrain? How 

legislatures affect economic growth and investment." American 

Journal of Political Science 52.2 (2008): 322-343. 

 

Optional 

 

 

1. Arriola, Leonardo R. "Patronage and political stability in 

Africa." Comparative Political Studies 42.10 (2009): 1339-1362. 

2. Bellin, Eva. "Contingent democrats: Industrialists, labor, and 

democratization in late-developing countries." World Politics 52.2 

(2000): 175-205. 

3. Bunce, Valerie J., and Sharon L. Wolchik. "Defeating dictators: 

Electoral change and stability in competitive authoritarian 

regimes." World politics 62.1 (2010): 43-86. 

4. Gallagher, Mary E., and Jonathan K. Hanson. “Power Tool or 

Dull Blade? Selectorate Theory for Autocracies.” Annual Review 

of Political Science 18.1 (2015): 367–385. 

5. Howard, Marc Morjé, and Philip G. Roessler. "Liberalizing 

electoral outcomes in competitive authoritarian 

regimes." American Journal of Political Science 50.2 (2006): 365-

381. 

6. Junisbai, Barbara. "Improbable but potentially pivotal 

oppositions: privatization, capitalists, and political contestation in 

the post-Soviet autocracies." Perspectives on Politics 10.4 (2012): 

891-916. 

7. Malesky, Edmund, and Paul Schuler. "Nodding or needling: 

Analyzing delegate responsiveness in an authoritarian 

parliament." American Political Science Review 104.3 (2010): 

482-502. 

8. Morgenbesser, Lee. "Misclassification on the Mekong: The 

origins of Hun Sen‟s personalist dictatorship." Democratization 

25.2 (2018): 191-208. 

9. Ong, Lynette H. "“Thugs-for-Hire”: Subcontracting of State 

Coercion and State Capacity in China." Perspectives on 

Politics (2018): 1-16. 

10. Pepinsky, Thomas B. "Capital mobility and coalitional politics: 

authoritarian regimes and economic adjustment in Southeast 

Asia." World Politics 60.3 (2008): 438-474. 

11. Slater, Dan. "Iron cage in an iron fist: authoritarian institutions 

and the personalization of power in Malaysia." Comparative 

Politics (2003): 81-101. 

12. Smith, Benjamin. "Life of the party: The origins of regime 

breakdown and persistence under single-party rule." World 

Politics 57.3 (2005): 421-451. 

13. Tsai, Lily L. "Solidary groups, informal accountability, and local 

public goods provision in rural China." American Political 



Science Review 101.2 (2007): 355-372. 

14. Weyland, Kurt. "The Arab Spring: Why the surprising similarities 

with the revolutionary wave of 1848?" Perspectives on 

Politics 10.4 (2012): 917-934. 

Indicative Self- Study 

Strategies 
Type +/– Hours 

Reading for seminars / tutorials (lecture 

materials, mandatory and optional resources) 

+ 50 

Assignments for seminars / tutorials / labs + 50 

E-learning / distance learning (MOOC / 

LMS) 

-  

Fieldwork -  

Project work + 40 

Other (please specify) -  

Preparation for the exam - 18 

Academic Support for 

the Course 

Academic support for the course is provided via LMS, where students 

can find: guidelines and recommendations for doing the course; 

guidelines and recommendations for self-study; samples of assessment 

materials. 

Facilities, Equipment 

and Software 

For the lectures and seminars a class with a laptop, a film projector and a 

sound system is required. 

Course Instructor Aleksey Gilev, associate professor agilev@hse.ru 

 

Annex 1  

Course Content  

 

Varieties of Autocracies 

 

Definition of the political regime. Democracy and non-democracies. Hybrid regimes. 

Authoritarian and totalitarian regimes. Classifications of authoritarian regimes (Geddes, 

Hadenius, Theorell). International Indices.  

 

Leadership and Elite Management in Autocracies, the Role of Institutions 
 

The notion of political elite. Cooptation. Electorate and selectorate. Selective benefits. Patronage 

distribution. Electoral authoritarianism. Institutions under autocracy (elections, parliaments, 

parties).  

 

Dictator’s Dilemma 
 

Information and principal – agent problem under authoritarianism. Information gathering in non-

democracies.  

 

Contentious Politics under Autocracies: Repression vs Co-Optation 
 

Stability and contention under authoritarianism. Patronage. Predatory regimes. Repression. 

Protests. Authoritarian breakdown.  

 



Sources of Autocratic Stability: Political Economy 

 

Political economy of dictatorship. Resource revenue and resource curse. Credible commitment. 

Foreign Direct Investments and survival of autocracies.  

 

The Role of Elections under Autocracies 

 

Electoral vs. competitive authoritarianism. Electoral fraud and the „menu of manipulation‟. 

Democratization and stumbling elections.  

 

Autocratic resilience and democratic transition 

 

Authoritarian resilience: institutional, internal and external factors. Democratization theories. 

Sources of democratization. Case of the Arab Spring.  

 

State Institutions under Autocracies: State Building and Governance  

 

Public policy in authoritarian and democratic countries. Bad Governance. State capacity.  

 

 

 

Annex 2 

 

Assessment Methods and Criteria 

 

Assessment Methods  
 

Types of Assessment Forms of 

Assessment 

Modules 

1 2 3 4 

Formative Assessment 

 

In-class participation  *   

Reaction paper  *   

Team Project  *   

Summative Assessment Exam   *   

 

Assessment Criteria 

 

In-class Participation 

 

Grades Assessment Criteria 

«Excellent» (8-10) Active participation and involvement to discussion, valuable contributions 

based on required literature, no major mistakes.  

 

«Good» (6-7) Active participation, periodic involvement to discussions, overall high 

knowledge of literature, some major mistakes.  

«Satisfactory» (4-5) 

 

Overall period and not very active participation, a lot of errors committed, 

fair knowledge of literature.  

«Fail» (0-3) Unable to give relevant, coherent and knowledgeable answers.  

 

 Team Project  



 

Grades Assessment Criteria 

«Excellent» (8-10) 

 

 

Full and accurate answer to the question, strong evidence of deep 

knowledge of the subject. Clear group work.  

«Good» (6-7) 

 

 

Full answer to the question, evidence of good knowledge of the subject. 

Evidence of the group work. Some minor errors occur.  

«Satisfactory» (4-5) 

 

 

Partial answer to the question, fair knowledge, little evidence of group 

work. 

«Fail» (0-3) No answer, or the answer is irrelevant.  

 

Reaction paper 

 

Grades Assessment Criteria 

«Excellent» (8-10) 

 

The paper meets all formal requirements, takes relevant literature, fully and 

critically examines the literature, the opinion is clearly stated and supported 

by arguments.  

 

«Good» (6-7) The paper overall meets the formal requirements and contains relevant 

literature, which is examined critically. The opinion is stated, although 

there are problems in its justification.  

 

«Satisfactory» (4-5) 

 

 

The paper is overall satisfactory, but has problems with meeting formal 

requirements, or selecting and analyzing the literature, or providing a clear 

and justified opinion.  

«Fail» (0-3) The paper is poorly written and does not contain any  

 

Examination 

 

Grades Assessment Criteria 

«Excellent» (8-10) 

 

 

The answer is full, accurate, showing high level of a student‟s preparation, 

knowledge of material, required literature and facts. No errors occur.  

«Good» (6-7) 

 

 

The answer is full, showing sufficient level of student preparation, 

knowledge of material and facts. Some errors or inaccuracies occur.  

  

«Satisfactory» (4-5) 

 

 

Partial answer to the question, partial knowledge of literature, major errors  

in answer.  

«Fail» (0-3) No answer, or the answer is irrelevant and contains a lot of errors 

 

Samples of assignments and examination questions  

 

 



1. Classifications and typologies of authoritarian rule 

2. Managing elites under autocracies. Do leaders need institutions? 

3. Information under autocracy. Problems and solutions. 

4. To repress or to co-opt? Autocrat‟s choice. 

5. Class foundation of regime stability. 

6. Why elections and legislature under autocracy? 

7. Sources of resilience and drivers for transition. 

8. Is autocratic state strong or weak? 

 

Recommendations for students about organization of self-study 

Students are recommended to refresh the material of lectures using slides and notes. However, 

reading of mandatory literature and one optional text is necessary for each of the seminars. Try 

to connect arguments and topics of different authors. 

 

Special conditions for organization of learning process for students with special needs  

 

The following types of comprehension of learning information (including e-learning and 

distance learning) can be offered to students with disabilities (by their written request) in 

accordance with their individual psychophysical characteristics: 

1) for persons with vision disorders: a printed text in enlarged font; an electronic document; 

audios (transferring of learning materials into the audio); an individual advising with an 

assistance of a sign language interpreter; individual assignments and advising. 

2) for persons with hearing disorders: a printed text; an electronic document; video 

materials with subtitles; an individual advising with an assistance of a sign language 

interpreter; individual assignments and advising. 

3) for persons with muscle-skeleton disorders: a printed text; an electronic document; 

audios; individual assignments and advising. 

 

 


