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Table 4.1 Some prominent authoritarian states
Some large and oil-rich countries which are important players in world politics continue to be ruled by non-democratic
means
Form of rule
Algeria
China
Iran
North Korea
Saudi Arabia
Vietnam

Population
(rank)

Presidential (strong military influence)
Communist party
Contested theocracy
Military-backed presidential dictatorship
Royal family
Communist party

Gross domestic
product (rank)

35
1
18
49
46
14

48
3
18
99
24
43

Oil reserves
(rank)
17
14
4
No known reserves
1
45

Note: China is third, rather than second, in the CIA’s ranking of countries by gross domestic product because the European Union (placed
second behind the USA) is treated as a country.
Source: For rankings, CIA (2012).

work to protect private property rights, authoritarian rule is often associated with economic stagnation. The price of the rulers securing a large slice of
the pie is that the pie itself fails to grow, yielding
political vulnerability in the long run.
Inherited monarchies apart, the absence of a clear
succession procedure is a central weakness of
authoritarian regimes, providing much of their
political dynamic. Because there are no competitive
elections to refresh the leadership, authoritarian
leaders may continue in post until well past their
sell-by dates, as with the ageing autocrats finally
overthrown in the Arab revolts of 2011 (Table 4.2).
As those uprisings show, changing the leader in an
authoritarian regime is generally a more difficult
process than in a democracy. The pattern in China,
where since the 1990s the Communist Party has
refreshed its top leaders on a ten-year cycle, is exceptional; it surely contributes to the party’s continued
hold on power.
A decline into personal despotism, as with
Gaddafi in Libya, is an inherent danger of authoritarian regimes. However, as Brooker (2009, p. 130)
observes, ‘degeneration into personal rule is
common among dictatorships, particularly among
party regimes, but is far from being inevitable’. A
more important consequence of uncertain succession is that authoritarian rulers can be removed by
upstarts at any time, meaning that they must devote
constant attention to shoring up their position.

Table 4.2 Leaders overthrown in the Arab Spring,
2011
The Arab revolts toppled some (but far from all) of the
elderly autocrats who had dominated their countries for
decades
Leader

Egypt
Libya
Tunisia
Yemen

Age at which Number of
overthrown years in
power

Hosni Mubarak
Muammar Gaddafi
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali
Ali Abdullah Saleh

82
69
74
69

29
41
23
21

Note: Before becoming President of Yemen in 1990, Saleh was
President of North Yemen for 11 years.

Identifying how authoritarian leaders respond to
these inherent political uncertainties brings us to the
essence of non-democratic rule. Leaders exploit
three key control devices: the military, patronage
and the media.
First, authoritarian rulers maintain a strong military and security presence. To sustain their position,
they must be seen to be both willing and able to use
this resource. The revolts in the Middle East and
North Africa in 2011 generally progressed further
and faster where the regime lost the support of the

