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ABSTRACT

The establishment of electoral autocracy through gradual and “electoral” means by
democratically elected leaders has recently emerged as one of the most researched
phenomena in comparative politics. The literature and some of the most widely
discussed cases suggest that this process typically takes place on the basis of
majoritarian levels of popular support, often combined with an anti-establishment
narrative. In this article, we show that this representation fails to capture the
diversity characterizing these transitions and that general conclusions on these
processes may have been influenced by the analysis of only a part of existing cases.
Through the analysis of the universe of cases since 2000 and using V-Dem ERT and
V-Party data, first we show that widely discussed cases are not representative of
gradual transitions to electoral autocracy and describe the existence of alternative
patterns to electoral autocracy, including an overlooked pattern that is opposite to
the more discussed majoritarian-anti-establishment path. Then, we discuss and
provide preliminary evidence of how different patterns to electoral autocracy can
influence the types of strategies adopted by incumbents, and, as a consequence,
the elaboration of potential countermeasures to contemporary attacks on democracy.
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Introduction

The recent debate on autocratization has emerged as a key area of study in comparative
politics. Starting from the recognition of multiple processes of autocratization in
different countries, scholars have increasingly paid attention to the phenomenon, con-
tributing to its definition and investigating its implications. Defined in recent studies as
a movement “towards autocracy”’ or “away from democracy,”” autocratization is
described by these authors as a process that may initiate in any political regime,
occur in a gradual or sudden fashion, and that may, but not necessarily, produce a
transition from a democratic to an autocratic regime when unfolding in a democracy.

Within this more general category, this article examines gradual processes of auto-
cratization that originate in a democracy and that eventually produce the establishment
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of electoral autocracy by the hands of an elected government. In particular, it addresses
the not-yet-settled question of how these transitions occur. In addition to the obvious
implications associated with the transformation of a democracy into an authoritarian
regime, this specific form of autocratization, in which elected incumbents combine a
variety of relatively subtle autocratic strategies including the distortion of the
playing field and “executive aggrandizement,” is particularly relevant due to the
fact that most contemporary “episodes” of autocratization do start in a democracy
and, when they do, they mostly occur gradually on the initiative of elected incumbents,
often resulting in a democratic rupture.*

Because of its relevance, scholars have attempted to delineate the main character-
istics of this gradual establishment of autocracy, converging over two typical features
and contributing to the emergence of a “standard” or most discussed model of contem-
porary gradual democratic demise: incumbents’ ability to foster significant popular
support and the anti-establishment character of their political projects. Regarding
the former, Levitsky and Loxton describe “plebiscitarian means” as the typical strategy
of Latin American competitive authoritarianism.’ Similarly, Gamboa refers to incum-
bents’ popularity as the primary instrument and even as a necessary condition to erode
and eventually remove democratic rule.® In the same vein, Bermeo underlines the role
of strong electoral mandates and majoritarian support in gradual processes of demo-
cratic backsliding, noting that “Executive aggrandizement takes place precisely where a
majority that supports it is already taking root. Strategic electoral manipulation takes
place where incumbents already deem themselves capable of either securing or reinfor-
cing majority support.”” Not much differently, popular support and the majoritarian
control of the parliament are viewed by Kneuer as key elements of processes of demo-
cratic erosion ultimately resulting in autocracy.® In line with the reference to the key
role of majorities, strong electorate mandates, and the ability to win plebiscites, the
standard route to electoral autocracy would then be majoritarian, one in which
would-be autocrats dismantle and replace democracy through the ability to win and
maintain majoritarian levels of popular support.

A second, core feature of gradual transitions to autocracy has been often considered
to be the anti-establishment narrative embraced by autocrats. This narrative portrays
traditional socio-political elites as primarily accountable for the state of the democratic
regime, thus fostering resentment and disillusionment towards democracy. The most
frequently cited and influential contemporary instances of gradual democratic decline
are frequently linked to a narrative in which the democratic regime is depicted as
corrupt, inefficient, and under the sway of a small, self-referential political elite. This
anti-establishment narrative is at the core of autocratization processes in Venezuela,
where it took a social and egalitarian connotation. It is also at the basis of the autocra-
tization processes in Hungary, where it took instead a nationalist and conservative
connotation, and in Turkey, with a specific religious and conservative character.
Remarkably, anti-elitism is often viewed, though not unanimously, as a central
element or even an equivalent of populism,” in turn a recurrent explanation of
gradual transitions to electoral autocracy in the autocratization literature.'” In short,
besides its widely recognized majoritarian character, the contemporary gradual
route to autocracy is often presented as also anti-establishment, one in which, on
the basis of majoritarian levels of popular support, incumbent actors gradually disman-
tle democracy by attacking a supposedly corrupt, ineffective and even traitorous elite,
on the basis of egalitarian, nativist, nationalist, or other identity-related claims.
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We argue that these “majoritarian-anti-establishment” models appear incapable to
capturing the diversity characterizing contemporary cases of gradual transitions from
democracy to electoral autocracy. On the one hand, in spite of their “electoral” nature,
to a significant extent, gradual transitions to electoral autocracy also occur with min-
oritarian levels of popular support. Government leaders such as Alejandro Giammattei
in Guatemala, Nikola Gruevski in North Macedonia, Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo in the
Philippines and several others could not count on majoritarian electoral victories
during their “journey” to electoral autocracy. On the other hand, once the universe
of cases is taken into account, the role of anti-establishment autocratizers in these tran-
sitions appears to have been overstated: gradual transitions to electoral autocracy often
occur in continuity with the establishment, that is, without an anti-establishment nar-
rative or party platform foreseeing a rupture with established elites. For example, the
aforementioned Macapagal-Arroyo and Gruevski, Yanukovych in Ukraine or Ouattara
in Ivory Coast did not base their progressive dismantlement of democracy on anti-
establishment appeals. In some experiences, such as in the case of Giammattei in Gua-
temala and Macapagal-Arroyo in the Philippines, the absence of anti-establishment
programmes even translated into an open defense of the interests of segments of estab-
lished socio-economic and political elites.

In what is a reflection of these observations, we maintain that once the universe of
cases is classified along the majoritarian/minoritarian and what we call the anti-estab-
lishment/continuist'' dimension measuring autocratizers’ anti-elitism, additional,
empirically relevant, “models” of gradual democratic breakdown resulting from the
intersection of these dimensions emerge, particularly the majoritarian-continuist
and the minoritarian-continuist models. Largely ignored in the contemporary
context, this last model — the minoritarian-continuist — is even opposite to the
often discussed majoritarian-anti-establishment one.

Far from having a merely classificatory value, the identification of different patterns
to electoral autocracy along these dimensions is highly meaningful given that, as dis-
cussed below, such differences can have important consequences of the strategies of the
actors involved in the autocratization process and, as a result, on the early identifi-
cation of autocratization trends and on the measures that may be needed to defend
democracy.

The core message of this article is that, when considering the gradual, complete
transformation of democracy into electoral autocracy, the studies on autocratization
in recent years have been biased towards the analysis of specific paths to autocracy
and that more attention should be paid to diversity and complexity in autocratization
processes.'” Due to minoritarian levels of popular support and/or the absence of an
inspiring anti-establishment political narrative, transitions (not just democratic
erosion) through alternative patterns such as the minoritarian-continuist one may
appear particularly arduous and less feasible from the perspective of an autocrat
engaged in the gradual establishment of autocracy through electoral means.
However, these transitions do happen, and to a considerable extent. We maintain
that opening the “black-box” of gradual democratic demises must be a priority to
obtain an overall and more accurate picture of the variety of contemporary models
of autocratization.

In the next sections, first, we assess the diffusion of different patterns to electoral
autocracy resulting from the combination of the majoritarian/minoritarian and anti-
establishment/continuist dimensions: the majoritarian-anti-establishment, the
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minoritarian-continuist, the majoritarian-continuist, and the minoritarian-anti-estab-
lishment models. We draw on the V-Dem ERT"” and V-Party datasets,'* and show that
diversity in contemporary gradual routes to electoral autocracy is largely overlooked.
Then, we discuss how the incentives and constraints produced by each pattern can
orient incumbents towards different strategies and, as a consequence, why it is impor-
tant to recognize such diversity. Finally, to illustrate the differences highlighted
through the V-Dem ERT and V-Party data and to provide some preliminary evidence
of their impact on autocrats’ strategies, we contrast cases from different patterns and
describe incumbents’ strategic choices. In the final section, we discuss the specific con-
tributions of this article and consider new possible research avenues in the field of
autocratization studies.

The theoretical and practical benefits resulting from the recognition and analysis of
diversity in the universe of cases are multiple. First, it favours a more complete under-
standing of autocratization processes and avoid both the overlooking of important
factors and the attribution of excessive importance to others. By doing so, it contrib-
utes to the visualization of dangers that could otherwise be ignored, thus helping in
coping with autocratic projects. More generally, it cautions against overly simplified
universal playbooks or sequencing of autocratization. Second, it provides the opportu-
nity to consider the specific mechanisms and actions that autocrats adopt to establish
electoral autocracy with limited popular support. Third, this article is also relevant to
understand the relation between populism and autocratization, given the analysis of
the role of autocratizers’ anti-elitism in transitions to electoral autocracy. Related to
this point, the analysis of transitions diverging from those involving popular leaders
wielding anti-elite messages brings back the role of traditional political elites and of
their close relation with segments of the socio-economic establishment in autocratiza-
tion processes, often overlooked in the last few years due to the tendency to focus on
the autocratizing role of anti-establishment actors and political outsiders. Fourth, it
provides insights into the different types of contribution that political leaders can
provide to the establishment of autocracy.

Overlooked diversity in cases of gradual democratic rupture?

Significant consensus seems to exist on the idea that contemporary autocratization,
when it takes the form of a gradual, complete transition from democracy to electoral
autocracy, tends to occur through the initiative of popular leaders, parties or move-
ments. Influenced by key, influential cases such as Chavez’s Venezuela, Erdogan’s
Turkey, and Orban’s Hungary, according to dominant narratives highly popular
leaders would dismantle democracy by taking advantage of decisive electoral wins
and their popularity, in turn often associated with their anti-establishment narrative,
the widespread resentment for traditional socio-economic powers, and a programme
directed against the established political elites or the socio-economic or ideological
status quo.

Yet, other contemporary, largely overlooked cases tell a different, sometimes oppo-
site story. In several countries, elected government leaders did produce a gradual and
subtle transition to electoral autocracy. However, they achieved their goals with min-
oritarian levels of popular support and/or without an anti-establishment narrative. We
maintain that, once the universe of contemporary gradual democratic ruptures by
elected governments is taken into account, empirical evidence points to a picture
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that is, more complex and diverse than that outlined by the literature. To test our argu-
ment, in Table 1 and Figure 1 we consider gradual complete transitions to electoral
autocracy since 2000 and distinguish them on the basis of the majoritarian/minoritar-
ian and anti-establishment/continuist dimensions (cases in Figure 1 are indicated with
the name of the country and the year of transition to electoral autocracy).

To select the universe of gradual transitions to electoral autocracy, we identify cases
that transitioned from democracy to electoral autocracy while experiencing a process
of autocratization that did not involve a coup d’état or a military intervention. To this
goal, we draw on the V-Dem ERT dataset'” and follow its episode approach thus iden-
tifying episodes of autocratization as “periods when a country undergoes sustained and
substantial changes along a democracy-autocracy continuum.”'® First, we consider
episodes of autocratization that occurred, wholly or in part, since 2000. After selecting
these episodes on the basis of standard criteria suggested by the ERT framework'” we
further refine our case selection by excluding those episodes that, according to the V-
Dem Regimes of the World index, (i) did not start in a democracy and that (ii) did not
produce the transition to an electoral autocracy. Based on these two additional criteria,
we therefore select only those cases that experienced an episode of autocratization that
started in democracy and entailed a transition from democracy to electoral autocracy.
We then excluded all episodes lasting one year or less (e.g. Sri-Lanka 2005-2006) and
those including a coup d’état or a military intervention (e.g. Fiji 2000-2001 or Maldives
2012-2016, among others) since we focus solely on gradual processes of change led by
elected political leaders. We obtained 18 cases of autocratization from democracy to
electoral autocracy since 2000 (see Table 1).18

To measure and compare these cases across the majoritarian/minoritarian dimen-
sion, we consider the electoral results of chief executives’ parties in the legislature
before democratic rupture and code them as majoritarian if they obtained more
than 50% of seats in the lower chamber. The percentage of seats won by chief execu-
tives’ parties enables comparability between countries with presidential and

4 Minoritarian/Anti-establishment s Maijoritarian/Anti-establishment

Model

+ Majoritarian/Anti-establishment

Anti-Elite Rethoric

+ Minoritarian/Continuist

0 Minoritarian/Continuist Majoritarian/Continuist

% of seats won in the lower chamber

Figure 1. Models of autocratization. Based on the V-Party variables “v2paseatshare” and “v2paanteli_osp” (Lind-
berg et al. “Varieties of Party Identity and Organization (V-Party) Dataset V2").

Note: Each case is indicated with the name of the country and the year of the transition to electoral autocracy based on V-Dem
Regimes of the World (v2x_regime) in Coppedge et al. “V-Dem [Country-Year/Country-Date] Dataset v13”".
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parliamentary systems and it allows to measure the ability of incumbents to accumu-
late institutional power through popular support. Considering the percentage of votes
would not fully capture such ability and would set a hardly reachable threshold for a
case to be coded as majoritarian, with the risk of coding chief executives’ parties able to
win absolute parliamentary majorities as minoritarian. Accordingly, for each of the
cases, drawing on the V-Party dataset,’” we measure the majoritarian/minoritarian
dimension with the V-Party variable “v2paseatshare,” a variable measuring the percen-
tage of seats won by political parties in the lower chamber. We consider the party of the
chief executive under whom the rupture of democracy occurred and report its electoral
result in the year coinciding with or — if a national legislative election was not held in
that year — immediately preceding the transition year from democracy to electoral
autocracy. We use the 50% seat share as a cutoff point to distinguish majoritarian
from minoritarian cases. A possible alternative, more stringent criterion to code a
case as majoritarian would require incumbent parties to win more than 50% of seats
in both the lower and upper chambers for the few cases with a functioning, popularly
elected upper chamber in our universe of cases. However, this could potentially reduce
the number of majoritarian cases and, as a consequence, it would set a less demanding
(or more favourable) test for our argument, which questions the diffusion and repre-
sentativeness of majoritarian and especially majoritarian-anti-establishment models.
By considering only the results in the lower chamber, we therefore set a harder test
for our argument. Regardless, within our universe of cases, considering also the
results in the upper chamber for the three cases with a functioning, popularly
elected upper chamber would not change their coding given that the majoritarian or
minoritarian results in the lower chamber were confirmed in the upper chamber.*

To measure autocratizers” anti-elitism, we consider the rhetoric of chief executives’
parties before democratic rupture. In the same year and for the same party considered
for the majoritarian-minoritarian dimension, we then measure the anti-establishment/
continuist dimension with the V-Party variable “v2paanteli_osp” that, by measuring a
party’s level of anti-elite rhetoric, proves particularly suitable for our goals. This is a
variable that measures the importance of anti-elitism in the party’s rhetoric and that
ranges from 0 to 4, where 0 corresponds to “not at all important” and 4 to “very impor-
tant”: the values of 0 and 1 indicate that this rhetoric is “not at all” or “not important”
for the considered party, while the values of 2, 3 and 4 indicate that this rhetoric is
“somewhat important,” “important,” or “very important,” respectively.”’ We use the
value of “2” (“somewhat important”) as a cutoff point to distinguish continuist from
anti-establishment cases.”

What emerges from Table 1 and Figure 1 conflicts with predominant narratives.
First, in spite of the tendency of the literature to explain contemporary transitions
to electoral autocracy through majoritarian-anti-establishment models, and to con-
sider majoritarian levels of popular support as an almost indispensable condition,
the gradual and successful rupture of democracy occurs, to a significant extent, also
with minoritarian levels of popular support and/or without an explicitly anti-elite
rhetoric, that is, through alternative models. Remarkably, the minoritarian-continuist
model, opposite to majoritarian-anti-establishment cases and combining minoritarian
levels of popular support and the absence of explicit anti-elitism, emerges as the most
populated category (see lower-left quadrant in Figure 1). In spite of its considerable
diffusion, this is, a pattern that has been largely ignored in the contemporary
context, possibly due to the fact that is apparently less viable. The lower-right quadrant
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of Figure 1 shows that transitions to electoral autocracy tend to occur also through the
majoritarian-continuist path, that is with majoritarian levels of popular support but
without an openly anti-establishment character. Finally, the minoritarian-anti-estab-
lishment pattern (see upper left quadrant) appears instead as an uncommon, relatively
marginal path to electoral autocracy. This is not surprising. The gradual, “electoral”
establishment of autocracy through the proposal of a programme in opposition to
established elites may be highly problematic in the absence of majoritarian levels of
popular support.

Second, related to the point above, unlike the large attention paid by scholars to
popular, anti-establishment leaders, the upper-right quadrant shows that these cases
are not very common within the universe of cases. In other words, the majoritarian-
anti-establishment cases may be the most debated and examined cases, possibly due
to their conceptual proximity with populism, but they are not numerically prevalent.
This finding is important because these cases have arguably exerted significant
influence in attempts to define how elected governments achieve to slowly transform
democracy into autocracy (see, for example, Kneuer?®), which in turn may also
influence the analysis of how to resist attacks on democracy.

Third, the fact that (see the upper-left and upper-right quadrants) only around one-
third of successful transitions to electoral autocracy are characterized by medium to
high levels of anti-elitism may suggest that populism is possibly less central than
expected in cases of gradual democratic rupture. Populism has been notoriously
defined in different ways but, as noted by Schedler,** scholars have often viewed
anti-elitism as its central feature or even as its equivalent. Indeed, anti-elitism has
been considered a necessary component in different, highly influential definitions of
populism.”® Accordingly, in spite of the large attention dedicated to populist leaders
in the autocratization literature, populism may be unable to explain most cases of
gradual democratic rupture.

Finally, regarding the relation between the majoritarian-minoritarian and anti-
establishment-continuist dimensions, the lower-right quadrant of Figure 1 suggests
that anti-establishment appeals are not the only strategy to foment popular support
in “successful” journeys to electoral autocracy. Therefore, in addition to showing
that largely discussed majoritarian-anti-establishment cases are not representative of
contemporary gradual democratic breakdowns, and that neither popular support
nor anti-elitism are virtually necessary conditions for the successful establishment of
electoral autocracy, existing cases seem to indicate that autocrats able to establish an
electoral autocracy may not need anti-establishment appeals to accumulate majoritar-
ian popular support during their “successful” establishment of electoral autocracy.

In summary, the existence of a significant number of cases characterized by minor-
itarian levels of popular support and the less-than-expected central role of anti-elitism
are especially notable. More generally, what emerges is that transitions to electoral
autocracy tend to occur through different patterns: with majoritarian levels of
popular support (sometimes combined with anti-establishment plans) or, given the
marginality of the minoritarian-anti-establishment model, through the overlooked
minoritarian-continuist pattern. As discussed in the next section, these differences,
in themselves remarkable, are even more important because they can produce signifi-
cant consequences of the strategies adopted by global autocrats, whose understanding,
in turn, is also important to deal with authoritarianism. We examine these conse-
quences in the next section.
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Incentives and constraints in different patterns to electoral autocracy

In the previous section, we showed that gradual and successful transitions from
democracy to electoral autocracy occur in a majoritarian fashion (in some cases
accompanied by anti-establishment goals), but also through a largely overlooked
pattern characterized by minoritarian levels of popular support and the absence of
an explicitly anti-elite rhetoric. While relevant in themselves, these differences can
also have important consequences of the strategies of the autocratizers. Specifically,
due to the incentives and constraints that each pathway produces, certain strategies
appear more likely in one pattern than in the other. These “consequences” concern
(see Table 2): (1) the use of referendums; (2) electoral manipulations on the election
day; (3) mobilization strategies; (4) adoption of a new constitution; and (5) power-
sharing deals.’® These strategies (discussed below) are not inevitably present in
certain patterns and are not necessary or sufficient in a certain pattern for the “success-
ful” removal of democracy. However, what emerges from our analysis is that, within
the universe of completed transitions from democracy to electoral autocracy, in
their “journey” to electoral autocracy, governments in different patterns are pushed
to resort to different strategies, due to the different structure of incentives and con-
straints that each pattern produces.

Showing that the strategies adopted by incumbents depend on the models outlined
in the previous sections is important because it questions increasingly recurrent
attempts to identify universal playbooks or sequencing of autocratization. In particu-
lar, as discussed below, it suggests that the specific actions that autocrats adopt once in
power may depend on available means (i.e. availability of popular support) and their
ideology (i.e. presence or absence of anti-elitism). Notably, these strategies are related
with the discussed models (majoritarian-anti-establishment, minoritarian-continuist,
etc.) but they are not part of their constitutive elements: because of the reasons out-
lined in this section, they are more likely in some models than in others but, in
some cases, they may occur where they are not expected and not occur where they
are, for example, due to local specificities. Understanding that strategies tend to vary
depending on autocrats’ features and available means, in turn, is important to better
understand how to resist autocratization and avoid one-fits-all recommendations
based on the most discussed cases: for instance, dealing with relatively unpopular
executives engaging in intense electoral fraud may require different resistance strat-
egies than those derived from the analysis of popular, anti-establishment executives
attempting to change the constitution.

Table 2. Strategies in patterns to electoral autocracy.

Majoritarian-anti- Majoritarian- Minoritarian- Minoritarian-anti-
establishment continuist continuist establishment

Use of Referenda High Medium Low Low
Mobilizational strategy  High Medium Low Medium
Power sharing deals Low Low High Medium/High
Adoption of a new High Medium Low Low

constitution
Manipulations on the Low Low High High

election day

Note: the table indicates the degree to which the incentive and constraint structure stemming from the consti-
tutive dimensions of each pattern inclines the incumbent towards a particular strategy.
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Regarding referendums, because of the limited levels of popular support, in minor-
itarian patterns they are less viable and therefore not a typical, key tool in the incum-
bent’s authoritarian arsenal. Instead, when needed, they often represent key strategic
instruments in majoritarian routes, particularly when the autocrat’s stated goal is to
supplant existing elites. To be sure, even for leaders counting on popular support,
referendums are not without risks and may sometimes produce unexpected electoral
defeats.

Similar to the incentives and constraints related to the use of referendums, though
sometimes attempted, the adoption of a new constitution is not a viable option for
incumbents without majoritarian levels of popular support and therefore is typically
not part of their drive towards electoral autocracy. The adoption of a new constitution
is instead more likely in the majoritarian-anti-establishment path where it is more feas-
ible and also key to bring about a programme of radical renewal.

With respect to mobilization strategies, incumbents in the majoritarian-anti-estab-
lishment pattern are more likely to mobilize their supporters than their counterparts in
other paths, due to majoritarian levels of popular support and an anti-establishment
narrative capable of energizing their followers. The mobilization of followers is par-
ticularly relevant for a government confronting established elites.

Regarding the autocrat’s strategies in the electoral arena, a consolidated finding is
that contemporary autocrats typically refrain from overt fraud on the election day
and, rather, opt for more nuanced pre-electoral manipulations.”” However, because
of the constraints associated with limited popular support, incumbents in minoritarian
patterns have more incentives and therefore are more willing to resort to electoral
fraud on the election day, even if this may prove riskier than more subtle manipula-
tions taking place before the celebration of elections.

Finally, because of their inability to accumulate power through majoritarian
support, incumbents in minoritarian paths intuitively need to rely on power-sharing
deals and cooptation which, instead, are not needed in majoritarian patterns and
may even prove incompatible with anti-establishment appeals where present. While
the causal link between minoritarian levels of popular support and the use of pacts
is not surprising, the dependence on (often opportunistic) deals in minoritarian
paths underlines a considerable strategic difference with often discussed models that
should be taken into account in the identification of more tailored resistance strategies.

Interestingly, in some aspects, the role and strategies of scarcely popular governing
elites in the minoritarian-continuist pattern to electoral autocracy may be reminiscent
of established elites in less recent “gray zone” hybrid regimes described by Carothers™®
around two decades ago as one of the outcomes of the “third wave”. However, unlike
those stagnating hybrid regimes resulting from processes of incomplete democratiza-
tion, in the “minoritarian-continuist” path autocratic strategies are used to produce a
transition from democracy to autocracy.

In the next section, to preliminarily illustrate how differences between different pat-
terns can produce significant strategic consequences in line with the analysis outlined
above (see Table 2), we contrast existing cases and show that certain strategies tend to
be more or less recurrent depending on their majoritarian/minoritarian and anti-
establishment/continuist features. Our goal in the next section is not to conclusively
prove the existence of an association between certain patterns (e.g. the minoritarian-
continuist one) and strategies but, rather, explore and provide some preliminary evi-
dence of the relevance and potential impact of the (overlooked) differences outlined in
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Figure 1. By doing so, we aim to both promote further research on the topic and, as
noted above, caution against increasingly recurrent attempts to identify a universal
playbook (or model) of gradual transition to electoral autocracy.

Patterns and strategies in cases of gradual transition to electoral
autocracy

The data presented in Figure 1 and Table 1 highlight important differences between
contemporary cases of gradual democratic rupture. These differences are even more
evident once these cases are examined more closely. A closer view is also useful to
show how these differences can push incumbents to different strategies, in line with
the framework outlined above.

Among minoritarian-continuist cases, in Guatemala Alejandro Giammattei was
elected after winning only around 14% of votes in the first round of the 2019 presiden-
tial election while his party could only win slightly more than 10% of seats in Congress
in the same year. Far from proposing a programme of radical renewal, he represented
the latest and one of the most visible expressions of a discredited political establish-
ment fending off the criminal investigations of national and international independent
prosecutors. In North Macedonia, in spite of his relatively long stint in power, Gruevs-
ki’s party (VMRO-DPMNE) was never able to win an absolute majority of seats.
Similar to Guatemala, under Gruevski autocratization did not develop through anti-
establishment programmes but, rather, through the perpetuation of systematic corrup-
tion and illicit activities by pragmatic political elites. In the Philippines, vice-president
Macapagal-Arroyo first became president due to former President Estrada’s corruption
scandal and impeachment process and then struggled to win a highly contested presi-
dential election in 2004 with around 40% of votes and a slight margin over his closest
opponent. Her party Lakas-CMD could only obtain a relative majority of seats in the
Congress and was a member of a broad electoral coalition. Unlike cases where the
establishment was targeted by programmes of radical renewal, during the Macapa-
gal-Arroyo era the elites intensified their “predatory” practices, under a government
with a strong presence of members of the political establishment.”” In Ukraine,
under Yanukovych, autocratization and democratic rupture took place under a presi-
dent who could not obtain an absolute majority of votes even in the second round of
the 2010 presidential elections due to the “against all” option on the ballot and whose
Party of Regions failed to win a majority of seats in the 2007 and 2012 parliamentary
elections. In Madagascar, Didier Ratsiraka won the presidency in 1996 in the second
round with only a slight margin over his opponent while his party failed to win a
majority of seats in the National Assembly in 1998. The election of Ratsiraka rep-
resented the comeback of the leader who had dominated Madagascar’s authoritarian
regime for two decades and who had lost power only a few years earlier following
the country’s transition to democracy.

These features distinguish these cases from majoritarian and, particularly, majori-
tarian-anti-establishment cases, often represented as prototypical examples of contem-
porary forms of gradual democratic rupture. Among these cases, for example, in
Venezuela, Chavez repeatedly won electoral contests decisively, including the 1998,
2000, and 2006 one round presidential elections with an absolute majority, and two
referendums in 1999 to hold a constituent assembly and then adopt a new constitution.
Although his party failed to win a majority of seats in the 1998 legislative elections, the
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results of this election were overcome by the adoption of a new constitution via refer-
endum and by the resulting new 2000 legislative elections in which Chéavez’s party won
an absolute parliamentary majority. In Hungary’s parliamentary system, since 2010
Orban’s Fidesz has repeatedly won two-thirds parliamentary supermajorities. In
Turkey, in its path towards electoral autocracy, the AKP won absolute parliamentary
majorities in the 2002 and 2007 legislative elections and was successful in the 2007,
2010, and 2017 constitutional referendums, while Erdogan triumphed in the 2014 pre-
sidential election with a majority of votes in the first round. In all of these countries,
incumbents took advantage of their ability to win majorities and hyper-majorities to
alter institutions and establish a firm grip on power, legitimizing their actions
through an anti-establishment narrative. Though not characterized by openly anti-
establishment appeals,”® majoritarian routes to electoral autocracy took place also in
countries such as Ivory Coast, India, and Benin.

As discussed above, by producing different incentives and constraints, the differ-
ences between these groups of countries tend in turn to favour the adoption of
different strategies: while the use of referendums, mobilization strategies, and adoption
of a new constitution seems more likely in majoritarian-anti-establishment and, to a
lesser extent, majoritarian-continuist paths, strategies such as electoral manipulations
on the election day appears more likely in the minoritarian-continuist pattern (see
Table 2).

In line with our theoretical framework, without anti-establishment narratives and
necessary levels of popular support, incumbents in minoritarian-continuist cases did
not typically resort to or manage to take advantage of referendums or popular mobil-
ization, which, on the contrary, was discouraged and repressed. Among anti-establish-
ment-majoritarian cases, instead, in Venezuela, Chavez resorted to both participatory
institutions®' and several referendums to concentrate power and eventually establish
an electoral autocracy while, in Turkey, Erdogan resorted to three referendums in
2007, 2010 and 2017 in his bid to change the country’s institutional architecture. Simi-
larly, in the minoritarian-continuist route, the adoption of a new constitution or its
large revision were not typical elements of executives’ strategies. New constitutions
or extensive reforms were instead adopted in majoritarian-anti-establishment
countries such as Hungary, Venezuela, and Turkey. Though not characterized by
openly anti-establishment programmes, drawing on the ability to win wide majorities,
also in Ivory Coast President Ouattara successfully promoted the adoption of a new
constitution in 2016 through a referendum that was boycotted by the opposition.
While generating suspicions of being an instrument to circumvent term limits,”* the
new constitution also arguably strengthened the powers of the President through
the creation of a Senate whose members are appointed by one-third by the head of
state.

Without the opportunity to accumulate power through majoritarian support,
incumbents in minoritarian cases were forced to resort to pacts and power-sharing
agreements, which were instead not central in majoritarian and majoritarian-anti-
establishment patterns. In Guatemala, for example, in what has appeared as part of
the common goal of undermining independent anti-corruption initiatives and inves-
tigations, the party of President Giammattei (VAMOS) collaborated with different
parties, including political rivals, to apparently maintain control of key courts, as
suggested by the resistance of a VAMOS-led congressional coalition to the Consti-
tutional Court’s attempt to contrast illegal attempts (known as Parallel Commissions
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2020) to influence the selection of Supreme Court judges.”” In North Macedonia,
crucial in Gruevski’s system of power was the alliance between his own party
(VMRO-DPMNE) and the formerly rival Albanian ethnic party Democratic Union
for Integration (DUI), in turn, based on the recognition of Western Macedonia and
Albanian communities as spheres of influence of the DUL’* In Ukraine, after
winning the presidency in 2010, Yanukovych relied on both pacts with other parties
- the Lytvyn Bloc and the Communist Party — and cooptation of individual deputies
of the opposition to gain control of the parliament, which then proved instrumental in
the attempt to consolidate his power.>> In Zambia, unable to win a majority of seats in
the 2011 election, in the National Assembly the ruling Patriotic Front relied on “man-
ufactured” majorities resulting from the cooptation of opposition legislators.*®

The illustrative cases discussed above find further confirmation in Figures 2(a,b)
and 3. Data from the Comparative Constitutional Project,”” which we updated for
the period 2020-2022, in Figure 2(a) shows the occurrence of constitutional amend-
ments and adoptions of new constitutions in the selected cases during the autocratiza-
tion period’® unfolding under the ruling forces in power at the time of the transition
from democracy to electoral autocracy. The adoption of a new constitution appears a
recurrent strategy in the majoritarian-anti-establishment pattern of autocratization,
where most countries adopted a new constitution, whilst other patterns seem to rely
on constitutional amendments (whose nature or extent is not indicated by these
data) or no constitutional changes at all. Relatedly, Figure 2(b) shows the occurrence
of mandatory constitutional referendums and plebiscites across these cases™ in the
same period: a similar difference can be seen in the extensive use of these tools in
the majoritarian-anti-establishment model of autocratization compared to the other
models. Figure 3 shows instead the extent of mass mobilization for autocracy in the
selected cases. This V-Dem indicator®” measures the mobilization in favour of the
incumbent, autocratizer government. More positive values indicate the occurrence
of more and larger pro-autocracy mobilization events whilst more negative values indi-
cate the presence of fewer and smaller events or even their absence. These data confirm
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Figure 2. (a) Constitutional reforms and amendments. Based on Elkins et al. “Chronology of Constitutional
Events”. (b) Plebiscites and referendums — occurrence. Based on the V-Dem variables “v2ddyror” and
“v2ddyrpl” (Coppedge et al. “V-Dem [Country-Year/Country-Date] Dataset v13”).
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Figure 3. Mass mobilization for autocracy. Based on the V-Dem variables “v2caautmob” (Coppedge et al. “V-Dem
[Country-Year/Country-Date] Dataset v13”).

the prevalence of pro-autocracy mobilization in the majoritarian-anti-establishment
model of autocratization.

Regarding the electoral arena, governments in the minoritarian paths have
appeared to resort extensively to electoral fraud on the election day. For example, in
the Philippines, the 2004 presidential election is widely remembered for the “Hello
Garci” scandal concerning alleged electoral fraud. In a recorded conversation, Presi-
dent Arroyo and Election Commissioner Virgilio Garcillano allegedly referred to
pro-Arroyo electoral frauds, in a scandal questioning the independence of the
Comelec (the Philippines’ Commission on Elections, whose members were appointed
by the President) in the elections management. In somehow similar events, in North
Macedonia, under the government of Nikola Gruevski and of the VMRO-DPMNE,
electoral fraud in the 2014 election was apparently exposed by a major wiretap
scandal,*' including the use of forged identity documents and the inclusion of
foreign nationals among voters.*> In Ukraine, in a context already affected by the
exclusion of key opposition figures, statistical evidence seems to indicate that electoral
fraud, particularly ballot stuffing, did take place in the 2012 parliamentary elections to
the benefit of Yanukovych’s Party of Regions.*’ Certainly, instances of electoral fraud
on the election day may occur also in majoritarian cases but, as arguably illustrated by
cases such as Chavez’s Venezuela, Hungary, and Turkey, they tend to be less needed
and therefore less frequent and extensive. Moreover, when they occur, they tend to
take place after the consolidation of electoral autocracy, due to autocratic deepening
or drops in popular support. Figure 4 corroborates the previous qualitative findings
through data about vote buying and irregularities (e.g. ballot stuffing, manipulations
of votes, etc.) during elections,** showing how electoral fraud on the election day
tends to be higher in minoritarian (be they anti-establishment or continuist) models
of autocratization. More negative values of this index show greater evidence of vote
buying and irregularities.

To be sure, as reminded above, in some cases incumbents may diverge from the
strategies expected by our theoretical framework, due to specificities of different
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Figure 4. Vote buying and other voting irregularities. Based on the average of the V-Dem variables “v2elvotbuy”
and “v2elirreg” (Coppedge et al. “V-Dem [Country-Year/Country-Date] Dataset v13”).

nature. In Madagascar (a minoritarian-continuist case), for example, in line with our
framework, accusations of electoral fraud against President Ratsiraka were central in
the aftermath of the 2001 elections but, unlike our expectations, the autocratization
episode also included a constitutional referendum increasing the president’s
powers.45 However, when the universe of cases is taken into consideration, the differ-
ences along the majoritarian/minoritarian and anti-establishment/continuist dimen-
sions appear to matter, pushing autocratizing incumbents to different types of
strategies.

Importantly, the existence of diversity in gradual routes to autocracy does not
undermine the generally supported idea that autocratization often occurs through
incumbents’ linear movements to autocracy, an idea for example supported by
Kneuer and, instead, viewed by Cianetti and Hanley as potentially problematic.*
Regardless of their position in the majoritarian/minoritarian and anti-establishment/
continuist dimensions, the considered incumbents did accumulate political power or
erode democratic institutions in a linear and progressive fashion. However, because
aspiring autocrats adjust their strategy and behaviour on the basis of the context,
goals, and available means, variation in the way autocrats accumulate power should
be taken into account. The elements of linear sequences (e.g. pacts, referendums, elec-
toral fraud, etc.) and their order may then vary depending on the presence or absence
of certain conditions, particularly popular support or an anti-establishment narrative.

Conclusive remarks: contributions and new research avenues

The gradual replacement of democracy with electoral autocracy by the hands of an
elected incumbent represents one of the most troubling manifestations of contempor-
ary autocratization. However, the current understanding of such processes appears
incomplete and largely influenced by what is, in fact, only a part of existing cases.
Through the analysis of the universe of cases since 2000, we showed that the current
debate fails to capture the diversity characterizing these transitions. We also explored
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and provided some preliminary evidence of how these differences can in turn produce
the adoption of different types of strategies, due to the different sets of incentives and
constraints that they produce. More research is needed to examine the differences
characterizing different patterns of electoral autocracy and, in particular, to further
test the relation between specific patterns and types of strategies. However, we argue
that recognizing alternative patterns to electoral autocracy is important and that the
exploratory mission of this article serves the academic debate on autocratization in
multiple ways.

First, recognizing diversity in gradual transitions from democracy to electoral auto-
cracy can contribute to a more exhaustive understanding of this category of autocra-
tization processes. This, in turn, contributes to a better understanding of how to deal
with the erosion and demise of democracy. For example, the recognition and under-
standing of minoritarian-continuist cases can help foresee dangers to democratic stab-
ility that may be harder to identify than when, for example, a popular leader promises
to rebuild the political system. Moreover, in what may be the subject of future research,
if autocrats tend to resort to different strategies depending on the presence/absence of
majoritarian levels of popular support and an anti-establishment worldview as
suggested in this article, then resisting autocratization may require more tailored rec-
ommendations than those based on the analysis of the most discussed cases of gradual
democratic breakdown.

Second, the analysis of overlooked minoritarian patterns draws our attention to the
mechanisms that make the gradual, “electoral” establishment of autocracy with limited
popular support possible. How do aspiring autocrats cope with the absence of popular
support? What mechanisms do they use? Do these mechanisms evolve over time?
While these questions should be further examined, some tentative considerations
are in order. As noted above, intuitively, to compensate for limited popular support,
incumbents may resort to political deals and compromises with alternative forces
and even political rivals. This was the case, for example, of Giammattei in Guatemala,
Gruevski in North Macedonia, or Yanukovych in Ukraine. These deals, virtually absent
or much less central in the majoritarian-anti-establishment pattern, appear key and
should be carefully examined. What factors favour their emergence? What are their
typical features? Interestingly, this goes in the direction of those*” encouraging scholars
to consider the role of the opposition. Yet, unlike insightful studies that examine the
role of the opposition as a key bastion against competitive authoritarian attempts,*®
such political deals underline how opposition actors can actually side with the aspiring
autocrat and support autocratization. This, in turn, calls for the analysis of their
motives and behaviour. Moreover, the use of blatant electoral fraud on the election
day (instead of more nuanced, pre-electoral tactics of electoral manipulation) in
certain minoritarian cases calls for the analysis of how autocrats cope internationally
with the higher legitimacy costs that more overt manipulations inevitably generate.

Third, the analysis of less considered cases provides further important information
on the role of elected leaders in successful attacks on democracy. In line with the dom-
inance of analyses focusing on majoritarian and majoritarian-anti-establishment pat-
terns, scholars have paid significant attention to the ability of elected leaders to use
popular support and electoral means for autocratic goals. The fact that in minoritarian
patterns autocratizers do not primarily rely on their ability to woo the masses provides
the opportunity to consider less explored facets of would-be authoritarian leaderships,
other than more commonly studied aspects such as the autocrat’s persona, public
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image, and relationship with followers. These include incumbents’ ability to make pol-
itical calculations, properly assess the political landscape, develop strategic alliances,
and, more generally, cope with the absence of significant levels of popular support.
The recognition of the differences distinguishing different patterns to electoral auto-
cracy, therefore, contributes to a more complete definition of the profiles of modern
autocrats.

Fourth, the analysis of minoritarian patterns provides the opportunity for a better
understanding of the role of non-governmental actors in autocratization processes, an
aspect that, according to authors such as Tomini, Cianetti and Hanley, and Balderacchi
should be carefully examined.” Cases such as Guatemala and North Macedonia
appear particularly useful to such a goal, showing how illicit organizations can
sustain an autocratization process through their economic and/or coercive means, par-
ticularly when the lack of popular support urges would-be autocrats to look for allies.
These organizations are a key threat to democracy and they usually contribute to the
formation of articulated alliances whose understanding can greatly benefit autocratiza-
tion studies.

Finally, a comprehensive and more balanced analysis of existing cases reaffirms the
role of traditional political and socio-economic elites as agents of democratic demise
that, due to the significant attention recently paid to anti-establishment political out-
siders, may have not received sufficient attention in recent years. In the context of con-
temporary, “electoral” processes of democratic demise, influential contributions such
as Levitsky and Loxton’s*® have often highlighted the danger posed by anti-establish-
ment political outsiders while generally referring to traditional and experienced politi-
cal actors as elements of institutional stability. However, in the minoritarian-continuist
experiences examined in this article, traditional political elites reflecting the interests of
segments of the socio-economic establishment were typically those that assaulted
democracy. Interestingly, in their autocratic bid, they often took advantage of their
consolidated relations with the establishment to win and strengthen their power, for
example, to make political deals that proved key to overcome limited popular
support. More attention should be paid to these actors, including their allies, and
their goals.
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