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Abstract
How do dictators amass personal control to become autocrats? In particular, how do

seemingly weak leaders dismantle established power structures to create a centralised au-

thority under their control? My book project, Trajectories of Consolidation explores tactics

used by dictators to undercut elite constraints and ultimately concentrate power under their

own control. According leading explanations for the emergence of personalist leaders, the

success of leaders in consolidating power is a result of the failure of elites to constrain and

stop them, ignoring the leader’s strategic choices. Relying on these explanations would

suggest that a leader’s unexpected ascent is a product of luck and negligence by his com-

petitors.

But dictators play chess, not blackjack. While there is no doubt that luck has some hand

in the murky world of dictatorships, leaders also must continuously wrestle with the strategic

puzzle inherent in trying to wrest power from strong elites. The framework proposed in my

dissertation suggests an alternative mechanism: rather than being the failure of elites, the

successful consolidation of leaders is possible due to a gradual strategy of piecemeal power

seizures. As when seeking a checkmate in chess, consolidation of power requires a sequence

of strategic moves to achieve one’s goal. Each move serves an immediate purpose and also

opens up new strategies. Whether a dictator is carefully advancing his position or merely

capitalising on a lucky break, in all cases he is acting in the moment in order to make new

and more potent strategic moves available in the future, always trying to enable the final

checkmate.

According leading explanations for the emergence of personalist leaders, the success of

leaders in consolidating power is a result of the failure of elites to constrain and stop them.

However, this fails to account for the emergence of authoritarian leaders even in the face of

established power structures and strong elites, and ignores the strategic choices of leaders.

I propose an alternative mechanism: rather than being the failure of elites, the successful

consolidation of leaders is possible due to a gradual strategy of piecemeal power seizures,

a process which I term the logic of strategic path dependence. Dictators utilise sequential
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strategies, each furthering immediate aims while enabling potent future moves, akin to

advancing towards a checkmate in chess. To show evidence of strategic path dependence, I

develop a framework of three main strategies of consolidation used by leaders to accumulate

and create a novel dataset of 386 authoritarian leaders and their use of consolidation over

the time period of 1946 to 2004. Using a Markov transition model, my analysis reveals

obvious path dependence between strategies used by leaders, more than can be attributed

solely to external contextual factors.
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1. Introduction
The very idea of an autocrat - the rule of one - comes with significant negative con-

notations. Autocrats are more likely to repress their citizens, more likely to wage war,

and generally rule with an iron fist. It is only natural that significant scholarly attention

has focused on explaining how autocrats get away with repression (Blaydes, 2018; Frantz

et al., 2020; Olar, 2019), why they are more prone to violence (Chiozza & Goemans, 2004;

J. L. Weeks, 2008, 2012), and even why nominally democratic institutions such as elections

actually serve to abet authoritarianism rather than temper it (Blaydes, 2010; Gandhi &

Lust-Okar, 2009; Grewal & Kureshi, 2019; Levitsky & Way, 2002; Morse, 2018). Despite

the plethora of insights developed about how the character of regimes ruled by an auto-

crat - personalist regimes - differs from other authoritarian regimes, there remains a critical

unanswered puzzle about the emergence of personal rulers: how do dictators amass personal

control to become autocrats?

Authoritarian leaders are not omnipotent, they are born into institutions that are larger

than them and larger than life - whether these institutions are the pre-existing military

structures that these leaders emerged from, or democratic institutions put in place by

their predecessors. Contrast this with personalist strongmen whom are the poster child

for authoritarianism. Leaders such as Mugabe, Stalin, Al-Assad, are amongst the many

who have been in power for decades and ruled with impunity, often at the expense of the

very elites who were supposed to constrain them. How do leaders go from being a leader

supported by a group of elites to an individual strongman?

Thus, the puzzling aspect of autocratic leaders and their resilience is how they strengthen

their hold on power over time. In particular, I focus this dissertation on answering the

question: How does an authoritarian leader amass personal power to rule beyond the very

institutions that brought them to power in the first place? That question involves more

than just examining individual strategies that may help leaders acquire more power such

as, but not limited to, the use of legislatures (Gehlbach & Keefer, 2011), elections (Gandhi

& Lust-Okar, 2009; Levitsky & Way, 2002; Lust-Okar, 2006; Malesky & Schuler, 2008),
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and parties (Meng, 2021): it involves answering the larger question of how dictators choose

among different strategies of elite management. If each of those strategies suggested above

are equally effective, what stops all authoritarian leaders from employing them? What

explains the timing and choice of individual strategies?

Authoritarian leaders face a myriad of obstacles to their rule, ranging from internal

dissent from other elites, revolutionary protest from below, and external conflict from foreign

actors. However, the key hurdle to their aspirations to power is the check and balance that

the elite coalition provides. Though elite allies are part of the governing coalition, they

keep the authoritarian leader’s opportunism in check - often in the form of coups, forced

resignations, defection, and other forms of elite rebellion (J. Chin et al., 2022; J. J. Chin

et al., 2021; Geddes et al., 2018; B. F. Jones & Olken, 2009; Svolik, 2012). Yet, many

important cases of personalist leaders emerging confound the expectations set by these

works. Historians continue to highlight the puzzle of early Stalin versus late Stalin, or

early Mao versus late Mao, as examples of leaders who behaved markedly differently over

their rule. More contemporary examples of personalist autocrats include Vladimir Putin

and the stark contrast in the degree to which he seemed to be constrained by the Kremlin,

United Russia, and the oligarchy that supported him in the early 2000s. Putin’s heavy

investment in United Russia earlier in the 2000s contrasts strongly with the Putin of the

2010s who did not run with United Russia, indicating a disconnect between leader and

previously-supporting party (Isaacs & Whitmore, 2014) . Here existing theory predicts

that Putin should have continued on a similar path of being moderately constrained, or at

the very least continue using loopholes to stay in power. Instead, we observe his seeming

unstoppable and meteoric rise to strongman. The theory in this dissertation sheds light on

this trajectory by introducing a framework for organising and comparing a leader’s actions

over time, and offers a theory of strategic interdependence.

In this dissertation I demonstrate that the consolidation of personalist rulers is a process

of successive and incremental strategies growing in disruptiveness. Conceptualising and

representing consolidation as a process is important on its own to the study of authoritarian

2



politics because we lack a micro-logic of consolidation. I use a combination of modelling

techniques and case studies to demonstrate how autocrats employ strategies of consolidation

tactically to undermine their elite allies while minimising the risk of rebellion.

1.1 Authoritarian Consolidation and Political Science

In this dissertation I argue for a broader notion of authoritarian consolidation that

expands upon the problem of power-sharing. The existing model and theories built on

it focuses almost entirely on elite rebellion as the primary determinant of consolidation

outcomes - at the expense of understanding how dictators may adjudicate between strategies

of consolidation and how more constrained leaders can overcome obstacles to consolidation.

The focus on elite rebellion began with Svolik (2012) and quickly became a primary model

for understanding when dictators and authoritarian regimes persist rather than succumb

to internal coup. Much of the subsequent literature has built on this model, proffering

conditions and institutions that facilitate or undermine the probability of elite rebellion.

Numerous studies have demonstrated the significance of authoritarian institutions such

as legislatures, parties, as ways to solve the power-sharing problem - in keeping leaders

constrained, or at least to stave off any coup attempts (Gandhi, 2008; Magaloni, 2008;

Meng et al., 2023; Svolik, 2012) The primary focus of these studies is how institutions can

resolve the credible commitment problem inherit in elite rebellion, by either creating de jure

institutions that elites can then coordinate over, or by increasing information between the

leader and elites thus avoiding misinformation based coup attempts. However, these papers

still make simplifying assumptions about a leader’s strategic choices and opportunism.

Take for instance Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed’s growing personalisa-

tion of power since the mid 1980s, a case that Slater (2003) describes in detail. Malaysia’s

then-ruling party, the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), was widely recog-

nised as a highly institutionalised body with oligarchic decision-making procedures and

coherent organisational rules designed maintain the party’s superior control. The party

had a long established history of supporting electoral candidates, without letting said can-
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didate overpower the organisation itself. Yet, using a combination of strategies including

personal appointments, the modification of institutional rules, and creating alternative pol-

icy channels, Mahathir was able to gradually gain personal domination over the party and

state apparatus. It is by 1997 - 99 that Mahathir’s consolidation was most apparent, both

in the way he was able to survive the financial and political crisis through repression, and

the way Mahathir was able to depose his deputy and the primary challenge to his rule.

The case of Mahathir in Malaysia demonstrates the importance of presenting authori-

tarian consolidation as a process of strategies, rather than singling out individual strategies

as primary explanations for authoritarian outcomes. These differences are obscured unless

we are able to put their actions in relation to other strategies in previous periods. As I

will show in this dissertation, being able to depict and analyse consolidation as a process

also allow us to contrast the efficacy of more measured approaches to consolidation versus

a more brazen strategy: Mahathir’s consolidation targeted the dual institutions of the ju-

diciary and legislature from the inside, a process that unfolded over a decade. Moreover,

the example of Mahathir’s consolidation demonstrates, the relative dominance of the party

- UMNO - was not a sufficient obstacle and constraint to Mahathir’s ambition. The party

institution itself may have complicated his attempts to grow his power, by introducing more

bottlenecks he had to clear on his way to acquire more power. However, the way he strate-

gically built upon successive strategies overtime cannot be captured using existing theories

and methods. Critically, analysing strategies of consolidation in relation to each other can

create a more accurate picture of different consolidating processes (or trajectories).

In this dissertation I introduce the first framework of authoritarian strategies of consol-

idation, and use this to map out the consolidating process of authoritarian leaders. Per-

sonalist leaders - authoritarian leaders who have successfully accumulated personal power

such that they are essentially the only decision-maker - are important concept in the study

of authoritarian politics, and comparative politics more generally. Yet, the mechanisms

and methods that authoritarian leaders use to actually accumulate power and become a

personalist leader has been under-theorised.

4



The rest of this chapter defines the primary concepts employed in this dissertation.

It also presents an overview of how this dissertation is situated in the broader study of

authoritarian consolidation and personalisation of power. Finally it introduces the reader

to the theoretical argument and elaborates on the contributions of the empirical chapters

and previews the implications of the study.

1.2 What Do We Know About Authoritarian Consolidation Of Power?

I situate this dissertation project in the broader scholarly debate on how power — deci-

sions on who will rule and make policy decisions — is shared between the set of individuals

who support the leader and jointly govern with the leader. This problem has been since

dubbed the problem of power-sharing by Svolik (2012): a dictator’s desire and opportunity

to acquire more power is directly at tension with the capacity and willingness of elites to

constrain the leader. Successful power-sharing leads to regular and institutionalised inter-

actions between the leader and her allies, typically through enduring political institutions.

Failed power-sharing is when the elites are unable to pose as an obstacle to the leader’s op-

portunism, leading to the emergence of personal autocracy — also referred to as personalist,

neopatrimonial or sultanistic1 regimes.

As a result, previous research has at times defined personalist regimes as a regime type,

where a regime is a set of formal and informal rules for choosing leaders and policies (Geddes,

2003). If the distribution of political positions and portfolios in a governing body depends

more on the whims of an individual leader, and not on formal or informal practices among

the entire governing coalition, scholars like are apt to define the regime as more personalist

in nature, even if the leader herself may be an officer or may have created a party or come

up the ranks of a party. The definition of personalist regimes stands as part of Geddes’

canonical typology of autocratic regimes as Military, Party and Personalist regimes. Each

typology is defined by the relative power of organised groups, the primary institutions that

regulate decision-making processes and the distribution of power.

1 On these concepts, see Zolberg (1966), Roth (1968), Jackson and Rosberg (1982), Snyder (1992), Bratton and
Van de Walle (1997), Linz and Chehabi (1998), Geddes (1999a), and Brownlee (2002).
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According to these predominant definitions of regime types, there are an estimated 100

personalist regimes, that have existed in our modern political history at some time, in over

60 countries between 1946 till 2010. Notable contemporary personalist leaders include,

but are not limited to: Pol Pot in Cambodia, Fidel Castro in Cuba, Saddam Hussein in

Iraq, Denis Sassou Nguesso in the Republic of Congo, Paul Kagame in Rwanda, Ben Ali

in Tunisia, and Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe. These prominent examples notwithstanding,

personalist leaders are not simply totalitarian leaders who took power strong and were

then able to rule with impunity. In fact, the reputation of later years Stalin as a ruthless

leader overshadows his more humble beginnings — Joseph Stalin came to power through

some auspices of collective rule through the Soviet Communist Party, and was later able

to outgrow the collective and reinforce his own support bases outside of the party (Suny,

1998). Stalin is just one instance of a leader accumulating power over time to go from being

a party-based leader to a personalist leader, other examples include Suharto in Indonesia

who was originally a military-leader who managed to become a personalist leader.

Given the ubiquity and prominence of personalist leaders, it is peculiar that there lack

theories explaining their emergence and progression over time. Rather, the vast majority

of scholarship on personalist regimes has focused on two areas of study: first, scholars have

sought to examined how personalist regimes operate in equilibrium, especially in compar-

ison to other authoritarian regime types such as military, party-based, or hybrid regimes

(Geddes, 2003). Personalist regimes repress their populations more (Frantz et al., 2020), are

more likely to initiate wars (J. Weeks, 2018), among other behaviours. These contributions

all begin their analysis with the existence of a personalist leader, and then examines how

personalism can explain diverse authoritarian outcomes, which helps us understanding why

personalist leaders behave differently, but not when they become personalist2.

Recognising that personalisation is a time-varying process, recent literature has taken

on the task of incorporating that by reconceptualising personalism as a latent construct

rather than a time-invariant typology. Authors like Gandhi and Sumner (2020), Geddes

2 See Wright (2021) for an overview of why regime typologies provide limited explanatory power.
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et al. (2017), and Wright (2021) suggest that latent dimensions of authoritarianism can

be measured over time – within individual regimes and leaders, as well as between coun-

tries. Much of these studies aggregate theoretically important dimensions of personalism

(and other characteristics), using item response models, to create a latent measure for the

underlying amount of personalism in a regime at any time.

This approach to measuring personalism, while particularly useful for developing insight

into whether personalist regimes behave fundamentally differently from other regime types

such as in conflict initiation (J. L. Weeks, 2012), faces some issues endemic to the choice

of methodological tool. First, post-analysis interpretation of aggregated models, such as

Item Response Theory (IRT) models, is difficult. Comparing final values derived from

IRT models only offer insight on the latent dimension, but not which loading variables are

driving the differences in values. As such, when looking at within regime change in the

latent dimension of personalism, it is unclear what behavioural or strategic changes are

happening to drive the latent values up or down.

Second, aggregating information does not allow researchers to pinpoint the particular

mechanisms that are driving changes in the latent values. For example, if a dictator is in

the midst of negotiations with a rebel insurgency group, and trades autonomy over cabinet

appointments (decreasing consolidation) for tightened control over the military (increasing

consolidation), it is not clear how the trade-off would reflect in the final values – they might

not have any net change.

Third, many of the variables used in the aggregate models conflate personalist be-

haviours (strategies) with outcomes of consolidation, which introduces potential mismatch

in the interpretation of the latent dimensions. Since IRTs depend on the strong assumption

that the observed variables are only correlated on the particular latent dimension measured,

using overlapping concepts that are interrelated may distort the dimensions produced by

the methods. For example, the creation of a party in and of itself is not an indicator of

consolidation – the literature itself is ambivalent on whether parties are a tool for sharing

power (decreasing consolidation), or a tool of co-optation (increasing consolidation). In
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another instance, whether the party is a rubber stamp to the leader’s decisions is more

interpretive than a measure of whether the leader is in charge of the party executive com-

mittee. We would expect the former to be akin to an outcome, while the latter is the

strategy or behaviour that leads to the outcome.

There remains a critical gap in our understanding of personalist regimes — how do

personalist leaders even emerge, or change in strength, in the first place? As exemplified in

the earlier example of ‘early Stalin’ and ‘later Stalin’, how did Stalin manage to accumulate

power over time and consolidate his position?

1.2.1 Power-sharing versus Power-consolidating: Two sides of the same
coin

The emergence of consolidated leaders, or personalist leaders, has primarily been at-

tributed to the failure of elites to constrain and stop them (Svolik, 2009, 2012). It has been

argued that when the elite is weak dictators can more easily purge (Sudduth, 2017b) and

counterbalance (Escribà-Folch et al., 2020), fragmented ruling coalitions are more vulnera-

ble to leader power grabs (Geddes et al., 2018). By extension, the successes of power-sharing

arrangement can also be attributed to conditions that enable elites to better constrain lead-

ers (Leber et al., 2023; Meng, 2020). As such, current literature in authoritarian politics

predicts that weak leaders facing strong elite opposition are doomed to stay in a power-

sharing regime. These leaders may either stay strongly constrained by the credible threat

of elite rebellion (Svolik, 2012), or they may choose to develop institutions for power-

sharing to stop themselves from being deposed (Meng, 2020). This approach explains the

persistence of weak leaders such as Ahmadou Ahidjo in Cameroon (1960 -1982), and power-

sharing regimes led by institutionalised parties such as Tanganyika African National Union

(TANU) in Tanzania and the United Malays National Organization (UMNO) in Malaysia.

However, these explanations underestimate leaders like Anwar Sadat and Joseph Stalin.

Initially seen as unremarkable party bureaucrats, both Sadat and Stalin were chosen

unexpectedly as leaders, as strong elites considered them to be easily manipulated. De-

spite these low expectations—Henry Kissinger, for example, described Sadat as a "political
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clown" when he was confirmed as President in 1970, and other American diplomats be-

lieved he would not last more than a few weeks— Sadat defied the odds (Kandil, 2012;

Kissinger, 1979). Similarly, Stalin “Stalin rose from an obscure associate of more radi-

ant revolutionaries to become the undisputed ruler of the largest country in the world”

Suny (1998). According to these leading explanations for authoritarian consolidation, the

relative strength of power-sharing norms and institutions in both Egypt and the Soviet

Union, coupled with signals of elite coordination in both regimes should have dissuaded

Sadat and Stalin from any future overtures of opportunism. If power-sharing norms were

so ingrained and elite coordination was evident, how did these seemingly weak leaders dis-

mantle established power structures to create a centralised authority under their control?

Existing explanations fall short in explaining the consolidation of personal power by lead-

ers like Sadat and Stalin because they tend to focus too much on the actions of elites as

the driving forces behind authoritarian outcomes. These explanations neglect the strategic

choices made by the dictators themselves. Relying on these explanations would suggest

that Sadat’s unexpected ascent was a product of luck and negligence by his competitors.

A key assumption in the literature on authoritarian consolidation is that an autocrat’s

decision to acquire more power for herself at the expense of her elite allies is simply a choice

between action and inaction. For example, in Svolik (2012)’s seminal book on authoritarian

politics, his formal model of power-sharing between a leader and her elites has become a

pillar for theories of authoritarian politics. In particular, his proposition that the problem

of authoritarian power-sharing hinges fundamentally on the ability of elites to constrain

the dictator and her aspirations has inspired a collection of papers on the conditions that

enable (or hinder) elite collective action3. However, because Svolik’s focus is on explaining

the factors and conditions that contribute to successful power-sharing, he simplifies the

decision-making calculus of the leader for parsimony’s sake.

Limited scholarship has focused on what dictators can do to accumulate personal power

generally, rather existing work tends to look at strategies individually — such as the choice

3 See B. A. Casper and Tyson (2014), J. Chin et al. (2022), and Sudduth (2017b) for some examples.
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to purge (Goldring & Matthews, 2023; Sudduth, 2017b), to create party institutions (Mag-

aloni, 2008; Svolik, 2012), to shuffle elites (Woldense, 2018; Woldense & Kroeger, 2024), to

create paramilitaries (E. De Bruin, 2018). Even when scholars study the accumulation of

power as a process, they tend to focus on individual leaders and regimes, as such the key in-

sights derived tend to be case-specific and are difficult to extrapolate to dictators at large.

Slater (2003)’s detailed work on Malaysia details how Mahathir was able to consolidate

power despite the strength of the party, UMNO. Likewise other work looks at consolida-

tion by Stalin in the Soviet Union (Kotkin, 2014), or Kim Il-Sung in North Korea(Song &

Wright, 2018).

What is clear about the extant literature on authoritarian consolidation of power is that

we are clear on what leaders can do to gain more power, but it is not always clear when

such strategies are more likely, and why not all leaders use strategies to eliminate rivals,

create supporting institutions, and appropriate power for themselves.

1.3 Argument in Brief: Consolidation as a Process

Establishing a micro-logic of dictator consolidation improves our understanding of the

macro-behaviour of authoritarian consolidation in a number of ways. First, the path de-

pendent dynamic helps us to account for the puzzling accounts of weak and unassuming

dictators coming to power despite facing strong elite opposition. According to a leading

explanation for the failure of power-sharing, the success of personalist leaders like Stalin

is a result of the failure of elites to constrain and stop him, eliding the leader’s strategic

choices (Myerson, 2008; Svolik, 2012).

The argument proposed in Chapter 2 suggests an alternative mechanism: rather than

being the failure of elites, the successful consolidation of leaders like Stalin and Sadat was

possible precisely due to a gradual strategy of piecemeal power seizures. Because elite

collective action is fundamentally predicated on the convergence of elite perceptions that

the leader is a threat, when leaders line up low risk strategies that seemingly do not change

the distribution of power in the immediate term, they are able to avoid elite rebellion.
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These strategies may have the subliminal effect of undermining elite coordination, reducing

future risks of elite action and thus making more high-risk strategies of consolidation less

costly for the leader.

1.3.1 Testing the Theory Cross-Nationally

Chapter 3 operationalises the framework and argument from chapter 2 by presenting

an original dataset of authoritarian tactics across 363 leaders in 128 countries. This anal-

ysis shows that consolidation cannot be adequately explained as a product of specific or

individual strategies, rather, the nature of consolidation as a time-varying process lends

itself better to being analysed as a time-heterogenous process. Since we cannot gather a

full and complete dataset of all authoritarian strategies over time, I operationalise the three

categories of consolidation strategies - personnel management, institutional restructuring,

and appropriation - using eight tactics of consolidation that are representative of the di-

versity of tactics leaders have at their disposal, and which are widely accepted and used in

the authoritarian politics literature. Authoritarian tactics of consolidation are defined by

the degree to which these actions would disrupt the existing balance of power between the

leader and elites. By distinguishing between autocratic behaviours within the regime - such

as the military making up a majority of the executive, or the judiciary being a check and

balance to the leader - and actions that may be directly under the control of the leader -

choosing to exile a politician, or dismantling a paramilitary group - I focus specifically on

the actions of authoritarian leaders, which is critical to testing my argument generally.

According to the argument I propose, authoritarian leaders facing strong elite con-

straints when they initially come to power should be more likely to resort to strategic

interdependence and use nominally weak strategies rather than more high risk actions.This

hypothesis is consistent with broader scholarship in civil-military relations, which attributes

the propensity of leaders to initiate conflict to the degree of audience costs they face

(Crisman-Cox & Gibilisco, 2018; J. Weeks, 2018); the implication being that greater elite

and institutional constraints are part of these increased audience costs. The hypothesis is
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also in line with the scholarship on term limit evasion, that suggest that leaders who have

reasons to believe they face less constraints are also more likely to seek term limit evasion

despite the associated risks (Araya, 2023).

1.3.2 Process Tracing the Theory in the Middle East Context

Chapter 4 begins the qualitative portion of the dissertation. It is a narrative comparing

the trajectories of two leaders in the Middle East who inherited a single-party: Anwar

Sadat who came to power facing strong elite resistance from within the Arab Socialist

Union (ASU), with Saddam Hussein who came to power relatively encumbered by the

Baath Party.

This chapter demonstrates the internal validity of the theory not just by showing a

correlation between across-case values of the independent variables (elite and institutional

constraints) and dependent variables (leaders’ choices of consolidation strategies), but also

by demonstrating that actors made their decisions for the reasons posited in the theory and

that those decisions had real consequences for the success or failure of a leader’s acquisition

of power. This is the widely recognised version of within-case analysis known as ‘process

tracing’ or analytic narrative (Bates et al., 2000; George & Bennett, 2005). Of course, there

is a distinct possibility that a different process is generating the data in other real world

cases of consolidated leader emergence and there is no doubt that behaviour is influenced

by more than just one exogenous process.

Furthermore, this chapter not only serves to elucidate the strategic interdependence ar-

gument qualitatively, but also introduces the reader to Anwar Sadat in Egypt, a key example

of a leader’s consolidation that existing theory cannot explain. Descriptively, this chapter

sheds light on the internal weaknesses of single-parties and other authoritarian institutions

- the sanctity of an institution and its ability to constrain a dictator is fundamentally de-

pendent on the unity and resolve of the very elites that make up its membership. For this

very same reason I argue that, over the course of six years, Anwar Sadat was able to weaken

and eventually dismantle the institutions designed to keep him in check by targeting the
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individuals within them.

1.3.3 Leader Attributes and Strategic Behaviour

Finally in chapter 5, I explore the causes of variation in leader’s strategic choices. I

propose that the individual differences of the presidents explain why some of them pursue

more aggressive consolidation strategies. I look at two examples of leader attributes, mil-

itary service and career politician, as measures for how accurate a leader’s priors on elite

coordination may be. I argue that leaders with less military and political experience have

less accurate priors and information on the likelihood of successful elite coordination, thus

they may underestimate the costs of pursuing more disruptive consolidation strategies. The

results confirm the expectations, suggesting that the personal characteristics of chief exec-

utives affect the strategic choices of leaders. More broadly, the results encourage further

examination of the causes of consolidation trajectories.

1.4 Implications for Our Understanding of Authoritarian Politics

In this dissertation, I provide a framework of actions an autocrat can and do use to

consolidate more power. I build upon this framework to argue that autocrats facing strong

institutional constraints may be able to overcome these obstacles by strategically stag-

ing their consolidation techniques in piecewise manner. I provide cross-national empirical

evidence of my argument using an original dataset.

This paper makes several contributions to the literature on comparative authoritarian-

ism. First, it suggests that leaders are able to consolidate power not simply by maximising

the amount of power they can seize in the short term while avoiding arrest by elites. Instead,

the theory presented here illustrates how strategic foresight by leaders can help explain why

some can increase their share of power despite facing strong elite constraints. Conceptually,

this idea offers several ways forward for testing assumptions about a dictator’s behaviour

and strategic choices. For example, leaders may behave differently if elites signal early on

that the leader is in a position of weakness; a leader nominated to be head of state due to

revolutionary credentials or a role in planning a coup may have different priors, about the

13



underlying distribution of power, from a leader who comes to power because a predecessor

died by chance. Our understanding of a leader’s priors and possible behavioural axioms

remains undertheorized.

Second, this paper provides a logical framework for authoritarian consolidation, where

prior theories have been sparse. Establishing and verifying a reasonable logic for how

authoritarian consolidation can happen is essential for studying the process of consolidation

better and understanding the conditions that enable leaders to accumulate power at the

expense of elites. We are clear on what leaders can do to gain more power, but it is not

always clear when such strategies are more likely, and why not all leaders use strategies to

eliminate rivals, create supporting institutions, and appropriate power for themselves. By

clarifying that consolidation may be possible without leaders necessarily maximising power

at all times, this paper leaves room to consider the circumstances that allow leaders to have

a longer time horizon.

Finally, much of the existing literature in authoritarian politics recognises both consol-

idated autocracies (regimes where power is concentrated in the hands of the leader) and

power-sharing autocracies (regimes where power is shared, referred to commonly in this pa-

per and the literature as power-sharing regimes) as the long-term equilibria in authoritarian

regimes. However, prevailing explanations have mainly focused on power-sharing mecha-

nisms like co-optation through parties and political positions, and the role of nominally

democratic institutions like elections, as explanations for the durability of authoritarian

regimes. Despite the widely acknowledged proposition that consolidated autocracies are

also durable regimes, the literature often overlooks the mechanisms underlying consoli-

dation. More importantly, if both consolidation and power-sharing are viable routes to

long-term survival, it remains unclear when or why one route would be favoured over the

other. The puzzle explored in this paper suggests that leaders might pursue consolidation

even if there are considerable risks and obstacles posed by existing elites. Perhaps, leaders

pursue consolidation because elites are so strong that power-sharing may not be an option.
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2. A Framework of Authoritarian Consolidation
Strategies

According to existing scholarly research, dictators utilize an array of tactics to address

the ever-present challenge of internal elite threats. Stalin’s Great Purges sought to dis-

mantle the Soviet Communist Party’s leadership, Mao routinely shifted officials between

provinces and departments in the Chinese Communist Party to prevent the development of

localised power bases, and Kim Jong-il of North Korea notably held multiple key positions,

consolidating his authority across various arms of the state. However, the variety of tactics

attributed to dictatorial strategies obscures an important nuance: not all strategies are

equally available to leaders.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a theory of strategic interdependence that

accounts for how authoritarian leaders may accumulate power even in the face of credible

elite constraints. The previous chapter discussed how existing theories of authoritarian

politics and authoritarian consolidation of power ignore the agency of leaders and how they

might select strategies of consolidation of different magnitudes.

2.1 The Costs of Consolidation Strategies

I now turn to a more detailed discussion of strategies dictators use, given the objective of

dictatorial strategies of consolidation, consolidation strategies could be evaluated in relation

to distribution of power between the leader and elites. I first present the problem of power-

sharing and show how consolidation and power-sharing are two sides of the same coin. Then

I consider how the underlying balance of power and the power-sharing dynamic shapes the

relative effectiveness and costliness of strategic options available to leaders.

2.1.1 The Credible Threat of Elite Rebellion

No dictator works alone, and even the most naturally charismatic leaders cannot come

to power without supporters and allies. Gamal Abdel Nasser is one of the most important

figures in modern Egyptian history, if not the Arab World as a whole. He is widely consid-

ered the driving force behind the Free Officers Movement and the 1952 coup that ultimately
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ended monarchical rule in Egypt. During his tenure as Prime Minister, he propelled Egypt

to the forefront of Middle Eastern politics through his involvement in Algeria’s indepen-

dence, the nationalisation of the Suez Canal, and his participation in the conflict against

Israel. Yet the accolades of his political career belie the fact that Nasser was the second

Prime Minister of Egypt, and that he could not have accomplished the coup without the

nine other officers that comprised the executive committee of the Free Officers, let alone the

hundred other officers that made up the operational command of the Free Officers Move-

ment. The subsequent personalisation of his rule, would have to come at the expense of

those very officers that supported him.

The delicate balance between the dictator and his elite allies, is captured most succinctly

in (Svolik, 2012)’s conceptualisation of the "problem of power-sharing". The dictator and

the ruling coalition, forming the core "inner circle" or "ruling group", collaborate in the act

of governance, in opposition to the governed populace and potential external challengers.

This symbiotic relationship is inherently a paradox. While the leader and ruling coalition

jointly maintain a tight grip on power, ensuring it remains in the hands of a few, they

are simultaneously the principal threat to this fragile balance of power and to each other’s

dominion. As a result, the key obstacle to successful authoritarian power-sharing - the

equilibrium outcome where both leader and elites rule jointly - is the dictator’s desire and

opportunity to acquire more power at the expense of his allies (Svolik, 2012, p. 6).

By extension, the key obstacle to a leader’s successful consolidation of power - the

equilibrium outcome where a leader might be able to rule alone - is the allies’ threat (and

ability) to replace the dictator. The threat of removal fundamentally limits the range of

strategies a dictator might deploy, a leader’s overzealous reach for power can lead to his

dismissal, as was the case for Khrushchev in 1964. Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization efforts

aimed at diminishing Stalin’s legacy triggered significant elite backlash, culminating in one

coup attempt in 1957 and a successful ousting in 1964. The de-Stalinization policies were

such a drastic policy shift that it unsettled powerful elites whose positions were cultivated

during Stalin’s reign (P. Jones, 1996; Medvedev, 1983; Taubman, 2003).
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When a leader ignores the preferences of a strong collective leadership, they risk re-

moval from within. Take the dynamics in the Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP) under

the leadership of ex-General Secretary Le Kha Phieu. Despite coming to power as a com-

promise candidate and lacking an independent base of support, Phieu ambitiously sought

to consolidate his authority "by changing Communist Party statutes so that he could con-

currently assume the position of President and party General Secretary" (Abuza, 2002).

However, Phieu’s brash attempts at shifting the party’s power balance faced immediate

resistance from influential members of the old guard, notably former general secretary Do

Muoi, former prime minister Vo Van Kiet, and former president Le Duc Anh (Thayer,

2002). In a coordinated effort, the old guard addressed the Central Committee, advocating

for a reduction in the age limit for committee members, effectively barring Phieu from ob-

taining a second term without requiring an exemption from the Central Committee. These

efforts culminated in 2001, when Phieu was removed from his position as General Secretary,

prematurely ending his term in office. This sequence of events demonstrates how collective

leadership within the VCP acted as an effective constraint on Phieu’s ambitions, leading to

removal (Leber et al., 2023).

However, elite rebellion is tenuous and can only imperfectly deter a dictator’s oppor-

tunism. As articulated by Svolik (2012), the mechanism of elite rebellion operates as a

collective-action problem. A rebellion succeeds only if a sufficient number of allies partic-

ipate in it; therefore, any ally’s doubts about other elites participation and the risk of the

rebellion’s failure may discourage them from joining it. Because elites are uncertain about a

rebellion’s success, and they are unwilling to participate in a rebellion if it is not successful,

they will underestimate the need to deter the dictator and thus contribute to the leader’s

increasing successes overtime.

Following the earlier example of Khrushchev, prior to his ouster in 1964, Khrushchev

faced an earlier attempt at removal in 1957. Having so publicly mounted a conspiracy

against Khrushchev, the old-guard Stalinists who brought this motion before the Presidium,

Vyacheslav Molotov, Lazar Kaganovich and Georgi Malenkov, were expelled and effectively
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exiled from politics. Elites face the risk of expulsion, exile, and even death if they falter in

their attempts at leader removal (Luttwak, 1968; Nordlinger, 1977; Powell & Thyne, 2011;

Singh, 2014).

Elites coordinate their actions around their perceptions of a leader’s ambitions: per-

ceived overt opportunism from a leader can align elite preferences for rebellion, increasing

the chances of collective action. Conversely, when a leader’s intentions appear ambiguous,

causing uncertainty among elites about others’ willingness to rebel, collective action is less

likely to materialise. The risk of failed rebellion only further enhances the dilemma, elites

would prefer to sure when rebelling, and would rather err on the side of caution if there is

sufficient uncertainty.

2.1.2 Leaders’ Anticipation of Elite Rebellion

Implicit in the dynamic outlined above is the puzzle of how a leader can and should

choose their actions given their expectations of elite rebellion. In China, Mao Zedong, while

a dominant figure, had to navigate the intricacies of power dynamics within the Communist

Party and contend with the loyalty factions within the People’s Liberation Army, especially

during the initial years after the revolution. For example, the constraints of collective rule

were evident in disagreements over the Great Leap Forward. This policy, initiated by

Mao in 1958 to rapidly industrialise China, ended in economic disaster and famine. In

the aftermath, key figures like Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping challenged Mao’s approach.

During a party meeting in 1962, Liu openly criticised the policy’s failure, attributing it to

human error, a stance that marked a significant departure from Mao’s vision. Collective

leadership within the CCP acted as a constraint on Mao, forcing him to negotiate and

reconsider his policies amidst internal opposition (Dittmer, 1990).

Sadat’s early decision-making after his election is illustrative of this delicate balance

of power within authoritarian regimes. In selecting a mild-mannered and unheard-of bu-

reaucrat, Sadat essentially opted for someone who wouldn’t raise the ire of the Executive

Committee. This choice, on its surface, seemed to be a nod to the committee’s influence, re-
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flecting Sadat’s awareness of the boundaries set by these elites. It is evident that the threat

of elite rebellion can pre-emptively constrain a leader’s actions by making radical strategies

more costly. Leaders unwilling to risk removal will not attempt a drastic regime overhaul

if they anticipate that these moves might not align with their elite allies’ preferences and

could thus result in removal.

However, these initial obstacles posed by elites do not cement a leader’s longer-term

approach. Despite the evident risks and initial concessions, Sadat eventually embarked on

a strategy to consolidate power. Sadat’s strategic shift away from a position of complete

weakness suggests that leaders are not helpless when faced with collective action by elites,

even if these elites have demonstrated their willingness and ability to rebel. Though a leader

faces the problem of present constraints in the immediate period, they have some agency

to make adjustments that can reduce costs in future periods, expanding their strategy set.

I argue that leaders can take some piecemeal tactics upfront to indirectly influence the

balance of power and reduce the costs of other tactics in a later period.

2.1.3 Leaders’ Strategic Set

The range of actions that leaders can undertake without risking elite backlash is primar-

ily shaped by two inputs: (1) the underlying distribution of power between the leader and

the elites, and (2) the disruptiveness of the actions in question. Leaders who are beholden

to a strong elite collective, and whose promotion to head of government was explicitly done

under the auspices of collective and consultative governance, can be particularly constrained

in their action set. For example, Hafez al-Assad in Syria was initially dependent on the

Revolutionary Command Council within the Baath Party to lend legitimacy to his rule.

The RCC operated on a collective leadership principle, and decisions were typically made

through consensus or majority vote.

Elites are more likely to react when strategies are large in scope, such as a when the size

of a counter-coup operation is much larger than they expected - including more villages,

battalions, or individuals, than they expected. Consider the simple distinction between
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firing a minister of housing, and firing both the minister of housing and the secretary of

housing. By construction, two positions is necessarily a larger range than one. Hence, scope

is a measure of the magnitude of a strategy, and breadth of its effect on the distribution of

power amongst elites.

Thus when selecting strategies of consolidation, leaders are faced with a fundamen-

tal constrained optimisation problem: leaders trade-off between the riskiness of strategies

(in inciting a reaction) and the effectiveness of strategies, where riskiness of strategies is

intrinsically related to the intensiveness (and therefore overall effectiveness) of strategies.

More intensive and effective strategies are intuitively more risky - akin to a "high risk, high

reward" conundrum.

Leaders can exploit the inherent risks and uncertainties of rebellion among the elites

by selecting strategies that subliminally seem to have little to no effect. While elites may

collectively pose a threat to the leader, the credibility of elite rebellion hinges on the deci-

sions of individual elites. Not all tactics by leaders send quite as strong a signal as overtly

opportunistic moves, such as changing the term limits on heads of states. In this environ-

ment, though more overt strategies may be untenable to leaders, subtle strategies may still

prove effective.

2.1.4 Manipulating Elite Inaction

One key way leaders can exploit this dynamic is by manipulating individual interests

within the elite coalition. Tactics such as shuffling or replacing elites allow leaders to strate-

gically target individual elites without causing most of the elite coalition to feel threatened.

Because these targeted strategies only negatively impact the elites who are targeted, they

have isolated immediate effects. This not only maintains uncertainty about the broader

implications of a leader’s actions but also allows some elites to benefit if they are promoted

due to the shift in elite assignments.

Facing uncertainty and the associated risks of coordinating a coup, elites may choose

inaction over rebellion. Failed coups are inherently risky, often carrying the cost of exile
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or even death. In the aftermath of a failed coup attempt against Ethiopian Emperor

Haile Selassie in 1960, several high-ranking military officers and conspirators were executed

(Zewde, 2002). These risks can bias elites to err on the side of caution, especially if there is

strong uncertainty about the broader implications of a leader’s tactics. As long as enough

elites feel this way and opt for inaction, leaders are able to use these tactics without fear

of reprisal in the immediate term.

2.2 Conclusion

The theory of strategic path dependence hinges on two dynamics: first, the cost of

consolidation strategies is determined endogenously by the balance of power between leaders

and elites; second, leaders have nominally weak strategies that may not challenge elites’

immediate interests, but may undercut elite coordination in the long-run. I argue that this

pattern of gradual and nominally weak strategy use explains how constrained leaders are

able to acquire power, despite the auspices of strong elite and institutional constraints. In

the next chapter, I present a framework of consolidation strategies, a dataset of leaders’

tactics, and an empirical model to evaluate this argument.
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3. A Markov Model of Path Dependence
There are two major obstacles to studying authoritarian consolidation by dictators: the

lack of a criteria for how to conceptualise consolidation strategies, and the methodological

challenges of comparing multiple competing outcomes. in the same model. To overcome

these obstacles, I introduce data and methods that enable us to model consolidation as

a process across multiple strategies. I then employ a modelling technique that allows me

to accommodate multiple forms of causal outcomes. I demonstrate that strategies within

the consolidation process have different underlying rates of occurrence, and this baseline

hazard rate is conditional on the use of other strategies - a conditional dynamic that forms

the premise of the theory of strategic path dependence.

This section operationalises and substantiates the theory of strategic path dependence.

The research design consists of two components: first, I outline and describe the consolida-

tion strategies that are to be used as the primary unit of analysis. I identify three primary

strategies that leaders use to endogenously affect the distribution of power – personnel man-

agement, institutional restructuring, and appropriation. The strategies vary by the degree

to which they redistribute power between elites and the leader, with personnel management

being the least overt, and appropriation being the most overt. Second, I estimate a Markov

transition model to identify patterns of strategic path dependence between different con-

solidation strategies. In this paper, I am less concerned with the causes of path dependence

in authoritarian consolidation than with providing evidence of, and thinking through the

consequences of, path dependence.

3.1 The Theoretical Problem

As of the time of writing, no existing empirical or formal model in authoritarian politics

accounts for the potential interdependence between the strategies of consolidation a leader

has at their disposal. Even in Svolik (2012)’s canonical model of authoritarian power-

sharing, because his models focus instead on the probability of ’rebellion’ and ’reneging’ as

the outcome of interest, he simplifies the strategy set of the players in the game to {rebellion,
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no rebellion} for elites, and {reneging, no reneging} for leaders, leaving out a systematic

consideration of different magnitudes of strategic choice for both elites and leaders. In

other words, by simplifying the strategy choice into a binary one of {action, no action},

the model does not leave much room to consider if and how having strategies of different

magnitude, such as {high action, low action, no action} can alter the strategic choices of

players. Even Svolik (2012, p. 64) acknowledges the implications of simplifying the decision

set to a binary decision between action and inaction: "In a more realistic setting µ (the

amount of power that the dictator acquires when he reneges) would be the dictator’s choice

rather than fixed. Here, we can think of µ as the maximum amount of power that the

dictator can acquire by reneging without it being perfectly observed."

Intuitively, however, leaders who anticipate a high probability of facing elite backlash

or rebellion for their efforts to renege may preemptively alter their approach by seeking to

acquire less power. At the elite level, the likelihood of rebellion is influenced by the relative

strength of the elites compared to the leader—if the balance of power favours the elites,

they are more inclined to retaliate. Additionally, the probability of rebellion is correlated

with the dictator’s level of ambition; efforts to acquire a larger share of power serve as a

clear signal to elites, potentially translating directly into a higher probability of rebellion.

However, this exercise is completely theoretical. What constitutes the range of possi-

ble strategies a leader can use to acquire power, and can we arrange these strategies on

a continuum? This is a problem that has yet to be tackled or addressed in authoritarian

politics. Individual papers in the literature have attributed different behaviours to author-

itarian leaders as examples of their power-seeking behaviour, but these strategies tend to

be examined in isolation rather than relative to the toolbox of options a dictator can have.

Personalisation entails the progressive accumulation of power in the hands of the dictator

to minimise internal threats from organised elites in the military and party. Dictators ex-

ploit informational asymmetries and resource advantages to accumulate power, undermine

the resources and coordination capacity of their inner circle, and loosen their dependence

on organisations that launched them to power (Haber, 2006; Svolik, 2012). Examples of
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personalisation range from “low levels of personalism" like policy disagreements or perceived

opportunism. “middling levels of personalism" includes marginalisation of elites (purging,

shuffling, exile, etc) and “higher levels of personalism" may include reshaping the compo-

sition of the support coalition and placing organisations under the direct control of the

leader.

3.1.1 The Methodological Problem

The passage of time provides an opportunity for an outcome to exhibit variation, par-

ticularly within cases. To measure this variation, researchers often use longitudinal and

time-series methods. However, these methods and therefore the questions they pertain to

only allow us to shed light on a specific element of a larger process. In the case of author-

itarian consolidation, once a leader executes a series of purges, how does this affect future

prospects for purging or other strategies targeting elites? Is there a purpose in shuffling

individuals greater than the effects experienced directly by those moved? If most of the

strategies we know of and test are all significantly correlated with the long term survival

prospects of a dictator, are any strategies more effective? How does a leader differentiate

between multiple and varied strategies?

Though each of these individual questions shed light on various aspects of the power-

sharing and consolidating dynamic between authoritarian leaders and elites, we should

fundamentally care about modelling the larger parts of the consolidation process. Further-

more, we have theoretical intuitions and hypotheses beyond the first occurrence of an event

or even the occurrence of one type of event which affects a subject’s experiences later in

a process. In this respect, most of our standard empirical tests are ill equipped to model

process events with multiple outcomes of interest, so to speak. Standard survival models

can speak to questions of time, but may be limited because they focus only on a single

transition event, or the repeated occurrence of one event.

A multi-state Markov model, combined with new data, addresses these theoretical and

methodological issues by focusing on the strategies employed by dictators over time as a
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unit of analysis for exploration and comparison. This approach does not rely on post-hoc

assessment by subject matter experts to measure changes within regimes, nor does it rely

on latent modelling that is difficult to interpret. Rather, it models the complex process of

consolidation as a series of possible strategies being employed over time.

In this chapter, I begin with a framework of consolidation strategies that organises

three types of consolidating strategies by the degree to which they disrupt the distribution of

power between a leader and elites. Theoretically there are three category groups - personnel

management, institutional restructuring, and appropriation. Then I present information

from time-varying measures of tactics that leaders use to undermine the status quo balance

of power in a bid to acquire more power for themselves. The data covers eight tactics that

capture information about observed tactics used by the dictator vis-a-vis individual elites,

the institutions of governance, and personal power directly held by the leader. The data

covers 363 leaders in 128 countries across the time period 1945-2010. The variable names,

their value definitions, and summary statistics are included in the additional material at the

end of the chapter. Finally, I use a multi-state Markov model to structure the information.

3.2 A Framework of Consolidation Strategies

My analysis of consolidation primarily focuses on strategies used by the dictator as the

unit of analysis. As such, I develop a framework for comparing consolidation strategies

based on the degree to which they disrupt the balance of power between the leader and

elites, and then supplement this framework with a dataset of consolidation tactics.

The distinction between consolidation strategies as tactics that leaders actively employ,

and consolidation as a latent dimension of autocratic rule, is important to highlight. The ex-

isting approach to measuring personalism and consolidation tends to bias estimates towards

time-invariant measures. For example, Wright (2021) uses variables such as support-party

(whether the regime has a support party) and leadermil (whether the regime leader was

a member of the military prior to taking office). However, both of these variables are

basically time invariant, and even if the leader inherits a support party and then subse-
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quently dismantles it and replaces it with a new one, the measure is unable to capture this

change. Rather, the distinction between tactics and latent dimensionality is that the former

highlights the leader’s agency and realisation of tactics over time.

3.2.1 Consolidation Strategies as the Unit of Analysis

To operationalise this definition of strategies, I treat occurrences of tactics like purging

or creating a paramilitary group as events, allowing us to study period to period patterns

of different events occurring at different rates. Because the analysis uses observational

data, we cannot rule out the possibility that observed behaviour is caused by exogenous

events. For instance, the onset of civil war may cause dictators to shift resources away from

paramilitary groups and towards the military. At the same time, however, the opening

up or closing off of strategies due to external stimuli (such as the onset of war) does not

minimise the effects that such outcomes will have on the underlying distribution of power.

Whether leaders create paramilitaries preemptively to prevent the emergence of challengers

(Greitens, 2016; Roessler, 2016), or as a reaction to a coup attempt (E. S. De Bruin,

2014; Sudduth, 2017a), the benefit of creating a paramilitary and therefore impeding elite

coordination still accrues to the leader.

As detailed in chapter 2, strategies that appear to maintain or even increase elites’

share of power in the immediate term are unlikely to draw undue attention from the elite

coalition. Tactics that visibly shift the balance of power away from the elites towards the

leader are more apt to invite censure, as these are strong signals of leader personalism.

This creates a trade-off for leaders: they can choose less disruptive strategies that may not

change their power access but won’t provoke retaliation, or they can opt for more disruptive

strategies that may significantly alter the power balance but risk elite rebellion.

So, what kinds of consolidation tactics do authoritarian leaders employ to amass more

personal power, considering this trade-off between disruptiveness and the probability of

rebellion? Historical and case-based studies on personalist regimes have revealed a striking

resemblance in some tactics used by autocrats to strengthen their grip on power. This
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FIGURE 3.1: Strategic space of consolidation strategies

section expands on that research and delineates three distinct strategies of consolidation,

rooted in the political logic of power-sharing: personnel management, institutional re-

structuring, and appropriation. Each of these strategies represents a graduated intensity,

incrementally disrupting the balance of power in the immediate term.

3.2.1.1 Personnel Management Strategies

The first of these strategies is what I term personnel management strategies because they

target individual elites. These strategies often aim to halt critics of the regime and potential

challengers from developing independent power bases. By regularly rotating officials, elites

are prevented from forming relationships with one another, and the power of shuffling lies

in its ability to disrupt processes that could otherwise foster durable connections among

individuals (Woldense, 2018). For instance, Saddam Hussein employed a policy of routine

reshuffling and rotation in key government positions, hindering the emergence of potential

power bases and maintaining his control over the country (Sassoon, 2012). Despite being

surrounded by trusted individuals, Saddam regularly altered their roles, keeping the military

under his sole constant control.

Undoubtedly, rotating and shuffling individuals is a more subtle aspect of personnel

management compared to the removal or purging of individuals. While the concept of

purging might evoke images of dramatic public displays, such as Saddam Hussein’s purging

and killing of sixty senior members in 1979 (Sassoon, 2012), or the infamous Stalinist Great

Purges (Kotkin, 2014), these events are rare. Large-scale violence is risky and can trigger
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backlash both domestically and internationally. A more pragmatic approach for an aspiring

and unconsolidated dictator is the targeted removal of individuals.

When the leader singles out individual members of the elite coalition, unless an over-

whelming majority of the coalition is targeted like in Stalin’s Great Purges, individual-level

changes do not obtain any obvious additional gains for the dictator. The most innocuous

example of this process is when leaders remove elites under the auspices of poor perfor-

mance and allow the coalition to select a replacement. In Mao’s early purges of 1966, Mao

removed a handful of individuals who were staunch critics of him, as well as potential mil-

itary challengers. However, the purged individuals were quickly replaced by the promotion

of other Long March veterans, who were deemed acceptable replacements by the coalition

of the strong. Shih (2022) argues that the balance of power between Mao and the coalition

of the strong remained untouched, and no obvious immediate gains were made for Mao.

In more extreme cases, purging may not include immediate replacements, but can still be

perceived as beneficial to the ruling coalition. For instance, targeting minority factions

within the party may be approved by majority factions if the portfolios and resources are

reallocated among the remaining elites.

What distinguishes personnel management is not just its capacity to curb the develop-

ment of elite challengers, but the underlying weakening of the elite coalition’s coordination

capabilities. Because only targeted individuals are affected and the distribution of power

or positions among the elites may appear unchanged in the short term, the collective elite

may not seem threatened. However, the long-term impact of such strategies may indeed

hinder elite coordination (Woldense, 2022).

3.2.1.2 Institutional Restructuring Strategies

The second mechanism of consolidation is termed institutional restructuring, wherein

leaders may disrupt elite coordination by altering the existing constellation of governance

through the creation, disbandment, and restructuring of institutions. This notion of forming

new institutions to disrupt elite coordination, is well-established in civil-military relations
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literature – though usually in direct reference to coup-proofing (see E. De Bruin (2018)

and Singh (2014) for examples). By establishing multiple security agencies or paramilitary

groups, a dictator ensures that no single group becomes too powerful, fragmenting the

elite and preventing unified action. Moreover, these groups can also actively monitor and

neutralise threats from potential plotters, deterring elite coordination.

A clear example of this strategy in action is in Saddam Hussein’s regime. Saddam

was notorious for proliferating security agencies, with several key agencies and paramilitary

groups such as the Mukhabarat, the General Security Directorate and the Fedayeen Saddam

created during his rule. He fostered an atmosphere of paranoia and competition by giving

his security agencies overlapping duties, often commanding them to police each other. This

strategy, although effective in consolidating his power, had its pitfalls; the intense rivalry

among security agencies severely hampered Iraq’s military capabilities during the Gulf War,

forcing Saddam to temporarily halt some agencies’ operations.

Such obstacles to coordination do not simply exist within security and military agencies.

Carter (2014) details how Sassou Nguesso built a parallel government to foster competition

among his elite advisors. By assigning multiple appointees the same portfolio, Nguesso

ostensibly forced elites to compete for his goodwill. Carter posits that the competition

fostered by the parallel government apparatus rendered elite communication much less

threatening.

Even though some existing literature suggests that institutions can facilitate power-

sharing between the leader and elites, there is a clear distinction between institutions that

a leader is more likely to be beholden to (institutions that they may inherit), and institu-

tions that are instead beholden to the leader (such as institutions they may create). This

difference is most stark in the idea of party creation. The fundamental dilemma posed

by scholars of authoritarian parties is why some parties are symbolic, and others become

dominant parties.
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3.2.1.3 Appropriation Strategies

The successful implementation of the initial strategies sets the stage for dictators to

solidify their dominance over their elite supporters, a process aptly termed ’appropriation’.

This approach encompasses tactics that directly bolster the leader’s standing by appropri-

ating power away from elites, and reallocating power towards the leader and his closest

aides - such as his family, or childhood friends. Unlike methods that subtly disrupt elite

coordination, this overt shift of power from the elites to the leader distinctly centralises

authority in the hands of the leader and her family.

One obvious hallmark of personalisation – the centralisation of power in the hands of

the leader - is when leaders co-opt multiple positions of power, often by purging the origi-

nal holder of the position and absorbing the position themselves, rather than appointing a

replacement. While in some countries and regimes, there is a natural portfolio of multiple

positions that defines the responsibilities of being head of government;, often this includes

symbolically being the head of the armed forces, and the chairman of the party in a dom-

inant party state. Strategies of appropriation extend the leader’s control beyond these

accepted responsibilities and includes instances of leaders deliberately overreaching beyond

this portfolio to accumulate positions that traditionally are outside of their mandate. Take

for instance the present-day example of Xi Jinping, who has nine positions on top of being

the General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party. In comparison to his immediate

predecessor Hu Jintao, whom had six positions, Xi’s clear expansion of the Chairman’s

portfolio is widely considered extraordinary and a sign of his success in personalising power

beyond the constraints of the Chinese Communist Party.

By taking control of multiple pivotal portfolios, leaders can amplify their influence over

crucial areas of governance, especially in domestic security. Malaysia’s Mahathir Mohamad

appropriated critical institutions originally intended to act as his checks and balances.

Beyond his primary roles as Prime Minister and Minister of Defence, he took over the

home ministry in 1986, bringing Malaysia’s police force under his direct purview. This
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strategic move paved the way for his unchallenged ousting of rival Anwar Ibrahim in 1998.

In his position as Home Minister, Mahathir used the front of a police scandal to denounce

Anwar and control public perception of Anwar’s dismissal. Subsequently, Mahathir not

only acquired Anwar’s role of Minister of Finance, but also redistributed the other roles

among his loyal deputies. The events of 1998 are widely regarded as having cemented

Mahathir’s position of personal dominance (Slater, 2003). A dictator’s ability to expand

the powers of the head of state sends a strong signal that they are the fulcrum of power and

decision-making in the regime, and that the checks and balances put in place have failed to

keep consolidation at bay.

3.3 Data

To code the three strategy types – personnel management, institutional restructuring,

and appropriation – I focus exclusively on indicators reflecting tactics that a leader can

feasibly adopt within their tenure. To do so, I distinguish between tactics initiated by

a dictator, and those tactics that are inherited. For example, while many dictators may

inherit a party from their predecessor, I only identify the establishment of a new party, or the

renaming and restructuring of a party during a leader’s tenure as institutional restructuring.

These tactics signify a deliberate choice to replace an existing party with one’s own, a

decision that is costly and is likely to capture the attention of elites. A brief description of

the measures used is as follows:

1. Personnel Management:

• I create a new measure of cabinet shuffling using the WhoGov dataset (Nyrup

& Bramwell, 2020), which has yearly data on cabinet compositions from 1966 to

2021. Tracking the names and positions of members of the cabinet, I create a

variable measuring the rate at which ministers are shuffled every year, meaning

the proportion of ministers in the cabinet that were present in the previous

year but now are in a different position and hold a different portfolio. This is

distinct from Nyrup and Bramwell (2020)’s own measure of retention, which only
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captures ministers that are not removed from the coalition, but cannot account

for whether the remaining ministers hold the same portfolio every year. I then

convert the shuffling rate to as dichotomous variable which takes a value of 1

when the shuffling rate is above the mean rate (0.15).

• Sudduth (2017b)’s measure of military purges takes a value of 1 in the year a

military purge occurs

• Sudduth (2017b)’s measure of domestic purges takes a value of 1 in the year

Sudduth’s measures for purges have been used relatively ubiquitously in the literature

for both authoritarian politics (see Gandhi and Sumner (2020), as examples).

2. Institutional Restructuring:

• I use a measure of new counterbalancing institutions from E. De Bruin (2019)’s

work. New Counterbalancing takes a value of 1 the year a new paramilitary, pro-

government militia, or any counterbalancing institution is created, and stays a

1 for every year afterward that the institution persists within a leader’s tenure.

There are 83 instances of dictators creating a new counterbalancing institution,

compared to 40 instances of leaders removing a counterbalancing institution.

• I create a measure of Party Creation using Miller (2020)’s index of autocratic

ruling parties. Miller’s dataset includes 262 distinct parties in 133 countries, I

adapt this to develop a dichotomous measure for when a new party is created by

a dictator within their tenure. For dictators that inherit a ruling party from their

predecessor, the variable is coded 0 until the leader restructures the institutional

makeup by either dismantling their predecessor’s party or creating their own,

though often these actions happen in quick succession.

3. Appropriation:

• I use Gandhi and Sumner (2020)’s measures, two positions and three positions

or more, to capture appropriation. Rulers who take more than two positions

are rare but serve as strong instances of consolidated power, especially if they

continue to appropriate more positions over time. .
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The final dataset spans 386 dictators, across 113 countries, over the time period of 1946

to 2004. The time period of the dataset is restricted by data limitations for some of the

measures.

Table 3.1 summarises the tactics included in each strategy category, and their sources.

Table 3.1: Measures used to operationalise the three strategy-states
Strategy Category Tactics Included Source
Personnel Management Cabinet Shuffling

Military Purge
Domestic Purges

Nyrup and Bramwell (2020)
Sudduth (2017)
Sudduth (2017)

Institutional Restructuring New Counterbalancing
- (Paramilitary)
Party Creation

De Bruin (2018)

Miller (2020)

Appropriation Family in power
Three positions or more
Two positions

Gandhi and Sumner (2020)
Gandhi and Sumner (2020)
Gandhi and Sumner (2020)

Table 3.2: Measures used to operationalise the three strategy-states

3.4 A Markov Transition Model of Strategies

I employ a multi-state markov transition model to trace a time series of authoritarian

consolidation strategies, designating each strategy as a distinct state within the model. I

estimate a multi-state (survival) model and estimate the effect of the covariate of interest

on the transition probabilities between different consolidation strategies. I use the msm

package in R (Jackson, 2011), a package designed specifically for panel data. This modelling

structure, multi-state markov models, is more commonly used to model patient mortality

in biostatistics (E.g. (Diggle et al., 1994)), where they are used to study the progression

of diseases and health states over time. In some variations of these models, researchers use

the states to model progression of treatment methods and transitions individuals experience

between stages of disease progression.

In political science, the use of transition models is most common in American politics

literature, where prior preferences for a candidate not only influences future preferences,

but also influences individual reactions to the event (i.e. conditions the effects of covari-
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ates) (see Hillygus and Jackman (2003) as example). It has been suggested in the past two

decades that Markov chain models can be employed usefully for the study of regime tran-

sitions between democratic and authoritarian regimes (see Acemoglu and Robinson (2001)

as an example, though the applications have been primarily formal for now). However,

endogeneity concerns have limited empirical applications in this field.

In the area of authoritarian politics, Magaloni (2008) has argued using a transition model

that single-party states are particularly enduring because they display absorbing qualities.

Svolik (2012) has used a transition model to simulate predictions on what the long-term

distribution of equilibrium states, namely of contested and established autocracies1, should

look like.

3.4.1 Consolidation Strategies as States

To employ a multi-state markov model to trace a time series of authoritarian consoli-

dation strategies, I designate each strategy as a distinct state within the model. Instead of

focusing on external factors as the primary drivers of strategic choices, this Markov model

focuses on measuring the interdependencies between strategies based on their historical

sequences. Through the model’s findings, I aim to unveil preliminary evidence of strategic

path dependence in consolidation tactics and assess whether these patterns resonate with

the propositions posited in the theoretical section. As a plausibility check, I also examine

claims previously presented in the scholarly literature as a check for external validity. Ex-

amining path dependence in consolidation may help explain why some leaders are easily

stopped by elites and others successfully circumvent elite constraints. Adding covariates to

model the effect of exogenous shocks and crises on authoritarian strategies is left for future

work.

To measure the strategy used by leaders, the first step is to distinguish between the

realisation or employment of strategies across time periods, from the relative success or the

1 According to Svolik in contested autocracies, elite allies are capable of using the threat of a rebellion
to check the dictator’s opportunism, albeit imperfectly. By contrast, established autocrats have acquired so
much power that they can no longer be credibly threatened by their allies – they have effectively monopolised
power.
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predicted effects of these strategies. We know that even if leaders attempt to renege on the

balance of power between themselves and elites, the use of strategies does not guarantee

success, especially if elites need time to coordinate a response. Therefore, I focus not on

outcome based measures - such as the degree to which the military may control the senate,

or whether the president is the leader of the armed forces - but rather changes in policy

that occur under a leader. This recognises that leaders may also inherit institutions and

power distributions, but this is distinct from the types of actions they may choose to take

on their own. Surprisingly, existing measures of personalism do not distinguish between

strategic behaviour and observed outcomes.

Second, though the original framework was developed in a way that organises strategies

by how disruptive they are - with personnel management being the least disruptive, and

appropriation being the most disruptive - the model does not distinguish between the order

of strategies; the structure of the strategy-states and how they relate to each other is defined

by the data. Rather, I will present exploratory findings that confirm the basic premise of

the framework - that more disruptive strategies are more infrequent in the data because

they are have a higher risk of inciting elite rebellion.

Finally, due to data limitations, the unit of analysis is at the leader-year level. In part

it is because while some strategies can be isolated down to the exact day, other strategies

lack that much fine-grained detail down to the day. As such, for parsimony’s sake, this

initial exploratory model and the data supporting it will be conducted at the year level.

3.4.2 The Statistical Model

A multi-state markov model is an econometric estimator for modelling a duration pro-

cess composed of multiple events or states, usually events (Metzger & Jones, 2016; Therneau

et al., 2000). In similar modelling choices in biostatistics, events are typically composed of

stages of disease progression leading up to mortality. In political science, political prefer-

ences and conflict escalation - war or peace, low or high conflict (G. Casper & Wilson, 2015;

Randahl & Vegelius, 2022; Schrodt, 2006)- has also been modelled as event outcomes. The
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outcome of interest in these studies is to understand (a) when transitions between stages

will occur, (b) the probability and frequency of these transitions, and (c) what covariates

or conditions increase or decrease these transition probabilities. When there are two events

modelled, the logic is intuitive: a subject transitioning out of one stage must by definition

be transitioning into the second, and vice-versa. This movement is shown in Figure 3.2

below.

FIGURE 3.2: Two State Markov Model

When there are more than two events of interest, multi-state models consider what

new transitions the subject is at risk of experiencing, conditional on the new state they

are at. As such, there may be multiple transitions out of a specific stage, and similarly,

multiple transitions into a specific stage. As presented in Figure 3.3 below, there are two

possible ways for a subject to exit State A - they could transition into State B or transition

into State C. Likewise, there exists multiple paths into State C - either from State A or

State B. Fundamentally, being able to account for multiple pathways leading into a state

is the objective of using a multi-state model. If we focus simply on observing an outcome

of interest - for example State C - without accounting for a prior state - States A or B -

36



we are pooling all possible transitions into State C together, implicitly assuming that each

transition’s data-generating process is identical.

FIGURE 3.3: Three State Markov Model

I argue that how a leader decides to use strategy C is informed by whether they used

strategy A or B in a previous period. Taking into consideration the three strategic categories

identified earlier - personnel management (P), institutional restructuring (I), and appropri-

ation (A) - a leader’s choice to expand his portfolio of positions from just President and

Commander of Armed Forces, to include Prime Minister or Vice-President, can and should

be considered relative to what actions were taken in a previous period. Several possibilities

exist: (a) a leader could have purged the previous elite in said positions (where purging

is an example of personnel management), (b) a leader could have created a new support

organisation (where creating a party or new branch of the government is an example of

institutional restructuring), (c) the leader could have just added another position to her

portfolio such as the commander of armed forces (where adding said position is an example

of appropriation), or (d) the leader may have used no observable consolidation strategies.
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Intuitively, each of those possibilities has already made an effect on the underlying balance

of power, and thus likely will inform a leader’s choice to use strategy C.

FIGURE 3.4: Markov Model of Consolidation Strategies

A multi-state model is designed to flexibly model not just the transition sequences

between multiple events, but also allows us to either separate the baseline hazard between

sequences, or combine them where necessary. Moreover, this flexibility allows us to model

the effect of covariates on sequences in a similar manner, separately or in combinations - a

feature I use in Chapter 4. A simple mathematical representation of the model is as follows:

Pij = Pr(Xt+1 = j | Xt = i) (3.1)

where the leader i’s choice of consolidation strategy in a given year is modelled as Xt

and Pij is interpreted as the transition probability of being in state j, having come from

state i.In a Markov Chain, it is posited that the current state provides all the necessary

information to predict the future state (the Markov property). Such process is said to be

memoryless because movements from state i to state j between time t and t + 1 are given
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by a fixed probability pij that does not depend on events occurring before time t, just on

the events in time t.

Given that the three strategies, personnel management (P), institutional restructuring

(I), and appropriation (A) are not mutually exclusive choices, to account for multiple com-

binations of strategies, the states are further itemised into 23 = 8 strategy states. The

states are represented by (A/Ã, I/ Ĩ, P/P̃). In a given year, if a dictator is observed to

display none of the three strategies, she would be presented as being in state (Ã, Ĩ, P).

Likewise, if a dictator is observed to display all three, she would be presented as being in

state (A, I, P).

Figure 4 displays the structure of the strategy states. There are eight strategy-states,

and sixty-four possible transitions among them. The statistical significance of each transi-

tion is established relative to the probability of not transitioning at all and staying in the

current strategy state.

Based on the theoretical framework, the Markov model should reveal certain patterns.

We would anticipate that strategies adopted in one period influence the choice of tactics in

subsequent periods. As previously outlined, tactics of institutional restructuring, whether

it’s the formation of a paramilitary group or the establishment of a new party framework,

are crucial in disrupting elite coordination and minimising rebellion risks for the leader.

Notably, the implementation of these institutional strategies should correlate strongly with

personnel management strategies employed in preceding periods. This reasoning also applies

to the dynamics between appropriation strategies and institutional restructuring strate-

gies. After all, appropriating and redistributing positions of power becomes more feasible

when institutional checks on the leader’s authority have been weakened. If leaders in-

deed adopt consolidation strategies with these interrelations in play, strategy-dependent

behaviour among tactics should be evident.
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Table 3.3: Distribution of Strategy-States
Appropriation
(A)

Institutional
Restructuring
(I)

Personnel
Management
(P)

Strategy-State
(A, I, P)

Frequency
in All Data

Proportion
of Data

Frequency
in first year

„A, „I, „P 305 5.8% 84
✓ „A, „I, P 809 18.9% 68

✓ „A, I, „P 12 0.9% 3
✓ ✓ „A, I, P 272 9.5% 12

✓ A, „I, „P 230 4.7% 73
✓ ✓ A, „I, P 1517 38% 78
✓ ✓ A, I, „P 60 1.6% 4
✓ ✓ ✓ A, I, P 594 20.7% 6

3.5 Empirics
3.5.1 Distribution of Strategy-States

Table 3.3 shows the distribution of consolidating behaviours across all regime-years in

the sample. Some notable points are apparent even from the distribution of the data in

Table 3.3. First, more dictators display high levels of consolidating behaviour than prior

scholars would predict. Extant formal models of power-sharing (and consolidation) predict

that consolidated autocracies should be rare, but even in the present day there are more

than a handful of consolidating dictators. Around 20% of regime-years in the sample exhibit

all three types of behaviours. Moreover, though the literature considers multiple positions

to be difficult to achieve, in around 63% of the regime-years in the sample, dictators have

occupied more than one position.

The results of the model are displayed visually in Figure 3.5 and Figure ??, only the

statistically significant paths (at 0.95 confidence levels) and paths from strategies of lower

consolidation to higher consolidation are shown. The strategy states are organised from

left to right by the degree to which they alter the distribution of power between the leader

and elites. Transitions in the top half of the figure represent the probability of the leader

displaying strategic behaviour that is more consolidating in the next period - escalating con-

solidating behaviour, while transitions in the bottom of the figure represent the probability

of moving to less consolidating strategic states - de-escalating behaviour. Take for example

the probability of a dictator going from displaying none of the consolidating behaviours
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(Pr(P|(„ A, „ I, „ P) , to purging („ A, „ I, P). There is a probability of 0.281 that this

will occur, compared to the probability of 0.684 that the dictator will continue to display

no consolidating behaviours.

Upon observation, Figure 3.5 shows obvious strategic path dependence between strate-

gies, more so than if the adoption of strategies were primarily influenced by external factors

or if they were randomly adopted with no clear pattern. We would expect if individual

strategies were primarily responsive to external factors, that the probability of adopting

personnel management strategies should be very similar regardless of what the previous

state was (i.e. Pr(„ A, I, P| „ A, I, „ P) = Pr(A, I, P|A, I, „ P) .) Alternatively, if the

combination of strategy-states adopted at any time has some interdependence, we may ex-

pect that the transition probabilities to any strategy state should display some similarity

regardless of the previous state (i.e. Pr(„ A, I, P|Xt´1 should be the same, for all Xt´1 .)

FIGURE 3.5: Transition Probability Graph between Strategies of Consolidation

Transitions shown are significant at 0.95 confidence levels, increasing in consolidation, and self-referencing
loops are not shown.

3.5.2 Patterns of Consolidation

What is most evident upon visual inspection is the degree to which transitions be-

tween strategy-states that are proximate in their level of disruption are the most frequently
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occurring. In contrast, transitions between strategy-states that are quite removed in the

degree of disruption associated with the combination of strategies have a significantly lower

likelihood.

The wide variance in transition probabilities between strategy-states where there are

small increases in disruptiveness, and the probabilities between strategy-states where there

are medium to large increases in the disruptiveness of actions provides initial evidence that

the Markov chain model can provide insights that cannot be gleaned using existing methods.

Consolidation is better represented as a process made of incremental steps that increase

the power accumulated by the leader overtime.

3.6 Plausibility Analyses

The patterns of path dependence illustrated above raise the question: Are these pat-

terns plausible given what we know from the literature? Do the patterns align with or

contradict some of the assumptions and logic outlined in the theory? I will examine the

plausibility of the patterns observed by evaluating both their internal and external consis-

tency. Specifically, I will address two key questions: (1) Do the models support the logic

underlying the theory of increasing costs to consolidation? (2) Does the model align with

known propositions in the authoritarian politics literature? I will provide answers to some

of these questions in the following sub-sections.

Accessibility of states

Personnel Management Strategies should be the most accessible due to their low risk

factor.

One of the assumptions made by the logic of increasing costs is that strategies can differ

in costs by the level of disruption they can cause within the elite coalition. Hence, strategies

that are least disruptive not only are the least effective (in the eyes of the dictator) but are

also least risky and less likely to attract the attention of the elites. An empirical implication

of this assumption is that the least risky strategies should be the least costly to adopt, and

therefore should be the most ’accessible’, and most easily and frequently adopted. For
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example:

Pr
(
Xt+1 = (Ã, Ĩ, P) | Xt = (Ã, Ĩ, P̃)

)
ą Pr

(
Xt+1 = (Ã, I, P̃) | Xt = (Ã, Ĩ, P̃)

)
(3.2)

Pr
(
Xt+1 = (Ã, I, P) | Xt = (Ã, I, P̃)

)
ą Pr

(
Xt+1 = (A, I, P̃) | Xt = (Ã, I, P̃)

)
(3.3)

˚pă0.1; ˚˚pă0.05; ˚˚˚pă0.01
FIGURE 3.6: Transition Probability Matrix between Strategies of Consolidation

Only statistically significant transitions are shown. Full matrix of all transition paths can be seen in the
Appendix in Figure ??

In Figure 3.6, I present the transition matrix without the diagonal of probabilities

that represents self-referring transition probabilities (the probability os staying in the same

strategy-state), and probabilities below 0.002. As illustrated in Figure 3.6, in every strategy-

state that does not already include the use of personnel management strategies, the next

highest transition probability is to a strategy state that adopts personnel management

strategies. As can be observed in the figure below, the average probability of adopting a

personnel management strategy is 0.31, with the most likely transition being from (A, Ĩ,

P̃) to (A, Ĩ, P). This supports the claim that strategies can and do differ on their relative

costs, and this bears out in the behaviour of dictators.
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Max(Pr(Xt+1|Xt = (Ã, Ĩ, P̃)) = (Xt = (Ã, Ĩ, P)) = 0.262

Max(Pr(Xt+1|Xt = (Ã, I, P̃)) = (Xt = (Ã, I, P)) = 0.444

Max(Pr(Xt+1|Xt = (A, Ĩ, P̃)) = (Xt = (A, Ĩ, P)) = 0.348

Max(Pr(Xt+1|Xt = (A, I, P̃)) = (Xt = (A, I, P)) = 0.321

Stickiness of Strategies

A second implication of the logic of increasing strategic costs is that the more costly

strategies, such as institutional restructuring and appropriation, once established, may

become resistant to change. This can be mathematically expressed as:

Pr(Xt+1 = (Ã, Ĩ, P̃)|Xt = (Ã, I, P)) = low (3.4)

The resistance to change is particularly significant in strategies involving institutional

and structural adjustments that are codified in de jure power, such as the creation of

political parties and paramilitary groups. Similarly, appropriation strategies—like leaders

assigning themselves multiple positions of power or strategically placing family members

in key power positions—are difficult for dictators to retract without signalling weakness.

This signal of weakness could invite elite opportunism and risk a coup d’état, constituting

transaction costs that leaders may be unwilling to pay.

The transition matrix visualised in Figure 3.7 reinforces this perspective, revealing evi-

dence of path dependence in institution-based strategies. Two distinct patterns or ’cliques’

emerge, one consisting of states utilising institutional restructuring, and another without.

Specifically, strong transition intensities are observed between states of Appropriation (A)

or non-Appropriation („A), and Personnel Management (P) or non-Personnel Manage-

ment („P), both when institutional restructuring is present. For example, the transition

probability from (A, I, P̃) to (A, I, P) is 0.28, and from (Ã, I, P̃) to (Ã, I, P) is 0.33. Con-

versely, the probabilities of transitions between states with institutional restructuring (e.g.,

(A, I, P̃)) and without (e.g., (A, Ĩ, P̃)) are significantly lower with none higher than 0.045.
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FIGURE 3.7: Strategies cluster into „ I and I groups

Transitions shown are significant at 0.95 confidence levels, and self-referencing loops are not shown.

Taken together, the mean probability of transition within the no-institutional-restructuring

cluster is 0.119, within the institutional restructuring cluster is 0.167, and between the two

clusters is just 0.018. These results suggest a pronounced stickiness of institution-based

strategies and underline a robust path dependence once a leader elects to modify the insti-

tutional framework of governance through actions like creating paramilitaries or parties.

Authoritarian Equilibria: Power-sharing and Consolidated Autocracies

The final plausibility check discusses the external coherence of the model with exist-

ing propositions in the authoritarian politics literature. A well-known proposition posits

two stable equilibria: power-sharing regimes (also known as contested autocracy) and con-

solidated dictatorship (also known as established autocracy). In power-sharing regimes,

leaders reluctantly share power with elites through authoritarian institutions, recognising

their inability to control access to positions and resources fully, and their vulnerability to

the threat of elite rebellion. In consolidated dictatorships, strong leaders unilaterally make

decisions without sharing power with elites, often employing arbitrary shuffling and purging

to remind the elites of their relative weakness. From this, we can derive the proposition:

Power-sharing regimes and consolidated dictatorships should both be stable equilibria.
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First, power-sharing regimes likely refers to strategy-states where the dictator is doing

nothing at all, represented as (Ã, Ĩ, P̃), or power-sharing states such as (Ã, I, P), (Ã, I, P̃),

and (Ã, Ĩ, P). Consolidated dictatorships, conversely, should correspond to strategy-states

where the leader has appropriated power. To test the equilibrium properties of these

strategy-states, one approach is to consider if they are self-reinforcing equilibrium or ab-

sorbing states. In a Markov chain, an absorbing state is one where the transition probability

to itself is one, Pii = 1, a suitable measure for self-reinforcing equilibrium. However, the

model contains no absorbing states.

A less stringent operationalisation would be to regard stability as a high likelihood of

the strategy occurring repeatedly as time approaches infinity. Analysing the long-term

distribution of states in a Markov chain can be achieved by examining the steady state, a

distribution over states that remains unchanged under the transition matrix’s operation.

The table below presents the steady-state distribution of the Markov model, suggesting that

consolidated dictatorships are more stable in the long run than power-sharing equilibria.

The two most prevalent states in the steady-state distribution, (A, Ĩ, P) and (A, I, P), reflect

states of appropriation. Among the power-sharing regime states, (Ã, Ĩ, P) is the most likely

to occur in the long run.

Table 3.4: Steady State Distribution
Steady State Distribution

Ã, Ĩ, P̃ Ã, Ĩ, P Ã, I, P̃ Ã, I, P A, Ĩ, P̃ A, Ĩ, P A, I, P̃ A, I, P
0.001 0.01 0.001 0.116 0.002 0.048 0.025 0.798

There is no return from established autocracy.

A second proposition Svolik (2012) makes is that while there is a small probability

of transitioning from a power-sharing regime (contested autocracy) to a consolidated dic-

tatorship (established autocracy), there is no return from latter. This suggests that the

probability of transition from states of appropriation, where the leader has concentrated

power in their own hands, should be zero or close to zero. As before, we can use strategy-

states (A, I, P), (A, Ĩ, P), and (A, I, P̃) to test this proposition. From the transition matrix
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in Figure 3.5, evidence suggests that the established autocracy state (A, I, P) is very dif-

ficult to backtrack from, since it’s self-referencing probability is 0.929, meaning that the

probability of leaving this strategy state is around 0.071. This signifies that once a dicta-

tor has consolidated power successfully, the probability of backtracking from strategies of

appropriation is low.

3.7 Conclusion

In this chapter I introduced a framework for organising authoritarian strategies of con-

solidation, that I use to guide my data collation process. Authoritarian tactics are an

improved way to measure and present the consolidation process: because they are observ-

able realisations of tactics and choices that leaders make, it also makes replication and

recreation easy - the process can be repeated with different datasets for conceptual vali-

dation purposes. In the sense that a purge can be a relatively well-defined event, or the

creation of a party, tactics are a more reproducible method of defining authoritarian con-

solidation that does not rely on expert post-hoc assessments, nor does it rely on machine

learning or latent modelling that often black-box the process of developing a measure and

thus makes it difficult to interpret and difficult to analyse which mechanisms are actually

driving observed changes in the measures and outcomes of interest.
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4. Two Trajectories of Consolidation: Egypt and Iraq
Elites play a pivotal role in constraining the ambitions of autocrats, shaping the trajec-

tory of authoritarian consolidation through a complex interplay of support and opposition.

Autocratic leaders, when faced with these constraints, often adopt a strategic approach to

consolidating power, navigating the delicate balance between asserting authority and avoid-

ing elite backlash. The theoretical and empirical frameworks discussed in Chapters 2 and

3 illuminate a crucial phenomenon: consolidation is better represented as a culmination of

a series of strategies over time. Having demonstrated this using empirical evidence, I now

turn to qualitative evidence to further illustrate my point.

This chapter will present and contrast the cases of Anwar Sadat in Egypt, a highly

constrained authoritarian leader, and Saddam Hussein in Iraq, a relatively unconstrained

authoritarian leader. The case of Sadat illustrates the use of strategic interdependence

over time, where his initial conditions necessitated a more piecemeal strategy to avoid elite

backlash in the fact of his personalist ambitions. Hussein contrasts Sadat’s measured pace

of consolidation: Hussein’s ascendency to the presidency was punctuated with a series of

strong, high-risk, explosive tactics intended to scare any potential challengers and signal

his position of strength. The goal of this chapter is to use these cases to illustrate the

mechanisms of strategic interdependence in greater detail, highlight key insights from the

model, and shine a light on other avenues of research.

By examining the contrasting strategies of Sadat and Hussein, this chapter aims to

shed light on the nuances of strategic interdependence in authoritarian contexts. It seeks

to deepen our understanding of the mechanisms at play, drawing key insights from the em-

pirical model while also identifying potential avenues for future research. The comparative

analysis highlights the effect of elite constraints on the consolidating strategies of author-

itarian leaders, and also illustrates how a leader may seek to reduce the burden of these

constraints over time.

I chose the cases of Sadat and Hussein due to the comparability of Egypt and Iraq’s

modern political history. Both states experienced a relatively non-violent military coup led
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by a coalition of military officers that forced the previous monarch out of power. In turn,

the experience of military overthrow inspired a systematic build up of party institutions

designed to infiltrate the military apparatus and undercut any future coup threat. As a

result, by the time both Sadat and Hussein came to power, both leaders had to contend with

a military-party hybrid political landscape — where the party arguably was the primary

governing institution, and yet where the military continued to have expectations to power.

These similarities in modern political historical context allow me to focus on the leader-

elite dynamic and consider how differences in the degree to which Sadat and Hussein were

supported by elites within the party may have shaped the strategic options both leaders

had available to them from the onset.

The case of Saddam Hussein in Iraq and his rapid // unstoppable ascent to power is the

perfect foil to the more moderated // reserved pace of consolidation exhibited by Anwar

Sadat in Egypt. There is a distinct contrast in the consolidation trajectory of both leaders,

and this is evident when we compare both the initial moves undertaken by either leader

in the first year upon ascending to the presidential position, and the overall trajectory

of their presidential tenures. Before I present the cases of Sadat and Hussein, I will first

reiterate the main claims developed in chapter 2 and 3, and the mechanisms of strategic

interdependence.

4.1 Mechanisms underlying strategic interdependence

Here, I summarise the two key dynamics that underlie authoritarian consolidation that

will be highlighted in the case studies. First, I argued that the costs of consolidation

strategies are endogenous to the underlying balance of power between elites and leaders.

Intuitively, attempts at accumulating more power by leaders may be perceived as a greater

threat when they are more disruptive to the existing balance of power. To the extent that

the distribution of power between the elite coalition and the leader closely approximates

a zero-sum game, when leaders seek to redistribute power away from elites for their own

personal gain, the risks of elite backlash increase as the power at stake increases.
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The case of Egypt demonstrates how a strong elite coalition can effectively delineate

the limits to a President’s power, by coordinating elite backlash in response to any overture

by the leader, in contrast to the weakness of the elites in Iraq. An elite coalition that is

well organised, has strong formal and informal institutions to capitalise on, can effectively

communicate their willingness and ability to rebel against a leader through actions that

are less punitive than a coup attempt. Recently, J. Chin et al. (2022) demonstrate this by

differentiating between elite propensity to initiate coups, from more direct actions such as

assassinations.

Thus, a leader not interprets these signals of elite capacity as information about elites’

general willingness to coordinate, they also interpret it in relation to priors they have

about how costly more disruptive strategies of consolidation are. Elites that are very well

coordinated may be more sensitive to any perceived overtures, and therefore more willing

to depose a leader for a less disruptive action like the purging of high ranking officials. In

comparison, poorly coordinated elites may be less sensitive and may only be willing to incur

the potential costs of rebellion for more disruptive and costly consolidating actions such as

the creation of new parties and paramilitaries. and thus update their priors about the risk

of elite rebellion.

This mechanism is well illustrated in a comparison of first leadership policy-making

decisions in Egypt and Iraq. In Egypt, Sadat’s attempts at making foreign policy changes

were rebuffed by the other elites that dominated the decision-making bodies, giving them

the majority to overrule Sadat’s proposals. By contrast, in Iraq, Hussein had already

been spearheading major policy decisions during his tenure as vice-president. Thus, in the

beginning of his rule, Hussein merely continued centralising all decision-making channels

through the presidency, effectively making himself the sole arbitrator of Iraqi politics

Second, I posited that elites’ immediate or short-term interests may not be challenged

by a leader’s tactics; nevertheless, these tactics used by leaders can serve to reduce the

likelihood of elite coordination against the leader in the long run. Leaders are primarily

concerned with redistributing power away from the elite coalition for themselves, however,
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elites in the coalition do not necessarily have uniform preferences for how to respond to

attempts at redistribution. On one level, the coordination of an elite rebellion a collective

action problem (Svolik, 2012): because the outcomes of a rebellion — deterring the leader’s

opportunism — is a public good, this creates an incentive to free ride, especially given the

high costs when a rebellion fails — elites may become the target of exile, detention, or

even execution. On another level, despite the clear benefits of maintaining a united front

in the elite coalition, individual elites have a higher-order preference to prioritise their own

survival first.

The comparison of Egypt and Iraq highlights this dynamic in different ways. Sadat

entered power extremely weak due to the perception that he was a yes-man — elites had

an expectation that he would merely be a temporary figurehead in the transition period

after Nasser’s death — and therefore an apt puppet leader. It was evident to Sadat early

into the first few months of his tenure that his every action was closely surveilled, and

any perceived expressions of political ambition would be put to rest by the other elites.

As such, Sadat faced the dual-pronged problem of not just using tactics that would be so

nominally weak that they would be merely a blip on the radar of other elites, he also had

to cultivate the support of other elites by appealing to their individual interests with the

promise of longer term rewards. The combination of using weaker tactics and soliciting

support allowed Sadat to eventually set up the conditions favourable to his execution of

more overtly disruptive strategies in the near future.

On the other hand, Hussein entered office from a position of strength. He was number

two in Iraq for at least a decade, and had in that time been slowly building up his public

presence in Iraq, showing up at public events in the stead of a supposedly increasingly

ailing al-Bakr. Upon ascending to the presidency, he quickly and systematically expelled

elites that made up the upper echelons of the Baath Party apparatus. The lack of elite

backlash towards Hussein’s clear goal of redistributing the balance of power, in contrast to

Sadat’s strategy of cultivating support among elites, can be attributed instead to fear of

reciprocation and being the subject of further prosecution. Together, both cases give colour
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to both possible components of elites’ vested interests – being co-opted by leaders through

the promise of positive incentives, or being silenced into acquiescence through the fear of

targeting.

4.2 Egypt Under Sadat : High Initial Levels of Elite Constraints

The case of Egypt under the presidency of Anwar Sadat is an example of a leader

facing high levels of elite constraints, initially. Sadat was eventually able to surmount the

obstacles posed by strong elite opposition, and alter the Egyptian political landscape to his

preferences. However, the measured pace of his consolidation process and the subtlety of

the tactics he used are in-line with the proposition that constrained dictators resort to a

gradual buildup of nominally weak strategies to facilitate more direct strategies to weaken

elite support bases and accumulate personal power in the long-run.

4.2.1 Egypt’s transition to military rule

On 23 July 1952, a revolution to topple then-King Farouk was led by a group of army

officers, the Free Officers Movement. The Revolution catalysed a wave of revolutionary

politics in the Middle East, and inspired other similar attempts to topple existing monarchs.

Any discussion of authoritarianism and authoritarian consolidation in Egypt necessitates

situating the power dynamics between the leaders and elites in the backdrop of the Egyptian

revolution of 1952 and the critical role played by the military in this transition. This is not

to say that the relevant set of facts for understanding the Egyptian context is confined to

the events of this transition 1. However, for the purposes of this dissertation, the transition

from monarchy to a party-military authoritarian regime sets the tone for understanding the

revolutionary credentials of Egypt’s early presidents, and the military’s continued role in

Egyptian governance.

Having overthrown the previous system of governance, the nine-member command com-

mittee of the Free Officers Movement transition into the Revolution Command Council

(RCC), a governing body with far-reaching political ambitions to overhaul the Egyptian

1 See Cooper (1982) for a more comprehensive overview of Egypt’s history and institutions / context.
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system. The dominance of a military presence in the RCC extended the political influence

of the military and undermined any semblance of civilian rule2, with the civilian Prime

Minister eventually forced to resign because he disagreed with agrarian reforms proposed

by the RCC. Following the brief experiment with civilian rule, the Free Officers declared

Egypt a republic on 18 June 1953, with Naguib proclaiming himself as President of the

Republic of Egypt, cementing the influence of the military at the helm of the Egyptian

state.

As a small collective of just fourteen members, the RCC was intended to function as

a collective decision-making body, with President Naguib at the head of the council (and

country). The intended collectivism and empowerment of Naguib did not concur with

Nasser’s personal political ambitions and aspirations. A defining feature of Nasser’s time as

both the vice-Prime Minister and President of Egypt was his deliberate attempts to promote

multi-party elections and a transition to a civilian government (headed by himself), in order

to sideline the military and his potential rivals from the original Free Officers movement

and the 1952 revolution. Intimately familiar with the internal mechanics of a military coup,

as he himself was the mastermind of the 1952 revolution, Nasser sought to counterbalance

the military by establishing a single-party system that would provide him a distinct support

base.

4.2.2 Sadat’s Unexpected Rise to Power: Initial Elite Constraints

Unlike his predecessors, Sadat’s ascent to power lacked any semblance of strategic agency

- rather it happened incidentally. Gamal Nasser’s sudden heart attack in September 1970

left the Egyptian elites scrambling to find a replacement – Nasser had failed to designate

a successor, and the existing elite factions were at a stalemate and could not fill the power

vacuum in the immediate term. Seen as lacklustre politician and a yes-man, Sadat appeared

to be an ideal placeholder while the dominant elite factions fought it out to nominate an

actual replacement. Given the circumstances surrounding Sadat’s unexpected ascent to

2 Uninterested in the day-to-day tasks of governance, the Free Officers appointed a civilian, Ali Mahir Pasha,
to be Prime Minister.
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presidency, he seemed destined to be nothing more than a historical footnote, as described

by historian Cooper (1982):

“As a personality, Sadat inspired neither awe nor envy. His career under the revolution

had been among the less spectacular. He had been more rightist than most, but he had

stayed out of the executive branch of government and out of trouble. In the post-1967

period, [Sadat] had been in the Presidency of the Assembly and seemed to have played

a moderating role. At this moment of great tension and stress, he provided the least

threat.”

The choice by centrists to nominate Sadat was accelerated by attempts from other

extra-regime challengers... (Beattie & El-Meehy, 2001, p. 42).

A key defining feature of Sadat’s succession was the conditions and rules established

around his succession - the boundaries of "collective leadership" were clearly articulated as

the terms and conditions of his nomination. The five conditions were (Beattie & El-Meehy,

2001):

• There would no longer be individual rule, as experienced under Nasser;

• The ASU’s SEC and CC members were to study all key issues and adopt motions by

a majority vote;

• The Maglis al-Umma (the people’s assembly) was to vote on all major issues;

• The president was not to assume the duties of the prime minister

• Ministers were to take decisions in their own areas of administration

Having inherited Nasser’s political institutions but lacking his personal charisma and

political support from other elites, Sadat found himself heavily constrained by the existing

centres of power, notably Nasser’s party – the Arab Socialist Union. In building up the

party as the central governing institution in Egypt, the party was designed as the main

arbitrator of all policy proposals. In spirit, the ASU executive committee was designed

to promote collective rule; all proposals were to be voted on by the ASU’s fifteen-member

executive committee (Waterbury, 1983). However, under Nasser’s leadership, the ASU’s

executive committee was essentially a rubber-stamp for Nasser’s proposals.
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In stark contrast, Sadat found himself impeded from making any independent policy

decisions of his own. The ASU executive committee was a chokepoint where the two

primary elite factions kept both the temporary president, Sadat, and their rival faction

in check. For instance, in November 1970, Sadat’s economic liberalisation program was

overwhelmingly defeated in the SEC, with twelve votes against and only three in favour,

including Sadat himself (Hinnebusch, 1981). And when the SEC convened to discuss the

Suez Canal ceasefire in February 1971, neither Sadat nor his ally, Prime Minister Fawzi,

was invited, underscoring his inferior status despite his presidential title.

Sadat perceived the chief power bloc - which included Ali Sabri, Sharawi Gomaa, and

Sami Sharaf - as the primary threat to his position (Sadat, 1977, p. 224). Sadat perceived

Nasser’s system to rest on institutions that could potentially counterbalance the presidency,

specifically the ASU which was the stronghold for Ali Sabri, the vice-president and perceived

right-hand man to Nasser until the latter’s unexpected demise. Additionally Ali Sabri

was backed by other key figures with strong institutional support such as Interior Minister

Sharawi Gomaa (Stacher, 2012). The other primary elite faction was led by Nasser’s director

of personal security Sami Sharaf and Defence Minister Muhammad Fawzi. Together, both

factions held a majority of the executive positions within the governing RCC and the ASU,

held by second and third generation Free Officers3 who served Nasser and had developed

substantial economic, political, military, and organisational power in Nasser’s regime.

Given his obvious position of weakness vis-a-vis the other elites, Sadat recognised that

any attempts at restructuring the ASU would likely face resistance from established party

leaders. After all, the ASU and the primary elite factions that dominated Egypt had

demonstrated both the capacity and the willingness to stop Sadat from any attempts to

deviate from collective rule. Rather than target the entire institution from the onset,

he strategically sought to undercut the key personalities in the regime using personnel

management strategies to weaken their base of support and make them more vulnerable to

3 Abd al-Muhsin Abu al- Nur, Muhammad Fa’iq, Hilmi al- Sa’id, Sa’ad al-Din Zayid, Ahmad Kamil, Amin
al-Huwaydi, and Kamal Badir.
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removal.

4.2.3 Strategic Interdependence in the face of Strong Elite Constraints

Anwar Sadat entered office weak and without any elite support, his term as president of

Egypt and Nasser’s replacement was slated to be temporary, and the other elites treated him

as such. As described in the previous subsection, elites in the RCC and the ASU generally

scrutinised and rejected Sadat’s proposals, and excluded him from major decision-making

processes.

When Sadat rose to the presidency, he was acutely aware of the antagonistic political

landscape he was stepping into. This awareness was reflected in the composition of his

first cabinet, formed in October 1971, which largely consisted of officials from Nasser’s

era. In this strategic setup of his cabinet, Sadat’s actions were indicative of a calculated

effort to signal a seeming lack of political ambition. He consciously redistributed power,

refraining from following in Nasser’s footsteps and asserting personal control over both

the party and the government. He maintained separate roles for the secretary-general of

the party, and the premier of the state, underscoring his intent to maintain a low profile

in the new government. Moreover, in selecting his Prime Minister, Sadat deliberately

avoided nominating a politician with a strong support base or access to resources that

could pose a threat to the existing elite factions. He selected Mahmud Fawzi, a figure

who, despite some diplomatic experience in previous administrations, had been out of the

political scene since 1964 and lacked significant networks, positioning him as a neutral and

non-threatening choice within the RCC. Fawzi’s status as a civilian, rather than a member

of the military corps, further diminished any concerns that he might lead or provoke military

coups. Sadat’s decision about the composition of the government was a clear attempt to

navigate the treacherous waters of Egyptian politics post-Nasser, aiming to mitigate elite

opposition by presenting himself as unambitious in terms of consolidating power.

While Sadat appeared to accept the existing factional politics, this approach of con-

formity was only one part of his strategy during the transition period. He understood
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that trying to significantly change the governance structure, such as by reorganising the

Arab Socialist Union (ASU), would challenge the power balance maintained by the current

elite leaders, likely causing strong opposition and resistance. The ASU and the main elite

factions in Egypt had already shown they could and would prevent Sadat from gaining

more independence and presidential authority, or from moving away from the group-based

leadership style they preferred. Therefore, instead of implementing major reforms in the

ASU or the RCC, Sadat focused on gaining the support of less influential elites. By doing

so, he aimed to weaken the support network of his rivals, like Ali Sabri and others, and to

persuade these less central figures to at least not obstruct him, if not outright support him.

To ensure the cooperation of other elites, Sadat strategically cultivated senior officers

within the military who were just below the top tier of leadership. He enticed these officers

to support him with the promise of future promotions, which would naturally follow from

the displacement of elites occupying the top tier of the leadership key governmental elites.

Specifically, Sadat garnered support from influential figures such as General Muhammad

Sadiq, then-military chief of staff who was promised the position of Minister of War, and

Mamdouh Muhammad Salem, a seasoned police officer and governor of Alexandria who was

set to become the Minister of Interior. These individuals were selected for their potential

as allies who, expecting to gain from any possible purge, would likely overlook Sadat’s

strategies.

Moreover, Sadat exploited ideological divisions and power struggles within Egypt’s po-

litical landscape, wooing individuals who opposed the incumbent leftist pro-Nasserite per-

sonalities like Sabri, Gomaa, and Sharaf. Under Nasser, many Rightist parliamentarians

and elites were mistreated and belittled; by aligning with previously sidelined factions and

personalities at odds with these personalities, Sadat was able to foster an environment con-

ducive to his own vision for Egypt’s future. The ideological and political rifts between the

factions in power and those he targeted played a significant role in enabling these newly

favoured elites to disregard Sadat’s manoeuvres. In both the military and beyond, Sadat’s

selection of allies was guided by his perception of them as suitable partners who would
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ignore his policies, benefiting from the changes he envisaged.

In particular, upperclass landowners like Mar’i Sayyid (Sayyid Mar’ei) - previously

minister of agriculture and then deputy PM under Sadat - were targeted explicitly. Sayyid

was personally given positions of power over Sadat’s tenure, for example he was nominated

to head the UN Food and Agriculture Organization by Sadat, and in Egypt he chaired the

People’s Assembly from 1974 to 1978. Prior to these individual overtures of cooptation,

Sadat used public signals of support and reversal of Nasser’s policy to assuage landed elites

that he was friendly towards them by issuing a decree calling for property desequestration

and return of land on 20 December 1970.

The strategic element in Sadat’s tactics of co-optation would become evident by May

1971. In a movement he called the “Corrective Movement”, and under the guise of respond-

ing to the threat of a coup plot, Sadat purged key figures within the ASU and military.

He purged Sabri, Sharaf, Gomaa, Fawzi, and some of their allies. In their stead, Sadat

promoted politicians who shared his aversion to the left-wing orientation of the factions,

including the aforementioned Sadiq and Salem, and conservatives previously marginalised

by Nasser. Sadat’s strategic choice to replace potential challengers with peripheral politi-

cians created a natural base of support for him where he had none before, and gave the

promoted individuals aligned incentives to overlook Sadat’s overtures.

4.2.4 Hollowing Out the ASU and Building his own party

From 1971 to 1973, Sadat pursued a strategy to realign power within Egypt’s political

framework, focusing on diminishing the influence of the party and enhancing the role of the

parliament, known as the Maglis al-Sha’b or People’s Assembly. Whereas Nasser consoli-

dated power through the ASU, making the party the central decision-making authority in

Egypt, Sadat aimed to strengthen the presidential office and the parliament instead, effec-

tively centralising authority around himself. He did this by effectively transferring power

away from the ASU, making membership in the Maglis mandatory for participation in-

stead. A presidential decree issued on November 9 highlighted this shift by mandating that
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non-ASU members of the Maglis be integrated into ASU committees, granting them rights

to participate in the organisational meetings of the ASU Governorate Committees. How-

ever, this privilege was not reciprocated for ASU members regarding the Maglis (Beattie &

El-Meehy, 2001).

During 1972 and 1973, Sadat continued shuffling and purging the ASU’s leadership,

preventing the establishment of stable networks and consistent leadership (Cooper, 1982).

This instability hindered the ASU’s ability to exert the same level of political control it

had under Nasser. The resulting weakening of the ASU set the stage for Sadat’s ultimate

objective: to dismantle the ASU under the pretext of promoting liberal freedoms and

political competition. This period marked a significant shift in Egypt’s political landscape,

with Sadat moving away from Nasser’s legacy and towards a system that allowed Sadat

greater personal authority.

Starting in April 1974, Sadat proposed the formation of three caucuses within the Arab

Socialist Union (ASU) to represent the left, centre, and right political spectrums, claiming

to foster dialogue among Egypt’s diverse ideological groups. He proposed these reforms

under the guise that encouraging internal debate would enhance the ASU’s capacity to

meet varied demands. However, by December 1976, his tune changed and he converted

the three caucuses into three separate political parties, thereby redistributing many of the

ASU’s roles and heralding a new phase of ostensibly competitive multi-party politics in

Egypt. By June 1977, the ASU was officially disbanded.

The evolution of the ASU from 1974 to 1978 underscores the trajectory of Sadat’s

growing influence. Building upon some of the early tactics he used prior to 1973, through

successive personnel management techniques and policies to redistribute institutional power,

Sadat was able to gradually weaken the ASU such that he would face minimal resistance

from the established elites. His dismantling of Nasser’s ruling party and the transition away

from a single-party system encountered little pushback, highlighting the extent of power

Sadat had consolidated in the preceding years. The dissolution of the ASU cleared the

path for Sadat to establish his own toothless political party, the National Democratic Party
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(NDP), in 1978. The NDP would continue to dominate Egyptian politics as the ruling

party under Hosni Mubarak until the Arab Spring in 2013, yet with the military lurking in

the shadows as the shadow state.

Leaders do not have all strategies of consolidation available to them, rather they have

to trade-off between strategies that may maximise their returns to power in the immediate

term that may also risk severe reprisal from elites, or using weaker strategies to extend their

consolidation process over multiple periods of time. The case of Egypt under the presidency

of Sadat is an example of a leader who was able to leverage strategic path dependence to

consolidate power despite facing strong elite constraints when he first came to power.

4.3 Iraq Under Hussein : Low Levels of Elite Constraints

Unlike the case of Anwar Sadat and Egypt, Iraq under Saddam Hussein is an example

of a regime with relatively low levels of elite constraints. When then-President Ahmad

Hasan al-Bakr announced his retirement on 16 July 1979, and ceded his position to Sad-

dam Hussein, it was widely perceived that Hussein’s public accession to the position was

purely a formality. Though the exact moment it occurred eludes, many onlookers had long

perceived Hussein as the de facto leader of Iraq by the mid-1970s (Coughlin, 2005; Ghareeb

& Dougherty, 2004). One of the products of Hussein’s initial relative lack of constraints is

the speed and breadth of Hussein’s initial consolidation strategies. In significant contrast

from the measured pace of Sadat in Egypt, Hussein’s first actions as President of Iraq were

executed within days of him taking power, and targeted a wide swath of elite allies, sug-

gesting that his actions were not meant to acquire more power, rather they were intended

to signal strength and cement his position of consolidated power.

4.3.1 The Beginnings of Baath Party Rule in Iraq

Though Saddam Hussein was officially a lieutenant-general in the army, he lacked the

actual military experience to derive legitimacy among his military peers. Rather, his po-

litical credentials draw from his contributions to the Baath Party’s eventual triumph over

the military as the primary centre of power in Iraq. As such, Hussein’s rise to power is
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intrinsically tied to the emergence of the Baath Party.

The Baath Party’s history in Iraq is marked by a series of turbulent and brief tenures

in power before firmly establishing itself. The party’s ideology, rooted in Arab nationalism,

socialism, and pan-Arabism, aimed to unify Arab states into a single Arab nation. Inspired

by Gamal Nasser’s successful overthrow of the monarchy in Egypt, a group of Iraqi officers

orchestrated a coup d’etat on 14 July 1958. Of the 16 members in the first cabinet, 12 were

Baath Party members. However, the Baath Party’s first taste of power was short-lived.

Angered by the first president Abd al-Karim Qasim’s choice to ally with Iraqi communists,

the party sponsored a failed assassination attempt in October 1959, driving the party and

its members into exile.

The Baathists returned to power in 1963, following a coup that toppled the government

of General Qasim. This period was equally unstable, characterised by internal strife within

the party, military, and external opposition. The party’s second stint in power was marked

by a purge of communists and a shift towards authoritarian rule, but it was again short-lived

due to internal coups and counter-coups within the military and the party itself.

Finally, on 17 July 1968, the Baath Party seized power through another coup, leading

to a more enduring regime. This coup was orchestrated by Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr, who

became president, with his relative, Saddam Hussein, as his deputy. Scarred by the insta-

bility of the decade prior, al-Bakr and Hussein made the co-optation of the military and the

Iraqi officer corps a priority to assure permanent Baath control over the Iraq. Their first ac-

tion towards this was to consolidate the coup on 31 July, removing the non-Baath military

faction that supported their first attempt. From this point, the Baath Party established a

firmer grip on Iraq, systematically eliminating opposition and consolidating power; to stave

off potential sources of dissent and opposition in the military, both men continued to force

out influential Baathist officers, replacing them with civilian party members (Tripp, 2002,

pp. 181–191). Officers that were targeted include Ammash and Hardan al-Takriti - of which

the former was minister of defence and deputy commander in chief. By 1970, both were

dismissed from their ministerial posts and removed from politics.
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The important thing to note in this confrontation between the party-led military coali-

tion and the leftist military coalition is that there were no obvious ideological differences

at stake between the al-Bakr coalition and the other military officers, unlike the rift of

1959 with the communists. Rather, the move to dismiss influential military figures with no

party ties in the late 60s was simply a way to ensure that al-Bakr and Hussein could be

surrounded by party loyalists and allies, effectively creating a party-military symbiosis. To

replace the power vacuum left in the government left by dismissed military officers, al-Bakr

promoted his own close associates to positions of power. He primarily drew on individ-

uals who maintained existing positions in the military committee of the party, as well as

individuals who came from the same village as himself and Hussein — Tikrit4 Al-Bakr’s

prioritisation of party loyalty is best captured by his choice to commission Saddam Hus-

sein as a lieutenant-general, despite his lack of military experience (Egorov & Sonin, 2011;

Zakharov, 2016); Hussein had never served in the military, and his lack of experience and

expertise would become a burden during the Iran-Iraq War and Gulf War (Sassoon, 2012).

4.3.2 Saddam Hussein’s Nomination to President

Through the 1970s, President Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr’s health increasingly became a

matter of public concern in Iraq. His ailments, initially downplayed in the media as minor,

grew more severe over time. As early as 1971, he was hospitalised for what was described

as a slight indisposition. In 1974, his notable absence at his wife’s funeral, and his inability

to receive French Prime Minister Jacques Chirac during his visit to Baghdad, added to

speculations about his health. In May 1977, the gravity of al-Bakr’s condition was further

highlighted when a team of esteemed medical professionals from George Washington Uni-

versity was flown to Baghdad in secret to treat "a top Iraqi official," widely believed to be

al-Bakr himself.

The recurring health issues of al-Bakr subtly set the stage for a leadership transition in

4 Examples include Taha Yasin Ramahdan, and Izzat Ibrahim al-Duri, who was Tikriti. Both of whom were
appointed to the Revolutionary Command Council, the highest governing body of Iraq, in November 1969,
and later went on to serve in other prominent positions in the Iraqi government and paramilitaries.
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the minds of the Iraqi people, as his public appearances and ability to govern progressively

declined. Concurrently, Saddam Hussein’s increased representation of al-Bakr at official

functions further cemented his image as the forthcoming leader. By 1977, it was widely

perceived that Saddam Hussein was at least the designated successor to al-Bakr, if not

already the de facto leader of Iraq (Coughlin, 2005; Ghareeb & Dougherty, 2004).

As such, it was likely no surprise to both the citizens of Iraq and the elite coalition

at large when al-Bakr publicly announced his resignation on 17 July 1979 at the annual

celebrations of the July 17 revolution, a date symbolically chosen by Saddam Hussein to

signify a seamless transition and continuity of leadership. This deliberate choice of timing

by Saddam, as noted by Coughlin (2005), suggested a premeditated effort to present his

accession as a natural and stable progression from al-Bakr’s rule. Following this strategic

resignation, Saddam Hussein officially stepped into the role of the President of Iraq.

4.3.3 The Public Theatre of Saddam’s Ascendency

Saddam Hussein effectively defined the tone and trajectory of his presidency within the

first week of his term by employing a succession of high-risk consolidating strategies to

signal his strength unambiguously. His consolidating tactics are particularly noteworthy in

the pace of his use of tactics and the breadth of his targets. The riskiness of his strategic

choices is best contrasted to the restraint exercised by Sadat in his first months.

Multiple Positions:

First, upon assuming the presidency on July 16, 1979, Saddam Hussein rapidly expanded

his power base by assuming four additional key roles: Chairman of the Revolutionary Com-

mand Council, Secretary-General of the Baath Party Regional Command, Prime Minister,

and Commander of the Armed Forces. While it is true that his predecessor, al-Bakr, also

held these titles, the manner of Hussein’s acquisition was notably different. He did not

gradually accumulate these roles as al-Bakr had done; instead, he took on these positions

all at once, right at the start of his presidency. This immediate consolidation of roles was

significant both in terms of the sheer number of positions and the swiftness with which he
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claimed them. Unlike al-Bakr, who slowly cemented his control over time, and Sadat, who

pursued a gradualist approach, Saddam’s rapid accumulation of titles was a clear demon-

stration of his expectation of undisputed authority and a lack of anticipated opposition.

Public Purging:

Second, the 1979 Baath Party Purge, orchestrated by Saddam Hussein six days after he

took office as President of Iraq, stands as an example of his ruthlessly assertive approach

to consolidating power, and is notable in both its breadth and speed. In a choreographed

display, Hussein convened a conference of the Baath Party’s leadership, an event which was

meticulously recorded on video and subsequently disseminated to the public; during this

event, he accused 66 party members of conspiring with foreign agents to remove him, the

individuals were systematically taken away — an act widely interpreted as a prelude to

their execution or imprisonment.

The sheer scope of Saddam Hussein’s purge in 1979 took both domestic and interna-

tional observers by surprise. The purge did not just include expected targets like Mash-

hadi, who had opposed al-Bakr’s resignation; rather, even those considered to be Saddam

Hussein’s personal allies, such as Adnan Hussein al-Hamdani, found themselves caught in

its crosshairs. Al-Hamdani, having been recently appointed as Saddam Hussein’s deputy

prime minister and head of the president’s office, was a figure who seemingly should have

been secure due to his close ties with Hussein. His ascension within the Baath Party was

largely thanks to Hussein’s backing, particularly after a 1973 party purge following an as-

sassination attempt, when al-Hamdani was entrusted with Hussein’s personal office and

sensitive projects, including the establishment of Iraq’s nonconventional weapons program.

Al-Hamdani inclusion in the purge underscored the unpredictability and ruthlessness of

Hussein’s consolidation of power, demonstrating that past loyalty offered no protection in

the new political landscape Hussein was shaping.

This act of purging political enemies so swiftly after ascending to power by Hussein is

often compared to the notorious purges carried out by Joseph Stalin in the Soviet Union

(See (Montagnes & Wolton, 2019; Svolik, 2012) for examples). The comparison to Stalin’s
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purges is helpful for highlighting both the similarities in the motivation of the purges, and

differences in the conditions that enabled the purges.

The literature on purges, specifically mass purges, suggests that mass purges are most

likely to occur during the "most personalist phase" of leaders. They posit two primary

reasons for this observation: first due to enabling conditions, leaders control appointments,

which reduces the cost of carrying out the purge because it raises the congruence of new

agents and the security apparatus (Geddes, 2003). Second on the motivation of purges,

the objective of mass purges and the associated violence it brings, is to motivate elites to

continue acting in the leader’s interest (Montagnes & Wolton, 2019).

In support of the latter reason, Levytsky (1972) argues that the objective of terror

and mass purges under Stalin was to raise productivity of bureaucrats and party members,

meant to blindly obey and execute orders. As such, the contrast between the objective

of targeted elite purges and mass purges is that the former seems to be motivated by the

desire of autocrats’ to immediately shape their inner circle and accumulate more power,

whereas the indiscriminate nature of the latter points to mass purges as an instrument of

accountability that leaders use to motivate subordinates through the threat of violence and

purge.

Coughlin (2005) argues that Hussein seems to have used the purge of 1979 in Iraq to

tighten his hold on power. Directly observable traits of those targeted did not seem to

play a major role in the autocrat’s purging decision, though new members were targeted

disproportionately. Rather, the purge of the Iraqi Ba’ath party in 1979 was violent, with

many receiving long sentences, and directed “at anyone suspected of opposing Saddam

Hussein”.

Additionally, the context in which Stalin and Hussein were able to successfully execute

their purges are markedly different. While Stalin took years to consolidate his power to

the extent necessary for the Great Purges (Khlevniuk, 2008), Hussein demonstrated his

grip on power almost immediately after becoming the official successor to al-Bakr. These

differences speak to the enabling conditions necessary for leaders to conduct mass purges
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while mediating the risk of elite backlash, and provide further evidence that suggests that

Hussein started his presidential tenure at a position of strength with a relatively low risk

of elite backlash, I will now delve into how Hussein was able to set himself up for success

during his vice-presidency.

4.3.4 Early Power Accumulation During Hussein’s Vice-Presidency

Saddam Hussein’s rapid consolidation of power upon becoming president can be at-

tributed to a combination of factors, including minimal resistance from the military corps

and robust support from the Baath Party. Examining the origins of the widespread support

for Hussein reveals a historical trajectory of consolidation; while the apparent smooth tran-

sition was indeed facilitated by al-Bakr’s endorsement, the reality was that Saddam Hussein

had been strengthening his grip on power throughout the previous decade as vice-president.

Though the analysis of how dictators navigate the political landscape before they come to

leadership is outside the scope of this paper, I briefly discuss some of the strategies Hussein

used to secure widespread support from other elites prior to 1979.

In his role as second-in-command, Saddam Hussein used his political position near the

top of the party apparatus and government to consolidate his personal alliances within

and outside the party. When Hussein was elected deputy chairman of the Revolutionary

Command Council (RCC) by al-Bakr in 1969, he used his expanded powers to add the

Deputy Secretary-General of the party’s Regional Command to the RCC, expanding the

membership of the governing body by one. He made a similar manoeuvre in January of

1977, appointing all the members of the party Regional Command to the RCC, taking the

total size of the RCC to eleven members. Hussein’s objective for expanding the RCC in

1977 was immediately apparent, in the same year the new RCC passed a decree transferring

all aspects of oil policy and oil marketing from the Ministry of Oil to a separate committee

for ‘Oil Affairs’ to be chaired by Saddam Hussein.

Outside of the party, Hussein actively sought to exert influence over the military and its

various paramilitary branches. In January 1976, al-Bakr conferred upon Saddam Hussein
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the rank of lieutenant-general despite his lack of military experience. This allowed him

to cultivate a network of alliances and promote individuals within the coercive apparatus

who would later prove to be loyal to him. It is no coincidence that around the same time

the Popular Army, a paramilitary arm that was under the command of Hussein’s close ally

Taha Ramadhan, was to be doubled in size (Tripp, 2002).

The consolidation of power around Saddam Hussein as the de facto leader of Iraq became

increasingly apparent as his visibility grew, and he began to foster a cult of personality

— a trait typically associated with heads of state rather than vice-presidents, which was

Hussein’s role at the time. In 1978, a year before Hussein ascended to the presidency,

a man from Najaf was arrested for allegedly insulting Hussein and received a three-year

sentence. The harshness of this sentence is particularly striking, given that the enforcement

of libel laws in Iraq was sporadic at best, often reserved for major state critics or opposition

leaders, and usually applied in the context of protecting the state’s highest office, not that

of a vice-president.

Hussein’s efforts at centralising power culminated in his ability to ensure a smooth and

uninterrupted transfer of power from al-Bakr to himself. Prior to the public resignation

itself, al-Bakr proposed his resignation and intention to transfer the presidency to Hussein

in a special meeting of the RCC on 11 July 1979, citing his health concerns as justification

for his inability to carry out the full duties of his presidential position. During the special

meeting, there was one dissenter – Muhie Abdul Hussein Mashhadi, the RCC’s secretary-

general. Mashhadi insisted that they vote on the “question of President Bakr relinquishing

his responsibilities in the state and the State to Saddam Hussein”, further insisting that the

vote be carried unanimously. In his dissension, Mashhadi proposed an alternate option – “if

[al-Bakr] is ill, why [doesn’t he] take a rest?” Clearly such internal dissension was not only

untenable to Hussein, it was a source of internal threat that had to be eliminated before

it could inspire further feelings of opposition. The day before the anniversary celebrations,

and before al-Bakr was to resign publicly, it was announced that Mashhadi had been relieved

of all his duties at the RCC.
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4.4 Conclusion

Leaders do not have all strategies of consolidation available to them, rather they have

to trade-off between strategies that may maximise their returns to power in the immediate

term that may also risk severe reprisal from elites, or using weaker strategies to extend

their consolidation process over multiple periods of time. The case of Egypt under the

presidency of Sadat, in contrast to the case of Iraq under Hussein, is an example of a leader

who able to leverage strategic path dependence to consolidate power despite facing strong

elite constraints when he first came to power.
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5. Leader Attributes and Consolidation Trajectories
One motivation for studying the dynamics of authoritarian consolidation and its path-

dependent patterns is to isolate the effect of external pressures— such as the impact of

conflict or international pressure — from the effect of internal factors — such as single-party

dynamics and individual leaders temperament. Differentiating between the two provides

a more nuanced understanding of what drives consolidating actions and strategies. This

chapter presents evidence that a leader’s prior experiences exerts an influence on their choice

of power consolidating tactics over their time as head of state.

The theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2 simplifies reality by positing that

leaders respond solely to the presence or absence of elite constraints. In reality, however,

not all leaders may have accurate information on the internal elite dynamics that constrain

them. Rather, leaders may come to power with different priors and biases of the credibility

of elite constraints. The degree of inaccuracy and the direction of the inaccuracy can have

implications for the behaviour of individual leaders. In the previous chapter, I used the

cases of Egypt and Iraq to illustrate and contrast two types of authoritarian trajectories:

one of strategic interdependence where a leader who faces high initial elite constraints has

to adopt strategies in a piecemeal fashion in order to avoid elite backlash, and one of

consolidated strength where a leader who came to power with low initial elite constraints is

able to signal strength by deploying strongly consolidating tactics with impunity from the

very beginning. Despite differences in initial elite constraints between both Anwar Sadat

and Saddam Hussein, both leaders had significant prior political experience in ministerial

positions and had participated in the formative revolutionary movements that replaced the

monarchy in their respective countries with military-party rule. For purposes of comparison

between case studies, these similarities are helpful. However it is also evident that we should

not expect that every leader should have such exceptional political and military credentials.

Take for instance Bashar al-Assad in Syria, as the second son and third child of the

al-Assad family, he was not the natural successor and thus was not raised as such. Instead,

his older brother Bassel was groomed as the potential successor to Hafez al-Assad, president
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of Syria from 1971 to 2000. In the process, Bassel was commissioned in the Special Forces

and armoured corps to gain crucial military experience and connections that would aid his

future presidential role. In contrast, Bashar was given free-reign to pursue a career path

that did not relate to politics at all — Assad went to medical school and specialised in

ophthalmology. However, this freedom ended for Bashar in 1994 when his brother Bassel

died in 1994; Bashar was recalled and fast-tracked through the military ranks of promotion

to establish his credentials in the military, though his actual hands-on experience is suspect.

This chapter takes advantage of the simple fact that the political and military experi-

ences of autocratic leaders varies widely both between and within countries, I show that

leaders’ individual characteristics can influence their assessment of the credibility of elite

constraints and therefore their evaluation of the costs of consolidation strategies. A logical

implication of my theory of strategic interdependence is that when a leader has reasons to

perceive the costs of appropriation strategies (more disruptive and thus higher risk consol-

idating strategies) to be lower, they are more likely to use such strategies. Thus I propose

that leaders’ personal histories impact how they interpret the political environment and,

consequently, their assessment of costs associated with various consolidation strategies.

My main findings are that leaders who had more political experience, career politicians,

were less likely to adopt consolidating strategies on average, in particular they are less will-

ing to create institutions even after appropriating power personally. The results remind us

to bring theories of the leader back into theories of power-sharing in authoritarian regimes

and reinforce that — although elite-level characteristics matter — scholars of authoritar-

ian politics should also consider leader-level characteristics. In the rest of this chapter,

I begin by reviewing extant literature on leader characteristics in authoritarian politics,

showing how considerations for heterogeneity in leader characteristics have been restricted

to regime-level characteristics that are correlated with how the regime began in the first

place, rather than variation between leaders. I then describe the growing body of literature

in international politics that argues that leader characteristics shape leaders’ beliefs about

the world which then affect how they make foreign policy decisions, and build on insights
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in this literature to link the study of consolidation with the study of leaders. Subsequently,

I present my empirical approach and results. I conclude by discussing the implications of

my findings for studying variation in the consolidation of authoritarian leaders.

5.1 Related Literature on Leaders and Prior Experiences

There is a burgeoning literature in authoritarian politics that recognises the role of the

authoritarian leader and their resources or dispositions as having an effect on patterns of

power concentration in dictatorships. Geddes et al. (2018) posit that first dictators —

those who are first to assume power after the initiation of dictatorship — have a greater

advantage in bargaining relative to later ones because of the inexperience of members of the

ruling group. Araya (2023)’s work studies pseudo-democratic leaders seeking to evade term

limits, and he finds that chief executives who have a dominant personality, and leaders who

have less political experience, are more likely to try to overstay in office by trying to relax

term limits. In a study of lesser political leaders in the China, Jiang and Luo (2021) looks

at provincial politicians in the Chinese Communist Party. They find that politicians with

an autocratic leader style - associated with adjectives such as resolute, bold, enterprising,

direct and forthright, traits of efficient execution - enjoy a competitive edge in promotion

to the CCP’s highest decision-making body, the Politburo Standing Committee (PSC).

Despite these insights, a gap persists in the literature: current methodologies fall short

of thoroughly testing these hypotheses because they are more inclined to predict outcomes,

such as regime survival and term limit evasion, rather than processes. As outlined in

Chapters 2 and 3, predicting individual outcomes or strategies does not yield comprehensive

understanding, since strategic choices are most significant when considered collectively or

in relation to other strategies. Furthermore, our current analytical tools do not allow us

to probe the underlying processes, only the end results. The methodology proposed in this

wider dissertation project offers the potential to delve deeper into these questions, providing

greater clarity and insight into the mechanics at play in authoritarian regimes.
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5.1.1 Leaders Characteristics in International Politics

A growing number of political scientists, primarily in the international politics literature,

have been interested in the relationship between leaders’ characteristics and international

conflict (Horowitz & Fuhrmann, 2018). These scholars have approached the issue of leader-

level heterogeneity through a focus on orientations and experiences. One primary area of

study focuses on dispositional orientations and leadership styles as an explanation for more

aggressive foreign policy choices. A commonly employed orientation focus in International

Relations is military assertiveness, typically presented as a hawkish or dovish disposition

(e.g. Brutger and Kertzer (2018), Glaser (1992), and Herrmann et al. (1999). It is ar-

gued that hawks and doves differ in their beliefs about the nature of adversaries in the

international system — hawks believe adversaries are more expansionist while doves leave

more room for the role of misperception (Jervis, 1976) — and beliefs about the efficacy

of military force — hawks view military mobilisation as a credible signal of resolve while

doves are skeptical and view military gestures as inherently ambiguous.

Another dimension of leader characteristics frequently studied in this literature is leader

experiences, in particular how military experience and political experience affects the be-

haviour of leaders in crisis (e.g. Fuhrmann and Horowitz (2015), Horowitz et al. (2015),

Kertzer (2016), Saunders (2017), and Yarhi-Milo (2014)). Horowitz and Stam (2014) found

that leaders with combat experience in democracies react to their experience in combat

dispassionately, reducing their inclination to use military force. The authors also find

that autocratic leaders with combat experience are more likely to engage in militarised

behaviour, as a result of socialisation and a selection process that rewards individuals with

unusually high willingness to engage in violence — a result that J. L. Weeks (2012) also

finds. The findings on prior political experience are more mixed, with some scholars arguing

that more executive experience makes democratic presidents more rational, strategic, and

cooperative (Calin & Prins, 2015; Hafner-Burton et al., 2013; Saunders, 2017), and other

scholars arguing that prior experience may exacerbate the overconfidence and risk-taking
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of leaders, leading them to fail to update as rationalist accounts would predict (Tetlock,

2017; Yarhi-Milo, 2014).

The personal styles of leaders can be even more important in autocratic regimes than in

democracies, given the former’s lack of institutionalised constraints on leaders. This effect

is likely to be most pronounced when focusing on the issue of leaders seeking to acquire

power at the expense of their elite allies, since they are actively fighting the presence of

elite constraints. I contend that such informational and network based mechanisms that

motivates the literature on leader experiences can similarly affect a leaders’s ability to

effectively consolidate power. As such, I extend a simple theory of leaders’ political and

military experiences and how it can affect their choice of consolidating strategies by acting

on their priors on elite rebellion.

5.2 Leaders’ Priors on Elite Rebellion

Applying the insights from the literatures on leader characteristics in international con-

flict to the study of leaders yields two conflicting predictions. The literature on bayesian

updaters suggests that experience should allow leaders to make more accurate threat assess-

ments (Hypotheses A), whereas the literature on biased learners suggests that experience

exacerbates the risk-tolerance of experts (Hypotheses B). I go into both mechanisms into

detail in this section.

Bayesian Updaters:

Experience affects not only a leaders’ preferences in foreign policy and propensity to

use military force, but also their judgement and information processing, though in variable

ways. Consider how previous institutions and networks influenced the expectations of both

elites and the leader himself in the case of Anwar Sadat in Egypt. Experience under Sadat’s

predecessor, Nasser, had taught the elites that reorganisation of the political apparatus was

synonymous with purges (Ansari, 1986; Kandil, 2012). By extension, part of Sadat’s keen

awareness of the willingness and sensitivity of elites within the party to any overtures of

reorganisation can be attributed to his prior political experience as a minister in Nasser’s
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government, as well as his military experience from being a Free Officer — the same military

group that deposed the monarchy in Egypt prior.

This anecdote lines up with Hafner-Burton et al. (2013)’s work that suggest that expe-

rienced elites tend to act more strategically and cooperatively — they act more like rational

actors and are likely to view costly signals as diagnostic information and will use this to

update their beliefs in response to costly signals to a greater extent than their inexperienced

counterparts.

Experienced leaders in the realm of authoritarian politics may have a deeper under-

standing of the elite dynamics they inherit, including the existing network of alliances and

cliques from when they assumed power. Their political history within the governing coali-

tion, along with direct involvement in strategic discussions and firsthand observations of

their predecessors’ attempts to renege on agreements, equips these leaders with the foresight

to predict elite responses. This insight enables them to better anticipate which strategies

may provoke elite backlash and identify actions that are sufficiently subtle to avoid censure.

Moreover, familiarity with the inner workings of the regime includes knowledge about

of rule modifications and institutional loopholes that can be exploited to redistribute power

away from the elites without initially overhauling the established rules. Inexperienced

leaders, lacking this knowledge or experience, may overlook the viability of such subtle

strategies, instead opting for more overt tactics that are at greater risk of elite detection.

This logic also resonates with Landa and Tyson (2017)’s finding that informed leaders can

adjust their policy choices in response to available private and public information, and can

successfully neutralise the possibly coordinating influence that their coercive actions may

have on elite coordination efforts.

Thus, I hypothesise that authoritarian leaders with more prior experience will be more

cautious as a whole, due to the type of priors they may have on the elite coalition, their

ability to rationally update, and their ability to adjust policy choices flexibly. On one hand,

leaders with more political and military experience should on average be more cautious

in their choice of consolidation strategies. Leaders who have built networks in the elite
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coalition and have access to private information about elite dynamics will have less noisy

priors on the level of coordination across the coalition and therefore the credibility of the

elite threat. On the other hand, leaders who lack prior political and military experience

will be more willing to pursue riskier consolidation strategies due to their lack of political

acumen.

Biased Learners

However, bias-based explanations suggest that experience and expertise do not turn

leaders into good Bayesian updaters. Rather, previous experience can instead exacerbate

leaders biases, especially if their biases come from institutional expertise. Scholars like

Tetlock (2017) suggest that experts are more susceptible to confirmation bias and are more

reluctant to update beliefs, which exacerbates the overconfidence and risk-taking proclivities

of experts. To account for differences in the predicted effect of increased political expertise

on the actions of leaders, I develop two sets of hypotheses, with hypotheses A testing the

bayesian mechanism, and hypotheses B testing the biased learners mechanism.

Hypothesis 1A: Leaders with more military experience should view costly signals of

elite rebellion as more informative signals of elite constraint and therefore be more deterred

from more disruptive consolidating strategies than leaders with less experience

Hypothesis 1B: Leaders with more military experience should react to signals of

elite rebellion with greater confidence and therefore opt for more disruptive consolidating

strategies than leaders with less experience

Hypothesis 2A: Leaders with more political experience should view costly signals of

elite rebellion as more informative signals of elite constraint and therefore be more deterred

from more disruptive consolidating strategies than leaders with less experience

Hypothesis 2B: Leaders with more political experience should react to signals of

elite rebellion with greater confidence and therefore opt for more disruptive consolidating

strategies than leaders with less experience
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5.3 Research Design

I use the Leader Experience and Attribute Descriptions (LEAD) data set developed

by Ellis et al. (2015) that includes the background life experiences of every leader in the

Archigos universe Goemans et al. (2009). The overlap between LEAD and Archigos, and

authoritarian regimes yields a sample of 193 leaders over the time period of 1966 to 2001.

Drawing from LEAD, I operationalise leaders’ prior experience and expertise using two

variables. Military Experience is 1 if the leader had prior military service. In the appendix

I also control for whether the military experience included combat experience. Table ??

below illustrates how leader experience is distributed across geographical regions, and Figure

?? shows the distribution of leader military experience over time. The results show that in

authoritarian regimes,

5.3.1 Modelling Strategy

I use multi-state Markov models to predict the likelihood of strategy-states, and demon-

strate covariate effects. The multi-state model builds upon the original model presented in

chapter 3, which presented the transition probabilities strategy-states in period t + 1 given

a previous strategy-state in t. Whereas the transition probabilities included all possible

states in the next period, a multi-state model focuses on the likelihood of changing states

in continuous time, relative to staying in the same state. This model was estimated using

the R package msm by Jackson (2011).

The multi-state model is particularly apt at displaying covariate effects, because co-

variate effects are measured as the hazard ratio for that covariate on the likelihood of

transition. Thus in the empirical strategy, to measure the effect of leader attributes on

the use of strategies, I look at whether having more prior military or political experience

increases (or decreases) the likelihood of leaders adopting more disruptive strategy-states.

To compare the effect of covariates, I do three things to the original model in chapter

3. First, I collapse the eight-state Markov Model into a four-state model. Due to the

size of the original Markov model — by containing eight strategy-state combinations, there
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are 64 possible transitions in total — estimating covariate effects increases the parameters

dramatically since covariate effects are estimated for each possible transition. Thus, to focus

on investigating hypotheses on the covariate effects, I collapse the strategy states since the

framework of strategies is used primarily as a guide for the relative disruptiveness of the

strategies, as elucidated in Chapter 3, rather than being specific to the eight strategy-state

combinations identified.

FIGURE 5.1: Four-state Markov Model of Strategies

Only escalating transitions are shown, when strategy-states are transitioning to more disruptive strategies,
the primary analysis of the paper focuses on increasing disruptiveness, and leaves decreasing disruptiveness
for future analysis.

As shown in Figure 5.1, I choose to collapse the strategies into four states rather than

three because I believe that the state (A, I, P̃) and (A, I, P) are distinct in quality from

(A, Ĩ, P) to (A, Ĩ, P̃)), due to the use of institutional restructuring tactics.

I also present the multi-state model on the eight-state model as a way to identify the

specific transitions that the covariates affect most greatly. However, it is worth noting that

the more complex model loses estimation power because the covariate effects are estimated

for each of the 64 possible transitions, drastically reducing estimation power with each

additional covariate added.

Second, to reduce the number of parameters in the model and focus on the average

covariate effects, I estimate two types of models: one where the covariate effects are con-

77



strained to be equal for all transitions initially, and one where covariate effects are estimated

separately for each transition. The former is similar to estimating average covariate effects

across all possible transitions, while the latter allows us to identify how covariates affect

specific transitions. These results are still displayed as hazard ratios.

5.3.2 Four-state Model

Before going into the empirical results, I validate the four-state model against the orig-

inal eight-state model to ensure the insights derived from Chapter 3 are consistent between

models. Comparing the eight-state model to the four-state model, the collapsed model has

better explanatory power with an AIC of 956.55 compared to the expanded model (AIC

= 1764.87). However, the increased explanatory power comes at the expense of identifying

specifically which strategies are interdependent from period to period, rather the informa-

tion from the model is more about what level of disruptiveness a leader is demonstrating

in their strategy use at any point in time.

As shown in Figure 5.2 and Figure 5.3 below, the most likely path to personalisation is

through the creation of institutions (State 2 = t(Ã, I, P̃), (Ã, I, P)u), whichhasatransitionprobabilityo f 0.055˚˚˚.

It is significantly less likely that a leader is able to employ all strategies starting from a

position of using no strategies or just personnel management strategies alone (p = 0.006˚˚).
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FIGURE 5.2: Transition Matrix for Four-state Markov Model of Strategies

FIGURE 5.3: Transition Matrix for Four-state Markov Model of Strategies

5.4 Empirical Results: Covariate Effects

I first assess whether using the covariates military service and career politician in the

model (Covariate Model) more reliably modelled consolidating strategy use than a model

without (Base Model). Comparing the two models showed a clear benefit of including the
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covariates, (p ă 0.0002, with the model with covariates having a lower AIC than the one

without (AIC = 946.17 vs 956.55).

The military service hazard ratio was 1.034, 90% CI [0.654, 1.636], and the career

politician hazard ratio was 0.6673 90% CI [0.465, 0.857]. The military service covariate,

though insignificant at 90% significance levels, is greater than 1, suggesting that military

service may positively affect the use of consolidation strategies. In contrast, the career

politician covariate is less than 1 and statistically significant at the 90% confidence level,

suggesting a reducing effect on a leader’s proclivity for adopting new strategies.

Since the first covariate is insignificant even at 90% confidence levels, I will only interpret

in more detail the career politician hazard ratio. A hazard ratio of 0.6673 indicates a 33.27%

reduction in the hazard (or risk of the event) in leaders who are career politicians compared

to leaders who are not. Upon further analysis, I find that this effect is primarily driven

by the transition between state 3 to 4 (low appropriation Ñ high appropriation), with a

hazard ratio of 0.4701 90% CI [0.241, 0.919]. This is in line with the earlier finding that

career politician primarily works to decrease a leader’s transition probabilities from state

((A, Ĩ, P̃) to (A, I, P)).

5.5 Conclusion

Highlighting leaders’ personal traits attributes some of leaders’ successes in consolidat-

ing personal power to exceptional individual traits - either personality traits, talents, life

experience or other aspects attributable to the leader themselves rather than the external

circumstances that they exist in. In reality, it is likely that both factors interact and further

analysis accounting for external circumstances is left for future work.
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6. Conclusion
This dissertation represents the start of a broader research agenda examining authori-

tarian consolidation and how it manifests both as (1) the centralisation of power under an

autocrat, and (2) a credible power-sharing equilibrium between leaders and elite allies. In

this concluding chapter, I suggest two important extensions of the framework and argument

presented in this dissertation. First, extending the analysis to authoritarian outcomes that

happen after the successful consolidation of power - such as legacy-building by authoritar-

ian leaders, and the abolishing of term limits. This will also illustrate how establishing a

framework and micro-logic for how authoritarian leaders acquire power in a process over

time can contribute to both existing and new puzzles in the literature more broadly.

6.1 Authoritarian Outcomes After Personalisation

Having established some baseline expectations for what patterns of strategic authori-

tarian consolidation look like, the model of strategic path dependence allows us to identify

interesting patterns of behaviour and derive new hypotheses in the literature that cannot

be explained directly by the strategic accumulation of power by leaders. In this conclusion

investigate two key implications. First, it enables us to study how leaders who have suc-

cessfully consolidated power differ in their behaviour and strategies from those who are still

in the process. Second, it allows us to explore actions and strategies that may not solely

be aimed at maximising power but serve other functions, such as maintaining equilibrium

within the regime.

6.1.1 Institutional Change After Personalisation

If a dictator’s primary aim is the acquisition and centralisation of power, it raises the

question: why do some continue to employ strategies to consolidate their grip on power

even after successfully centralising decision-making authority? Furthermore, how do these

strategies, enacted post-personalisation of power, diverge from those utilised during the

initial phases of power acquisition? I propose examining whether and how the nature of in-

stitutional restructuring and personnel management changes after a leader has consolidated
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power.

This first involves comparing tactics like renaming institutions, creating new ones, or

altering existing party or paramilitary structures, and their usage during consolidation and

after consolidation. Existing explanations can’t quite account for institutional restructuring

when a leader is in a position of strength.

Consider extant arguments for counterbalancing and paramilitary creation in authori-

tarian regimes; It is oft theorised that dictators create parallel militaries, or paramilitaries,

to counterbalance the military (Böhmelt & Clayton, 2018; Quinlivan, 1999; Singh, 2014).

The creation of multiple parallel military organisation can stymie efforts to coordinate a

large scale military operation, such as coups. Moreover, the development of an independent

security force that reports directly to the dictator can give officers outside of the traditional

military incentives to defend the regime when a military coup is launched. same officers

can also slow down the coordination of coup attempts. However, E. De Bruin (2018) ar-

gues that counterbalancing measures are not more ubiquitous because creating paramilitary

forces can actually increase the risk of coup attempts in the following year. As rival military

organisations, paramilitary groups can cause grievances amongst the military officers who

feel threatened by their presence, especially when resources are diverted from the army

towards recruitment and weaponry for the new paramilitary.

Taken together, these arguments suggest that creating paramilitary groups is risky for a

leader, despite its benefits for counterbalancing and therefore the strengthening of their hold

on coercive power as a whole. The puzzle therein is why a leader in a strong consolidated

position would seek to create more paramilitary groups, despite the obvious risks, and the

steps they may take to facilitate this process. For intuition on how and why a leader may

continue to employ consolidating strategies even in a position of obvious strength, I briefly

describe the case of Saddam Hussein and his trajectory in the 90s.

Saddam’s Men The 90s were characterised by the sudden and rapid expansion of Iraq’s

paramilitary capabilities. Hussein inherited two paramilitary organisations, the Popular

Army - a parallel military organisation created in 1970 that reported directly to the Ba’ath
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Party, and the Republican Guard - the praetorian unit designed to protect the president

and his residences in Baghdad. Despite these institutions being firmly in the control of

his nephew and close allies, Saddam ruled for a little more than a decade before speedily

setting up first the Special Republican Guard in 1992, and fedayeen Saddam in 1995.

The political context in which Saddam was setting up these two paramilitaries is par-

ticularly curious, consider the instability catalysed by the 1980 - 1988 Iran-Iraq war, and

the 1990 Persian Gulf War. When General al-Hamdani, the commander of the Republic

Guard and one of Hussein’s favourite officers, was consulted on the proposal to create the

fedayeen Saddam, he and another general rejected the idea as one that could complicate

relations with existing security organisations and might have negative repercussions. (Sas-

soon, 2012) Hussein was in a particularly difficult position at the end of the Iran-Iraq war

in 1988, having relinquished significant decision-making powers to his military generals in

the name of military effectiveness. How would Saddam be able to manage the possible risks

that creating new paramilitaries may catalyse?

It is believed that the paramilitary groups, especially fedayeen Saddam, were established

as part of Hussein’s pervasive cult of personality. It is particularly interesting that fedayeen

Saddam directly translates to “Saddam’s Martyrs" or “Saddam’s Men of Sacrifice". This

theory is especially believable given the broader scope of actions Hussein undertook in the

same time period to reinforce the myth of himself as the true leader of Iraq. The case

of Saddam Hussein vis-a-vis unexpected paramilitary creation tactics illustrates that even

relatively strong leaders may continue to invest in consolidating strategies, possibly for

personally gratifying reasons.

Additionally, I propose applying a similar analytical lens to exploring the motivations be-

hind purges. Existing scholars have contrasting explanations for the use of purges, Goldring

and Matthews (2023) argues that purges are intended to neutralise elite challenges, other

scholars such as Sudduth, 2017b suggest they are arbitrary actions meant to signal a leader’s

independence from subordinates. I posit that the type and scale of purges can significantly

differ depending on a leader’s level of power consolidation, ranging from cautious moves for
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those still consolidating to more dramatic "great purges" for those who have secured their

power.

More importantly, the framework and theory proposed in this dissertation form the basis

of theorising and testing these and other hypotheses about the behaviour of authoritarian

leaders. Categorising the tactical options leaders have for the acquisition of power allows

for the identification of new and interesting exceptions to the baseline behaviour we would

expect from leaders strictly seeking to centralise power and fortify their rule. Even simple

regressions seeking to explain differences in behaviour is made more tractable by having a

better understanding of how consolidation unfolds as a process.

6.1.2 How Consolidated Leaders Extend their Time in Power

To study the process through which aspiring autocrats set themselves up for a longer

tenure, I consider the strategic trajectory of leaders seeking to abolish term limits. Case

evidence suggests that not all leaders who wish to abolish term limits can do so with

impunity, and I posit that variation in their success can be attributed to a leaders’ ability

to accumulate personal power and undermine existing institutional constraints. Existing

research has primarily looked at contextual explanations such as but not limited to: regime

type (Hartmann, 2022), military and coercive apparatus (Harkness, 2019; Way, 2015), the

type of term limit (Dixon & Landau, 2019), and regional powers (Freyburg & Richter, 2015)

as explanations for term limit evasion. I propose a multi-method approach to this question:

process tracing the trajectory of known term limit evaders to chart the effective strategies

used by leaders to undermine legislative control and guarantee successful constitutional

amendment, and using a multi-state Markov survival model to predict term limit evasion

as an outcome of the framework of consolidation strategies I have built in my dissertation.

I propose using presidential 1 term limits as a clear formal institutional rule that con-

strains authoritarian leaders. Term limit evasion is a particularly interesting outcome of

interest, as leaders can attempt to evade it through constitutional amendments or other

1 Or prime-ministerial, depending on the effective head of state of the countries of interest.
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pre-existing institutional routes - if they choose to do so, they face elite obstacles. However,

constitutional amendments are not the only recourse leaders have to extend their term. In

some cases, leaders attempt public referendum and declaring a state of emergency as extra-

legal ways of term limit evasion. The intuition is that only more consolidated leaders will

attempt directly altering the term limit through legal channels, since they have already

co-opted elites and are confident of an easy legal victory. Less consolidated leaders have

two recourses: they can either step down, or they can circumvent the term limit in other

ways, such as through public referendum. My outcome of interest here is any attempt at

term limit evasion, and whether leaders choose an internal route to evasion, or extra-legal

route to evasion.

6.2 Consolidation as a Process, Not Just an Outcome

Formal models of authoritarian politics predict that long-lived regimes are either power-

sharing or personalist in nature. To date, our ability to explain why regimes end up in either

equilibria has been stymied because the process whereby leaders centralise power in their

own hands is under-theorised. In this study, I propose a new framework for analysing au-

thoritarian consolidation, a theory of strategic interdependence to explain how constrained

leaders can consolidate power in spite of such elite constraints, and offer evidence that

modelling consolidation as a process provides a new nuance to our understanding of con-

solidation. I posit that by describing and estimating these different typologies and tra-

jectories of power acquisition, we can better understand how leaders balance institutional

power-sharing with the accumulation of personal power as alternative means to ensure their

regime’s long-term survival and longevity.

In short, to understand how consolidated autocrats behave after they consolidate power,

it is crucial to know what autocrats do to consolidate power in the first place.
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