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Traveling through southern Lebanon after the 2006 conflict, one
would have seen billboards advertising Iran’s support for rebuilding
schools, clinics, bridges, and roads damaged by Israeli bombs. There
were brightly colored signs with the slogan “From the people of Iran
to the people of Lebanon.”1 At first glance, this would look like gen-
erous humanitarian aid. However, upon further examination the story
becomes much more complicated. Iran funneled the majority of its
aid through the militant organization Hezbollah. Not only was Iran
seeking to help a neighbor in need, but it also wanted to increase sup-
port for Hezbollah and thereby influence Lebanon’s domestic poli-
tics. Hezbollah, as a militant organization actively subverting the
Lebanese state, is a serious challenge to Lebanese democracy. Iran’s
support for Hezbollah increases the organization’s political influence
in Lebanon and therefore facilitates the development of a more
authoritarian regime.

The story of Iranian support for Hezbollah is just one illustration
of the promotion of authoritarianism that has occurred around the
world in the past decade. Although recent events in Tunisia and
Egypt have reinvigorated hopes for democracy in states where
authoritarianism appeared durable, the resistance of Saudi Arabia and
other Gulf states to democracy, the failure to establish democracy in
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Central Asia, and antidemocratic trends in Central America have
raised concerns in recent years about a “democratic recession.”2 The
long-term outcome of the revolutions in the Middle East is still
unknown, but even if democracy is the result in some countries,
those involved in the promotion of authoritarianism are likely not
only to continue their efforts but also to intensify them due to the
desire to insulate themselves and their neighbors from a “democratic
threat.”

Prior to the 2011 revolutions in the Middle East, foreign policy
experts and analysts repeatedly expressed concerns about external
support for authoritarian regimes. There were dire warnings about
Hugo Chávez’s growing influence in Latin America. US secretary of
state Hillary Clinton stated that the increasing influence of China and
Iran in Latin America was “disturbing.”3 The rapid rise of Chinese
involvement in Africa also caused unease. A report by Freedom
House, Radio Liberty, and Radio Free Asia argues that modern
authoritarian states are more sophisticated than the totalitarian
regimes of the Cold War and are working “diligently to spread their
influence” through a variety of methods.4 Former Czech president
and dissident Václav Havel warned that Russia is advancing a new
type of authoritarianism at home and abroad with more sophisticated
forms of control and influence than those of the Soviet Union.5 Even
with the recent democratic developments, US and European officials
still need to worry about their loss of influence in these regions and
about the effects of external efforts to promote authoritarianism.

Despite these concerns, we know little about authoritarianism
and what determines its success or failure. Scholars and policymak-
ers have focused on why Venezuela and other countries seek to sup-
port authoritarianism abroad and what the potential implications are
for the United States and Europe. Therefore, there are many unan-
swered strategic and theoretical questions about the promotion of
authoritarianism. For example, Chávez’s involvement in the 2006
Peruvian elections contributed to the victory of the candidate he did
not want to win. In contrast, Iranian support for Hezbollah has helped
it gain impressive political influence and power in Lebanon. Why has
external support for authoritarianism assisted in the development of
an authoritarian regime in some cases and not others? Is it due to
unique circumstances, or are there generalizable causes of success
and failure? What is the role of local conditions in explaining the
effects of external support? How much are states actively “promot-
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ing” authoritarianism? How does promoting authoritarianism differ
from promoting democracy? How does external support for authori-
tarianism interact with democracy promotion in recipient countries?
Knowing more about the promotion of authoritarianism will also
help policymakers design effective policy responses to these attempts
to spread autocratic regimes.

The existing literature on the international dimension of democ-
ratization has demonstrated that the role of international factors in
democratization is complicated and rarely uni-causal. However, the
interplay between domestic and international factors is even more
complex when there is external support for both authoritarianism and
democracy. All five of the cases discussed in this book highlight this
complexity and interaction between external support for authoritari-
anism, democracy promotion, and local conditions (such as the bal-
ance of power between liberal and illiberal elites). Therefore, in this
book I seek to do three interrelated things: (1) explain how states
support authoritarianism abroad through changing elite strategies and
capabilities; (2) illustrate how authoritarian promotion and democ-
racy promotion interact to affect the regime outcome; (3) demon-
strate that the effectiveness of external involvement, and the eventual
regime outcome, depend not only on the nature and extent of outside
support—either liberal or illiberal—but also on the interaction
between these external factors and the conditions in the recipient
state.

The International Dimension of Regime Change

Much of the literature on the international dimension of democrati-
zation has focused on the role of EU conditionality and the accession
process in postcommunist states. Through demonstrating how EU
incentives affect elite calculations about the cost of compliance with
external demands for reform, this research has proven that external
actors can influence the process of regime change.6 The extensive
empirical and theoretical work done on this issue has provided
important insights into how states can promote democracy by pro-
viding incentives for elites to support democracy. My own work
moves forward from these insights, adding to our understanding of
the complex relationship between international influences and regime
change, especially regarding external support for authoritarianism. In
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this book, I develop theoretical tools to explore how external actors
affect domestic politics and regime change in target countries by
developing specific mechanisms linking external assistance to changes
in regime type.7

Another focus of the literature on the international dimension of
democratization has been on the role of foreign aid. Data from the
World Bank show a tenfold increase in expenditures on democracy
promotion since the end of the Cold War.8 The focus in the policy
realm on democracy assistance programs has resulted in increased
scholarly attention. On the foreign policy side, scholars have studied
why states provide foreign aid as part of programs to promote
democracy. Many arguments draw on the democratic peace theory,
leading to an assumption that promoting democracy will result in sta-
ble, friendly neighboring states.9 Others have critiqued US democ-
racy assistance programs for their lack of flexibility, lack of attention
to local conditions, and short duration.10 Thomas Carothers, a critic
of US democracy assistance, does believe that democracy promotion
programs can be influential when implemented well, but that such
implementation is a rare occurrence.11 In contrast to the studies on
EU conditionality, most studies of foreign aid have found that it had
little effect on democratization.12 However, more recently, studies
that examine only aid that is specifically focused on democratization
have shown that democracy assistance programs can improve democ-
ratization.13 Steven Finkel, Aníbal Pérez-Liñán, and Mitchell Selig-
son’s large quantitative study of the US Agency for International
Development’s (USAID) democracy assistance programs found that
targeted democratic assistance empowers prodemocracy actors in
recipient countries and positively affects overall levels of democ-
racy.14 Stephen Collins discusses different types of economic assis-
tance that the United States has used to encourage democracy and
argues that aid for election monitoring and civil society development
has been the most effective.15 Although these studies tell us “very lit-
tle about causality or the pathways of connections between external
influence and domestic change processes,” they demonstrate that
external actors can influence democratization.16 We can hypothesize
that external actors are also able to influence the development of an
authoritarian regime.

A third category of literature about the international dimension of
regime change developed out of the literature on the diffusion of pol-
icy decisions within states. Diffusion involves “the process by which
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an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time
among the members of a social system.”17 Scholars include many dif-
ferent processes under the general term “diffusion.”18 The geographic
spread of ideas, policies, and institutions from one country to another
(or within one state) can involve demonstration effects, diffusion
through mimicry or imitation, or modular action.19 Democratic dif-
fusion is the concept that democratic ideas and norms spread across
borders: the more democratic states there are in a region, the more
likely it is that an authoritarian state in the region will become dem-
ocratic. Multiple large-N studies have found strong support for the
existence and influence of democratic diffusion.20 Primarily focus-
ing on Russia’s relations with its neighbors, discussions and investi-
gations of authoritarian diffusion have also begun.21 This book looks
at cases beyond Russia in order to further explore the nature and role
of authoritarian diffusion.

Building on the existing research about the international dimen-
sion of democratization, this book addresses two underdeveloped
areas of study. First, the literature has heavily focused on the role of
democracy promotion, with limited examination of efforts to export
authoritarianism. Only in the past few years have scholars even
begun to consider how external factors can promote authoritarian-
ism.22 Furthermore, what little has been studied about promoting
authoritarianism comes primarily from a foreign policy perspective
as opposed to a focus on regime outcomes.23 In other words, the
existing literature is primarily about why Iran, Russia, or Venezuela
would be encouraging the development of authoritarianism in their
region, with less attention given to how this support actually influ-
ences regime type. Second, the nature of democracy promotion has
been well documented elsewhere, but few have investigated how it
relates to the promotion of authoritarianism and how these two exter-
nal factors interact with local conditions to explain the regime out-
come. Therefore, two important parts of the story, the interaction
between democracy and authoritarian promotion, and their interac-
tion with the recipient side, are understudied. Analysts often falsely
conceive of states as passive recipients of efforts to promote author-
itarianism, neglecting the role of the domestic political and economic
situation. However, external efforts to change a regime, whether to
promote democracy or authoritarianism, vary in their effectiveness
due to circumstances beyond the control of the external actor. Under-
standing the recipient country’s domestic political and economic sit-
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uation is essential for explaining why external efforts to change the
regime sometimes succeed and sometimes fail. I present a compre-
hensive theory that not only includes the policies of the external
actor but also analyzes the economic and political circumstances of
the recipient state.

Case Studies

Theory needs evidence to support it, and in this book I examine a
diverse set of empirical cases from three regions: Europe, Latin
America, and the Middle East. These cases include Russia’s involve-
ment in Belarus and Ukraine, Venezuela’s engagement in Peru and
Nicaragua, and Iran’s involvement in Lebanon. I chose these three
external actors because they are currently the most active in support-
ing authoritarianism abroad. Although China has received a great
deal of attention, especially its activities in Africa, there are no signs
that China is actively seeking to influence regime type; rather,
China’s international engagement has been economic in nature. Chi-
nese support may help a nondemocratic government to avoid inter-
national pressure to democratize, but there is no conclusive evidence
that the Chinese government seeks to develop authoritarian regimes.
In general, the Chinese government has not tried to influence the
internal politics of other countries, has not advocated for one politi-
cal faction, and has not attempted to affect regime type. Instead,
China has been seeking to secure access to economic resources, espe-
cially energy sources and minerals. China may be enabling authori-
tarianism, but it is not promoting authoritarianism. In contrast, as I
will show in this book, Russia, Venezuela, and Iran are actively sup-
porting the development of authoritarianism in other countries.

Russia, Venezuela, and Iran are similar in that they are regional
but not global powers, with significant interest in expanding their
influence in their respective regions. All three states also desire to
challenge what they see as the global dominance of the United
States. They view the spread of democracy as tied to the spread of
US influence because of a belief that more democratic states are
more likely to support the United States. Furthermore, all three use
their oil or natural gas wealth to fund the promotion of authoritari-
anism. Not coincidentally, the rise in the promotion of authoritarian-
ism has corresponded with increases in the price of oil. Despite these
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similarities, these three countries are geographically, economically,
and ideologically diverse. Venezuela has an anticapitalist agenda, but
Russia has security, not ideological, goals. Iran also has ideological
goals, but they are quite different from Venezuela’s, as they are
rooted in religious, not economic, ideology. Each country also has a
unique history with the recipient states. Russia once controlled the
territory of Ukraine and Belarus. Iran strongly supported Shiite mili-
tant groups during Lebanon’s civil war. In contrast, until recently,
Venezuela had no major exchanges with Peru or Nicaragua. These
similarities and differences offer the opportunity to investigate how
states support authoritarianism abroad.

I chose the recipient countries based on several criteria. The
countries had to have experienced external support for both authori-
tarianism as well as democracy. This was important, to ensure that
cross-country differences did not distort comparisons between the
two forms of external involvement. Second, in order to assess effec-
tiveness, it was necessary to include cases where external efforts suc-
ceeded and others where it failed. It was especially important that
they include the same external actor, so that I could eliminate differ-
ences between external actors as a cause of effectiveness. Third,
given that the majority of research on the international dimension of
democratization has been based on European cases, there was a need
to include cases from other regions (Central America, South Amer-
ica, and the Middle East). Fourth, the diversity of cases also encour-
ages the examination of the role of ideology compared to the influ-
ence of material incentives on elite calculations. These cases
incorporate both situations where ideology was influential and situa-
tions where it was not a major factor. The examination of Russian,
Venezuelan, and Iranian support of authoritarian regimes provides a
comparative, cross-country approach and the opportunity to assess
successful and failed attempts to promote authoritarian regimes.

Overview of the Argument 

Through considering Russia, Iran, and Venezuela’s efforts to influence
the regime type in neighboring states, I examine how states promote
authoritarianism and how this interacts with democracy promotion
and local conditions to determine its effectiveness and regime out-
comes. I divide the argument into two parts: the first looks specifi-
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cally at how states promote authoritarianism and the second exam-
ines effectiveness and explains regime outcomes. Using this two-part
argument, I first describe how states cause regime change by affect-
ing elite strategies and capabilities. States can alter the strategies of
the political elite and increase the capabilities of different elite fac-
tions. States can offer positive incentives, such as trade agreements
or cheap supplies of energy, to alter elites’ calculations about the
costs and benefits of various strategies. States may also offer nega-
tive incentives, such as denial of important energy supplies, to
change elite strategies. External actors can also provide additional
financial resources that enable authoritarian leaders to purchase sup-
port and increase their repressive capacity.

Second, I theorize that along with the nature of the external sup-
port for authoritarianism, democracy promotion efforts and local
conditions determine the effectiveness of these mechanisms. The
local conditions that are most influential are the balance of power
among elites and the nature of the linkages between the recipient
state and the external actor. If the country is relatively evenly divided
between liberal and illiberal elites and there are multiple linkages
between the recipient state and external actor (economic, historical,
ideological), then promotion of authoritarianism is more likely to be
effective. Throughout all the cases, it is important to remember that
external actors and events do not work in isolation but instead inter-
act with domestic actors and structures to bring about changes in the
regime. As Wade Jacoby argues, “External influence is a multi-
stranded process” that works in synergy with domestic factors.24

Two important points of clarification need to be made about what
this book is, and is not, about. This book is about how states promote
authoritarianism and about what determines the effectiveness of
those efforts. It is not a book about the foreign policy goals and inter-
ests of Russia, Venezuela, and Iran. Therefore, the motives and inter-
ests of the external actor are not examined in great detail. However,
it is important to note that the external actors generally, as do most
states, have self-interested reasons for supporting a particular regime
type in other states. Furthermore, the goal of their support for auto-
cratic leaders in other states may not be just to affect regime out-
comes; external actors may also have economic or geopolitical goals.
In other words, their support for authoritarianism may involve mul-
tiple motives and interests. The primary goal of their support may not
be to develop authoritarian regimes, but the outcome of their support
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is an increase in authoritarianism in the recipient country. In the case
of the three external actors discussed in this book, Russia, Venezuela,
and Iran, each state views the issue of regime type as connected to
issues of global and regional alliances. If a neighboring state is dem-
ocratic, then it is automatically seen as being supportive of the
United States and within the US sphere of influence. For example,
Russia fears that if Belarus or Ukraine were to become fully demo-
cratic, those countries would then join the EU and NATO, potentially
resulting in the placement of US forces on its border. Given the
sometimes contentious relations all three states have with the United
States, the nature of the regime type in neighboring states can be
seen as a matter of national security.

Second, I am not claiming that external factors, whether the pro-
motion of democracy or authoritarianism, are solely deterministic of
regime type. Domestic conditions play an important role in explain-
ing regime outcomes. I am also not attempting to develop a compre-
hensive explanation for the regime outcomes in Belarus, Ukraine,
Peru, Nicaragua, and Lebanon. Instead, I examine how external
involvement interacts with the domestic political and economic situ-
ation and when the interaction of these three factors will change the
regime. Multiple internal factors, such as historical conflict among
factions, explain why the countries have illiberal regimes. These rea-
sons, outside of how they may affect the influence of external
involvement, are not covered in this book. In other words, I am
telling one part of a larger story.

Last, when I write that an external actor is “promoting authori-
tarianism,” I mean that the actor is actively supporting illiberal elites,
groups, or regimes through direct assistance. Furthermore, the exter-
nal actor is not supporting any liberal elites or groups, and the assis-
tance is targeted at specific factions. In general, international assis-
tance is not given for the benefit of the country as a whole.

Who Are Elites, and Why Focus on Them?

Elites are the focus of this book because of their essential role in
regime change. Transitions from authoritarianism to democracy are
usually determined by the choices of elites.25 For example, economic
elites are important for regime change because of their access to
“extensive political resources” that enable them to “influence politi-
cal outcomes in a wide range of areas.”26 In addition to financial
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resources, economic elites, usually from the same social background
as the political leaders, have contacts and connections that give them
access to government officials. Business leaders have incentives to
engage in politics, as the policies of the government, such as taxation
laws, trade policies, and assistance with foreign investment, have
enormous consequences for them. Furthermore, Olsonian collective
action theory argues that elites are able to mobilize successfully to
advance their interests, whereas nonelites struggle to take collective
action because they confront formidable barriers to mobilization
given their large group size.

During periods of transition, there is a high degree of uncer-
tainty, providing greater opportunity and space for elite choice.27

Therefore, the decisionmaking of elites has a larger influence on the
outcome than under more stable circumstances. However, despite the
uncertainty of transitional periods, preexisting social relations, eco-
nomic structures, and political institutions still, at least partially,
shape actors’ interests, preferences, and capabilities.28 The interests
and preferences of elites are contextually and structurally deter-
mined. Structural factors, such as a state’s level of economic depend-
ency on other states, are confining conditions that restrict or enhance
options available to elites.

Political elites, as party leaders, politicians, and government offi-
cials, are heavily invested in a particular regime type and, with their
access to government money and power, have the resources to affect
regime change. If they currently hold office, political elites may be
able to use repression to prevent a change of regime advocated by
mass protest. Even in cases where mass protest has contributed to
regime change, such as the protests in November 1989 in Czechoslo-
vakia, the choices of political elites are important. In that case, the
communist leaders chose not to use military force. If they had, events
would have been much different.29 Therefore, political elites are in
positions to influence regime change and have vested interests in the
regime type.

In addition to the importance of elites for regime change,
research has shown that elites play an important role in determining
the influence of international norms. John Ikenberry and Charles
Kupchan argue that elite, not mass, receptivity to external norms is
essential to the socialization process. In the socialization process,
elites “buy into and internalize norms” articulated by the regional or
global powers.30 Democratic or authoritarian ideas and norms may
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first take root among the masses, but they “must then spread to the
elite level if they are to have important effect” on policy or regime
change.31 Elites are important for both regime change and transmit-
ting international factors into domestic changes.

Illiberal Regimes

Many states are neither fully democratic nor fully authoritarian. The
democratic transition literature implies that only democracy or
authoritarianism is the equilibrium point where regimes will be stable.
The existence today of numerous regimes that fall between these two
points (such as Ukraine) challenges this assumption. Due to the lack of
a common nomenclature, scholars have used terms such as “pariah
regimes,” “hybrid regimes,” the “grey zone,” “electoral democracy,”
“competitive authoritarianism,” “pseudodemocracy,” “electoral author-
itarianism,” and “in-between” regimes.32 For clarity in the cases, I use
the term “illiberal regime” to refer to countries located “in the middle.”
An illiberal regime may have regular elections but lacks rule of law,
separation of powers, and protection of some basic civil liberties,
such as freedom of the press.33 Although these countries may not
have the level of repression found in consolidated authoritarian
regimes, such as North Korea, they are missing many components of
a democracy. This definition builds on a liberal conception of democ-
racy, which sees “transparency, civil liberty, rule of law, horizontal
accountability (effective checks on rulers), and minority rights” as
defining features of democracy along with regular, competitive, and
free and fair elections.34

Regime Change

Regime change has traditionally meant change from an authoritarian
regime to a democracy or vice versa. However, this view is relatively
unhelpful in understanding the shifts between the different “in-
between” regime types and democracy or authoritarianism in the
twenty-first century. I redefine regime change to encompass not only
shifts from authoritarianism to democracy, but also shifts from illib-
eral democracy to authoritarianism and vice versa. Change in the
regime involves measurable changes in the nature of the political sit-
uation. A regime has become more authoritarian when multiple inde-
pendent observers agree that one or more of the following has
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occurred: (1) elections no longer meet international standards for
freedom and fairness; (2) there has been an erosion of press freedom
characterized by government harassment of journalists, censorship
laws, or restriction of private media broadcasting and ownership; (3)
political and civil liberties of private citizens have been eroded, such
as restrictions on right of assembly, criticism of the government, or
formation of nongovernmental organizations.

Measuring regime change requires measuring regime type. There
is extensive scholarly criticism of all the major indices and measures
of regime type.35 Therefore, in order to measure the level of democ-
racy, illiberalism, and authoritarianism as well as regime change in
each case, I use a combination of sources: Freedom House reports,
Polity scores, reports of international nongovernmental organizations
(INGOs), and reports from independent local journalists and aca-
demics. Freedom House reports and Polity scores provide compara-
tive, standard, and annual assessments of democracy (or lack of
democracy) in many countries throughout the world. Reports from
INGOs, such as Human Rights Watch, and from local, independent
journalists provide supplemental sources of information about the
protection of civil liberties and minority rights within a country. I use
the additional reports to check the accuracy of the Freedom House
reports and Polity scores and to better assess the nuances of the polit-
ical situation within a country. Although all of these measures have
flaws, the combination of information from these four sources pro-
duces as reliable and accurate a measure of regime type and regime
change as is currently obtainable.36

How States Promote or Encourage Authoritarianism

A good starting point for analyzing how states promote illiberal
regimes is the current literature on the promotion of democracy. The
European Union’s efforts to promote democracy in postcommunist
states showed that international pressure is influential when it is
incentive-based.37 Incentive-based pressure uses conditionality, sanc-
tions, or rewards to influence elite regime preferences, or at least
elite behavior, and therefore promote economic and political reforms.
Although elites in postcommunist states experienced the diffusion of
democratic norms, “collective standards of proper behavior,” or a
belief in the legitimacy of democracy, democracy promotion efforts
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were most successful when they combined democratic norms and
incentives.38 Furthermore, democracy promotion involved efforts to
change elite behaviors (e.g., end repression of civil and political lib-
erties) and alter the relative balance of power between illiberal and
liberal groups in a country (e.g., supporting the development of civil
society). Building on the democracy promotion literature, I argue that
there are two broad means by which external actors encourage author-
itarianism: changing elite strategies and changing elite capabilities.

Despite the important insights from the international dimension
of democratization literature, external efforts to promote authoritari-
anism are not identical to those that promote democracy. Authoritar-
ian states, not constrained by the norms of democracy at home or
abroad, have greater freedom of action than democratic states.
Democracy implies that the people have a right to choose their gov-
ernment. Therefore, when democratic states are promoting democ-
racy, they cannot interfere to such an extent that they are removing
the right of the local people to choose their government.39 Authori-
tarian leaders face no such constraints, enabling them to directly fund
allies in the recipient states. For example, Russia is willing to finance
the political candidates and parties it supports in Ukraine, but the
United States has generally been nonpartisan in its assistance to Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe since 1989. However, there are important
similarities to the promotion of democracy, which provide insight
about the promotion of authoritarianism.

Learning to Be Bad: Changing Elite Strategies 

External actors influence regime change through altering elite strate-
gies or elite capabilities at the domestic level. Similar to much of the
international relations and democratization literature, I assume that
elites are rational actors. Assuming political elites are rational indi-
viduals who seek to maximize their own interests, they desire either
to maintain power or, if out of office, to obtain power. Whatever their
additional goals are, political elites generally need to have power to
achieve them. Autocratic elites have a “menu” of options available to
them for how to obtain or hold on to power.40 Other states can influ-
ence the decisionmaking process of elites and provide them either
ideas or incentives to adopt particular strategies, such as how to
manipulate an election. In the case of promoting democracy, we see
set practices and common strategies across cases and regions. For
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example, Valerie Bunce and Sharon Wolchik discuss the model of
electoral revolutions—transforming elections in an authoritarian state
into a genuinely competitive and fair process—which involves a
standard set of practices used in multiple cases, such as the Philip-
pines, Chile, Serbia, Ukraine, and Georgia.41 Surprisingly, we have
also seen in the past decade the spread of common practices for how
to establish a more authoritarian government. These are often cases
of more “sophisticated” authoritarianism, where the state uses limited
repression to maintain control and instead manipulate the political
realm in subtle ways to prevent any challenges to its rule. For exam-
ple, leaders in Russia, Venezuela, and Nicaragua have all gained con-
trol over the media through a combination of state ownership of
major television networks and political ties with the owners of pri-
vate media. Leaders can choose strategies from a “menu of manipu-
lation” and, as this book will show, we see leaders choosing similar
options across regions.42 This development suggests that there are
cross-country influences on these choices.

This mechanism builds on normative approaches focusing on the
role of diffusion and incentive-based approaches, where an external
actor may offer incentives or sanctions that will influence elite strate-
gic choices about how to gain or maintain power.43 Although theoret-
ically possible, there is no evidence of authoritarian external actors
changing the regime preferences of elites in the recipient state from
democracy to authoritarianism. In other words, despite international
involvement, political elites’ regime preferences may remain the
same (e.g., favoring authoritarianism), but their strategies for how to
gain power change because of external influence. The lack of efforts
to change regime preferences is one difference between promoting
authoritarianism and promoting democracy. Through socialization
and learning, democracy promotion activities by external actors can
change not only strategies but also the regime preferences of elites.
There are three mechanisms through which external actors influence
elite strategies about how they obtain and hold on to power: demon-
stration effects, purposive and collaborative action by external “change
agents,” and pressure.

Demonstration effects. The first mechanism involves the diffusion
of ideas, methods, and policy solutions across national borders. Dif-
fusion generally does not refer to an outcome but “to a process by
which policy choices are inherently interdependent—that is, a politi-
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cal entity’s choices are influenced by others, and these choices, in
turn, influence others.”44 In the case of ideas about how to maintain
or obtain power, diffusion involves elites learning from the successes
and failures of other countries.45 Leaders exchange information about
regime change, politics, and policy. “Political leaders are inclined to
work as follows: they recognize a problem in their country, develop
some basic theory about how to solve the problem, review the vari-
ous solutions available, and attempt to ascertain the effectiveness of
these solutions.”46 Elites will often know what actions leaders in
other countries have adopted. In other words, elites will adopt poli-
cies, such as how to gain control over the media, because they have
observed their successful adoption elsewhere. As Thomas Ambrosio
discusses:

Regimes which aim to strengthen their own power will seek out mod-
els which appear to meet their goals. The relative “effectiveness” of an
autocratic path might be indicated by the ability of authoritarian gov-
ernments to achieve economic growth [e.g., China] . . . or to insulate
themselves from political pressures, as seen in the Kremlin’s multi-
faceted approach to undermining democratic trends at home and
abroad.47

In addition, illiberal elites may decide not to adopt certain poli-
cies because of the negative consequences of these actions in other
states. For example, they may decide not to allow international elec-
tion observers into the country if they witness international election
observers contributing to the overthrow of an autocratic regime else-
where. For clarity and simplicity, I use the term “demonstration
effects” to refer to this mechanism. A demonstration effect can have
a normative component, where elites adopt strategies from abroad
because they see the sources of these strategies as “legitimate and
reputable,” and a strategic component, where elites adopt strategies
because they are seen as effective solutions to their problems.48 This
mechanism is informal and indirect. If this is the only mechanism
observed, then the external actor is not “promoting” authoritarianism,
because there is no deliberate action by the external actor.

Purposive and collaborative action. The external actor may also
take purposive and deliberate action to spread specific strategies and
policies on how to obtain or maintain power. The spread of particu-
lar strategies for how to manipulate elections may involve not just
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the power of successful examples, but also the push of those that
have already succeeded.49 These actions involve active collaboration
with elites in the recipient state and are not coercive. People associ-
ated with the external actor act as “change agents,” who act inten-
tionally to share the specific details on how change occurred else-
where.50 These change agents or “innovators” are responsible for
“peddling” ideas and strategies outside of their state.51 Changing elite
strategies this way requires external actors, who have already been
successful in restricting democracy, to actively spread their ideas to
other states. On the “demand side,” illiberal elites seek to emulate the
success of those who have succeeded in establishing authoritarian
regimes.

Under the conditions of the promotion of democracy and the
global norm of democracy, illiberal regimes have felt the need to
develop allies to resist US and European efforts to promote democ-
racy. Autocratic leaders seek to reproduce themselves elsewhere in
order to consolidate their power at home and reduce external chal-
lenges to their rule.52 There is power in numbers; the more autocratic
states there are in the region, the less likely there will be democratic
diffusion. Research has shown that having more democratic neigh-
bors “significantly decreases the likelihood that autocracies will
endure”; leaders of authoritarian regimes who are aware of this con-
clusion will thus desire to prevent democratization in neighboring
states.53 Recent strengthening of relations between Venezuela and
Iran, and Venezuela and Russia, demonstrates the desire for “mutual
empowerment” and the harnessing of numbers to protect strategic
interests. In the diffusion of democracy, networks of local and
regional political activists are important for the spreading of strate-
gies about how to defeat illiberal leaders and for helping to develop
the components of democracy, such as constitutions, judicial sys-
tems, and other institutions.54 Although the role of change agents and
networks may be more visible in cases of democratic diffusion, there
are also networks among authoritarian leaders through which they
can actively and deliberately share ideas and policies about how to
manipulate elections, prevent dissent, or eliminate term limits.

External pressure. Through the third mechanism, the external actor
will apply positive and negative incentives to encourage, or even
force, elites to change strategies. Unlike the first mechanism, demon-
stration effects, this involves deliberate action on the part of the
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external actor, and unlike the second mechanism, purposive and col-
laborative action, there is an element of coercion involved. External
pressure can alter the strategies of illiberal elites through changing
the costs and benefits of the various options they have regarding the
regime type. The clearest example of this mechanism would be the
application of economic sanctions because of violations of human
rights and democratic rule. In general, it is more common for exter-
nal actors to use pressure (or even coercion) in case of democracy
promotion (e.g., sanctions on South Africa during apartheid or on
Libya in 2011). However, autocratic external actors can pressure
leaders in recipient states to adopt particular policies, including poli-
cies that further restrict civil and political liberties. For example,
when Bahrain experienced large-scale protests in support of democ-
racy in 2011, Saudi Arabia pressured the Bahraini government not to
give in to the demands of the protestors.55 External nondemocratic
pressure to change strategies involves a combination of negative
incentives or coercion and specific ideas about what policies the
recipient state needs to change or adopt.

External actors can also provide incentives to encourage cooper-
ation among elites to support the development of an illiberal regime.
Extensive political-party fragmentation and polarization weaken
political movements, whether they are prodemocratic or illiberal.56

Nondemocratic external actors can provide elites with incentives to
resolve divisions and offer a “focal point for cooperation.”57 Pre-
venting divisions among antidemocratic groups reduces the probabil-
ity of liberalization and helps antidemocratic elites to maintain or
obtain office. In other words, external actors may shape the list of
options available to elites and change the perceived costs and bene-
fits of particular choices.

Gaining the Ability to Be Bad: Changing Elite Capabilities 

External actors can also increase the capabilities or enhance the
resources of different groups of elites. States may offer aid, cheap
oil, or trade agreements to nondemocratic elites, enabling them to
buy off the opposition and finance repression. Through altering the
capabilities of particular elites, external assistance helps them to hold
state power and may shift the relative balance of power among
elites.58 Elites may also use external assistance to strengthen the
“political and economic position of supportive domestic groups and
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weaken that of opponents.”59 Through changing the power of specific
groups, external actors can undermine existing democratic regimes
and assist groups seeking to establish illiberal regimes.60 For exam-
ple, during the Cold War the Soviet Union provided weapons, money,
and training to communist groups in Africa and Asia to assist them in
establishing communist regimes. Efforts to enhance the capabilities
of illiberal groups may occur through four different mechanisms: the
provision of technical and financial assistance for political parties,
assistance for civil society, overall economic assistance, and assis-
tance for repression.

Assistance for political parties. The first mechanism involves
external actors directly providing technical and financial assistance
to illiberal political parties and thereby increasing their ability to run
political campaigns, mobilize supporters, and win elections. This is
most likely to occur when the recipient state is an illiberal or hybrid
regime that still has relatively competitive multiparty elections.
Under these circumstances, illiberal political parties cannot resort to
repression to guarantee their victory. Therefore, they have to resort to
more indirect methods, such as monopolizing the media or bribing
election officials to commit fraud. All of these activities require
resources. External actors can provide nondemocratic elites the
resources to run a campaign and to pay for electoral fraud. In
Ukraine’s 2004 presidential election, Russia’s financial support for
Victor Yanukovych (tens of millions of dollars) helped him bribe
thousands of election officials, contributing to electoral fraud.61 In
addition, external actors can “train” domestic allies to effectively
manipulate election results. Among other methods, this training may
include strategies for how to corrupt absentee voting, vote counting,
and voter registration.

The promotion of democracy may counterbalance this support by
providing assistance for democratic parties. International assistance
helps parties mount effective campaigns by recommending fundrais-
ing strategies, candidate selection methods, and ideas for party plat-
form development.62 Recent research on the influence of interna-
tional assistance for political parties finds that its effectiveness in
promoting democracy is limited and depends significantly on the
“institutional environment in a given country.”63 The EU accession
process and transnational relationships between Western European
political parties has had some influence on the development of polit-
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ical parties and democracy in postcommunist states; however, the
effectiveness of this mechanism in other regions is questionable.

Along with offering financial and technical assistance, autocratic
external actors can also provide political support for nondemocratic
parties. Publicly stating that a fraudulent election was free and fair
can confuse the situation internally and weaken international con-
demnation. International public recognition of an autocratic leader as
the winner of an election can grant that leader some legitimacy, even
in the case of a stolen election. Furthermore, if the autocratic state
has strong linkages with the recipient state, its support for the non-
democratic leader may enhance his or her prestige and increase their
domestic public support.64 Powerful external allies can also help pre-
vent votes against autocratic leaders in international organizations,
such as the United Nations Security Council.65

Assistance for civil society. Financial and technical assistance to
civil society is another way to increase capabilities. Many people see
civil society activity as promoting democracy. However, there are
also nondemocratic “civil society” organizations (e.g., the Ku Klux
Klan). Nondemocratic pressure can encourage the growth of non-
democratic civil society and thereby promote authoritarianism. States
provide financial assistance and training to terrorist organizations,
radical groups, and others to promote a particular ideology, alter
another state’s policies, or to change the regime. This support encour-
ages radicalism, intolerance, insecurity, and distrust in target states,
which may promote public support for nondemocratic regimes. Fur-
thermore, as Sheri Berman has argued, the effect of civil society
growth and development on regime type depends on the political
context.66 When political institutions are weak, civil society can chal-
lenge the legitimacy and sovereignty of the state. The existence of
internal sovereignty is an important precondition for democracy. The
development of civil society organizations may support either demo-
cratic or authoritarian regimes.

Assistance for economic stability. States can also increase the
capabilities of nondemocratic political leaders by providing them
with the resources they need to maintain the economic stability and
patronage networks necessary for their survival. In some cases, inter-
national financial support enables an authoritarian regime to produce
economic growth or at least maintain minimal living standards,
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which grants some legitimacy to the regime. Assuming that state
authority depends on some internal support and voluntary submis-
sion, external assistance may help the leadership avoid a legitimation
crisis. If severe, an economic crisis can cause political “disintegra-
tion” or a revolt against the government.67 Governments can survive
severe economic crises (e.g., the North Korean dictatorship over the
past decade). However, most leaders prefer to avoid the potentially
destabilizing effects of economic turmoil, because economic hard-
ship can lead to major public protests against the regime, as the
recent events in Tunisia and Egypt so clearly demonstrate. If interna-
tional assistance allows the regime to avoid economic problems, then
there is less domestic pressure to liberalize.

In addition, if nondemocratic elites resort to violence or repres-
sion to maintain power, this can cause democratic countries to
impose economically costly sanctions and suspend economic assis-
tance. For example, the 2009 coup in Honduras led to a six-month
suspension of foreign aid, leading to a loss of $320 million in grants
and loans.68 For the third poorest country in mainland Latin America,
the loss of aid significantly hurt the economy and government
finances. Economic aid from illiberal states can help to counter the
costs of economic sanctions and assist in maintaining relative eco-
nomic stability.

Assistance for repression. Giving leaders the equipment and
resources to suppress dissent is a fourth mechanism through which
states may promote authoritarianism. International assistance, in the
form of either weapons or money, can make it easier for leaders to
develop an internal security apparatus and block democratic aspira-
tions. The provision of weapons and other military equipment by
international allies directly aids the suppression of democracy. How-
ever, nondemocratic leaders can also use financial assistance to buy
more weapons and pay for more internal security forces. Maintaining
an authoritarian regime often requires substantial police and military
forces, the financial costs of which are less if a foreign patron pro-
vides assistance. When external actors provide military and economic
resources, this allows the ruler “to detach his repressive state appara-
tus from its social base and to dispense with domestic reforms.”69

The existence of international financial assistance increases the
domestic autonomy of the ruling elites, making them less dependent
on domestic societal interests. In more extreme situations, the exter-
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nal actor may actually provide soldiers and equipment to enable the
recipient state’s leadership to suppress protests in support of democ-
racy. A recent example of this is Saudi Arabia, which sent a thousand
soldiers to Bahrain to support the government’s repression of protests;
similarly, Iran has reportedly provided equipment to Syria to be used
against protestors there. These cases are unusual; in the post–Cold
War era, authoritarian states generally do not resort to military actions
to support authoritarian neighbors.

*  *  *
All four of these mechanisms strengthen the capabilities and
resources of elite factions in the recipient country. The existence of
more than one mechanism increases the probability of the external
actor successfully shifting the balance of power in favor of its
domestic allies. There are some similarities between the methods to
promote authoritarianism and those used to promote democracy. Like
the promotion of authoritarianism, democracy promotion also seeks
to aid political parties (although not usually financially), civil soci-
ety, and economic stability. However, there are two major differ-
ences. Democracy promotion efforts, at least as undertaken during
the past two decades, do not provide aid for repression. Second, a
significant way of increasing democratic elite capabilities is through
election monitoring. Democratic external actors help increase politi-
cal competition and improve the likelihood of fair elections by pro-
viding independent election monitoring. Although these actions are
usually nonpartisan, by their nature they challenge an illiberal gov-
ernment’s monopoly on the control of information and assist pro-
democratic elites in eroding the legitimacy of the ruling elites.70

Helping to ensure a fair electoral process increases the likelihood of
democratic opposition groups gaining power. Although elections are
only one part of democracy, evidence demonstrates that this form of
aid has significantly increased the authenticity of elections in transi-
tional states.71 Independent, international reports about electoral
fraud can be a powerful tool against illiberal governments.

Over the past few years, in response to the success of interna-
tional election monitoring in illiberal democracies, we have seen
authoritarian states borrowing ideas from democracy promotion by
developing their own version of election monitoring. Russia has
devised an alternative election-monitoring organization to counter
the influence of democratic international election-monitoring orga-

How, When, and Where 21



nizations, such as the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe’s (OSCE) Office for Democratic Institutions and Human
Rights. Having competing reports from “independent” election
observers can confuse the situation in the country and reduce the
influence of international assistance in support of democracy. This
development illustrates how authoritarian governments have bor-
rowed from democracy promotion and how they worry about inde-
pendent reports on elections.72

Explaining Effectiveness and Outcomes

The preceding section outlined how states support the development
of authoritarian regimes in other countries through changing elite
strategies or increasing elite capabilities. However, these activities do
not happen in isolation and do not alone determine the regime out-
come. Whether or not external support for authoritarianism tips the
balance in an illiberal regime toward authoritarianism depends not
only on the extent and nature of the external support, but also on the
influence of countervailing international support for democracy and
the local conditions. In other words, the effectiveness of external
support for authoritarianism is the result of the interaction of three
major factors: the degree of external support for authoritarianism
(discussed in the preceding section), the nature and degree of exter-
nal support for democracy, and the local conditions. The combination
of these three factors determines why external efforts to change the
regime (either toward authoritarianism or democracy) succeed in
some cases and fail in others. Furthermore, the interaction of these
three variables determines the regime outcome in all five cases dis-
cussed in this book.

Countervailing International Influences: 
The Promotion of Democracy

External support for authoritarianism interacts with countervailing
pressure to democratize. All of the cases in this book (and many other
countries) have experienced external support for both authoritarianism
and democracy. Democracy promotion efforts have involved attempts
to change elite strategies, especially cooperation among democratic
opposition parties, and increase the capabilities of, in this case, pro-
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democratic groups in recipient states. The existence of international
pressure to democratize can reduce the effectiveness of external sup-
port for authoritarianism (and vice versa). For example, international
aid to both democratic and autocratic factions may result in no real
change to the balance of power among elites. In addition, external
support for democracy provides people and leaders with alternatives
to the policy solutions proposed by the autocratic state. In their
analysis of the influence of authoritarian and democratic diffusion on
Russian local government, Vladimir Gel’man and Tomila Lankina
found that the regions of Russia with greater interactions with the EU
were more likely to retain directly elected mayors, against the wishes
of the Russian federal government, than the regions with few con-
nections to the EU. “Western involvement and the availability of
alternative models” made it harder for the Russian federal govern-
ment to obtain more authoritarian local government structures.73 The
two external factors interact with each other and when states are sub-
ject to international pressures from multiple sources the outcomes are
less deterministic.

Furthermore, through what is called “counter-promotion,” exter-
nal actors may promote authoritarianism in response to democracy
promotion efforts.74 Democracy promotion may trigger a reaction not
only to entrench the authoritarian regime at home but also to
strengthen neighboring regimes. In response to perceived threats to
its survival, the Russian government has actively countered democ-
ratizing efforts in Central Asia and Eastern Europe.75 Therefore, in
order to explain the degree of effectiveness of external support for
authoritarianism and the regime outcome, it is necessary to examine
the role of democracy promotion in each case.

Interaction with Local Conditions

International support for authoritarianism and for democracy both
interact with the local conditions in the recipient country. There are
multiple structural conditions (such as level of economic develop-
ment) that explain why each country is an illiberal regime as opposed
to a consolidated democracy or autocracy. However, a full discussion
of the structural and elite-level reasons for the development of an
illiberal regime is outside the scope of this book. I focus here on how
international factors interact with the existing structural conditions to
bring about regime change and how local conditions may prevent
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external actors from altering the regime. Previous research has shown
that impact of external promotion is dependent on the local condi-
tions, especially on “domestic receptivity.”76 Receptivity influences
the success of deliberate efforts to change elite strategies and of
international assistance. Domestic elites must adopt the strategies,
policies, or norms being promoted in order for the external actor to
change the regime.77 Elites generally accept new strategies and
resources from external actors because they perceive them as being
in their interest. There are two general factors that influence recep-
tivity and therefore the effectiveness of external support: the balance
of power among elites and the linkages with the external actor.

Balance of power among elites. An important component of
explaining the effectiveness of authoritarian promotion is elite recep-
tivity to external involvement. Accepting external support can be
costly for elites in illiberal regimes, where success still somewhat
depends on public support and there is some free media. Citizens of
countries can react very negatively to external “interference” in their
sovereign affairs. As studies about economic sanctions demonstrate,
external pressure can produce domestic feelings of resentment about
foreign interference and thereby produce negative backlash against
anyone seen as connected to foreign governments.78 Furthermore,
international assistance usually comes with conditions attached,
which may be unpopular or costly for elites. In exchange for eco-
nomic aid, Russia has demanded control over Belarus’s natural gas
transit company and pipelines. Accepting outside assistance can have
clear costs for elites. External support for autocratic elites during
elections may also have the unintended effect of strengthening the
democratic candidates by shifting the debate away from domestic
issues and toward the role of external involvement in an election. As
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3, one reason why Ollanta
Humala lost the 2006 Peruvian presidential election was because of
his association with Hugo Chávez. Therefore, there are costs and
benefits to accepting external assistance.

Elites are more likely to accept outside support under circum-
stances where the benefits of external support outweigh any potential
costs. One such circumstance is where there is a relatively equal dis-
tribution of power between liberal and illiberal elites. When this
occurs, then elite conflict over the regime type can be severe. Under
these circumstances there is no agreement about regime type (democ-
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racy or authoritarianism is not the only game in town) and there are
real possibilities that the country could move in either direction.
Therefore, elites are fighting over the regime type and potentially
their very survival. When elites perceive themselves to be threatened,
“external factors are more likely to have more influence.”79 In cir-
cumstances of intense inter-elite conflict, at least one elite faction, if
not more, may believe that the incentives or sanctions from the exter-
nal actor will help tip the balance of power in their favor.

External actors will be most likely to alter the relative power bal-
ance between these two groups, or facilitate new alliances, through
changing elite strategies and capabilities when at least one faction
believes that it can use the external actor to further its own interests.
Two different types of literature have noted the importance of exter-
nal allies for political elites. International socialization approaches
argue that political elites will use international norms to further their
own interests in policy debates.80 Research from the area of diplo-
macy and international bargaining observes that leaders may use
international bargains to strengthen “the political and economic posi-
tion of supportive domestic groups and weaken that of opponents,”
with the “ultimate aim of permanently changing domestic struc-
tures.”81 Therefore, some elite factions may calculate that interna-
tional criticism, incentives, or sanctions help them shift the balance of
power in their favor. The more elites who view external actors as
potential allies, the more likely it is that the external pressure will be
effective in changing the regime.

If either the liberal or the illiberal elites hold the majority of the
power, then whoever holds power is more confident in their position
and less in need of external resources. Facing few immediate threats
to their rule or control over the state, they are less likely to seek or
accept international involvement in domestic policy. If they still
accept international assistance, it is less likely that this assistance can
shift the balance of power, because the asymmetrical distribution of
power makes this more difficult. Where there are consolidated
authoritarian regimes, such as in Saudi Arabia, the supporters of
democracy are so weak relative to the autocratic forces that the nor-
mal strategies of democracy promotion are unable to shift the bal-
ance of power enough to have any real effect.

Linkages between the recipient state and the external actor.
The relationship between the recipient state and the external actor
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will affect how receptive elites are to external involvement. In terms
of demonstration effects, elites are most likely to be aware of devel-
opments in states that are regionally proximate or with which they
have close cultural, ideological, or historical ties. Elites are more
likely to look to states they perceive as similar. The networks con-
necting states—trade, culture, ideology—provide important conduits
for information and aid. There are few formal international organi-
zations designed to facilitate linkages among authoritarian states (the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization being a rare exception); there-
fore, most of the networks are informal. In addition to linkages
encouraging the spread of strategies, if the two states have a close
and positive relationship, there are fewer costs for accepting financial
or economic assistance from abroad.

Research on the diffusion of democracy has found that proximity
influences the likelihood of democratic ideas being adopted.82 The
recent uprisings in the Middle East, where protests spread from
Tunisia to Egypt to Libya, highlight the role of geographic proximity.
The more democratic countries that are present in a state’s neighbor-
hood, the more likely that state is to transition to democracy. How-
ever, proximity alone is not the only determinant of the relationship
between the recipient state and external actor. Physical location does
matter, but not on its own.83 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way have
argued that the greater the linkage to the West the recipient state has,
the more likely the state is to democratize.84 The three dimensions of
linkage relevant for the promotion of authoritarianism are ideological
agreement, common cultural and historical backgrounds, and the
nature of the economic relationship.

First, political ideological agreement between the external actor
and illiberal elites increases the likelihood that elites will respond
favorably to outside involvement. In this book, I define a political
ideology as a system of collectively held ideas, beliefs, and values
about the fundamental goals of politics. It is a source of legitimacy
for a particular group’s right to authority, and its principles express
the institutional, economic, or social goals of the group. This incor-
porates the main elements of most definitions.85 It is important to
note that political ideologies can be viewed as transnational. In other
words, elites in different states can have similar ideologies. The lit-
erature on alliance formation between states provides some guidance
for how ideological agreement or disagreement may affect elite
receptivity to external pressure for regime change. Research on
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alliance formation has found that ideological similarities between
state leaders increase the incentives for allying together. “The greater
the ideological similarities among states’ leaders, the more likely
they are to see one another as supports to both their domestic inter-
ests and the security of their state.”86 The success of ideological allies
in other states strengthens politicians at home. Therefore, elites are
more likely to care about the political success or failure of ideologi-
cal allies in other states and be more willing to work with them to
gain or maintain power.

Furthermore, elites with similar ideological positions are more
likely to see each other as members of the same group, even if they
are from different countries, especially because political ideology is
transnational.87 As social identity theory has found, people see the
members of their group as more trustworthy and members of the out-
group as untrustworthy and threatening. If the external actor and
recipient elites have similar political ideologies, they are more likely
to see commonalities with the external actor and to perceive that
actor’s involvement positively. Elites view incentives offered by an
ideological ally more favorably and as having greater benefits than
those from other states. Political ideological agreement may also
cause elites to seek out external actors as natural allies. The ideolog-
ical agreement between Daniel Ortega and Hugo Chávez makes
Ortega more likely to accept Chávez’s assistance and use it to
strengthen his internal political position.

Ideological disagreements or tensions between the external actor
and elites can reduce the probability of success in promoting author-
itarianism or democracy. If the ideological disagreement is strong, it
may even cause elites to reject economic assistance. The greater the
ideological disagreement, the more likely elites are to be suspicious
of the external actor’s objectives and involvement. This may be espe-
cially true if there is a history of ideological conflict. The cases from
Latin America illustrate how the previous involvement of the United
States in the region along ideological lines limited the effectiveness
of its efforts to promote democracy. In the 2006 Nicaraguan elec-
tions, US condemnation of Ortega and threats to reduce aid if he won
the election may have damaged efforts to encourage democracy. Ide-
ological disagreement can significantly limit the potential positive
effect of valuable economic incentives.

Second, shared cultural similarities or historical experiences
facilitate interconnectedness between a recipient state and an exter-
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nal actor and enable leaders to make analogies across cases.88 Lead-
ers are more likely to see their situation or problem as similar to that
of the external actor if they share a similar culture or historical expe-
rience with that actor.89 “Individuals who need to deal with a complex
set of choices are inclined to regard the actions of other individuals
with perceived common interests as a useful guide for their own
behaviour.”90 This sense of familiarity can make elites more willing to
accept outside input on what strategies to adopt to establish a more
authoritarian regime. In addition, if there are close cultural or histori-
cal ties between the two states, the costs of accepting aid from the
external actor may be less, because if the mass public views the exter-
nal actor as a close ally, then they are more willing to accept external
involvement. However, the historical relationship between the exter-
nal actor and the recipient state can also reduce the effectiveness of
its support. If there has been a long history of interference in the
internal affairs of the state by the external actor, then citizens of the
recipient state may react very negatively to any real or perceived
interference in its politics. The long involvement of the United
States in Central America can lead to backlash against any US
actions to promote democracy in the countries there, especially if
those efforts are seen as trying to directly influence the outcome of
elections.

Third, the nature of the economic rewards and sanctions offered
by the external actor and the degree of economic dependency of the
state on the external actor defines the economic relationship between
the two states. The economic value of the incentives (positive or neg-
ative) offered by the external actor affects elite receptivity to external
pressure.91 Clearly, if elites believe that an incentive is economically
valuable, they are more likely to accede to international demands for
regime change. For example, if the external actor offers a positive
incentive, such as membership in the EU, elites determine the value
of this incentive by considering the benefits of membership (e.g.,
amount of structural adjustment funds and influence over decision-
making), the opportunity costs of not gaining membership, and the
nature of their current and future economic relationship with the EU.
In other words, how important is trade and investment with the EU to
the economic growth and development of their country and therefore
to their prospects for staying in power? Generally, the more the coun-
try is dependent on the external actor, the greater the value of the
incentives. Research on economic sanctions and interdependence
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demonstrates that close economic ties and trade dependency increase
the probability of external actors having political influence.92

Economic dependency relies not only on the amount of trade and
investment between the two states, but also on how easy it is for the
target state to find other trading and investment opportunities or to
ameliorate the effect of sanctions.93 Economic dependency does not
imply a “total transfer of authority over economic policy” to another
state or entity, but instead refers to situations where the majority of
a country’s trade and investment come from a single state or regional
organization.94 A state with multiple trade and investment partners is
likely to have greater economic and political autonomy. However, if
a country is highly economically dependent on one specific external
actor, then elites will give greater value to incentives presented by
that external actor.95 In addition, if it is difficult or impossible to find
alternatives to the goods provided by the external actor, then the tar-
get state may be especially vulnerable to external pressure.96 Belarus
and Ukraine are vulnerable to pressure from Russia because of their
dependency on Russian natural gas, which is an essential material not
easily replaced. In situations of economic dependency and vulnera-
bility, elites may still decide to defy the wishes of the external actor,
but there will be political and economic costs.

In addition, it is harder for external actors to encourage elites to
change the regime when elites in the recipient state have extensive
domestic economic resources. When a country has substantial
resources, the country is less vulnerable to the external actor and
elites have more policy options available. The elites of relatively
small, poor states do not have significant internal economic resources
and are dependent on regional powers, international organizations, or
the United States for economic investment and trade. As Peter
Katzenstein argued, small states are more dependent on a wide range
of imports than larger countries, because they do not have the
economies of scale necessary for all the industries required for a
functioning domestic economy.97 In addition, because they have
small domestic markets, these states have to export products in order
to achieve economies of scale. Therefore, the small countries,
“because of their small size, are very dependent on world markets.”98

Although Katzenstein was writing about Western European states, his
conclusions about the higher level of dependency of small states on
the global economy describe the international economic position of
other states throughout the world. All of the recipient cases discussed
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in this book are, on a global economic scale, small states (Belarus,
Ukraine, Nicaragua, Peru, and Lebanon). They are all dependent on
international trade and investment for economic growth.

External pressure is more likely to be effective when states can
offer incentives that are economically valuable to elites in the target
state. The value of incentives depends on the nature of the incentive
and the economic relationship between the external actor and the tar-
get state. Therefore, if the country is severely economically depend-
ent on a state, then the elites will give greater value to the incentive
offered by that state. On the other hand, if the country is only weakly
dependent on the state, then elites will place less value on the incen-
tive and be less willing to comply.

Measurement of Variables

Balance of Power Among Elites

I use political parties as a proxy for elite factions in each country.
The electoral strength and degree of public support for each political
party provides an approximate measure of the division of power
among elites. In addition, in situations without free elections, the
level of suppression directed at the prodemocratic parties and orga-
nizations offers insight into the relative power of autocratic elites and
democratic opposition. If the degree of suppression is high, such as
in Belarus today, then the autocratic elites have a predominant
amount of coercive power and there is an imbalance of power. The
combination of these three factors enables a general measurement of
the relative distribution of power among prodemocratic and auto-
cratic elites.

Linkages Between the Recipient State 
and the External Actor

Ideological agreement. I assess ideological agreement by exam-
ining two different measures. One is the ideological rhetoric and
actions of both the external actor and the receptive elites in the target
state. If both the leadership of the external actor and the elites make
similar ideological statements, such as condemning capitalism and
globalization, and advocate similar actions, such as nationalizing
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major industries, then there is a high probability of ideological agree-
ment. The second measure uses public opinion surveys to examine
widespread perceptions about the external actor. Although not an
exact measure for ideology, greater positive public opinion about the
external actor may reflect ideological support. For example, positive
views in Nicaragua about Venezuela and Venezuelan president Hugo
Chávez would represent some public support for Chávez’s more
socialist political ideology. The combination of these two measures
provides a good idea of the ideological position of each side and their
potential agreement or disagreement.

Common cultural and historical backgrounds. In order to deter-
mine the degree of cultural linkage, I examine the historical relation-
ship between the recipient state and the external actor. Have they had
similar historical experiences, such as communism? Were there any
previous military actions taken by the external actor against the
recipient state? Do they speak a similar language? Do they share a
common religion? In addition, I assess the public comments in each
state about the external actor. Do leaders reference a long and posi-
tive relationship in their comments? Are they highly critical or posi-
tive about the external actor? What do regional experts say about
similarities between the two? Through considering these questions I
am able to develop a proxy measure of the cultural or historical con-
nections between the recipient and the external actor.

The economic relationship. The economic relationship between
the two states is a function of both the nature of the rewards and
sanctions offered and the degree of economic dependency of the state
on the external actor. The rewards offered can include promises of
increased trade, aid, or investment. Sanctions can consist of threats to
restrict trade, reduce or deny aid, decrease investment, prevent finan-
cial transfers, ban travel of elites, and the like. I use public state-
ments about promises (or threats) of increases or decreases in aid,
investment, and trade by the state, the amount of financial assistance
given by the state, and the existence of sanctions to evaluate the
nature of the incentives being offered.

The degree of economic dependency is a function of the size and
strength of the internal market of the recipient state, its reliance on
trade for growth in gross domestic product (GDP), and the availabil-
ity of domestic financing—in other words, whether or not the coun-
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try is capital-poor. Economic dependency is a continuous, not
dichotomous, variable. In the globalized economy, almost every state
is on some level dependent on elements of the international economy.
However, the degree of dependency varies from state to state. The
greater the volume of exports and the greater the percentage of the
recipient state’s GDP that derives from exports to one specific exter-
nal actor, the greater the dependency of the state on that external
actor.

Despite widespread use of trade data as a proxy for dependency,
there are limitations to this measure. The two main critiques of using
trade data for economic dependency are that it fails to compare the
“value of the incentive with the alternatives available” and fails to
determine the “ability of the target state to compensate for the
effects” of disruptions in trade.99 In order to address these problems,
I incorporate into my measure of economic dependency the probabil-
ity of alternative sources of trade and investment and the resources
available to elites to compensate for sanctions or the loss of positive
benefits. If the majority of a state’s GDP comes from trade with one
state, if there are few alternative sources of trade and investment, and
if elites have few resources available to ameliorate the effects of
incentives, then the state is very economically dependent on that
external actor. I use economic measures such as trade data, GDP, and
the amount of foreign direct investment, along with economists’
assessments of the economic situation of the country, to determine its
degree of economic dependency.

Structure of the Book

The next three chapters lay out and test my argument about how states
promote authoritarianism. Chapter 2 compares and contrasts the cases
of Ukraine and Belarus, two countries where Russia has attempted to es-
tablish authoritarian regimes. Without Russia’s continued support for au-
thoritarianism in Ukraine and Belarus, each country would have a more
democratic and free regime today. Russia has been especially successful
in obtaining the regime type it desires in Belarus, but has been less ef-
fective in Ukraine, especially during the 2004 presidential election. The
domestic conditions played an important role in determining the degree
of effectiveness of Russia’s involvement. Russia’s initial failure in
Ukraine to obtain a nondemocratic, pro-Russia president was because of
the strength of the democratic opposition and the influence of counter-
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vailing international democratic pressure. Although there are many sim-
ilarities between these two countries, they responded differently to
Russian pressure, which highlights the importance of the domestic sit-
uation for explaining the regime outcome. For Ukraine, the chapter 
focuses on the 2004 presidential election, or the Orange Revolution,
which provides clear examples of Russia’s failed attempt to promote
authoritarianism in Ukraine. For Belarus, the chapter covers the post-
independence period and documents how Russia’s support was essen-
tial for President Alexander Lukashenko to develop an authoritarian
regime.

In Chapter 3, I further test the theory by examining the influence
of Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez in Latin America. Since
becoming president in 1999, Chávez has sought to challenge US
influence in Latin America and promote “twenty-first-century social-
ism,” or Bolivarism, throughout the region. Chávez’s support has, at
minimum, aided the continuation of illiberal regimes, and in some
cases, such as Nicaragua, helped the development of more autocratic
governments. However, Chávez’s efforts to encourage ideologically
similar regimes have not always succeeded, the most obvious case
being the 2006 Peruvian presidential election. This chapter investi-
gates how Chávez has supported authoritarianism in the region
through providing a model of how to suppress democracy and offer-
ing financial aid to allies. I use Nicaragua as a case because of
Chávez’s strong support for its illiberal leader, Daniel Ortega, and
because of the clear erosion of democracy since Ortega’s election in
2006. I also examine the important role domestic factors play in
explaining why Chávez’s efforts failed in Peru.

In Chapter 4, I study Iran’s support for Hezbollah in Lebanon,
which provides an example of a different form of international pro-
motion of authoritarianism, one based on a religious political ideol-
ogy. Despite this difference, Iran’s support for Hezbollah has similar
effects, changing both elite strategies and capabilities in Lebanon.
Iran’s support for Hezbollah has involved the transfer of billions of
dollars of resources, significantly helping Hezbollah increase its
political influence in Lebanon. The religious linkages between
Hezbollah and Iran help to facilitate Iran’s involvement in Lebanon,
even when Iran has forced Hezbollah to adopt detrimental policies.
Despite its growing strength, Hezbollah has been unable to seize
complete control in Lebanon because of the countervailing interna-
tional support for democracy, the diversity of international linkages,
and the high degree of elite divisions within the country.
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Chapter 5 offers an opportunity to review the argument and con-
duct further cross-regional comparisons. In this chapter I explore the
empirical and theoretical implications of these cases, evaluate the
mechanisms of promoting authoritarianism, and identify avenues for
further research. I also discuss some of the differences between pro-
moting authoritarianism and promoting democracy. The book con-
cludes by considering some implications of these attempts to encour-
age authoritarianism for US and European democracy promotion
efforts.

While foreign policy in the West has been focused on democra-
tization, other states in the world have been seeking to promote a
more limited political arena. It is important to understand the meth-
ods and effectiveness of their actions if we are to better comprehend
the forces shaping political outcomes abroad.
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