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…And Yet They Persist:
Explaining Survival and Transition

in Neopatrimonial Regimes*
Jason Brownlee

Although the literature on transitions from neopatrimonial regimes provides many
accounts of chaotic breakdown, it seldom explains why some personalistic regimes
survive the kinds of intense domestic crises that topple similar systems. This article
introduces cases of regime restabilization to a previous analysis of change, showing
that while patrimonial authority often isolates leaders and provokes unrest, extensive
patrimonial ties can help the regime endure these same challenges and defeat its do-
mestic foes. Specifically, when their repressive capacity is not inhibited by foreign
powers during crises, neopatrimonial leaders can withstand insurgencies and prevent
regime change. Building upon Richard Snyder’s study of neopatrimonial transitions, I
explore this argument through a variable of “hard-liner” strength derived from the
regime’s domestic patrimonial networks and its relationship to a foreign patron. Add-
ing four original case studies of enduring neopatrimonialism (Syria, Iraq, Libya,
Tunisia) to Snyder’s prior work, I find the revised voluntarist framework explains
both transition and restabilization in a composite set of fifteen cases.

Comparativists have tended to approach transitions  through a focus on cases
of change, seldom attending to the vast array of systems that persist.1  This

blind spot limits theory building, since explaining transitions  requires compar-
ing the conditions of both change and continuity (specifically, the absence of
change). Otherwise, we risk declaring “causes” of transition that may have
produced stability elsewhere. Research on transitions from neopatrimonialism
presents an opportunity  to redress this oversight by including crisis situations
that personalist ic regimes survived.

Building an explanation of stability and transition, this article examines four
neopatrimonial regimes that maintained authoritar ian control for decades de-
spite formidable domestic insurgencies: Syria (1970-present), Iraq (1970-
present), Libya (1969-present), and Tunisia (1956-present).2  These regimes
were just as arbitrary and corrupt as neopatrimonial dictatorships elsewhere. I
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contend, however, that the repressive capacity brought to bear against their
challengers was not as constrained by an external patron. Consequently, they
were able to survive crises, while similar regimes (e.g., Marcos’ Philippines ,
the Shah’s Iran) fell. Thus, extensive patrimonialism, when unrestrained by
external dependence, can enable regimes to withstand challenges that would
otherwise lead to “transitions .” (Conversely, the importance of external back-
ers restraining state repression may have been underemphasized in studies of
successful regime change.)

My argument considers the strength of “hard-liners” along with the conven-
tional voluntarist set of actors: regime “soft-liners” and opposition forces. I
then add four new cases to Richard Snyder’s explanation of neopatrimonial
transitions , which considers both structural and voluntarist factors. For ease of
translation and knowledge accumulation across projects, my case studies rep-
licate Snyder’s attention to both sets of variables. Snyder’s synthesis frame-
work tracks “paths” out of neopatrimonialism (Snyder 1998: 49), but does not
specify the conditions for regime breakdown or survival in a serious crisis,
i.e., a potential “transition.” I find that a revised version of Snyder’s model—
one that recognizes constraints on incumbents and opposition forces—explains
both transition and stability in Snyder’s eleven cases and the additional four
regimes that survived crises. Thus, the full set of cases supports the argument
that extensive patrimonialism can sustain a regime so long as superpower pa-
trons do not inhibit the use of repression.

By bringing cases of neopatrimonial survival into an existing theory of re-
gime change, the present study responds to the sensible call for greater accu-
mulation of knowledge in comparative politics (Geddes 1991: 46). I seek not
only to scrutinize prior work (specifically Snyder 1992, 1998), but also to re-
fine that research through a new perspective, additional empirical investiga -
tion, and the proposal of potentially  more robust arguments. Below I describe
how attention to outcomes of stability and “non-transition” fills a gap in the
regime change literature. I also discuss why comparativists would benefit from a
more explicit attention to hard-liners as actors in the two dimensions of transition:
change and restabilization .3  I then present each case of crisis, integrate the new
data with Snyder’s earlier model, and conclude with implications for regime de-
velopment in the context of the international “war on terrorism.”

The Outcome that Wasn’t There: Regime Restabilization as “Non-Transition”

Recent work on neopatrimonialism4  has found that transitions from personal-
istic rule differ from other forms of regime change in their timing (Geddes
1999), form (Bratton and van de Walle 1997), and legacy (Chehabi and Linz
1998).5  However, several investigations of neopatrimonial transitions and much
of the research on democratization omit cases of regime continuity. Focusing
on breakdown and change, they rarely analyze stability and endurance.6  Con-
sequently, they cannot fully address one of the basic questions of political de-
velopment: Why do some regimes collapse while others persist? What conditions
compel regime change and what conditions bolster authoritar ianism? To un-
derstand not just how but also why (under what conditions)  neopatrimonial
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regimes break down means examining the complete range of transition out-
comes, from regime change to regime maintenance. Overlooking cases of con-
tinuity, we are left comparing modes of transition. That exercise says little
about the reasons for regime change because it does not provide the needed
contrast of causal factors and outcomes (here, change versus restabilization).
Richard Snyder’s research on neopatrimonial transitions  illuminates this chal-
lenge. Although he does not include counterfactual instances of “crises sur-
vived,” his approach can be extended to cases of regime persistence.

For neopatrimonial regimes—those in which the leader treats the state as
his private fiefdom and gives only rhetorical attention to formal political insti-
tutions—Snyder poses two central arguments. First, he challenges earlier claims
that revolution is the principal path out of patrimonialism (e.g., Goldstone 1986),
showing instead that such regimes can fall in three ways: revolution, military
coup, or democratic transition. His cases still include revolutions among their
outcomes (Cuba, Iran, Nicaragua), but the Philippines  and Romania, among
others, show that democratic transitions  and military coups may also result.

Second, Snyder explains that these different outcomes depend upon a com-
bination of structural factors (patrimonial networks within state and society,
and the regime’s dependence on external support) and political actors (the agents
of regime change, soft-liners, and both moderate and maximalist opposition forces)
(Tables 1 and 2 reproduce his framework). For example, the maintenance of mili-
tary autonomy, as in the Philippines, reduces the chance for revolutionary over-
throw, allowing the military to cooperate with popular opposition movements and
remove the leader without a complete overthrow of the state. Conversely, when a
leader builds deep patrimonial networks in a narrow sector of society, his isolation
encourages “broad multi-class revolutionary coalitions,” like that which toppled
the Shah (Snyder 1992: 383). The structure-agency dichotomy remains a major
division in the literature on democratization and authoritarianism. Snyder’s con-
nection between patrimonial ties and political agents advances that debate with
a straightforward synthesis easily applied in future work.7

The above framework and case set highlight the form a neopatrimonial tran-
sition will take and where it will lead, given that a neopatrimonial regime will
fall. However, they do not specify which factors distinguish instances of col-
lapse from instances of survival and continued authoritarian rule during crisis.
There is no comparison made between successful transitions  and failed transi-
tions because Snyder’s cases of regime continuity do not provide focused con-
trasts with his cases of regime collapse. For instance, he codes Zaire pre-1991,
and the first half of the Duvalier and Somoza dynasties, as instances of “political
stability,” but does not explain the criteria for designating a particular year as a
case of stability. The eight regimes together lasted 218 years. If regime continuity
is considered “stability,” then any number of those years could be coded as such
and included in the framework below. More than “stability,” these cases (the re-
gimes of Papa Doc, Somoza García, and Zaire pre-1991) represent “stasis” mo-
ments (Snyder 1992: 392) when the authoritarian status quo was sustained. Analysis
of regime transitions requires a more balanced counterfactual: successful change
versus thwarted attempts at regime overthrow, transitions  versus crises sur-
vived (non-transitions).
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Table 1
Structural Characteristics of Neopatrimonial Regimes

Penetration Penetration Ruler’s
of State by of Society Dependence
Ruler’s by Ruler’s on a Single
Patronage Patronage Superpower

Cases Network Network Patron Regime Outcomes

Zaire until 1990; High High Low Political Stability
Haiti under
François Duvalier

Nicaragua under High High High Political Stability

Somoza García

Iran, Cuba, High Low High Revolution
Nicaragua under
Somoza Debayle

Zaire after 1990, High Low Low Civil conflict
Panama prior to between dictator
1989 U.S. invasion and societal opposition

Romania after 1985 Low Low Low Military coup leading
to rule by civilian
soft-liners

Philippines, Haiti Low Low High Military coup leading
under Jean-Claude to rule by civilian
Duvalier moderates in Philippines;

military coup leading to
rule by soft-liners in
Haiti.

No cases Low High Low

No cases Low High High

Source: Snyder 1998: 60.

While Snyder considers the factors shaping neopatrimonial longevity  in the
Papa Doc and Mobutu regimes, he does not offer counterfactual non-transition
cases that contrast symmetrically with instances of change. Rather, he dis-
cusses how these regimes “minimized the political space for the organization
of opposition,” “discouraged collective action,” “prevented the polarization of
society,” “limited the growth of opposition,” and “neutralized the threat of a
military coup”(Snyder 1998: 63-65). These observations speak to an absence
of regime change, but they represent the successful deterrence of internal threats
and are therefore analytically distinct from crises survived. They do not pro-
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vide “contrast cases” (Collier and Mahoney 1996: 67) of regime restabilization
under active duress.8

The difference between crisis management (restabilization) and crisis pre-
vention (deterrence) resembles the distinction  between the several dimensions
of power. The “first dimension” of regime change, like the first dimension of
power discussed by Robert Dahl and the pluralists , concerns the contestants of
visible conflicts (Dahl 1961; Polsby 1963). A struggle ensues and one wants to
know who wins, who loses, and by what means both of these occur. Most stud-
ies of transitions , including Snyder’s cases of change (Iran 1979, Romania
1989, etc.), address this dimension of regime change. Moreover, it is at this
level that appropriate counterfactuals, of crises survived, must be offered. Al-
though the construction of counterfactuals is by its nature inexact (the number
of ways an event did not happen outnumber the one way it did), researchers
can examine crises survived as moments when the regime faced a serious threat
of regime collapse or turnover, but endured this challenge and reasserted its
authority. 9  This broad standard provides an initial template for distinguishin g
crises survived from crises deterred and drawing upon the former as
counterfactuals to transitions (see upper row of Table 3 below).

A second dimension of regime change (bottom row of Table 3) would be
analyzed as national-level “agenda setting,” as incumbent leaders attempt to
remove certain options, mainly contentious  anti-regime collective action, from

Table 2
Relative Strengths of Domestic Oppositions to Neopatrimonial Dictators

Strength Strength of Strength of
of Regime Moderate Maximalist

Cases Soft-Liners Opposition Opposition Regime Outcomes

Zaire until 1990, Haiti Absent Low Low Political Stability
under François
Duvalier, Nicaragua
under Somoza García

Iran, Cuba, Nicaragua Absent Low High Revolution
under Somoza Debayle

Zaire 1991-95, Panama Absent Medium Low Civil conflict between
before 1989 U.S. dictator and moderates
invasion

Romania after 1985, High Low Low Military coup leading to
Haiti under Jean- rule by civilian soft-liners
Claude Duvalier in Romania and by military

soft-liners in Haiti

Philippines High High High Military coup leading to
rule by moderates

Source: Snyder 1998: 61.
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the spectrum of political activity.10  Political elites may pursue this path through
a number of means (co-optation, intimidation, etc.), many of which are dis-
cussed by Snyder in the regimes of François Duvalier and Mobutu Sese Seko.
Naturally, it is useful to consider these efforts to prevent crises from arising in
the first place. However, a second-dimension exploration of regime change
cannot substitute as a counterfactual for first-dimension studies. Research on
transitions  and restabilization first needs to contrast crises survived with in-
stances of regime change.

Cases of change select themselves: Cuba 1958, Iran 1979, the Philippines
1986. But the task of finding counterfactual “crises survived” falls to the re-
searcher. Comparativists can look beyond moments of stasis and continuity
and choose those historical instances when the regime could have fallen, but did
not—when the leader could have gone the way of the Shah, but instead withstood
the revolt raised against him. For the field of regime studies and democratization,
this approach means simply considering the stability of some authoritarian re-
gimes alongside the replacement of others by new political systems.

Below I present four cases of “non-transition ” under neopatrimonial  regimes:
moments that threatened breakdown, but did not force the regime from power.
This study of appropriate contrast cases builds on Snyder’s work, completing
the range of transition outcomes by balancing instances of change with crises sur-
vived. Before offering the cases, however, I will briefly discuss the incumbent
power holders who work to restabilize their regimes and prevent transitions .

Revisiting the Role of Hard-liners in Regime Change and Stability

Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe Schmitter, and Lawrence Whitehead’s Transi-
tions Project focused on regime soft-liners and societal opposition forces as
the key agents of political change. Yet committed incumbent “hard-liners” also
played a role, albeit an unsuccessful one, toward maintaining authoritarian rule
in the same cases (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986: 19). While O’Donnell and
Schmitter discuss the Portuguese transition in terms of the “openers” in the
“middle echelon of the military” and “spontaneous popular mobilization,” such
an argument follows  an evaluation of would-be “closers” and their attempts to
maintain the status quo (ibid.). The analytical and chronological priority of the
hard-liner role is implicit in the authors’ mention of Greece, Peru, and Argen-
tina, where “several putsches and purges had to occur, in the government and
in the armed forces, before the soft-liners  acquired sufficient control over the
governmental and military positions to be able to implement” their decision to
open up the regime (ibid.: 20, emphasis added). Accordingly, analyses of soft-

Table 3
The Two Dimensions of Regime Change (Crises Survived/Crises Deterred)

No Regime Change Regime Change

Crisis Restabilization (Crisis Survived) Transition

No Crisis Crisis Deterred –
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liner and opposition alliances need to consider the hard-liners against whom
transition campaigns are waged. Neglecting the role of hard-liners is equiva-
lent to assuming the transition is successful and the leadership is already on
the way out. Such analysis thus precludes an explanation of why certain transi-
tions occurred while others failed.

For neopatrimonial regimes, one way to estimate hard-liner strength during
transition moments is to consider patrimonial penetration of state and society
and dependence on an external superpower as measures of the capacity and
constraints of incumbent political actors. Then, just as Snyder measured the
strength of soft-liners and opposition activists for bringing about transition,
one could gauge the regime’s ability to resist change and avert breakdown. In
a method replicable across Snyder’s cases and my cases, I calculate the hard-
liner variable by weighing the extent of patrimonialism against the regime’s
dependence on a superpower patron.11  Hard-liner capacity is “high” to the ex-
tent that the leader penetrates either state or society extensively and depends
little upon a foreign power. Conversely, when neopatrimonial networks are
limited in state or society and the regime is heavily reliant on external back-
ing, hard-liner strength is “low.” The extremes of neopatrimonial rule, exten-
sive or minimal penetration of both state and society, respectively yield “high”
and “low” values of hard-liner strength regardless of dependence on super-
power support. Table 4 summarizes the derivation of the hard-liner variable.
As I illustrate below, the inclusion of a variable for hard-liner strength enables
a voluntarist framework to explain short-term outcomes of breakdown and con-
tinuity during a crisis situation.12

Four Crises Survived by Neopatrimonial Regimes

The following studies of Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Tunisia illustrate how regimes
use force to maintain power and prevent breakdown and why such repression
can produce restabilization rather than transition. These four arbitrary and highly

Table 4
Strength of Hard-Liners in Neopatrimonial Regimes

PENETRATION PENETRATION RULER’S DEPENDENCE STRENGTH
OF STATE BY OF SOCIETY ON A SUPERPOWER OF REGIME
RULER’S BY RULER’S PATRON HARD-LINERS
PATRONAGE PATRONAGE
NETWORK NETWORK

High High High or Low High

High Low Low High

Low High Low High

High Low High Low

Low High High Low

Low Low High or Low Low
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patrimonial regimes exhibit basic features of personalistic rule and thus fit
within the relevant “universe of cases” for Snyder’s theory (Geddes 1990:
134).13  Moreover, since they exhibited not only longevity, but also a capacity
for surviving revolts and coups, this set remains faithful to Snyder’s intention
that the project’s cases “exemplify a variety of possible trajectories for
sultanistic regimes” (1998: 50). The accounts of short-term serious crises show
that while a regime’s patrimonial networks may foment internal dissent, they
can also help it weather these challenges when they arise.14  Specifically, when
external powers do not limit the repressive capacity of a neopatrimonial re-
gime, the personalization of state institutions  enables the ruler to endure the
threats his despotism sows. Accordingly, this study challenges the conventional
claim that extensive patrimonialism undermines the stability of neopatrimonial
regimes.15  Rather, it is the constraint  of personalistic rulers—mainly by an
external superpower—that often brings their downfall.

Asad’s Syria: The Hamah Revolt

From 1970 through 2000, Hafez al-Asad ruled Syria through a system of re-
pression and personal networks epitomizing patrimonial control. Security or-
ganizations and a pervasive cult of personality surrounded the president and
strengthened his grip.16  He filled the military and upper level offices with his ex-
tended family and focused patronage upon his Alawi allies in Syrian society. As in
Snyder’s account of Iran, this combination provoked broad dissent. But, unlike the
Shah, when opposition arose, Asad was unfettered by foreign backers demanding
restraint (Ahmed 1982). He brutally suppressed his most active opponents, the
Muslim Brotherhood, when they challenged his forces in the city of Hamah. Heavy
repression ended the opposition ’s effort to change the regime. Since then Syria
has seen twenty more years of continued authoritarianism, including Bashar
al-Asad’s assumption of the presidency after his father’s death.

While real political power rested in Asad’s “absolute presidency” (Perthes
1995: 139), Asad, like other neopatrimonial leaders, cloaked his authority in
institutions of so-called “democratic and populist” governance. These included
presidential elections affirming Asad with over 99 percent of the vote (EIU
Syria 2000: 6) and the maintenance of the Ba’th party tradition that began in
1963 (Heydemann 1999: 6-7). Yet Asad actually ruled through his extended
family. His brother, Rifa’t, headed the armed forces until leading a failed coup
attempt in 1983. And most of Asad’s other chief ministers came from his reli-
gious sect, the Alawis, which comprise 11 percent of the population (Batatu
1982: 20). Religious and familial affiliation offered crucial access to power
(Perthes 1995: 180). Financial and political resources flowed mainly to the
Alawis and they held key posts in the “officer corps, the internal security forces,
and the Ba’ath party” (Drysdale 1982: 4). Such patronage linked the “fate of
the Alawi community to [Asad’s] personal fortunes,” driving a wedge between
the regime’s partisans and its potential opponents (Michaud 1982: 30).

Although Asad allied with the USSR, his regime was never as dependent
upon Soviet backing as a satellite state like Romania. During the Cold War,
Syria received military aid and equipment from the Soviet Union (EIU: Syria 2000:
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8). However, Arab countries also gave $600 million annually to Syria because of
its role as a front-line state against Israel (Perthes 1995: 33-34). Consequently,
Asad was not beholden to one particular patron and was free to deploy his military
against domestic opponents, unlike Iran’s Shah in 1979. Asad’s greatest domestic
threat arose when the Muslim Brotherhood rebelled in the town of Hamah.

The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood grew in the late 1970s as a branch of the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood (Batatu 1982: 14). Their program called for
political reform, including citizens’ rights, an end to torture, and the rule of
law (Batatu 1982: 13). Syria’s professional unions—potential allies in the
struggle for change—also pressed for political liberalization, but they were
forcibly disbanded and their leadership incarcerated (Perthes 1995: 137). The
Brotherhood’s campaign primarily consisted of guerilla raids on government
officials and public buildings (Batatu 1982: 20), but in the spring of 1982 they
challenged the regime directly.

In February 1982 the Brotherhood ambushed a Syrian army unit searching
the town of Hamah for members of the opposition . Suddenly emboldened,
Brotherhood activists and supporters mobilized to take control of the city and
hold it. Asad responded by laying siege to Hamah with a force of 12,000 sol-
diers, some of which were withdrawn from Lebanon for the battle (Lawson
1982: 24). Yet the fighting stretched on for more than two weeks, as the
Brotherhood’s resistance posed “a severe challenge to the regime” (Lawson
1982: 24). Asad’s forces blocked off the city; barraged it with “heavy artillery,
tanks, and helicopter gunships” (Drysdale 1982: 9); and obliterated entire resi-
dential sections. In Patrick Seale’s words, it became “a last-ditch battle which
one side or the other had to win and which, one way or the other, would decide
the fate of the country” (Seale 1988: 332-333). Although well organized and
determined, the Brotherhood was still fighting a regime that spent 30 percent
of its total budget on the military and could deploy its force internally. In the
end the opposition was simply overpowered (Drysdale 1982: 7).17  The regime’s
siege eventually crushed the Brotherhood’s resistance movement, taking the
lives of between 5,000 to 25,000 civilians (Lawson 1982: 24; Perthes 1995:
137) as well as another one thousand soldiers (Batatu 1982: 20).

Asad’s dictatorship stirred unrest, but also proved capable of repressing the
largest challenge that erupted. His government was as despotic and nepotistic
as the Shah’s, perhaps more so. But he averted the overthrow of his dictator-
ship through an unrestrained use of force, an option precluded for the Shah by
his dependence on the U.S. during Jimmy Carter’s presidency.18

Hussein’s Iraq: The 1991 Uprising

Saddam Hussein’s  regime re lies  on the same kind of pervasive
neopatrimonialism found in Papa Doc’s Haiti and Mobutu’s Zaire. Yet those
states never endured the kind of broad dissent Hussein confronted in 1991.
Shortly after Iraq withdrew from Kuwait, Shi’is in the south rose up against
him, and Kurds in the north joined them soon after. Weakened by defeat in the
American-led Operation: Desert Storm, Hussein’s forces thus faced uprisings
on two fronts. Still, his Republican Guard did not retreat or turn upon its leader,
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but instead repressed both movements and reestablished control over the coun-
try. Thus was Hussein’s regime durable enough to withstand the kind of wide-
spread revolt that toppled other leaders. Hence, Iraq further illustrates how
neopatrimonial rule provokes internal crises, but may also enable the regime
to repress challenger movements. Similar to the Syrian case, a basic indepen-
dence from the wishes of external powers enabled a loyal military to defeat the
opposition,  prevent transition, and sustain a personalistic dictatorship that con-
tinues through the time of this writing.

Saddam Hussein’s domination of state and society knows few peers. Hussein
succeeded his uncle in 1979, assumed the presidency, and quickly concen-
trated power in his own hands such that, as one former Ba’thist recalled, “All
discussion began to revolve around the person of Saddam” (Makiya 1993: 63).
The regime fortified itself as Hussein executed past allies and placed immedi-
ate family members in the government’s most vital positions (EIU: Iraq 2000:
5). Hussein’s sons, Udai and Ousai, control the “security apparatus and wide-
ranging economic interests” and appear to be his designated successors (EIU
2000: 5). Under the façade of a “republic,” Iraq’s National Assembly (Parlia-
ment) offers another instrument for the regime to attack its enemies. The Ba’th
Party also cloaks a patrimonial system in which Hussein’s clansmen, the Tikritis,
help stabilize his control (Batatu 1978: 1084, cited in Quinlivan 1999: 139).
Tikritis fill the ranks of Hussein’s Republican Guard, a paramilitary force re-
sponsible for domestic security and the main retaliatory institution deployed
in 1991 (Quinlivan 1999: 145).

Like Asad, Hussein combines family-centered rule with institutions of re-
pression to maintain minority (here Sunni) control over a population composed
mainly of Kurds and Shi’is. At least five overlapping intelligence agencies
ensure the watchers are themselves monitored (Al-Khafaji 1992: 16).19  Hussein
also maintains a professional army and a parallel militia force for both “en-
emies from abroad and… enemies from within” (Kamrava 2000: 91). Unlike
in Syria, however, Hussein’s patronage spreads beyond the ruler’s extended
family. A “vast network of informers” permeates Iraqi society (Al-Khafaji 1992:
16), and he has even bought off potential allies to turn them against one an-
other. One Kurdish leader admitted that he had not helped his fellow Kurds
when the army repressed them in 1975, 1988, or 1991, because he had been
bribed by the regime and feared joining with forces that would probably fail
(Makiya 1993: 85).

Hussein’s reliance on external backing has varied widely. During the 1980s
the U.S. heavily supported Iraq and Iran in an attempt to prevent both states
from expanding their influence in the region. However, the extent to which
U.S. support for Iraq in the 1980s prepared Hussein for the invasion of Kuwait
and his internal campaign in 1991 remains unclear.20  Naturally, he was not an
active client of the American government at the time of Desert Storm. Com-
pared to the Shah or Marcos, his dependence was minimal when Iraqis rose
against him in the days after the Gulf War.

In the last days of February 1991 Iraqi tanks were retreating from Kuwait
when several soldiers and commanders spoke out against Hussein.21  Suddenly
“the barrier of fear was broken” for many Iraqis (Makiya 1993: 62). Shi’is,
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who comprise over half of Iraq’s population , began demonstrations in the town
of Basra. They soon gained support in other Shi’i strongholds  like Najaf and
Karbala (Abd Al-Jabbar 1992: 8). The rebellion in the south quickly escalated
into attacks on public buildings and institutions  and, finally, against Hussein’s
agents (Abd Al-Jabbar 1992: 8). Less organized than the Muslim Brotherhood
in Syria, the would-be revolutionaries still took nearly a dozen cities through
strength of numbers. However, since they directed their fight against the figure
of Saddam Hussein and his men (Nakash 1994: 277), their anti-regime stance
reduced support among army defectors who otherwise could have bolstered
their ranks (Makiya 1993: 92).

In the north, Kurdish forces joined the rebelling Shi’is with their own re-
volt. Better organized than their compatriots in the south, the Kurds were “in a
position to forge a wider unity,” (Abd al-Jabbar 1992: 11-12) even letting Kurds
that had worked with Hussein join them in seeking the limited goal of regional
autonomy within a federal Iraq.22  Adopting this moderate stance, they accepted
deserters, who numbered in the thousands, more readily than Iraqis in the south had.23

Existing Kurdish resistance organizations were also better prepared than the Shi’is to
physically engage Hussein’s forces. They occupied city after city in northern Iraq,
eventually claiming Kirkuk, which lies just three hours’ drive from Baghdad.

But both the Kurdish and Shi’i opposition suffered from a critical lack of
information and did not even know which areas had risen up against Hussein
(Abd Al-Jabbar 1992: 12). They also failed to connect in Baghdad, due in large
part to Hussein’s prior success at quelling dissent around the capital through
fear and intimidation. Opposition groups from the pro-Iranian Islamic Call to
the pro-Syrian Ba’thists remained on the sidelines as Hussein prepared to strike
back. When no significant resistance arose around Baghdad and Iraq’s center, the
Kurds and Shi’is lost a crucial geographic link for their struggle. Despite the sec-
ond front opened in the north, Hussein’s forces marshaled a crippling response.

Akin to multiple Hamah offensives, the regime’s Republican Guard Units
retaliated in the south with napalm bombs and scud missiles, followed by heli-
copter gunboats supporting a ground assault (Makiya 1993: 96). American
troops, amassed on the other side of the Iraqi border, stood by and watched as
the Shi’is were suppressed (Nakash 1994: 275). Najaf fell on March 13 and the
longest holdout in the south, Samawa, lasted until March 29. Kurdish forces
were pushed back a few weeks later. Despite desertions and organizational
disintegration following the Gulf War, four Iraqi divisions crushed resistance
in the south and, later, the north.

Hussein’s neopatrimonial domination has not stopped Iraqis from challeng-
ing his rule, but he has beaten back efforts to overthrow his dictatorship. Un-
impeded control of the military’s special forces and an extensive reach into
Iraqi society enabled the regime to restabilize during the crisis of 1991, rather
than succumb to change.

Qadhafi’s Libya: The Army Rebellion

While Muammar Al-Qadhafi has ruled Libya since deposing its king in 1969,
he has not wielded control over Libya’s military as effectively as his peers in
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Syria and Iraq. Hence, he has faced threats from within the elite that Asad and
Hussein largely avoided. The regime was recently shaken by an army rebellion
as well as scattered attacks by the Militant Islamic Group. Accordingly,
Qadhafi’s Libya resembles Mobutu’s Zaire following the 1991 riots, a period
of “civil conflict between the dictator and moderates” (Snyder 1998: 60-61).
In both situations Qadhafi was unhindered by external dependence while com-
bating domestic foes. And in both cases dissent arose from corners where the
regime’s patronage did not reach. Mobutu faced a political opposition move-
ment after his network in civil society deteriorated (Snyder 1998: 66-67). On
the other hand, Qadhafi’s domination of the Libyan masses—fortified by oil
revenues—remains strong, but he has not undermined military autonomy as
effectively as Mobutu had. Consequently, he has confronted—and thus far de-
feated—both a weak Islamist movement and a more formidable challenge from
soldiers within his regime, who tried to remove him in 1993.

During his tenure Qadhafi has moved in and out of various government po-
sitions, yet always held ultimate authority in Libya. Institutionalized arbitrari-
ness, a rhetoric of mass participation, and his apparent intention of passing
power to  his  son all  imbue Qadhafi’s dictatorship with a distinct ly
neopatrimonial character. In 1973, Qadhafi announced his alternative to capi-
talism and socialism, the “Third Universal Theory,” which declares that “rep-
resentation is deception” and the only true democracy is one in which the people
rule directly (Al-Qadhafi 1980). Subsequently, he instituted a dizzying system
of committees and congresses in which Libyans serve and, on paper, govern
their own affairs. In practice, Qadhafi constantly shifts the networks, ensuring
that participants are ill-prepared to address substantive policy issues
(Vandewalle 1998: 99). He thus strives for “statelessness,” a declared aversion
to codifying institutions and a practice that keeps citizens atomized and their
demands disaggregated (Vandewalle ibid.: 36). Behind the screen of public
accountability, Qadhafi depends closely upon family members for maintaining
security within his government. Following an abortive coup in 1975 Qadhafi
placed relatives in top military and security positions. Like Saddam Hussein,
he developed a parallel military as a check against Libya’s professional armed
forces, yet this “people’s army” was never activated (Kamrava 2000: 82-86).

Libya’s oil wealth fuels patronage on a grand scale. From 1973 until 1982
the country reaped an estimated $95 billion from oil exports, from which “vir-
tually everyone profited, directly or indirectly” (Vandewalle 1998: 105). Serv-
ing as the central patron for the country’s population, Qadhafi reduced both motive
and opportunity for autonomous collective action and social dissent (Anderson
1995: 229). Oil largesse also helps Libya maintain greater independence in its
foreign relations than many other neopatrimonial leaders, even in the midst of
U.S. sanctions.  Far from depending on a superpower, Qadhafi has instead en-
gaged in both ideological  and military conflict with the United States.24

But since the mid-1980s oil revenues have dipped and, with reduced oil
income, Qadhafi has faced several internal challenges. Accurate information
on Libyan domestic politics remains limited by the regime’s deliberate opacity
and its restrictions on foreign researchers. Still, it is known that a half-dozen
assassination and coup attempts have been made against Qadhafi during the
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past decade (EIU: Libya 2000: 7). Each of these attacks offered moments for a
potential change of regime, but Qadhafi’s greatest threat came from his own
military forces (El Fathaly and Palmer 1995: 170-171). In 1993 a splinter of
the Libyan army rose up against Qadhafi and he was forced to deploy his air
force to quell the ground troops’ assault (Takeyh and Rose 1998). The Libyan
regime survived, but the revolt showed that Qadhafi’s limited penetration of
the military made him more susceptible than Asad or Hussein to challenges
from his own elite (El Fathaly and Palmer 1995: 170-171).

Other attacks have come from domestic Islamist movements. Since 1995,
the Militant Islamic Group and the Islamic Martyr’s Movement have waged an
escalating insurgency campaign (EIU: Libya 2000: 8). Fighting between the
regime and Islamists in Benghazi left thirty dead in 1996 (U.S. State Dept.
1996), and in 1998 Qadhafi was injured during an assassination attempt (Freedom
House 1998). Still, the Islamists remain weak and have not yet posed the level of
challenge raised in the final years of Mobutu’s reign. Hence Libya has endured
these opposition attacks rather than falling into a widespread civil conflict.

Bourguiba ’s Tunisia: Student Protests and the Constitution al Coup

Tunisia’s experience presents the continuation of a neopatrimonial regime de-
spite a leadership transition from one personalist ic ruler to another. Although
Tunisia’s crisis in 1987 resulted in Habib Bourguiba’s removal from power,
the neopatrimonial regime reconsolidated around a new presidential figure.
Therefore, the Tunisian case differs from those of Syria, Iraq, and Libya be-
cause the regime’s survival and restabilization coincided with a limited change
in its head elite. In fact, the conditions producing Prime Minister Ben Ali’s
1987 “constitution al coup” closely resembled Snyder’s account of the Philip-
pines in 1986 and Romania in 1989. In all three cases, the regime’s leaders
were ill prepared to handle domestic opposition when it came. Shallow pen-
etration of the state’s military and civil society meant Marcos, Ceausescu, and
Bourguiba faced threats from outside their regime as well as from soft-liner
elites who could move against the ruler. But while a radical opposition in the
Philippines  prompted moderate dissidents and soft-liners to ally, no such force
emerged in Romania or Tunisia. Consequently, military and civilian soft-lin-
ers removed the regime’s head, but did not turn over power to the opposition .
In the years since, President Ben Ali has rebuilt and strengthened the regime,
which now allows little room for dissent.

After assuming the presidency in 1956, Habib Bourguiba centralized power
in an overtly patrimonial style. Although he officially led as “president,”
Bourguiba assumed the title of “Supreme Warrior” and encouraged a public
cult of personality (Moore 1970: 330). He considered himself the incarnation
of the Tunisian nation and shaped the government into a presidential monar-
chy (Moore 1965: 46, 71). When asked about his role in the Tunisian political
system, Bourguiba once answered, “System? What system? I am the system!”
(Moore 1970: 330). He often shuffled cabinet members and top officials around
in order to cut off alternate bases of power (Moore 1965: 94). Political influ-
ence depended on personal connection to the President, and Bourguiba’s sec-

,
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retary held more clout than some cabinet members (Moore 1965: 93). A majority
of Tunisians looked to Bourguiba to provide them with jobs and essentials
(Waltz 1991: 31), and he often entertained such supplications directly, allow-
ing personal audiences to make requests (Moore 1965: 82). Still, corruption
was comparatively less rampant than in states like Nigeria and Zaire (Waltz
1991: 34).

Unlike the Ba’thist regimes of Asad or Hussein, Tunisian politics under
Bourguiba was not saturated by secret police and parallel militaries. With a 98
percent Arab Muslim population,  Bourguiba did not face, nor could he exploit,
the ethnic and sectarian divisions of Syrian and Iraqi society. But by the end of
his third decade in power, Bourguiba’s links to Tunisian society had begun to
weaken as internal corruption grew and popular discontent rose (Paul 1984: 3).
During economic adjustment, Bourguiba received minimal support from the
United States and none from the U.S.S.R. Instead, he leaned toward the Arab
world and also relied upon the European Community, especially France (Deeb
and Laipson 1991: 222). Drawing upon multiple external backers, Bourguiba
maintained his resolve, unhindered from the outside when he faced insurgents
in the aftermath of an economic crisis.

Pressured by the IMF to reform its largely state-supported economy,
Bourguiba’s government reduced subsidies on bread and other dietary staples
at the end of 1983. Subsequently, prices for bread doubled in the first week of
1984 and spontaneous  riots erupted nationwide (Seddon 1984: 7). The regime
then announced a state of emergency and sent in the police, National Guard,
and army to suppress the protests (Seddon 1984: 7). The crackdown killed 150
Tunisians and wounded thousands more, but the unrest continued until Bourguiba
announced the reintroduction of subsidies and the extension of other social safety
nets (Paul 1984: 5). For Tunisia’s Islamic Tendency Movement (MTI), which sought
non-violent political reform but had been denied government approval to form a
party, the 1984 riots demonstrated how the regime’s modernization program had
failed to provide for its citizens’ needs (Boulby 1989: 591).

Excluded and discontent , the MTI escalated its struggle against Bourguiba
in 1987. The movement organized a series of strikes among university stu-
dents, a major base of their support (Boulby 1989: 606). The regime responded
harshly. Interior Minister Zine El Abidine Ben Ali arrested and incarcerated an
estimated 1,270 Islamists (Hermassi 1991: 195).25  But the opposition pressed
on, holding another 70 to 80 protests in the wake of the mass arrests (Hermassi
1991: 195). Despite government efforts at suppression, the MTI remained the
“best organized and most politically influentia l” (Boulby 1989: 602) opposi-
tion organization in Tunisian politics. This incessant pressure on Bourguiba
led him to appoint Ben Ali Prime Minister in September 1987 (Boulby 1989:
611). Ben Ali’s experience in containing the Islamists qualified him for resolv-
ing the tension between the regime and the MTI. Yet popular unrest grew fur-
ther still as Bourguiba became obsessed about the fate of Islamist leaders already
in custody. On the night of November 6, Ben Ali gathered a group of physi-
cians who declared Bourguiba physically unfit to rule. In accordance with
Tunisia’s Constitution, Prime Minister Ben Ali assumed the presidency the
following day (Murphy 1999: 77-78).
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The MTI, most Tunisians, and the international community welcomed Ben
Ali’s “constitutional coup,” and the new president soon proposed a National
Pact that seemed to accommodate the opposition ’s calls for authentic multi-
partism. Ben Ali thus resolved Tunisia’s crisis similarly to the actions of
Romania’s Communists, by replacing the regime’s leader and preparing the
country for political liberalization. However, unlike  Romania’s soft-liners, who
lost elections to the opposition in 1996, Ben Ali reestablished neopatrimonial
authoritarianism. In retrospect, the National Pact seems to have been a strate-
gic ploy that appeased the MTI while Ben Ali stabilized his own position. Con-
tinuation of the Tunisian regime under Ben Ali thus differs from the crises
survived by Asad, Hussein, and Qadhafi, since Bourguiba himself lost power.
Its similarity, in the short-term, to Romania in 1989, and the two countries’
common contrast with the Philippines , may stem from the lack of a formidable
radical movement (maximalist opposition)  that could otherwise have pushed
Tunisia’s soft-liners into a more substantial  alliance with the moderate opposi-
tion (Bermeo 1997).

Explaining Regime Breakdown and Survival

By examining regime endurance during major crises in addition to examples
of change, comparativists strengthen their understanding for the reasons be-
hind both transition and sustained authoritarianism. The preceding case stud-
ies highlight the capacity of neopatrimonial regimes to withstand domestic
challenges when the regime’s institutions of repression are not restrained by
foreign backers, a scenario missed by an exclusive focus on completed transi-
tions. The failed revolts in Syria and Iraq indicate that strong patrimonial rule,
by tying the military to the ruler and forcefully suppressing domestic insurrec-
tions, can enable the regime to endure the unrest its arbitrariness provokes.

It follows that in situations of independence from a foreign patron, one ob-
serves a curvilinear relationship between personalism and regime longevity.
An intermediate level of patrimonialism may not undermine state institution s
and civil society sufficiently to insulate the ruler, but extensive efforts at weak-
ening the military’s autonomy and extending patronage in society may sustain
dictatorship. The Libyan and Tunisian regimes survived efforts at change, but
with weaker patrimonial networks, did so more tenuously than Syria and Iraq.
Qadhafi used one set of armed forces to crush the other, and Ben Ali replaced
Bourguiba before then replicating his methods. This study thus yields a com-
pelling, if troubling, lesson for transitions and stability: In a time of internal
crisis, extensive patrimonialism does not weaken the regime unless constrained
by external patrons. Thus, while familial patronage and government corrup-
tion may create the background conditions for contentious  collective action,
subsequent opposition efforts will not successfully install a new government
unless the repressive capacity of the regime is hampered. I return to this issue
later, after reviewing the composite set of case studies.

In all four “crises survived,” hard-liners strove to prevent regime change
and, with the exception of Tunisia, where soft-liners saved the regime and then
reconsolidated it, they succeeded. Tables 5 and 6 add Syria, Iraq, Libya, and
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Table 5
Structural Characteristics of Neopatrimonial Regimes (Composite Set)

Penetration Penetration Ruler’s
of State by of Society Dependence
Ruler’s by Ruler’s on a Single
Patronage Patronage Superpower

Cases Network Network Patron Regime Outcomes

Zaire until 1990, High High Low Political Stability
Haiti under
François Duvalier

Iraq (1991) High High Low Non-transition
(restabilization)

Nicaragua under High High High Political Stability
Somoza García

Iran, Cuba, High Low High Revolution
Nicaragua under
Somoza Debayle

Syria (1982) High Low Low Non-transition
(restabilization)

Zaire after 1990, High Low Low Civil conflict
Panama prior to between dictator
1989 U.S. invasion and societal

opposition

Libya (1993) Low High None Non-transition
(restabilization)

Romania after 1985 Low Low Low Military coup leading
to rule by civilian
soft-liners

Tunisia (1987) Low Low Low Non-transition
(constitutional coup
by soft-liners
preserving
dictatorship)

Philippines, Haiti Low Low High Military coup leading
under Jean-Claude to rule by civilian
Duvalier moderates in

Philippines;  military
coup leading to rule
by soft-liners in Haiti.

No cases Low High High
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Tunisia (in bold-faced type) to Snyder’s framework of structural variables and
political actors (soft-liners, moderate opposition, and maximalist opposition) .26

Structurally, the most striking commonality among the four non-transition cases
is their low dependence on a superpower patron and, for Syria, Iraq, and Libya,
the relatively high extent of domestic patronage. In the agential framework

Table 6
Relative Strengths of Domestic Oppositions to

Neopatrimonial Dictators (Composite Set)

Strength Strength of Strength of
of Regime Moderate Maximalist

Cases Soft-Liners Opposition Opposition Regime Outcomes

Zaire until 1990, Absent Low Low Political Stability
Haiti under
François Duvalier,
Nicaragua under
Somoza García

Iran, Cuba, Absent Low High Revolution
Nicaragua under
Somoza Debayle

Syria (1982) Absent Low High Non-transition
(restabilization)

Zaire 1991-95, bsent Medium Low Civil conflict
Panama before A between dictator and
1989 U.S. invasion moderates

Libya (1993) Low Low Low Non-transition
(restabilization)

Iraq (1991) Low High Medium Non-transition
(restabilization)

Romania after 1985, High Low Low Military coup leading
Haiti under Jean- to rule by civilian
Claude Duvalier soft-liners in Romania

and by military soft-
liners in Haiti

Tunisia (1987) High High Low Non-transition
(constitutional
coup by soft-liners
preserving dictatorship)

Philippines High High High Military coup leading
to rule by moderates
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(Table 6), no real pattern emerges, and Syria differs starkly in its outcome
from cases with similar profiles of opposition and soft-liner actors.

Earlier I discussed the importance of including hard-liners in voluntaris t
approaches that seek to analyze not just how, but also why transitions occur.
Table 7 adds measures of hard-liner strength for the full set of fifteen cases.

Table 7
Relative Strength of Regime and Opposition Actors (Composite Set)

Strength of Strength of Strength of Strength of
Regime Regime Moderate Maximalist Regime

Cases Hard-Liners Soft-Liners Opposition Opposition Outcomes

Iraq 1991 High Low High Medium Non-transition
(restabilization)

Zaire until 1990, High Absent Low Low Political
Haiti under Stability
François Duvalier,
Nicaragua under
Somoza García

Syria 1982 High Absent Low High Non-transition
(restabilization)

Iran, Cuba, Low Absent Low High Revolution
Nicaragua under
Somoza Debayle

Libya 1993 High Low Low Low Non-transition
(restabilization)

Zaire 1991-95, High Absent Medium Low Civil conflict
Panama before between
1989 U.S. invasion dictator and

moderates

Tunisia (1987) Low High High Low Non-transition
(constitutional
coup by soft-
liners preserving
dictatorship)

Romania after Low High Low Low Military coup
1985, Haiti under leading to rule
Jean-Claude by civilian soft-
Duvalier liners in

Romania and by
military soft-
liners in Haiti

Philippines Low High High High Military coup
leading to rule
by moderates
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Hence, the preceding chart includes the relevant actors for considering both
change and restabilization. For Snyder’s original eleven cases, I have repli-
cated the derivation used earlier, basing hard-liner strength on the regime’s
patrimonial networks and its reliance on a superpower patron (Table 4). The
values of hard-liner strength for Cuba, Haiti, Iran, Nicaragua, Panama, the
Philippines, Romania, and Zaire fit the empirical histories of these cases. More-
over, after comparing these regimes with similar situations in Syria, Iraq, Libya,
and Tunisia, one sees that the relative strength of incumbents vis-à-vis regime-
change activists explains a great deal about the outcome of a potential transi-
tion. Strong hard-liners, those with extensive patrimonial networks and few
constraints  in their domestic application of force, are difficult to overthrow.

In the combined set (Table 7) Snyder’s original study and the new cases
display a balance of actual regime transitions  and counterfactual crises sur-
vived. The Iraqi case provides a more robust indication of political stability
than the continuity situations in Zaire, Haiti, and Nicaragua, where hard-liners
lacked strong rivals. Hussein’s deep reach into Iraqi’s state and populace, and
his freedom to deploy the Republican Guard in 1991, thwarted large-scale chal-
lenges by the Shi’is, Kurds, and defecting officers. The Syrian case now matches
especially well with Iran, Cuba, and Somoza Debayle’s Nicaragua, and draws
attention to Asad’s role in escaping revolution by quelling the Hamah revolt.
Turning to the next pair, while Zaire (1991-1995) and Panama (prior to 1989)
experienced civil conflict, Qadhafi survived the army rebellion in 1993 and
attacks by Islamists since then. In other words, he has thus far withstood minor
“civil conflict” in Libya, due in part to the weakness of his opponents. Finally,
Tunisia’s constitutiona l coup matches well with Romania and Baby Doc’s Haiti
and, like them, contrasts with the Philippines’ democratization. Ben Ali’s re-
turn to neopatrimonialism ultimately makes the Tunisian case a non-transi-
tion, but Bourguiba’s vulnerability and the presence of strong alternate
leadership, as in Romania and Haiti, explain the short-term outcome of soft-
liner rule.

External Constraints and Domestic Repression

In Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Tunisia, independence from a superpower patron left
the regimes free to suppress domestic insurgencies. Of course, the converse
does not always obtain. Dependence on external support does not necessarily
constrain an authoritarian regime. Among Snyder’s cases of high dependence,
Somoza García’s experience illustrates this point in comparison to the govern-
ments of the Shah, Marcos, Batista, Baby Doc, and Somoza Debayle. While
Somoza García received large amounts of support from the U.S. government,
this aid helped him repress challengers, whereas in the latter cases external
dependence impaired the leaders’ responses to crises. John Booth describes
the situation as follows:

United States military assistance programs strengthened the National Guard during World
War II and during the 1960s and early 1970s, and the enhanced strength of his principal
instrument of coercion helped Somoza García weather the pro-democracy movement
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of the late 1940s. The multiple guerilla insurgencies of the early 1960s were effectively
contained by a National Guard strengthened by U.S. financial assistance, training, and
advice. For example, in 1962 under the Alliance for Progress, U.S. economic aid to the
regime more than doubled, while military aid rose sevenfold. (Booth 1998: 143)

Booth goes on to describe the crucial role of U.S. forces in restoring order
after the Managua earthquake in 1972 when “the National Guard temporarily
collapsed” (ibid.).

Although the U.S. backed Somoza García in these times of internal stress,
the Iranian, Filipino, Cuban, Haitian, and later Nicaraguan regimes found them-
selves hampered by their reliance on American support. Analyzing the revolu-
tionary collapse of the Shah, Batista, and Somoza Debayle’s regimes, Snyder
observes that:

Their extreme dependence on the United States…stimulated opposition by frustrating
the nationalist sentiments of domestic elites. And when powerful maximalist opposi-
tion groups challenged these regimes, the United States’ insistence on liberalizing re-
forms and limited use of coercion restricted the rulers’ margins of maneuver and
undermined their confidence and control. (Snyder 1998: 69, emphasis added)

Regarding Baby Doc in Haiti:

[T]he United States used its leverage to push him out of office and clear the way for the
military soft-liners, with whom it had been secretly negotiating, to seize power. On 29
January 1986 the United States announced it was withholding $26 million in scheduled
aid to protest Duvalier’s brutal response to the wave of mass protests. This move was
tantamount to a public withdrawal of U.S. support. (Snyder 1998: 73)

Finally, in the Philippines :

The presence of an acceptable and viable civilian alternative enabled the United States
to influence the transition in the Philippines by using its leverage over Marcos to usher
him out of power and to ease in the moderates. (Snyder 1998: 76)

U.S. “leverage” over regimes stems from the regimes’ reliance on American
patronage, but the use of that leverage as restraint or support varies across
cases of high dependence. The Somoza García regime is not the only instance
of a government enabled by the U.S. to suppress movements for political change.
In the Middle East, for example, the current Saudi Arabian and Egyptian re-
gimes receive large amounts of military and, in the case of Egypt, economic aid,
with few political strings attached.27  Thus, while independence from foreign pa-
tronage (such as in the Syrian, Iraqi, Libyan, and Tunisian cases earlier) may be a
sufficient condition for the restabilization of a heavily patrimonial regime, it is not
a necessary one. Future research on regime change can examine the factors dis-
tinguishing dependence on a foreign patron from constraints imposed by one,
a relationship that largely co-varies in the set compiled here (Table 8).
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Such work could start with a comparative examination of U.S. policy stances
toward different authoritarian regimes, recognizing that the American govern-
ment adopts distinct postures toward regime change depending on the target of
aid (or criticism). Thomas Carothers has candidly addressed this variance,
“When democracy appears to fit in well with U.S. security and economic inter-
ests, the United States promotes democracy. Where democracy clashes with
other significant interests, it is downplayed or even ignored (Carothers 2000:
3).” For example, even before 11 September 2001, U.S. support for pluralism
rarely extended to Muslim states in the Middle East, especially when Israel,
oil resources, and a perceived “Islamic threat” were involved (Gerges 1999:
17; Entelis 2000). Consequently, authoritarian states in the region may present
regimes where “the status quo is so vital to American interests that it must not
be disturbed” (Whitehead 1986: 41).28  Moreover, the U.S.-led “war on terror-
ism” has significantly boosted the legitimacy of domestic repression as re-
gimes receive a “green light” to crack down on political opposition movements,
regardless of their tactics and goals.29  When questioned about the lack of
progress on democratization in Egypt the American ambassador recently re-
plied “that the United States considers Egypt to be a friend and we don’t put
pressure on our friends” (Welch 2002).30

Finally, just as neopatrimonial dictators may be aided or hindered by their
ties to foreign states, so, too, are anti-regime activists influenced by the poli-
cies of outside powers. For example, the ideology driving dissent can influ-
ence the chance for regime change. All four of the opposition movements in
Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Tunisia included an Islamist project calling for political
change. Since Islamist movements may be perceived (or portrayed) abroad as
embracing an anti-Western stance, their efforts are less likely to be bolstered
by anti-authoritarian pressures from abroad. An Islamic-centered message, as
opposed to a Catholic base, for instance, may diminish opportuniti es for exter-
nal (here, U.S.) support and weaken the opposition’s capacity to force regime
turnover. Consequently, even if regimes like Asad’s or Hussein’s do not de-

Table 8
Foreign Dependence and Constraints on Repression

Few or No Externally Imposed Externally Imposed
Constraints on Regime’s Constraints on Regime’s
Use of Repression Use of Repression

High Dependence Nicaragua under Somoza García Cuba under Batista
(Contemporary Egypt) Haiti under Jean-Claude
(Contemporary Saudi Arabia) Duvalier Iran under

Mohammad Reza Shah
Nicaragua under Somoza
Debayle  The Philippines
under Marcos

Low Dependence Syria 1982, Iraq 1991,           —
Libya 1993, Tunisia 1986
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pend on superpower patronage, they may count on America’s unwillingness to
support Islamist groups during popular uprisings (Al-Sayyid 1991: 722-723).

From here, however, one must note that the issue of external constraints or
aid merits comparative analysis across a range of regions and outcomes since
it is essentially a political, rather than religio-cultural or regional-specific, vari-
able. In the context of past assistance to Somoza García and Mobutu, the cur-
rent trend of U.S. support for the status quo in the Middle East does not make
the region extraordinary or “exceptional.” On the contrary, the Middle East’s
political landscape is typical to the extent that its regimes, like others around
the world, are influenced by the signals and relationships America extends to
incumbent leaders and opposition movements.

Hard-Liners as “Causers” of Regime Endurance

With the inclusion of contrasting examples of counterfactual crises survived,
the full set of fifteen cases shows a clear trend: regimes that escaped transition
were less constrained by foreign patrons, had deeper patrimonial networks,
and faced weaker opponents than the regimes that broke down. How then do
these findings further Snyder’s attempt to reconcile voluntarist and structural
explanations of transitions?

Samuel Huntington has distinguished between background factors that
weaken authoritar ianism and proximate “causers,” political agents who bring
about change (Huntington 1991: 107). Since neopatrimonial regimes embrace
a common set of practices (extensive patronage, nepotism, the undermining of
formal institutions , etc.), they share an underlying susceptibility to challenges
by those groups excluded under personalistic authoritarianism. For a transi-
tion to occur, however, these causes must trigger sufficient protest among po-
litical actors—causers of regime change—to overpower incumbent leaders.
Thus, to explain whether regime change or restabilization will occur we must
first consider hard-liners as “causers” of regime continuity. The revised volun-
tarist approach does so, evaluating actors on both sides of the transition con-
test and then explaining whether the regime will endure or succumb to a serious
internal challenge. When that threshold is passed and hard-liners are defeated,
Snyder’s attention to actors working for change (soft-liners, moderate opposi-
tion, maximalist opposition)  and the nature of patrimonial penetration (in state
and society) explains which path (revolution,  coup, or democratic transition)
will follow. Snyder’s synthesis framework may also illuminate the forms of
unsuccessful attempts at regime change (e.g., coup plots in Libya when pen-
etration of state was low, popular uprising in Syria when penetration of society
was low).

Yet, comparativists can approach the difference between change and conti-
nuity through a direct attention to the actors involved, so long as hard-liners
are included as political “players” and one considers their capacity and con-
straints when trying to prevent transition. Incorporating regime hard-liners thus
enables an agency-driven model, one that recognizes the resources and limita-
tions of the multiple actors involved in crisis situations, to explain both break-
down and restabilization. We gain conceptual clarity, expanded validity, and
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logical consistency by assessing the strength of the regime, as well as its foes,
in a voluntarist framework.

Conclusion

Richard Snyder’s research on neopatrimonial change specified the multiple
modes of transition shaped by a regime’s patrimonial networks and the capaci-
ties of its challengers. I have attempted to build upon that work by analyzing
non-transition outcomes under neopatrimonial rule and explaining why
neopatrimonial regimes sometimes escape breakdown. This cumulative ap-
proach thus addresses concerns that socio-historical case studies may be ill
equipped for building knowledge (Geddes 1997: 19).31  In practice, the com-
parative approach used by Snyder proved both replicable and amenable to fur-
ther refinement.32

Examining crises survived by four neopatrimonial regimes, I have illustrated
the conceptual importance of such “non-transitions” for the comparative study
of regime change. Hard-liners in neopatrimonial regimes are tenacious when
challenged, drawing upon militaries tied by personal connections. Further,
neopatrimonial control proves resilient when incumbent elites can crush inter-
nal revolts. In Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Tunisia, when we might have expected
anti-authoritarian insurgencies to yield regime breakdown and transition, they
instead produced neopatrimonial continuity. The endurance of these regimes
illustrates the capacity of authoritarian incumbents, when unconstrained by
foreign patrons opposing the use of repression, to stop opposition movements
working for change. Contrary to claims about the debilitating effect of
patrimonialism, it was only when the patrimonial network itself was under-
mined that regimes collapsed (Iran, the Philippines , among other regimes in
Snyder’s set). The above cases of restabilization thus draw attention to the
under-researched role of externally imposed constraints  on repression for ex-
plaining full transitions . Finally, the cases support an approach to regime col-
lapse and survival that considers regime incumbents as political actors who try
to stop change just as vigorously as reformists work to bring it.

Notes

* For constructive feedback on earlier versions of this article, I thank Michele Penner Angrist,
Nancy Bermeo, Mac Brownlee, Ellis Goldberg, Fred Greenstein, Atul Kohli, James Mahoney,
Dan Slater, Richard Snyder, David Waldner, the participants of the Comparative Politics Re-
search Seminar at Princeton University, and two anonymous reviewers.

1. Prominent examples include the Transitions Project edited by Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe
Schmitter, and Lawrence Whitehead (1986) as well as Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan’s Problems
of Democratic Transition and Consolidation (1996). These are canonical works of the regime
change literature, and an implicit criterion for case selection was that the countries examined
had experienced meaningful development toward polyarchy.

2. Middle Eastern states have been drastically underrepresented in recent scholarship on political
development. Excluding Turkey and Israel, Middle Eastern cases comprised only 3.4 percent of
the cases covered in three major comparative politics journals from 1982-1997 (Hull 1998: 120).

3. My use of “restabilization” for neopatrimonial regimes resembles Linz’s “reequilibration” in
democratic systems. Writes Linz, “Reequilibration of a democracy is a political process that,
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after a crisis that has seriously threatened the continuity and stability of the basic democratic
political mechanisms, results in their continued existence at the same or higher levels of
democratic legitimacy, efficacy and effectiveness” (Linz 1978: 87). The question of whether
neopatrimonial regimes can achieve an “equilibrium” akin to that of democracies falls
beyond the scope of the present project, and I will use the term “restabilization” from here
forward.

4. Max Weber wrote that patrimonial authority originates when “traditional domination develops
an administrative and military force which are purely instruments of the master” (Weber 1978:
231). Guenther Roth revived the concept for the analysis of developing countries, and the term
“neopatrimonial” has since been adopted to distinguish these contemporary applications from
the systems Weber considered (Roth 1968; Chehabi and Linz 1998: 6).

5. Chehabi and Linz differentiate “neosultanism” from neopatrimonialism as an extreme form of
neopatrimonial rule (Chehabi and Linz 1998: 6). Yet, their cases vary in the extent of personal
control wielded by the ruler. For example, Ferdinand Marcos’s government appears to have
had a higher degree of rule of law and political institutionalization than Rafael Leónidas Trujillo
Molina’s regime. In practice, then, the meaning of “neosultanism” is equivalent to that of
“neopatrimonialism” as applied by Bratton and van de Walle (1997), and I will employ the
latter term for the sake of terminological parsimony.

6. Although they do not discuss counterfactual “non-transitions,” Geddes (1999) and Bratton and
van de Walle (1998) include cases of neopatrimonial longevity and regimes that did not col-
lapse or democratize.

7. For further discussion on balancing voluntarist and structural approaches, see Mahoney and
Snyder (1999). Another important effort to advance this debate is Collier (1999).

8. The only crisis situation mentioned in Snyder’s discussion of political stability is the “incur-
sion of 1,500 to 2,000 meagerly equipped mercenaries from Angola into the Shaba region of
Zaire” (Snyder 1992: 394). Further study could examine this episode and determine if it repre-
sented a serious threat to regime survival, and thus offers a compelling counterfactual of re-
gime restabilization. Similarly, comparativists can consider the Somoza Gareia regime’s
endurance before the “pro-democracy movement of the late 1940s” and the “multiple guerilla
insurgencies of the early 1960s” (Booth 1998: 143), and assess whether those domestic chal-
lenges offer compelling cases of regime restabilization. If these situations in Zaire and Nicara-
gua provide non-transition cases of crises survived, one would then need to code the specific
crisis moments along the relevant variables.

9. This approach is consistent with James Fearon’s call for counterfactual analysis in small-N
studies. He writes, “(We) can never be certain about what else would have been different if C
[the cause] had been different. But perhaps we can venture arguments that can be judged more
credible or less credible, depending on our use of historical detail and theories about the way
people behave” (Fearon 1991: 195).

10. See Bachrach and Baratz (1962). Agenda setting involves A’s ability to prevent B “from bring-
ing to the fore any issues that might in their resolution be detrimental to A’s set of preferences”
(948). Lukes (1974) and Gaventa (1980) discuss a third dimension of power, which involves
the shaping of B’s preferences and B’s articulation of grievances against A.

11. By considering the relationship of domestic regimes to external powers, Snyder significantly
improves upon earlier analyses that downplayed the influence of foreign actors (see O’Donnell
and Schmitter 1986: 18, cited in Snyder 1998: 58). Writes Snyder, “sultanistic dictators are
often dependent on foreign patrons, who supply critical military aid and material resources
that can help fuel their domestic patronage networks” (Snyder 1998: 58, emphasis added).
Here military and financial supports are not disaggregated, and the “foreign dependence” vari-
able measures the extent to which the neopatrimonial regime is a client state of the external
patron (e.g., “Papa Doc Duvalier received virtually no foreign assistance, and consequently,
outside influence was minimal” (Snyder 1992: 384). One way to avoid dependence is by “di-
versifying sources of foreign support,” a tactic pursued by both Mobutu Sese Seko and Nicolae
Ceausescu (Snyder 1998: 59).

12. While the composite “strength of hard-liners” variable gives equal weight to patrimonial pen-
etration of state and patrimonial penetration of society in explaining restabilization versus
change, the difference between patrimonial networks co-opting military agents as opposed to

,
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societal opposition forces, detailed in Snyder’s work, affects the form an attempt at regime
change will take. I return to this point in the concluding section.

13. Furthermore, the additional cases provide diversity and balance to a set that previously leaned
heavily toward South America. The composite set contains six cases from Central and Latin
American cases, one from Eastern Europe, two from Africa, five from the Middle East, and one
from Southeast Asia.

14. This endurance cannot be attributed to regional exceptionalism. The Iranian Revolution brought
the Shah’s regime down and Syria experienced a series of coups and a total of 18 presidents
during the period 1946-1970 (Bienen and van de Walle 1991: 2). Additionally, authoritarian
regimes outside the Middle East (e.g., Cuba, Belarus, Myanmar, Malaysia) have averted break-
down. For example, the Malaysian elections of 1990, in which the ruling party preserved its
parliamentary supermajority despite serious rifts within the elite, could offer an appropriate
contrast case to transitions like the Philippines in 1986, where the opposition broke the regime’s
control over electoral outcomes. For a discussion of three crises in the Soviet bloc, the regime’s
reaction and the consequences of these challenges, see Ekiert (1996). Although his focus is not
neopatrimonial rule, Ekiert takes an approach resembling the present analysis of “crises sur-
vived.” He considers “the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, the reform movement in Czechoslo-
vakia in 1968, and the rise of the Solidarity movement in Poland in 1980…the three most
important cases of institutional breakdown in Soviet-dominated East Central Europe” (xiii-
xiv). “Middle Easternness” is thus neither sufficient nor necessary for sustained authoritarianism
or regime restabilization.

15. Chehabi and Linz write, “Faced with a serious challenge, the sultanistic regime disintegrates
rapidly” (Chehabi and Linz 1998: 40).

16. For a gripping analysis of the power Asad wields through his personality cult, see Wedeen
(1999). Wedeen’s analysis helps explain why the Asad regime has faced so few societal chal-
lenges during its three decades tenure, an issue that I discuss further in the conclusion.

17. Syria’s armed forces numbered 230,000. In comparison, Brazil’s military was only 274,000,
while its population was 13 times that of Syria.

18. For further discussion on the influence of foreign pressure in undermining the Iranian regime’s
repressive capacity, see Ahmad (1982).

19. The agencies are the Special Protection Apparatus, the General Intelligence Apparatus, Mili-
tary Intelligence, the General Security Directorate, and the Bureau of National Security.

20. President Bush claimed executive privilege during a Congressional investigation into the mat-
ter. For discussion, see Colhoun (1992: 35-37).

21. Although he is unable to verify the existence of the man by name, Kanan Makiya refers to an
army commander who declared, “What has befallen us of defeat, shame, and humiliation,
Saddam, is the result of your follies, your miscalculations, and your irresponsible actions.”
From his tank, the man blasted away a mural of Hussein in the middle of Basra. A crowd grew
and began chanting, “Saddam is finished” (Makiya 1989: 59-60).

22. Abd Al-Jabbar writes that “the rebels’ own armed actions were carefully limited to punishing
security servicemen and leading Ba’th cadres” (Abd Al-Jabbar 1992: 11-12).

23. The Kurds thus played a classic “moderate opposition” role in both their goals—autonomy in
a post-Hussein Iraq—and tactics—cooperation with the army defectors. Snyder writes, “The
moderate opposition is committed to the limited goal of ousting the dictator and his ruling
clique. Members typically will ally with whichever group can forward this objective…they are
willing to support or join regime soft-liners seeking to overthrow the dictator” (Snyder 1998:
52).

24. A series of U.S. bans on military exports to Libya and oil imports from Libya began in 1978.
In retaliation for an alleged terrorist bombing in Berlin, the U.S. bombed Libya in 1986, kill-
ing 37 (est.) civilians. In 1992, the United Nations imposed further sanctions on Libya after it
refused to turn over suspects in the 1988 bombing of a Pan Am Flight over Lockerbie, Scot-
land, in which 270 people died (EIU Libya 2000: 5, 6, 12).

25. Unofficial estimates place the figure at 3,000.
26. The variables are measured through a method that replicates the technique by which Snyder

evaluated his cases along his original six explanatory variables: strength of regime soft-liners,
strength of moderate opposition, strength of maximalist opposition, patrimonial penetration of
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state, patrimonial penetration of society, and dependence on a superpower patron. With the
occasional exception of a “medium” value, each is scored along a trichotomous scale from
“none” to “low” to “high.” Like James Mahoney, who recently applied an ordinal coding scheme
to Skocpol’s States and Social Revolutions (Mahoney 1999: 1162), I drew my coding criteria
from relevant sections of the original analysis, here Snyder (1992: 380-385) and Snyder (1998:
51-60). The full coding guidelines, which are available upon request, include selections from
Snyder’s work that facilitate an operationalization of the variables for additional case studies.
Coding questions are framed so that affirmative responses indicate higher variable values. For
purposes of illustration I include here the example of the regime soft-liner variable:

“Strength of Regime Soft-liners”: Soft-liners are those “who perceive their survival to be
separable from the dictator’s...they may seek to sever their ties with the dictator. …This
group often includes factions of the military of member’s of the state’s administrative
bureaucracy alienated by the dictator’s interference with their autonomy and professional-
ism.” (Snyder 1998: 51-52)

   I. Does the governing elite consist of multiple segments, rather than a single unified body?
 II. Do members of the military, bureaucracy, or other state organs express disagree-

ments with the ruler?
III. Are leaders prepared to move against the ruler if they see their survival being threatened?

27. Human Rights Watch describes the conjunction of U.S. interests and disregard for internal
dissent as follows, “Saudi Arabia…imposes strict limits on civil society, severely discrimi-
nates against women, and systematically suppresses dissent. But Western governments to date
have contented themselves with purchasing Saudi oil and soliciting Saudi contracts while main-
taining a shameful silence toward Saudi abuses. Egypt…features a narrowly circumscribed
political realm and a government that does all it can to suffocate peaceful political opposition.
Yet as a ‘partner’ for Middle East peace, Egypt has secured from the U.S. government massive
aid and tacit acceptance of its human rights violations” (HRW 2002a).

28. For evidence that the Middle East falls into this category, see Hawthorne 2001.
29. Human Rights Watch reports that the coalition’s “leading members have violated human rights

principles at home and overlooked human rights transgressions among their partners. They
have substituted expediency for the firm commitment to human rights that alone can defeat the
rationale of terrorism. Whatever its success in pursuing particular terrorists, the coalition risks
reinforcing the logic of terrorism unless human rights are given a far more central role” (HRW
2002a). See also “Opportunism in the Face of Tragedy: Repression in the name of anti-terror-
ism” (HRW 2002b).

30. I thank Joshua Stacher for documenting this quotation and sharing it with me.
31. Geddes writes that, “In principle, the systematic testing of hypotheses and replication of stud-

ies conducted by other scholars should gradually eliminate the biases introduced into analyses
by individual scholars. Norms in the comparative politics field, however, legitimize research
designs that preclude minimally effective tests of hypotheses and set standards of evidence that
are too low to overcome ideological bias” (1997: 19).

32. The ambitions of the present project are limited to understanding regime change when a crisis
develops. Accordingly, I have chosen to focus upon rapid processes and short-term outcomes
(Pierson 2000). To address how regimes suppress or deter contentious collective action over
the longue durée one could examine the dynamic of crisis prevention, what I termed the “sec-
ond dimension” of regime change. Wedeen’s analysis of Syria provides a good example. She
argues that Asad’s cult of personality cripples citizens’ hope for collective action and thus
reduces the frequency of revolts like Hamah (Wedeen 1999: 152). For a general discussion of
regime longevity, see Bienen and van de Walle (1991).
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