
Fall 2015     Professor Jason Brownlee 
GOV 390L/MES 384, #37975/#40985 email: brownlee-at-austin-dot-utexas-dot-edu  
classroom: Batts 1.104    office: Batts 3.146 
Wed. 9:00am-12:00pm office hours: Mon. 9:00am-12:00pm, 
  and by appointment.      
 
                             Authoritarianism 
 
The seminar is designed for graduate students in Government, Middle Eastern Studies, 
and other fields who want to learn about the phenomenon of modern authoritarianism 
and how scholars study it. Authoritarianism is often defined, minimally, as any form of 
government short of electoral democracy. Some specialists and laypersons, however, 
consider authoritarianism not as the absence of democracy but as a system that 
violates individual liberty in the pursuit of some competing political goal. This course will 
address various forms of authoritarianism. We will read and critique a range of influential 
articles, chapters, and books from political science, sociology, and Middle Eastern 
studies. The selected authors approach the problem of authoritarianism with a variety 
of concepts and methods. Students are therefore encouraged to bring an open yet 
discerning mind to the material.  
 
By the end of the course, students will have a working knowledge of current theories 
and debates about authoritarianism, especially in political science. Students will also 
have become experts on one aspect of authoritarianism. Each student will complete 
an original research paper on an issue of authoritarianism that he or she has chosen. 
Finally, through a combination in-class exercises and homework, students will learn to 
write more clearly, about authoritarianism and other subjects. 
  
Course and grade structure 
 
The seminar has five main components: (I.) individual reading outside of seminar, (II.) 
weekly student-driven discussion and homework (seminar readiness is 40% of the final 
grade), (III.) three short papers (30%), (IV.), a research proposal (10%), and (V.) a 
research paper (20%).  
 
I. Readings 
 
Each week students will read and prepare approximately 120-200 pages of material for 
a lively and informed class discussion. Texts will generally be drawn from ranking 
academic presses and top peer-reviewed journals in Middle Eastern studies and the 
social sciences, with the goal of sampling a range of arguments and approaches to our 
subject. The end of the syllabus includes some suggestions for academic reading and 
preparation for seminar discussion.  
 
The following five books are required.  
 
Greene, Kenneth F. 2009. Why Dominant Parties Lose: Mexico's Democratization in 

Comparative Perspective. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
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Masoud, Tarek. 2014. Counting Islam: Religion, Class, and Elections in Egypt. New York: 
Cambridge University Press.  

 
Svolik, Milan. 2012. The Politics of Authoritarian Rule. New York: Cambridge University 

Press. 
 
Vargas Llosa, Mario. 2000. The Feast of the Goat: A Novel. New York: Picador. 
 
Williams, Joseph M.  and Joseph Bizup. 2013. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 11th 

Edition. New York: Longman. 
 
II. Readiness and student-driven discussion 
 
Our weekly meetings constitute the core of the seminar and provide an opportunity 
none of us enjoy when we read books alone or in self-selected groups. Although I will 
facilitate discussion, my preference is to have students speak the most and, in so doing, 
articulate their own ideas and respond thoughtfully to their colleagues.  
 
To ensure that everyone participating in discussion is prepared, the following homework 
assignment accompanies each week's readings and should be submitted in hard copy 
at the end of each seminar meeting.  
 
Respond to the following items. (This list is subject to change during the semester.)  
 
1. Summarize the author(s)' argument in five words or less. 
 
2. Depict the argument visually in a picture or diagram. A "causal diagram" with arrows 
is one way to complete this task. Your answer to this item may be hand-written.  
 
3. Identify two strengths and two weaknesses of the text (or of each text). 
 
4. You have been sent back through time to before the author published the work. How 
would you advise him/her/them to produce a more persuasive and instructive 
book/article?  
 
5. What is a question you have about the reading and on which you would like to hear 
your colleagues' thoughts? 
 
Another staple of discussion will be a pre-assigned set (2-3 people) of "defenders of the 
text(s)." The defenders will kick off the seminar with a 5-minute synopsis of the work. They 
will then play a lead role in helping the class appreciate the contribution of the author 
under consideration. This can involve probing to see how far students recognize the 
relevance of the work for understanding authoritarianism. It can also mean responding 
to student criticisms – in a sense role-playing what the author/s might say if he, she, they 
were in the room.  
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Students should expect to be defenders two times during the semester. Defender or 
not, prompt and professional attendance at all seminars is required. Readiness for 
student-driven discussion (including submission of the homework, which will be graded 
on a credit/no-credit basis and not returned when credited) constitutes 40% of the final 
grade.  
 
THE LIFELINE  
 
When I teach seminars I figure that all graduate students are busy, largely because of 
their total academic workload. I also expect, however, that students will complete their 
assignments on-schedule while giving each of their classes equal attention. For 
example, if one professor assigns 800 pages and another professor assigns 200 pages, a 
student will not spend four times as many hours preparing for the first professor's seminar 
as he/she spends for the second professor's class. (The alternative would be a kind of 
reading-load arms race in which professors ask for more and more pages in order to 
capture student time.)   
 
Of course, even a student who manages time well can have the rare, incredibly rough 
week, a week in which he/she does not finish preparing the reading before a seminar 
convenes. If you ever find yourself in this situation, I offer the following alternative to 
staying mum or faking it. Email me by noon the day before seminar and let me know 
you were not able to prepare the reading (no explanation required). I will then design 
an alternate assignment, to be completed during the following week. The alternate will 
substitute for your participation in class and enable you to demonstrate your grasp of 
the material at a later date. (Your attendance in the seminar is still required, but when I 
moderate discussion I will be cognizant of your reduced preparedness.)  
 
The preceding option covers probably one of the most common but least talked-about 
ailments of graduate seminars. The second most common challenge can also be 
resolved with candor and a pinch of audacity.    
 
Let's say you have done the reading, given it eight or more hours of your attention and 
energy, yet you still have trouble relating to the questions and issues your classmates 
and I pose in seminar. In that scenario the best way to show you are not shirking on 
participation is to express your bemusement during class. You might say, for example, 
"Professor Brownlee, I am having trouble responding to the questions on the table 
because I think I took something totally different from this text. See, what I got from it 
was..."    
 
In either of these situations ("'Ran out of time" or "'Did the reading but not relating to the 
discussion"), communication is the best remedy.   
 
 
III. Writing assignments 
 
Seminar discussions are a way to sketch out rough ideas and hone them in dialogue 
with others. Writing is another way to reflect on one's thoughts and improve them. This 
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class has three short writing assignments, separate from the research proposal and 
paper.  
 
Each assignment is due in hard copy at the beginning of class. Papers should be 
double-spaced with 1" margins and written in a font no smaller than Times New Roman 
12. Each writing assignment is worth 10% of the final grade (30% total). 
 
The first writing assignment is a 2-3 page double-spaced (600-900 word) answer to the 
question "How do authoritarian rulers stay in power and lose power?" based on Mario 
Vargas Llosa's novel Feast of the Goat.  
 
The second and third assignments are book reviews, of Milan Svolik's book and of 
Kenneth Greene and Tarek Masoud's books (a dual review). The reviews should match 
standards of book reviews in the fields of Middle Eastern Studies and political science. 
They should concisely address the substance of the works and then move quickly into 
criticisms of the book(s) and its/their contribution to the field.  
 
There are no lifelines or extensions for written work.  
 
IV. The research précis and V. research paper 
 
The capstone of this course is a 7,000-word (approximately twenty pages, including 
sources) research paper that seeks to answer a question relevant to the course 
material. The fourth week of class, three weeks after our first seminar, each student will 
submit, in hard copy, the initial title and question of his/her project. In consultation with 
Professor Brownlee, students will then develop a research plan, or précis, no longer than 
five pages. The précis will present an original research question, the theoretical context 
of the project, and a plan for conducting the research in the available time. Précises 
are to be emailed to all members of the class no later than noon on Friday, October 16. 
 
Over the subsequent two seminar sessions (October 21 and October 28) we will discuss 
the précises and provide suggestions for successfully completing the project. Submission 
of the précis and readiness for these seminars constitutes 10% of the final grade.  
 
The remaining 20% comes from the research paper itself, due electronically to Professor 
Brownlee by noon on Friday, December 4.  The goal of this assignment is to help 
students experience the initial stage of writing a scholarly article. Many of the readings 
for the course provide templates for this work.  
 
Paper will be graded according to the following 4-category rubric. 
 
- Evidence of original research (5 pts.) 
- Connections to authoritarianism literature (5 pts.) 
- Quality of the prose (5 pts.) 
- Pagination and bibliography (5 pts.) 
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In summary. The final grades will be calculated from readiness for class and submission 
of weekly homework (40%), short writing assignments (30%), submission and discussion of 
research proposals (10%), and the research paper (20%).  
 
1. Authoritarianism and democracy - Wednesday, August 26  
 
Schmitter, Philippe C. and Terry Lynn Karl. 1991. "What Democracy Is… And Is Not." 

Journal of Democracy 2(3): 75-88. 
 
Linz, Juan J. and Alfred Stepan. 1996. "Chapter 3: Modern Nondemocratic Regimes," in 

Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University, pp. 38-54.  

 
Wedeen, Lisa. 2015. "Authoritarianism and the Problem of Democratic Distinction," 

APSA-CD 13(2): 1, 9-11. 
 
 
2. The Grey Zone of Hybrid Regimes - Wednesday, September 2 
 
Begin reading Vargas Llosa, Feast of the Goat. 
 
Carothers, Thomas. 2002. "The End of the Transition Paradigm." Journal of Democracy 

13(1): 5–21. 
 
Diamond, Larry Jay. 2002. "Thinking about Hybrid Regimes." Journal of Democracy 13(2): 

21-35. 
 
Levitsky and Way. 2002. "The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism." Journal of 

Democracy 13(2): 51-65. 
 
Brownlee, Jason. 2007. Authoritarianism in an Age of Democratization. New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1-43.  
 
Williams and Bizup. 2013. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 1-25. 
 
 
3. Why so much authoritarianism in the Middle East? – Wednesday, September 9 
 
Anderson, Lisa. 1987. "The State in the Middle East and North Africa." Comparative 

Politics 20(1): 1-18. 
 
Brownlee, Jason. 2002. "…And Yet They Persist: Explaining Survival and Transition in 

Neopatrimonial Regimes." Studies in Comparative International Development 37(3): 
35-63. 

 
Bellin, Eva R. 2004. "The Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle East: Exceptionalism 

in Comparative Perspective." Comparative Politics 36(2): 139-157. 
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Ross, Michael L. 2008. "Oil, Islam, and Women." American Political Science Review 

102(1): 107-123.  
 
Williams and Bizup. 2013. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 27-65. 
 
 
4. When does private dissent become public? – Wednesday, September 16 
 

Submit initial paper title and research question at the beginning of class. 
 
Lukes, Steven. 1974. Power: A Radical View. London: British Sociological Association. 
 
Kuran, Timur. 1991. "Now Out of Never: The Element of Surprise in the East European 

Revolution of 1989." World Politics 44(1): 7–48. 
 
Kurzman, Charles. 1996. "Structural Opportunity and Perceived Opportunity in Social 

Movement Theory: The Iranian Revolution of 1979." American Journal of Sociology, 
61(1): 153-170. 

 
Wedeen, Lisa. 1998. "Acting 'As If': Symbolic Politics and Social Control in Syria." 

Comparative Studies in Society and History 40(3): 503-523.  
 
Williams and Bizup. 2013. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 66-95. 
 
 
5. Authoritarian cooperation - Wednesday, September 23  
 
Finish reading Vargas Llosa, Feast of the Goat. 
 
Burnell, Peter and Oliver Schlumberger. 2010. "Promoting democracy – promoting 

autocracy? International politics and national political regimes." Contemporary 
Politics 16(1): 1-15. 

 
Merkel, Wolfgang. 2010. "Are dictatorships returning? Revisiting the ‘democratic 

rollback’ hypothesis." Contemporary Politics 16(1): 17-31. 
 
Bader, Julia, Jörn Grävingholt, and Antje Kästner. 2010. "Would autocracies promote 

autocracy? A political economy perspective on regime-type export in regional 
neighbourhoods." Contemporary Politics 16(1): 81-100. 

 
Jackson, Nicole J. 2010. "The role of external factors in advancing non-liberal 

democratic forms of political rule: a case study of Russia’s influence on Central 
Asian regimes." Contemporary Politics 16(1): 101-118. 

 
Williams and Bizup. 2013. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 126-142. 
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Recommended 
 
Burnell, Peter. 2010. "Is There a New Autocracy Promotion?" FRIDE Working Paper 96.  
 
 
6. Authoritarian resurgence – Wednesday, September 30  
 
Writing #1: Based on Feast of the Goat, how does an authoritarian ruler stay in 
power? Under what conditions does he/she lose power? Due at start of class. 
 
Gat, Azar. 2007. “The Return of Authoritarian Great Powers.” Foreign Affairs 86(4): 59-69.  
 
Kagan, Robert. 2015. "The Weight of Geopolitics." Journal of Democracy 26(1): 21-31. 
 
Levitsky, Steven and Lucan Way. 2015. "The Myth of Democratic Recession." Journal of 

Democracy 26(1): 45-48. 
 
Diamond, Larry. 2015. "Facing up to the Democratic Recession." Journal of Democracy 

26(1): 141-155. 
 
Nathan, Andrew J. 2015. "China's Challenge." Journal of Democracy 26(1): 156-170.  
 
Williams and Bizup. 2013. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 143-186. (JB: This is the last 
section of Williams and Bizup we will read in this course.)  
 
Recommended 
 
http://www.resurgentdictatorship.org 
 
 
Friday, October 2 and Saturday, October 3 – optional event  
 
"Regional Clusters of Authoritarian Diffusion and Cooperation: Interest vs. Ideology?" 
Second IDCAR (International Diffusion and Cooperation of Authoritarian Regimes) 
Network Conference. Hosted by the Department of Government (Batts 5.108).  

  
 
7. The Challenge of the Arab Spring - Wednesday, October 7 
 
Menaldo, Victor. 2012. "The Middle East and North Africa’s Resilient Monarchs." Journal 

of Politics 74(3): 707-722. 
  
Weyland, Kurt. 2012. "The Arab Spring: Why the Surprising Similarities with the 

Revolutionary Wave of 1848?" Perspectives on Politics 10(4): 917-934. 
 
Yom, Sean L., and F. Gregory Gause III. 2012. "Resilient Royals: How Arab Monarchies 

Hang On." Journal of Democracy 23(4): 74-88. 
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Brownlee, Jason, Tarek Masoud, and Andrew Reynolds. 2013.  "Why the Modest 

Harvest?" Journal of Democracy 24(4): 29-44. 
 
 
8. Authoritarian coalitions – Wednesday, October 14 
 
Writing #2: Scholarly book review of Svolik due at start of class, October 14. 
 
Svolik, Milan. 2012. The Politics of Authoritarian Rule. New York: Cambridge University 

Press. 
 
All précises emailed to class by noon Friday, October 16. 
 
 
9. Research précises (1 of 2) – Wednesday, October 21 
 
 
10. Research précises (2 of 2) – Wednesday, October 28  
 
 
11. Parties and elections: How much do they matter? – Wednesday, November 4  
 
Huntington, Samuel P. 1965. "Political Development and Political Decay." World Politics 

17(3): 386-430. 
 
Gandhi, Jennifer, and Adam Przeworski. 2007. "Authoritarian Institutions and the Survival 

of Autocrats." Comparative Political Studies 40(11): 1279-1301. 
 
Brownlee, Jason. 2009. "Portents of Pluralism: How Hybrid Regimes Affect Democratic 

Transitions." American Journal of Political Science 53(3): 515–532. 
 
Bunce, Valerie J. and Sharon L. Wolchik. 2010. "Defeating Dictators: Electoral Change 

and Stability in Competitive Authoritarian Regimes." World Politics 62(1): 43-86. 
 
 
12. Parties and elections: Lessons from Mexico – Wednesday, November 11    
 
Greene, Kenneth F. 2009. Why Dominant Parties Lose: Mexico's Democratization in 

Comparative Perspective. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
 
13. Parties and elections: Lessons from Egypt – Wednesday, November 18  
 
Writing #3: Scholarly book review due at start of class, November 18. 
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Masoud, Tarek. 2014. Counting Islam: Religion, Class, and Elections in Egypt. New York: 
Cambridge University Press.  

 
14. No class – Wednesday, November 25  
 
15. Closing – Wednesday, December 2 
 
Readings to be selected by Professor Brownlee and the students.  
 
 
WORKLOAD AND EXPECTATIONS 
 
This class is based on close reading of the assigned texts and informed discussions in 
class. Students should expect to spend an average of 8-10 hours on readings and 
writing per week. Accordingly, class meetings comprise only about one-third of the time 
commitment needed for satisfactory performance: students will spend twice as much 
time working outside of class as they do in it.  
 
Close Reading 
 
On a typical week we will read about 200 pages of material. Close reading entails 
reflecting on the text as you are reading, and evaluating the author’s argument. Here 
are a few suggestions for close reading [adapt as appropriate for e-reading]: 
 
• Look for the author’s argument and the evidence she uses to support it: What is the 

main claim she makes? With whom is she disagreeing? Then consider your reactions 
to the author’s work: Does this make sense to you? Why or why not? What are the 
weaknesses of the argument?   

 
• Always read with pencil in hand. Jot down thoughts you want to raise in class. Write 

your reactions to the text in the margins. Above all, think about what you are 
reading; if you find yourself turning pages numbly, stop, take a pause, and then 
refocus on the author’s chain of thought.   

 
• Plan your readings to be spaced out in reasonable increments. Thoughtful reading 

takes time and energy. It is more pleasant and more productive to read over 
several days than to try and compress all the reading into a couple of nights. 

 
• Don’t use a highlighter. Writing comments (e.g., “good counterpoint to Huntington”) 

helps a reader engage with the text, whereas highlighting encourages passivity and 
torpor—READING IS NOT A SPECTATOR SPORT.      

 
• Keep track of the parts of the text where you had questions, objections, or fierce 

agreement with the author’s points. Note page numbers on a separate sheet of 
paper. You may also want to use post-it flags for quick reference to key passages.  
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• When you are done reading, check to see that you can summarize the author’s 
argument in a few sentences. You may want to take 5 minutes and write down this 
summary, particularly if you are reading several different texts in given week.   

 
• Remember that the goal of close reading is not turning pages, but being able to say 

something about the material and evaluate it.  
 
These tips may seem unfamiliar at first, but can become useful habits when practiced 
over time.  
 
 
Class Discussion 
 
Class meetings are an opportunity to analyze the readings and the information given in 
lectures. My expectations are that all students will come to class having done a close 
reading of the assigned texts. All student should be ready to answer queries about the 
text, including “What is _____’s argument and what do you think of it?” Proper 
preparation will enable the class to have an informed discussion. An informed 
discussion entails the following: 
 
• Active listening to whomever the instructor has recognized to speak. Like close 

reading, active listening requires reflection on what is being said. This means jotting 
down your reactions to the lecture or discussion and raising questions for your fellow 
classmates. It also means not talking while others are speaking.  

 
• Responding, as best as you are able, to questions asked by the instructor. The 

material we will be reading is sometimes very difficult and complex. Because it is 
open to interpretation from many viewpoints, in most cases there will not a single 
correct answer. Nonetheless, it is incumbent upon all students to attempt to respond 
to questions in class by drawing upon the readings done outside of class.  

 
• Letting the instructor know when a point is not clear. When you have a question, you 

are probably not the only one. By asking the instructor to clarify an issue from the 
readings or lectures, you are helping us all to learn more.   

 
• Making your own points and arguments. You may recall what you said in class, 

much longer than you will remember what the instructor said. By sharing your 
reactions and thoughts with me and your classmates, you will take much more from 
this course than if you sat quietly.  

 
• Respect your fellow students and the instructor. A rich discussion requires that many 

people participate. The instructor will actively moderate discussion in class so that all 
are given a chance to express their opinions. Those who have many points to share 
should listen closely to their colleagues and respect the instructor’s judgment in 
facilitating a full conversation. 
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OTHER COURSE POLICIES 
 
Office phone number of instructor 
 
My office phone number is 512 232 7304, but I do not regularly check the voice mail 
messages. When you would like to communicate with me, I encourage you to 
approach me after class, visit office hours, or email me.  
 
Late Assignments 
 
Hard copies of assignments should be submitted at the beginning of class on the due 
date. Emailed papers will not be accepted. Late response papers will not be 
accepted. Extensions will only be granted in the event of an extreme and verifiable 
medical or family emergency (to be determined by the Office of the Dean of 
Students).  
 
Scholastic Dishonesty 
 
“Scholastic dishonesty… includes but is not limited to, cheating, plagiarism, collusion, 
falsifying academic records, and any act designed to give unfair academic 
advantage to the student (such as, but not limited to, submission of essentially the same 
written assignment for two courses without prior permission of the instructor, providing 
false or misleading information in an effort to receive a postponement or an extension 
on a test, quiz, or other assignment), or the attempt to commit such an act” (Section 11-
802 (b), Institutional Rules on Student Services and Activities).  
 
More information about what constitutes scholastic dishonesty can be found at: 
http://registrar.utexas.edu/catalogs/gi09-10/ch01/index.html . Any student that violates 
this policy will fail this course and have the details of the violation reported to Student 
Judicial Services.  
 
Grade Appeals 
 
Any complaints about grades must be initiated by your written explanation of why the 
decisions behind the assignment of your grade should be revisited. You will have three 
class days after an assignment has been handed back to submit this written 
explanation.  
 
Performance in other classes taken here at the university is not germane to any grading 
decision made in this class. For example, if receiving a D in this class places you on 
academic probation, this does not constitute a viable justification for requesting the 
regarding of an assignment.  
 
Changes to the syllabus 
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This syllabus is subject to revision at the discretion of the instructor. Any changes will be 
announced in class. 
 


