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Preface


Anticipating Instability aspires to explain the very many destabilizing political events in history that did not happen. Although relatively few pay attention to what did not occur, the evidence shows that the fear of these nonevents does more to redefine how people are governed than does the actual realization of coups and revolutions. In unraveling the “dogs that didn’t bark,” the theory we present compels us to analyze how, when, and why leaders who believe their hold on power is at risk focus their political survival efforts on making adjustments to their policy choices or on shifting their government’s accountability. These changes are the essential factors behind whether a society becomes freer and more transparent or becomes more oppressive and corrupt. Since major changes in policy precipitate major changes in government institutions, the events that did not happen, as we demonstrate, provide an essential way to explain why governments sometimes become more democratic and other times choose to become more autocratic.

To understand the logic and the consequences of anticipated threats to political stability, including especially those that were never realized, we propose an expanded selectorate theory. It identifies the conditions under which the changes leaders make are expected to lean toward government that is better for the masses, better for an elite inner circle, or better for the national leadership. The expanded theory identifies what we believe is a surprisingly wide array of insights into how governments work, including explaining many government actions that are sometimes construed by others as irrational, inexplicable, or as evidence of leadership psychosis. The theory, for instance, exposes the conditions under which suppression through the use of such tactics as torture and extralegal killing is an endogenous, often effective, carefully calculated strategic choice. It demonstrates that suppression is designed to salvage incumbency in more autocratic polities when the government’s leadership believes it is under threat even when no overt threat is visible (thereby making the horrendous government actions seem to outside observers to be irrational and psychotic). Yet, the theory also demonstrates why such tactics as torture and extralegal killing are much less frequently adopted in democratic societies—that is, those polities we refer to as governed by a leadership that is beholden to a large coalition of essential supporters. Indeed, the theory explains much of the variation across governments and time in the use of torture and extralegal killing using data that cover the years from 1960 to the present, and it does so without assessing the psychological condition of any country’s leadership. Likewise, it explains much of the variation in government corruption, in the provision or withholding of freedoms, and in the provision of “public goods” such as government policies that improve life for broad swaths of society. It explains the conditions under which a leader benefits from sustaining or imposing a poverty trap on her population and the conditions under which economic success is a boon for the leader’s prospects of remaining in power.1 In addressing the incentives leaders have regarding their economy and how those incentives change with the length of time an incumbent has been in office, we identify new factors that significantly alter economic growth rates. The extended and expanded selectorate theory shows why coups and mass uprisings almost never occur in countries with highly autocratic or highly democratic governments but are more frequent risks in intermediate-sized coalition regimes. It identifies circumstances that make societies essentially immune from successful government deposition through coups d’état or revolution and, of course, the circumstances that do not assure such immunity. It does so without appeal to variations in national culture or social values.

The theory behind the investigation of suppression, policy change, and institution change starts from a simple premise. Such destabilizing events as coups d’état and revolutions are anomalies. By this we mean that if these sorts of disruptions have systematic causes that make them predictable then incumbents can and do predict them. If incumbents anticipate events that, if successful, will inflict terrible consequences on them, then regardless of whether their expectations are correct or incorrect, they implement counter-measures designed to offset the feared, anticipated threat. Thus, the belief that a threat is on the horizon is sufficient to prompt important political change that may look to an outsider as if it had no predicate. That means that to anticipate change one must first work out what signals leaders look for that alert them to nascent threats, and then one must explore what the optimal responses are by leaders, inner-circle elites, and ordinary members of the mass of society to the fear of dangers that have not yet been realized.

As the evidence shows, the countermeasures that leaders undertake succeed frequently in preventing overt efforts to topple the government either by crushing the perceived threat or by buying off its would-be perpetrators. The content of buy-offs depends on the source of the most credible threat, and the credibility of nascent threats depends on the signals, such as those we identify, that help leaders work out what they need to do if they are to survive. They might, for instance, reward would-be revolutionaries with expanded freedoms and effective public policies or they might reward cronies in the incumbent’s inner circle with increased opportunities to enrich themselves through corruption and rent-seeking. Conversely, if the perceived threat is crushed, then we can anticipate that would-be revolutionaries succumb to increased dictatorship and suppression while those thought to be coup plotters find themselves purged from their proximity to power, losing their privileges and maybe even their lives.

None of these outcomes is particularly surprising to see when an uprising or coup has been attempted and failed, but here the focus is primarily on beliefs about the threats of coups and revolutions when neither form of instability occurs. We devise theoretically grounded, readily estimated means to detect when leaders are expected to believe that they are at risk even in the absence of any actions against their government and, conversely, when they are expected to believe that their hold on power is secure. We then take the variables and hypotheses derived from the theory to the data to discover how well the expanded selectorate theory does at explaining changes in governance even when the status quo has not faced any overt challenge.

The expanded selectorate theory gives us reason to be hopeful that the political world is less complex and unpredictable than is often believed. While politics may be complex and noisy, and we certainly cannot explain all of its subtle nuances, the theory presented here offers a logically straightforward explanation of a wide array of political phenomena based on key interactions among subsets of just five main variables: (1) the size of a government’s winning coalition; (2) the size of its real selectorate; (3) the length of time its incumbent has been in office; (4) the cost of producing public goods; and (5) the prospects that its incumbent will die soon from old age or severe illness. These variables collectively generate theoretically derived, dynamic expectations of just how many and what mix of benefits is required to sustain the loyalty of the incumbent’s inner circle and at least the passivity of the rest of society. If fewer than the expected amount of public goods, freedoms, or corruption opportunities are provided, then threats to the regime’s stability should be anticipated. If more than the expected amount of freedom is granted, especially in smaller coalition settings, then stability is at risk. If more than the expected quantity of private goods (corruption opportunities) is provided and the overprovision is not declining over time, then instability in the form of coups and purges is likely to be in the offing. Each of these contentions is formally derived within the coalition loyalty game or the institution change game we introduce, and each is tested (and supported) empirically.

Formal modeling is used to demonstrate that the few key variables imply dozens of hypotheses, some found in other theories and many that we believe are unique to selectorate theory. Whether a hypothesis is unique or is a component of some other theory, all of the hypotheses follow directly from and are integral to the extended selectorate logic. These hypotheses relate to detailed expectations about policy change, institution change, leadership survival or deposition, reasons for democratization and reasons for autocratization, variation in economic performance, modernization, poverty traps, and more. Because many of the expanded theory’s implications depend on the logical interdependence between key variables—such as the length of time a leader has been in office and the size of her coalition, the price of public goods and the size of the coalition, the quantity of private goods relative to the amount needed to fend off a challenger, and so forth—some of the math is necessarily complicated with many moving parts. We are keenly aware of the challenges that represents, and so we make a concerted effort to explain each of the implications in plain English and to put as much of the math in appendices as is consistent with the need to establish the veracity of the theoretical results. Additionally, we provide a large number of graphs that demonstrate key results in a visually clear and accessible manner. Still, we understand that this book is what we like to refer to as desk-reading rather than couch-reading, but we believe that the effort it requires is warranted by its breadth of insights into politics.

The formal models not only lead to a great many new insights but also imply a very large number of testable hypotheses, a large number of which are, in fact, tested in chapters 5–8. The empirical tests show that a wide body of data across nearly every country in the world demonstrates strong consistency with even some of the most subtle and nuanced predictions. Illustrative case studies contribute to the verisimilitude of the hypotheses and their implications for predicting political change—or stasis—even when no overt challenges to a government’s survival are observed.

Building on the original statement of selectorate theory that was developed in collaboration with our colleagues, James D. Morrow and Randolph M. Siverson, starting in the early 1990s, the new, expanded version set out here introduces several modifications that facilitate the identification of new general factors behind variations in governance. The theory, for instance, exposes a detailed view of how varying longevity in office alters policy choices. We refer to this phenomenon as a political life cycle. The theory reveals that more experienced rulers are expected to produce fewer public goods, fewer overall benefits for the members of their winning coalition, and a higher proportion of private goods in the coalition’s mix of benefits than is true for a leader who is newer in office. Despite the reduced benefits that experienced leaders provide, they are less likely to be threatened by ouster through such irregular means as coups d’état or mass uprisings.

The life cycle effects provide an explanation for why journalists so frequently and mistakenly indicate that new leaders in autocracies are likely to be reformers, much as was said, for instance, of Syria’s Bashar al Assad, Myanmar’s Aung San Suu Kyi, or Rwanda’s Paul Kagame when each first rose to power. The life cycle also establishes why a change to a new leader tends to yield an increase in economic growth and why that improved growth rate is not sustained as the new incumbent becomes more experienced. Yet, as the theory also elucidates, the higher growth rate is renewed when an experienced ruler is believed to be nearing death whether due to extreme old age or to chronic illness, but it is not renewed if the incumbent suddenly nears death due to an acute illness. The apparent random chance of having a chronic illness rather than an acute illness is seen to materially alter growth rates according to the extended selectorate logic and according to the data.

Anticipating Instability also exploits the interaction between the size of a government’s winning coalition and the price it pays for public goods (or, approximately, its level of human capital or labor productivity) to identify why some democratic states are more vulnerable to bouts of instability than others. As well, the interaction of coalition size and the cost of public goods uncovers why it is in the interest of many nondemocratic rulers to entrench their society in a poverty trap and when, instead, the solution to perceived political danger is to democratize the government, making the leadership accountable to more of its subjects. The expanded selectorate theory and improved measurement procedures combine to offer a more general account of political change and leadership replacement or survival. The coalition loyalty game offers the potential for reliable, real-time, ex ante predictions (or prescriptions) for policy changes, while the institution change game offers similar insights into modifications in government institutions in any setting. All of the empirical results translate theoretical insights into anticipatory, early-warning indicators.

Despite the breadth of coverage that the extended selectorate theory provides, it remains true that much still remains to be explored. We believe that is especially the case when one moves from thinking of coalition members as individuals, each with her or his own interests, to a world in which winning coalitions are made up of blocs or groups whose members have highly correlated interests and coordinated actions (Smith and Bueno de Mesquita, 2019). In such a world, it is necessary to move beyond a theory about public goods, private goods, and freedoms to a theory that also includes club goods—that is, benefits to groups within the winning coalition. Likewise, we believe that the explanatory power would be improved by working out the complex theoretical interactions between selectorate logic and insights from psychology and sociology. Although important beginnings have been made in some of these directions, we believe these additional questions are currently too big, analytically challenging, and demanding for us to feel comfortable that their nuanced implications are ready to be uncovered and solved. Perhaps we, or others, will solve those puzzles in future work. For now we must content ourselves with the progress made to date and hope that our readers have as much enjoyment from reading Anticipating Instability as we did writing it.



Note


	1. We refer to incumbents as she or her and rivals as he or him. In speaking of society or when the role of incumbent or challenger is ambiguous we refer to they or them.
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1
Preempting Trouble



It must be asked of any government: Whose interests does it serve? The correct answer is not likely to be “just about everyone’s” since the interests of leaders, their supporters, and their subjects are almost never the same. Leaders would love a world in which there are no demands on them or on the resources they control, but, of course, they never live in such a world. Instead, they operate in a world in which they must correctly anticipate what will keep their inner circle happy and what will keep the mass of people at least passive, if not content. If they fail to do so, then they fall from power. The rest of this book is about addressing theoretically, and testing empirically, what keeps the inner circle happy, what keeps the masses at least passive, and what must be done when the people or the incumbent’s cronies are no longer expected to be either passive or happy. The broad claims made in this chapter set the stage for our investigation of anticipated political instability, realized instability, and change. Logical proof of the claims we will make depends on a revised, expanded selectorate theory that is formally presented in chapters 2 and 3. The rest of the book tests the new, stability-related claims we derive.

In devising an expanded selectorate theory, we build on important, fundamental earlier research into how governments work. In the selectorate perspective, leaders struggle between providing benefits for a ruling elite without whom they cannot survive in power (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962; Mills, 1956; Mosca, 1939; Organski, 1965) and the broad interests of the masses who might rise up in revolt against the government’s failure to satisfy their expectations (Dahl, 1961; Moore, 1993; Riker, 1987). In the view we develop, leaders pursue their own interests, elites pursue their own interests, and the members of the broader society each pursue their own interests, each to the best of their constrained ability.

The selectorate approach develops an important departure from earlier research about governance (for surveys of approaches to understanding nondemocratic regimes see Egorov and Sonin, 2024; Gehlbach et al., 2016). The logic behind the theory shows how a leader’s interests and actions are constrained by the size of the elite group (the incumbent’s winning coalition) on whom every ruler depends to remain in power. The welfare of the masses as well is seen to be tied to the size of that coalition. If that elite group is small, then few benefits flow to the masses while many flow to the incumbent and the elite. If the inner circle gets to be sufficiently large, then fewer benefits flow to the ruler while more benefits are enjoyed by the elites and by the masses. Herein lies a fundamental source of tension isolated and identified by selectorate logic. That logic makes clear when political incentives lead to policy choices that are best for the leader; best for the leader’s coalition of essential backers; best for many members of the broader society; or are Pareto improving, making no one worse off and at least someone better off. As the theory uncovers, Pareto-improving policies certainly exist under identifiable, pro-democratization circumstances, and they are the consequence of a perceived threat to a leader’s political survival rather than to the realization of an actual challenge to their continuation in power.1


1.1 The Danger of Not Paying Attention

Any ruler who chooses to ignore the interests of her key supporters can expect to fall from power. No one has absolute power; no one rules alone; no one governs without rivals waiting in the wings, ready to seize the moment if the incumbent stumbles. Popularity with the mass population may be another matter. Ignoring the people’s wants may entail little risk unless they are capable of organizing, coordinating, and engaging in a mass movement with a credible prospect of toppling the regime. Under those circumstances, ignoring the masses has the same consequence as ignoring the needs of core backers: removal from office.

The fact is that once a leader is deposed, it is exceedingly hard to return to power. This is the reality that every powerful person, no matter how august, must confront and contain. Italo Calvino’s fictional account expresses the reality of this concern:


The throne, once you have been crowned, is where you had best remain seated, without moving, day and night. All your previous life has been only a waiting to become king; now you are king; you have only to reign. And what is reigning if not this long wait? Waiting for the moment when you will be deposed, when you will have to take leave of the throne, the scepter, the crown, and your head. (Calvino, 1993, p. 36)



The risk of falling from power is the gravest concern of every leader. Hence, every government head must be wary of unresolved threats to their leadership that might arise or that actually arise from within the masses or among their cronies. A failure either to satisfy or to crush demands to modify how the government conducts its business means that the pressure cooker of governance is likely to explode. In the wake of any such explosion, governments may well find themselves with new leaders, new policies, and, perhaps, with modified institutions.

Explosions against the government in the form of mass uprisings, revolutions, civil wars, or coups d’état certainly shake the foundations of governance. But those foundations may be undermined even in the absence of any observable, disruptive, destabilizing event. Indeed, we will demonstrate that the stability of government is more readily, more frequently, and more predictably undermined by, as Thucydides observed, “the expectation of evil intended” (Thucydides, 1959, 3:12) rather than by any visible challenge. Leaders who anticipate that their world may become explosive act to the best of their ability to reduce the pressure by neutralizing or accommodating the demands behind expected threats before any disruption to their hold on power actually happens. Leaders nip any “evil intended” in the bud whenever they can. That is why this study is primarily about anticipated threats and the counter-maneuvers that leaders adopt to thwart such threats rather than a study focused on the causes or consequences of actual coups d’état or mass uprisings. Coups and mass uprisings that overturn an existing government are quite infrequent. Plots, or fear of plots to overturn the government, are relatively more common and are accompanied by more consequential effects on governance than are actualized efforts to overthrow a regime.

Often observers look at sudden reversals in government policy and pronounce them to be unpredictable, mistaken, chaotic, maladaptive, and even as irrational swings (Jones et al., 2019; Treisman, 2020). How else might we explain, for instance, Deng Xiaoping’s 1977 rise to a leadership position in China to promote the very economic policies that earlier had led to his being exiled? How else might we account for Aung San Suu Kyi’s emergence from house arrest to become Myanmar’s democratically elected leader only to reverse directions and move the country back toward authoritarianism? And much earlier, what explains Roman Emperor Galerius’s sudden shift in 311 from being a staunch advocate of extreme persecution of Christians (he favored burning them alive) to his issuance of his Proclamation of Tolerance (MacMullen and Lane, 1992, p. 219)?

These, and so many other examples of seemingly random policy changes or institutional swings, focus our attention on the causes of shifts in policy and institutions. Such dramatic shifts are sometimes explained by appeals to the personal histories of leaders and their rivals (Horowitz et al., 2015); to the impact of social movements (Tilly and Wood, 2015); to national or ethnic culture (Calhoun, 1997); to historical animosities (Goertz and Diehl, 1993); to class consciousness (Lukács, 1972); to mistakes or errors on the part of leaders (Treisman, 2020); and so forth. Each of these surely plays a part. Yet, they mostly are not features of selectorate theory, and, as the evidence will show, the expanded version of that theory explains a great deal of variation in the elements of governance of most concern here—that is, changes in suppression, policy allocations, and changes in core governmental institutions.

Rather than examining social movements, psychological states, or cultural imperatives, the expanded selectorate theory draws our attention to the effects of five variables: (1) the size of a ruler’s winning coalition of essential backers, (2) the size of a ruler’s real selectorate; that is, those with an actual say in choosing leaders, (3) how long an incumbent has been in power, (4) how great or small the opportunity cost is of providing public goods-like benefits to society, and (5) how healthy or near death a leader is believed to be. These variables—defined more precisely in chapters 2 and 3 and measured in chapter 4—as well as their interactions are shown logically and empirically to shape decisions whether to suppress or embrace opposition to the government; whether to expand or contract the quantity of public goods or private goods that the government provides; and whether to change the government’s institutions, making the polity more democratic or more autocratic.

As will become clear in chapters 2 and 3, when we speak of categories of governments, such as democracy, autocracy, monarchy, or junta, we have in mind the way in which coalition size and real selectorate size combine to induce and explain the generally understood broad characteristics of these “regime-type” labels.2 Hence, as we will establish, variants of democracy share in common the fact that the size of the winning coalition (denoted as W) relative to the size of the real selectorate (denoted generally as S or as SR when more precision is required) is large and so is the absolute size of W. Autocracies are typified by W being small relative to S while in monarchies and juntas, as in democracies, the ratio [image: ] is large but unlike democracies and, instead, like autocracies, W is small, and unlike democracies or autocracies, S is also small. By examining these two dimensions of government institutions— W and S—we will see that many subtle implications can be deduced that cannot be derived from speaking of a regime’s “type.” Indeed, we will also see that variation in choices within nominal government types, like democracy or autocracy, are captured by variations in the size of W and S.

Within the theoretical framework we propose, one of our central concerns is to investigate how rulers anticipate potential challenges to their hold on power before those challenges turn into reality. We will see that each leader’s situation in terms of her scores on the five variables on which we focus provides the foundation for informing them (and us) about what they must do to remain in power. With the signals of threats to political survival in hand, we then investigate what incumbents can and should do to satisfy or thwart those threats. By identifying the “expectation of evil intended” and its resolution we will see that a great deal of change and seeming instability is entirely purposeful and instrumental and is not idiosyncratic, chaotic, mistaken, maladaptive, irrational, or unpredictable. Instead, it will be evident that instability in the form of altered uses of torture and other oppressive tactics, changed institutions, or modified policies follows in the wake of efforts to respond to perceived threats even when no discernible, threatening action has actually been observed. Leader change, sometimes accompanied by altered policies and institutions, is the dire consequence that follows in the wake of failure to thwart such threats.



1.2 Who Wants What?

What do a leader’s rivals and partners want? There are, of course, infinitely many answers to this question. We boil the list of wants down to its essentials. “The people” always hope for good health, prosperity, and the freedom to pursue a better future for themselves and their children. Their leaders are never opposed in principle to providing policies that confer such benefits on their subjects, but, as every ruler knows, providing a good life for the masses comes at a high price. Because resources are always limited, any help given to the ordinary person often means spending resources that key backers expect to be used to benefit them. Without their expected rewards, the loyalty of essential supporters—the winning coalition—rapidly diminishes or disappears and with it the leader’s prospects of remaining in power. The means that reconcile the leadership’s desires with the demands of their key supporters while also keeping the people happy often exists only on a knife’s edge, teetering and sometimes toppling over with the slightest shift in the wind.

History teaches us that democracy is the best form of government for fulfilling the people’s desires. Their wishes are fulfilled whenever the incumbent’s support coalition is so large that its interests mainly overlap with the desires of the bulk of the people. In support of the claim on behalf of democracy, it is notable that people living under such governments—to be defined more precisely in the next chapter—generally are more prosperous, healthier, better educated, and have more of life’s opportunities than people under other forms of government. This democratic advantage is not a coincidence. The people’s wants are more fully satisfied when the government is structured to ensure that its leaders are accountable to a great many people. We will see in chapter 2 that this follows logically from the theory we propose. That is to say, we do not assume that democracy is preferable for the masses. Rather, we demonstrate that this is so from both a positivist, selectorate theory perspective and from a Rawlsian, normative theory perspective.

Despite democracy’s appeal to the people, it has inherent limitations that make it a poor form of government for those in leadership positions. From an incumbent’s perspective, democracy is a miserable form of government. Leaders in democracies do not last long and, in fact, often face term limits that assure their loss of power even if they are popular and successful (Cain and Levin, 1999; Posner and Young, 2018). Government heads survive longest when they run a regime in which they depend on hardly anyone to stay in office and they do much more poorly when they are accountable to a great many people. The people do best, at least with respect to a broad array of quality-of-life indicators including, for instance, income, longevity, education, and freedom, when their leaders depend on a great many people. Conversely, the broad mass of people do worst when their government’s winning coalition is tiny. These claims are probed more thoroughly theoretically in chapters 2 and 3 and empirically in chapter 6 when we investigate the conditions under which leaders alter institutions and in chapter 7 when we assess how those changes influence the incumbent’s prospects of remaining in power.

For leaders, the best form of government is not only one that depends on as few backers as possible but also one that draws those supporters from as large a pool as possible. Some may balk at this contention, believing that democratic leaders, for instance, value democracy, accountability to the people, and open political competition above their personal hold on power. Maybe there are some such democratic leaders, selected from the large pool of would-be leaders because of these values. However, we think they are scarce indeed if they exist at all.3

Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrate theoretically, and the rest of the book probes empirically, the claim that most democratic rulers act as if they would like their winning coalition to be smaller rather than larger. In arguing that even democratic leaders prefer a small coalition drawn from a large selectorate, we are mindful that starting with the practice of competitive, electoral democracy during the first decades of the US government (with its then severely limited franchise), Elbridge Gerry, as governor of Massachusetts in the early 1810s, invented the idea of gerrymandering as a way to assure election with less, rather than more, support. His methods have been refined since then in virtually every democratic society. Access to citizenship as a requirement to have a say in choosing leaders is restricted in many democracies, such as Switzerland and Japan. This is done to keep the pool of enfranchised citizens limited especially when the size of the winning coalition is structurally tied to the size of the pool of people—the selectorate—from which it is drawn. Voting rules are designed to minimize who can vote or to count votes in a way that privileges minorities (think, for example, of the Electoral College in the US or the many restrictions under proportional representation systems). So, while democratic leaders, eager to remain in power, praise democracy, their electoral strategies are often designed to shrink rather than expand the support on which they depend. As we demonstrate, the institutional mix that maximizes a ruler’s prospects of political survival includes a small winning coalition drawn from a large selectorate, especially a large “real” selectorate, with the selectorate defined as the pool of people with a say in picking leaders. Sometimes, however, conditions arise that momentarily shift a leader’s commitment away from a small coalition of backers, inducing them to expand their winning coalition and make their government more accountable. Incumbents who fail to recognize and respond appropriately to such conditions lose their job, and, as Italo Calvino reminded us, they sometimes lose their head.

The process of government reform and democratization is unlikely to be the consequence of a leader’s enlightenment and is more likely to be a stabilizing response to a perceived threat under the circumstances of the moment. As we will establish in the extended selectorate theory, the circumstances of the moment depend on how long a leader has been in power, how proximate the incumbent’s death is thought to be, how economically productive society is, and how willing coalition members are to continue to support the incumbent, to throw their support behind a mass movement, or to seize the moment for themselves by ousting their leader, replacing her with one of their own.

Members of any incumbent’s coalition of essential supporters have more complicated, institutionally induced preferences than do rulers or subjects not in the winning coalition. Under the right conditions, the set of essential backers can benefit greatly from democratic government but those “right” conditions are hard to attain. Under lots of other circumstances, they tolerate dictatorship provided that they are included among the very few whose support the ruler needs. They always want the proportion of essential supporters relative to prospective backers to be large. That way the leader is compelled to spend lots of money on the coalition’s members just to keep their loyalty. Those in the incumbent’s winning coalition can be satisfied when both the number of essential supporters and the number of prospective backers is small, as in a monarchy or military junta, or when both are large, as in democracy. That makes the incumbent’s coalition members pivotal for political change or stability because, under the right conditions, their institutional incentives can be closer to what the incumbent leadership wants or to what the mass of the population wants. Chapter 3 will show us the conditions under which members of the ruler’s winning coalition back her and work to preserve existing institutions, back a coup plotter to bring down the government and reshape its institutions, or align with the masses to foment a revolution that topples the incumbent and promises (perhaps falsely) to represent the interests of the people.

Leaders want few backers drawn from a massive pool. Citizens want their government’s winning coalition to be large in absolute numbers and also relative to the pool of possible members. Key supporters can be gratified with an essential coalition setup that looks like what the leader wants (although with the coalition drawn from a small pool) or what the masses want. Consequently, most of the time it is impossible to satisfy everyone’s desires. The main groupings of people in any society—the leaders, the winning coalition, the enfranchised, and the disenfranchised—inherently diverge from one another in terms of what constitutes the best form of government. Naturally, such divergent interests can lead to conflict over how to modify governance or how to topple the regime and replace it with one that might do better by those who bring the incumbent government down.

When a leader’s hold on power is believed to be under attack, the ruler, her supporters, and her subjects must each confront difficult choices that will dictate the future direction of their government. These choices define a set of puzzles about the causes and the consequences of real or imagined political instability. Our goal is to better understand these puzzles and to clarify how they get solved. The essential puzzles that we tackle revolve around identifying the circumstances under which national leaders, their core backers, or the people are expected to challenge the existing institutions of their society to make them more or less accountable to the interests of the incumbent leader, the incumbent’s inner circle, or the broad mass of people. A second set of puzzles addresses whether leaders, their support coalition, or those people who might challenge the regime, survive their efforts to modify governance or, instead, fall by the wayside. A third set of puzzles asks under what conditions the anticipation or realization of coups or mass uprisings lead to liberalization or “autocratization” of the government.

These puzzles are at the heart of regime change, democratization, and political purges, and, are the drivers of rising or falling governmental uses of oppression, honesty, transparency, and, most crucially, accountability. Potential sources of instability cannot be understood in isolation. Each depends on and influences the prospects of the other. The impact on governance of a successful episode of coup d’état or rebellion is meaningfully and importantly different from the impact when the risk of such events is anticipated and responded to before a coup or rebellion actually occurs. The maneuvers to counter these threats induce substantially different, and perhaps surprising, effects compared to the actual realization of such events.



1.3 The Problem

All leaders are torn between fulfilling the interests of their subjects and the interests of their key backers. Fall below either group’s minimal, baseline tolerance for what is being done and the leader had best contemplate the end of her run in power. That contemplation might help her see what corrective steps need to be taken to save herself. Sometimes those steps will prove feasible and she will survive. Other times, even if the right steps are taken, there just may not be enough resources or support to carry them out successfully. That, of course, is the worst outcome for any leader.

Subjects, like incumbents, can be torn between living with what they have or looking for a way, like rebellion, to make their lives better. They know that resources are being spent to help others at their expense. The challenge for them is to live with the situation for better or worse or gamble on insurrection with no guarantee either that it will succeed or that it will make them better off even if it does. Insurrectionists or revolutionaries profess to want to make the downtrodden better off and they may mean it while they are on the outside looking in. If their rebellion prevails, however, then, at least some of the time, rebel leaders end up with totally different interests than they had before they became rulers themselves. If they came to power behind the efforts of a close-knit, small leadership movement, then their political-survival incentives are likely to motivate dictatorial behavior. If, however, their rise to power is on the back of a large movement of essential supporters, then more democratic, accountable government is likely to follow. Their incentives once in power are institutionally induced. We contend that the first structural feature shaping the incentives of successful revolutionaries is the size of their winning coalition. Second is the size of the real selectorate. Indeed, their own interests dictate that if they can reduce the size of their coalition and expand their selectorate, then they will do so.

Essential backers of the regime are likewise torn. They want more for themselves but know that if they seek too much they might end up with nothing. If they are too greedy, they might provoke a mass uprising by those who are asked to accept more deprivation. Or they might be purged by the leader who cannot or will not pay their inflated price, especially if the ruler has many readily available substitutes waiting in the wings, eager to step in and become newly essential members of the inner circle.

The tension between the welfare of leaders, supporters, and citizens is the driver of political choices and the elemental foundation of threats to political stability. All leaders want to stay in power, and they know that they must treasure the loyalty of those whose support is needed to keep them in office. Those who rise to power always know that depriving those crucial loyalists of their rewards—even if it is in the cause of helping “the people”—is the path to political defeat and upheaval. This logic explains why in autocratic regimes, like those in North Korea, Congo, Cuba, and so many more, the incumbent’s inner circle grows rich while the people suffer.4 Though the effects are more muted and subtle—because the coalition of core supporters is so much larger—this is true in democracies too.

In democracies, for example, the incumbent party tries to raise taxes that are disproportionately drawn from their opponents and transfer money to their supporters (Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2017). In the United States, current-day Democrats seek to tax wealthier voters—who tend to be disproportionately Republicans—and provide benefits to poorer (and younger) voters—who tend to be disproportionately Democrats. Republicans try to cut subsidies and entitlements to the poor—disproportionately those who vote for Democrats—to pay for reduced taxes on wealthier voters who, as it happens, are disproportionately Republicans.

Perverse as it may seem, those who last longest in positions of authority almost always deprive those citizens who are not part of their winning coalition. In particular, the “people” lose one or more of peace, prosperity, good health, and the freedom needed to build a better future. The freedom of one’s opponents, indeed, is almost always at the head of the list of benefits to be suppressed by those who wish to remain in power. Such political rights as a free press, free speech, freedom of assembly, and the unencumbered right to vote are economically cheap to provide—suppressing any of these is far costlier—but such rights are always a threat to continued incumbency as they make it easy for opponents to organize and coordinate with others in pursuit of the removal of the person in power. Indeed, these freedoms are so important that we treat them as a special category of policy that governments provide to a greater or lesser extent. We refer to them as coordination goods throughout our analyses.

Leaders know that they do best when they fulfill the needs of those without whose support they could not remain in power. The fewer the number of such core supporters, the easier and cheaper it is to keep them happy and, therefore, the better the leader does. Naturally, in satisfying as few as possible, incumbents almost inevitably deprive the many. With deprivation spread around inequitably, key backers may be kept happy but subjects grow uneasy, perhaps even contemplating rising up to try to overthrow the privileged few and spread the wealth and freedom to their many. The essential supporters of any regime live in a complicated relationship with the masses and the incumbent power holder. Should the incumbent fall, the essential backers stand to lose their privileges. Knowing this, their first inclination is to work fervently to help their leader maintain authority. But, if they sense that the leader’s hold on power is irreversibly slipping away, then trying to save their leader is not the way to preserve their own privileges; indeed, it is the path to guaranteeing the loss of rewards and, often, even their lives.

If the incumbent’s coalition of critical backers thinks the incumbent is finished, then its members need to find another way to salvage their own well-being. That may mean aligning with the dissatisfied masses or aligning with one another against both the masses and the incumbent. Thus it is that the story of domestic political instability is the story of the interdependencies and disconnects that drive the actions of leaders, their backers, and ordinary citizens in any society. Each constantly contemplates the conditions, the interests, and the expectations of the others. Anticipate those interests and expectations correctly and society may smoothly transition from one state of affairs to another. But if any one of a polity’s leaders, core backers, or ordinary citizens, gains even a momentary advantage in information or capabilities, society may unravel in a spasm of political instability.



1.4 Sources of Instability

We define political instability as any of the following: (1) significant changes in governmental institutions; (2) resource allocations that deviate markedly from day-to-day, temporal trends; or (3) leader replacement, or attempts to replace the leader, through irregular, nonlawful, nonstandard means. These changes may be, but need not be, accompanied by violent events such as revolutions or coups. Indeed, the theory developed in chapters 2 and 3 leads to the inference that instability can arise in the absence of either leadership change or a violent effort to alter government. We believe that the focus on instability in anticipation of expected threats is a substantial departure from the way much of the literature has thought about political instability (Geddes et al., 2018; Kreiman, 2024; Skocpol, 1979), although not all (Brams and Ismail, 2022; Harsanyi and Selten, 1988; Kapuscinski, 2013; Sargent, 2009).

Swings in policy sometimes happen even though there are no shifts in the structure of political institutions or in the identity of leaders at the helm of the polity, but major policy changes, essentially constituting a reversal in direction, are relatively uncommon without leadership or institution change. It is more common for big policy adjustments to accompany or, quite often, presage alterations in institutions or leaders. Indeed, we may think of large policy shifts, such as those instituted by Deng Xiaoping in China, Aung San Suu Kyi in Myanmar, and Gaius Galerius Valerius Maximianus in Rome, as adjustments that leaders make when they anticipate–and try to thwart–the prospect of their political demise. As such, even when policies are altered in the absence of institution or leader change, they may well be caused by the desire to prevent expected risks to the leader’s or the government’s institutional survival.

Although most leaders, most of the time, do what they can to cling to power, inevitably mortality, term-limits, or uprisings eventually catch up with them. Leadership change and disruptions to normal, everyday politics, are far from rare events. Figure 1.1 shows the percentage of leaders who were replaced each decade between 1950 and 2020. As well, the figure shows the percentage of countries that experienced coups or revolutions during each of the same decades. Although the graph covers highly dynamic periods, including the immediate post–World War II years, the decolonization decade of the 1960s, and the post–Cold War 1990s, the first thing the graph makes clear is that leadership turnover, revolution, and coup d’état occurred throughout the seventy years covered in the figure rather than just being the by-product of major events. Second, it may be noteworthy that leader turnover is commonplace and fairly steady at 15 to 20 percent while the frequency of revolutions has been much more volatile. Coups, after a long period of declining frequency, seem to be making something of a comeback in recent decades. But most fundamentally, the figure highlights the observation that all of these events persist throughout time and are a recurring source of changes to governance.

[image: About 15% of leaderslose powerannually. Between 1950and 1990,about 15% of them fell to revolts. That number has plummeted. Coups peaked as a source of leader power loss at 5% in 1960 and then fell close to zero, increasing since 2010.]
Figure 1.1
Leadership change and the frequency of coups and revolutions.


In contrast to the actual occurrence of disruptive events such as coups and revolutions or leader deposition, rulers might mollify those of their opponents who they believe could mount a credible threat. They can do this, for instance, by liberalizing or autocratizing the governance institutions under which they operate. Liberalization, as we use the term, means expanding the winning coalition, making the government accountable to more people. In contrast, by autocratizing we mean that the size of the leadership’s winning coalition is reduced, thereby making the regime beholden to a subset of its original coalition or to a new, smaller group that includes former outsiders. Those who survive in the coalition are likely to have had their loyalty bought by the incumbent at the expense of those former coalition members who were purged, as well as at the expense of the broader public. Autocratization means fewer policies designed to benefit the broad mass of society, accompanied by more corruption, more kleptocracy, and more misery for those outside the inner circle of essential supporters of the incumbent.

The frequency of liberalization, autocratization and the absence of institution change is displayed in figure 1.2.5 Many of the cases of institutional rearrangements in figure 1.2 happened in response to the expectation of threats to the regime rather than to observed actions against the leadership and its governance institutions. Consistent with an expectational view, the correlation between the change in winning coalition size and the occurrence of a revolution is only [image: ] and the correlation between changes in winning coalition size and the occurrence of a coup is [image: ]. The bulk of changes in institutions seems not to be strongly associated with the occurrence of events designed to alter political institutions. The same can be said with respect to institution change and leadership turnover. The correlation between the change in winning coalition size and a change in the national leader is only 0.015. It seems the big institutional shifts are expectational, perhaps driven by adjustments made before leadership replacement and not primarily driven by adjustments made after violent events or leadership replacement.

[image: Most governments before 1990 neither liberalized nor became more autocratic. Since 1990, autocracy has expanded substantially and liberalization has remained flat at about 20%.]
Figure 1.2
Institution change: Democratization and autocratization.


The observation that actions are taken with the intention of thwarting threats is prosaic and yet often overlooked. Understanding what actions are taken in anticipation of prospective coups or mass uprisings is difficult for any of us as observers. Leaders look for signs of danger, while we are accustomed to examining such overt manifestations of instability as coups, revolutions, or civil wars. Leaders and their backers can never afford to ignore signs of rising threats to their incumbency and to the many benefits they enjoy. When they detect signs of potential political unrest, they take action to offset the threat. Their actions are not, and cannot, always prove successful, but they are an essential part of the fabric of instability, both realized and unrealized, and we must be attentive to such considerations at every stage in the analysis of political unrest. We need to devise systematic methods that facilitate our ability to recognize the signals of anticipated threats that leaders look for and react to. We develop such methods in chapters 4 and 5.

Here we want to tell the story of the survival and the deposition of leaders and the preservation or alteration of institutions. Each can occur on its own, but often these two sources of potential instability—leadership change and institution change—are intertwined, each reacting to the forces driving the behavior of leaders, core followers, and the masses. Our objective is to thoroughly explore the sources of domestic instability, uncovering when each is the chosen path and explaining how deeply interconnected each of the prospective choices are. The account we offer is driven by a commitment to investigate the logic and the evidence regarding (1) the quest by leaders to remain in power and their inevitable failure ultimately to do so; (2) the earnest desire among the masses to overthrow their government when the pain of its continuation becomes too great and their less frequent choice to act on that desire through mass protests, revolution, and civil war; and (3) the concerns of any incumbent’s key backers—the winning coalition—to preserve all or as much of their privileges as they can by undertaking bloody actions in support of their leader, by throwing their weight behind mass anti-government rebellions, or by rising up themselves through coups d’état to overthrow their erstwhile leader and to thwart the dangers that revolutions or other mass uprisings may entail for them.



1.5 Modes of Analysis

To understand the causes and consequences of political instability, peaceful change, and stable politics, we engage in three modes of analysis. We undertake a series of connected, formal, game-theoretic analyses to get at the logic shaping the choices of the key players in any society: the leadership, their essential supporters, the pool from which those supporters are drawn, aspiring challengers to the incumbent government, and the masses. The models, with many moving parts, can be demanding, but we try to provide an intuitive interpretation of each essential result as well as real-world examples much of the time. The modeling logic will uncover new, readily estimated early warning indicators of when a government is getting in trouble and when it is not. It will, as well, indicate the expected nature of the trouble and the expected response to it. Additionally, the strategic analysis will uncover dynamic characteristics of leadership that reveal how resource allocations and policy emphases change as an incumbent grows more experienced in office (Melnick et al., Forthcoming).

Following the development of an expanded selectorate theory to explain oppression, leadership change, policy change, and institution change, we then use a variety of statistical analyses to evaluate the empirical accuracy of the implications of the strategic analysis. We will make extensive use of tables and graphs to demonstrate the nuanced implications of the statistical analyses, with further details, alternative tests, and robustness checks contained in online appendices (https://wp.nyu.edu/artsampscience-anticipatinginstability/anticipating-instability/ and https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataverse/anticipatinginstability). As well, we engage in illustrative case analyses that depict or probe some of the subtle details of our theory. We will show, for instance, that the theory developed and tested here could have been used successfully to anticipate well in advance which countries in the Middle East would experience the rebellions of the Arab Spring in 2011 and which would not. We will also see how the theory could have been used to anticipate which Middle Eastern regimes, in response to the pressures of the Arab Spring, would liberalize their governance, which would autocratize, and which would hold fast to their previous government structures and practices. We will do the same for other geographic neighborhoods and countries to help develop a sense of how the theory, evidence, and techniques introduced here might be used by policymakers to better anticipate political change throughout the world in a rigorous, reproducible, and timely manner.

To conduct the analyses implied by the theory, we must put ourselves in the shoes of the relevant decision-makers. For instance, consider those who perceive themselves to be oppressed or suppressed by their government—that is, those revolutionaries among the masses who might contemplate rising up against their government in the hopes of alleviating their suffering. We probe the conditions that make them either so fearful or so content that they do not rebel and the conditions that, instead, convince them that rebellion is their best hope for a better future.

We also put ourselves in the shoes of core backers of the leadership, those whose support is essential to preserve the regime. These people are generally made up of the senior military who control the guns, the senior civil servants who often control the flow of money, perhaps family or clan members of the incumbent who have personal attachments to the ruler, and sometimes religious figures whose dictates can stymie or stimulate mass action. These groups of people must choose from among three courses of action. Faced with an imagined, a nascent, or a full-blown mass threat, they must work out what action will best protect their own interests. That may mean standing by their leader, crushing any supposed or real opposition. This, for example, was the choice of the Basij, an arm of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps in Iran, when in June 2009 and again in October 2022 they suppressed demonstrators. In 2009 they were used successfully to crush those who questioned the legitimacy of then president Ahmadinejad’s reelection. In 2022 they again were mobilized, this time to use force to put down a movement to alter the policies by Iran’s religious leaders to restrict the freedom of women throughout the country. But what if, as in 1979 in Iran, core supporters believe instead that their leader is doomed to fall from power so that investing in protecting the leadership’s interests may not be best for the key backers? Then the choice of actions by the members of the winning coalition is likely to be quite different.

Back in 1979, the Iranian military and other members of the Shah’s core supporters did not rally to destroy the revolutionary movement destined to overthrow his monarchy. Why did they fail the Shah but not the later Khamenei/military regime? Here, it is useful to recall that Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran, died on July 27, 1980, after having sought treatment for cancer in at least four countries (Robins and Post, 1995). His death came more than a year after he fled Iran (January 16, 1979) and after the collapse of his monarchic regime (February 11, 1979) under pressure from the Islamic Revolution that brought Ayatollah Khomeini to power. Despite the intervening eighteen months between his flight from Iran and his death, his health and the occurrence of the revolution were intimately connected.

Seeing that the Shah repeatedly left Iran to seek medical care, it was surely evident to his backers that he was probably not long for this world. Recognizing that his demise was becoming imminent, they understood that he could no longer be counted on to deliver the substantial economic and social benefits they received from supporting him. With their privileges at risk and knowing that backing him was not the path to preserving their interests, they chose to sit on their hands while the revolution took place around them. Their hope, and for many it was a realized hope, was that by not obstructing the revolution they would help ensure a better future for themselves.

Of course, since it was known that the Shah was deathly ill, there was not much he could do to salvage his rule. When he was healthier he had successfully driven Khomeini and his backers into exile, keeping them, and their threat, out of Iran from 1964 until 1979, but with death at hand and the military eager to find a way that might secure their future, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s paths to political survival had run out. And so the revolution came to power, and the Shah went into exile where he later died.6

Backing a revolution against the incumbent is not, of course, the only path to political survival when core supporters believe their leader is no longer a reliable protector of their interests. If the winning coalition’s members distrust the intentions of those leading a mass movement, then coup d’état may be the preferred alternative. Consider the calculations of Hosni Mubarak’s military in 2011.

It was evident back in 2011 that Mubarak, in his eighties, was not likely to be in power much longer. Even worse from the perspective of his backers, he seemed to be losing leverage with the US government as indicated by President Obama’s reduction in the amount of foreign aid promised to Egypt, ostensibly cuts to democracy promotion funding but, in practice, money destined to end up in the accounts of senior military leaders.7 As the people took to the streets, occupying Tahrir Square, the military was confronted with the prospect of the regime’s collapse. The first choice among Egypt’s generals was to remain on the sidelines, waiting to sort out their best ultimate course of action. With the military on the sidelines, Mubarak’s government was overthrown, replaced by a Muslim Brotherhood government elected by the people. A short while after the Muslim Brotherhood came to power with the tacit backing of Egypt’s military, the military leadership then concluded that their welfare was not secure under the Muslim Brotherhood regime of President Mohamed Morsi. A year after Morsi assumed office, the defense minister, General Abdelfatah El Sisi, ostensibly part of Morsi’s inner circle, launched a coup that propelled El Sisi to power. Once in power, he banished the Muslim Brotherhood and aggressively suppressed opposition to his government. Although he went through the charade of an election in May, 2014, one in which prospective candidates were carefully screened to ensure that they would not be a threat to El Sisi’s victory, he emerged as a new dictator heading a new winning coalition that assures privileges to the military and others loyal to him.8

As these brief illustrative cases demonstrate, coalition members, seeing a threat to the regime from the masses or from the deteriorating circumstances of the incumbent, either defend the incumbent, as the Basij did in Iran in 2009 and 2022; allow the revolution to succeed, as Iran’s military did in 1979 and as Mubarak’s military did in Egypt in 2011; or launch a coup, as El Sisi’s military did in Egypt in 2013. Incumbents, of course, can anticipate all of these developments at least as well as any of us can and almost certainly far better than we can. They, after all, have the most to lose if they miscalculate. So, putting ourselves in the shoes of incumbents, what actions are available to them to save themselves from real or imagined threats to their political survival and when are no such actions available or likely to succeed?



1.6 Assessing Events: The Choice of Corrective Steps

Seeing, or believing, that their regime is in danger, there are five courses of action incumbent leaders can pursue. Of course, they could step down, accepting that they are no longer wanted by enough people and concluding that it is wrong—or pointless—for them to try to continue. That is exactly what Yahya Jammeh, The Gambia’s erstwhile president, did in January 2017. Having lost an election and facing an insurrection at home and foreign military intervention in defense of the electoral outcome, he reluctantly departed. He fled to Equatorial Guinea, from which, presumably, he might try to fight for power again in the future. Departed leaders
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