
1|The Study of Authoritarianism

Any idiot can face a crisis; it’s this day-to-day living that wears you out.

—Popular quote, often (mis)attributed to Anton Chekhov

With the institution of the Conseil national de développement (CND)
in the early 1980s, the then president of Rwanda, Habyarimana,
declared that the country had successfully democratized. Rwanda
had achieved its ultimate democratic stride and become a full-fledged
democracy. The CND was meant to serve as a legislative body under
the Second Republic and to fill the gap left by the suspension of its
predecessor in the wake of a coup in 1973. Steps and changes under-
taken by Second Republic had constituted, as he declared, “so many
essential milestones, on the way to a complete and true democracy,”
with the reinstitution of the legislative assembly completing the pro-
cess.1 According to presidential rhetoric, with the CND now in place,
Rwanda also fully epitomized liberal democratic principles, with
Rwandans free to revel in their rights and liberties. As Habyarimana
further exclaimed, “this innovation will certainly have proved to you
that the Rwandan people fully exercise their freedoms.”2

This is despite some of the inherent contradictions regarding how the
CND was meant to serve its legislative function, as well as with regard
to Rwandan democracy and rights. Far from independently, the

1 Personal translation. “Discours du Général-major Habyarimana Juvénal:
Président de la République et Président-fondateur du Mouvement révolutionnaire
national pour le développement à l’occasion des festivités du cinq juillet
1981 marquant le 19ième anniversaire de l’indépendance nationale, le 8ième
anniversaire de la IIième République et le 6ième anniversaire du Mouvement
révolutionnaire national pour le développement”: Rwandan National
Archives, 2842.

2 Personal translation. “Discours du Général-major Habyarimana, Président de la
République et Président-fondateur du Mouvement révolutionnaire national pour
le développement, à l’ouverture solennelle de la première session du Conseil
national de développement”: Rwandan National Archives, 2842.
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Conseil was to exercise its function with the president, and the democ-
racy it represented was to be “responsible.” Citizens’ rights and free-
doms, which the CND was meant to embody, were to be enjoyed with
“discipline.” A single party, the Mouvement révolutionnaire national
pour le développement (MRND), was represented within the halls of
the CND, mooting any hopes for political alternance. In a similar
fashion, under the cover of claims of universal suffrage, presidential
elections yielded far from competitive results. In all three Second
Republican presidential elections prior to 1990, citizens returned
President Habyarimana to power with an overwhelming 99 percent
share of votes, casting doubts on just how “popular” – that is, how
truly reflexive of citizens’ aspirations – these results were.
Habyarimana’s democracy grew in undemocratic soil.

Yet, that Rwanda was a democracy seemed evident to President
Habyarimana, at least in rhetoric, a claim to a democratic ideal not
unfamiliar to scholars of authoritarian regimes at the time and today.
Obvious democracy of the kind Habyarimana spoke of belonged in
Rwanda to the realm of political imaginaries, ideology, and strategy. In
practice, seemingly democratic strides maintained a complex relation-
ship with authoritarianism.

The ideals of democracy – claims to representativity and freedoms –
including forms of democratic performances and institutions have
always mattered, even in a noncompetitive political environment.
Beyond the rhetoric of presidents, our understanding of the relation-
ship between democracy and authoritarianism has evolved over time in
scholarship: from obvious and opposed realities, at least conceptually,
to a more complex understanding of the rhetorical deployment,
borrowing, masquerading, and hybridity and mixed practices that
exist, as some of the more recent debates in the study of authoritarian-
ism have suggested.

Much like this episode around the creation of the CND suggests, this
chapter starts on the twinned concepts of democracy and authoritar-
ianism, and how we should understand their relationship, to help set
the stage for some of the debates that have animated the comparative
study of authoritarian regimes in recent decades. As this chapter
shows, authoritarianism has, by convention, been defined in relation
to democracy. But starker, and more clear-cut, understandings of the
two have more recently made way for a finer look at the practices that
lie in the middle of the two ideal-types. Institutions we have commonly
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come to associate with pluralism, such as parties and forms of electoral
competition, have grown in autocratic contexts and even helped bol-
ster authoritarianism, as the more recent debate on authoritarian resili-
ence has explored. This institutional turn can only take us so far in
understanding some of the deeper and more granular realities of
authoritarianism, however. I further discuss, based on work of a more
local or sociological nature, what understanding authoritarianism as a
“trajectory” looks like. The chapter ends on a discussion of the chal-
lenges and limitations inherent to the study of authoritarianism in
Rwanda and beyond.

Conventions Regarding the Study of Authoritarianism

There is indeed a long tradition of scholarship on authoritarianism –

even longer than a focus on the most recent debates would suggest –
that can help situate the notion of “authoritarian trajectory.”
Preeminent among these have been debates around definitions, which
have come to the chagrin of many who believe too much time has been
spent naming, defining, and “topologizing” notions surrounding the
concept of authoritarianism, to the detriment of studying authoritarian
realities in and of themselves.

Despite the debates, however, most scholars start from the same
point when defining authoritarianism. They have a relational under-
standing of autocracy, where it is necessarily defined in comparison to
democracy, which also explains why authoritarianism is commonly
conceptualized as “nondemocracy.”3 Indeed, authoritarianism is often
treated as a “residual” category encompassing all regimes that do not
qualify as democratic.4 As a result, it is not uncommon to see authors
pour more efforts into defining the concept of democracy than into
defining authoritarianism itself, though offering a definition for such a
history-laden concept as democracy is no simple task.

3 Juan J. Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes, 2nd ed., Boulder, CO:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000, pp. 50–51.

4 For example, see Mike Alvarez, José Antonio Cheibub, Fernando Limongi, and
Adam Przeworski, “Classifying Political Regimes,” Studies in Comparative
International Development, 31(2), 1996, pp. 3–36; Svolik, Politics of
Authoritarian Rule. For a discussion of this trend, see also Jennifer Gandhi,
Political Institutions under Dictatorships, Cambridge, MA: Cambridge
University Press, 2008, p. 7.

Conventions Regarding the Study of Authoritarianism 23

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009224741.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009224741.002


There has been a tendency for some to adopt a minimal understand-
ing of democracy centered on procedural elements: competitive, free,
and fair elections held at regular intervals with a real chance for the
alternation of power in the legislative (elected directly) and executive
(elected directly or indirectly) branches, as well as meaningful options
at the ballot box in terms of multiple candidates and parties with a
credible chance of winning.5 Some scholars insist on a demonstrated
capacity for alternation, where parties actually lose elections and step
down in accordance with the same rules that had brought them to
power,6 especially in the face of cases in which all the procedural boxes
appear to be ticked, but a single party holds on to power for decades.
A key example of the latter is the Partido Revolucionario Institucional
(PRI) in Mexico prior to the 2000s. Other scholars have opted for
more expansive definitions of democracy that are focused on substan-
tive issues such as the absence of violence, accountability, the respect of
rights, including key political rights like association and expression, the
vibrancy of political mobilization or civil society, or the provision of
public goods. These added criteria, however, raise issues regarding
normativity, measurability, comparability, and the ability to examine
relations across these elements.7 These are also the “liberal,” more
than the “democratic,” side of the historical type that is
liberal democracy.

As a residual category, authoritarianism is understood, as Linz
seminally put it, as “nondemocratic systems” – those “that share at
least one characteristic, that of not being like those we shall describe
with our definition of democracy.”8 That is, authoritarianism is seen as
a regime falling short of the democratic ideal, whether minimally – in
terms of competition, with no real independent and unco-opted

5 Alvarez et al., “Classifying Political Regimes”; José Antonio Cheibub, Jennifer
Gandhi, and James Raymond Vreeland, “Democracy and Dictatorship
Revisited,” Public Choice, 143(1–2), 2010, p. 69.

6 Adam Przeworski, Michael E. Alvarez, José Antonio Cheibub, and Fernando
Limongi, Democracy and Development: Political Institutions and Well-Being in
the World, 1950–1990, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000,
pp. 20–22; Cheibub et al., “Democracy and Dictatorship Revisited,” p. 69.

7 For a discussion of minimal versus substantive issues, see, for example, Cheibub
et al., “Democracy and Dictatorship Revisited,” p. 72; Larry Diamond,
“Thinking about Hybrid Regimes,” Journal of Democracy, 13(2), 2002,
pp. 21–22; and Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism, pp. 5–6.

8 Linz, Totalitarian, pp. 51, 53.
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alternate candidates and parties, as well as no alternation of in terms of
who is in power – or, more broadly, in terms of the recourse to violence
to manage challenges, or of violations of basic individual and associa-
tive rights. For example, Gandhi’s minimal definition of dictatorship,
which centers on “rulers acquir[ing] power by means other than com-
petitive elections,”9 resembles Svolik’s slightly more precise definition:
a regime that “fails to elect its legislature and executive in free and
competitive elections.”10 Levitsky and Way’s conceptualization of
authoritarianism goes further than competition; they also identify an
unlevel playing field as well as challenges to civil liberties as features of
authoritarian regimes.11 Few have ventured beyond the democracy–
autocracy dichotomy in their conceptual efforts, however, in large part
because, as a residual category, authoritarianism brings together an
extremely varied and evolving lot of political experiences,12 which
cannot be captured by too strict or too refined a definition.

This challenge is all too apparent in scholarly efforts to organize
different authoritarian experiences according to typologies, a long
“taxonomic” tradition of comparative authoritarian work that con-
tinues to be a core component of the work today.13 Researchers
propose categorizations of different natures. For instance, one strain
of scholarship focuses on who rules or who composes the “inner
sanctum”

14 of power. This includes Geddes’s focus on personalist,
military, and single-party regimes,15 which is not unlike Cheibub
et al.’s distinction between monarchic, military, and civilian dictator-
ships.16 Other forms of categorization focus on degrees of coercion or
the types of means deployed, such as Schatz’s and others’ “soft” and
“hard” distinction further discussed below and explored in relation to

9 Gandhi, Political Institutions under Dictatorships, p. 7.
10 Svolik, Politics of Authoritarian Rule, p. 20.
11 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism, pp. 7–16.
12 Indeed, for Gandhi, understanding dictatorship as a residual category masks the

great variation in terms of authoritarian regimes. Gandhi, Political Institutions
under Dictatorships, p. 7. For his part, Linz decries the complexity of producing
the topologies of authoritarianism in the face of the phenomenon’s evolving
nature. Linz, Totalitarian, p. 50.

13 Ronald A. Francisco, “Review: Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes,”
Contemporary Southeast Asia, 23(1), 2001, p. 185.

14 Cheibub et al., “Democracy and Dictatorship Revisited,” p. 84.
15 Barbara Geddes, “What Do We Know about Democratization after Twenty

Years,” Annual Review of Political Science, 2, 1999, p. 121.
16 Cheibub et al., “Democracy and Dictatorship Revisited,” p. 84.
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Rwanda in Chapter 4.17 Similarly, Alvarez et al. propose a distinction
between “exclusionary” and “mobilizing” dictatorships,18 and
Levitsky and Way between “full,” in the form of “closed” or “hege-
monic,” and “competitive” authoritarianism.19 Any new label or typ-
ology is quick, however, to spark debates as to whether it reflects aptly
and fully the many different authoritarian forms and captures the
boundaries between them. These boundaries are, after all, set to remain
“blurry and controversial,” as Diamond argues,20 considering the
variety that exists in terms of authoritarianism.

Part of the definitional challenge also stems from the fact that
authors do not agree on the nature of the democratic–authoritarian
distinction. Is it a question of degrees? Do regimes slide toward more
democratic or autocratic leanings on a scale of political openness or
control? Or are democracy and authoritarianism two incommensurate
realities, that is fundamentally completely different types, operating
differently and deploying different means? The former position is
closer to some of the thinking behind the literature on hybrid regimes
or “in-between” types, while the latter is defended by authors such as
Svolik, who argues that the notion of “in-between” is problematic:
You either have democracy or you do not, since “the difference is
decidedly one of kind before it is one of degrees.”21 Both sides of the
debate bring important insights to the table. We know there is variety
and, just as importantly, fluidity across regime types, as the work on
democratic backsliding has illustrated.22 But we also know that, at
some point, a threshold of “regime change” is crossed, though with

17 Schatz, “The Soft Authoritarian Tool Kit,” p. 208. The concept of soft
authoritarianism was popularized by Fukuyama; in his study of Asian countries,
he wrote that “reconcile market economics with a kind of paternalistic
authoritarianism that persuades rather than coerces.” Fukuyama, “Asia’s Soft
Authoritarian.” Adapting the concept to varied cases, authors have focused on
political over economic dimensions and the persuasion component. See Schatz
or Nasir and Turner, “Governing.”

18 Alvarez et al., “Classifying Political Regimes,” p. 16.
19 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism, pp. 6–7.
20 Diamond, “Thinking about Hybrid Regimes,” p. 27.
21 Svolik, Politics of Authoritarian Rule, p. 24. Alvarez et al. similarly argue that

there are no half-democracies. “Classifying Political Regimes,” p. 21.
22 Nancy Bermeo, “On Democratic Backsliding,” Journal of Democracy, 27(1),

2016, pp. 5–19; David Waldner and Ellen Lust, “Unwelcome Change: Coming
to Terms with Democratic Backsliding,” Annual Review of Political Science, 21,
2018, pp. 93–113; and Jean-François Gagné and Anne-Laure Mahé, “Hybrid
Regimes,” in Bertrand Badie, Leonardo Morlino, and Dirk Berg-Schlosser (eds.),
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much conceptual and measurement uncertainty around exactly when
the line is crossed.23 Once this threshold is crossed, however, we are in
clear authoritarian territory, as reflected by the means, practices, and
strategies deployed.

Thus, in a move similar to Schatz’s, who chose to eschew semantic
debates and to refer instead to these general conventions, this “conven-
tional terrain” is taken to be sufficient to set the conceptual boundaries
of this book.24 For all the debates about definitions – outside the more
ambiguous cases generally found in a zone of grey somewhere between
democracy and authoritarianism – most people tend to agree about
who/what is authoritarian. Without dismissing the important work of
fine-tuning concepts and typologies, we have enough of a conventional
sense of basic authoritarian characteristics – such as limited access to
power, a lack of competition in determining this access, and a recourse
to strategies beyond “conventional” democratic norms and beyond
liberal norms25 in terms of expected rights and liberties in the face of
political power – to know an authoritarian regime when we see one.

Transitions, Resilience, and the Institutional Turn

Definitional debates are just one of the key divides in the literature on
authoritarianism. There have also been important shifts in the puzzles

Handbook of Political Science: A Global Perspective, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications, 2020.

23 Hans Lueders and Ellen Lust, “Multiple Measurements, Elusive Agreement, and
Unstable Outcomes in the Study of Regime Change,” Journal of Politics, 80(2),
2018, pp. 736–741.

24 Schatz explains his dissatisfaction with dichotomous categories while,
nonetheless, acknowledging that he focuses on experiences falling within the
category “conventionally” referred to as authoritarianism. “The Soft
Authoritarian Tool Kit,” p. 203. Regarding setting bounds for semantic debates,
see also Sambanis’s discussion of definitions of civil wars, in which he argues
that it is impossible to settle on a definition without some “ad hoc” distinctions
between civil wars and other types of violence. Nicholas Sambanis, “What Is
Civil War: Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational
Definition,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, 48(6), 2004, p. 815. This ad hoc
part of definitions is often the result of convention. It is essential to stress,
however, that in relying on canons or conventions, I am reproducing their biases
and predominantly in terms of their northern-centrism and nongendered
perspective. I thank Anne-Laure Mahé for this point.

25 On the distinction between democratic and liberal bases, see Fareed Zakaria,
“The Rise of Illiberal Democracy,” Foreign Affairs, 76(6), 1997, pp. 22–43.
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addressed by comparative authoritarian scholars. One of these can be
traced back to the 1990s/early 2000s. Scholarship in recent decades,
and particularly since the end of the third wave of democratization, has
predominantly focused on a single question: What accounts for regime
transitions, or lack thereof, understood broadly as shifts across regime
types in the form of breakdowns of authoritarianism or, more recently,
in terms of the interest in “how democracies die”?26 Why do some
regimes transition toward democracy, away from stable authoritarian-
ism, or vice versa, while others do not?

As became apparent in the 2000s, transition is not necessarily a
smooth process and sometimes stalls or reverses. Both the “hybrid”
regime literature and the “authoritarian resilience” literature emerged
as a response to the transition assumption implicit in third wave
literature that studied the “triumphant” expansion of democracy
and, in so doing, attributed a dominant role to key “democratizers,”
such as the opposition and civil society.27 With the growing realization
that many democratic transitions simply did not take place, the pendu-
lum swung to a new, largely institutional research agenda focused on
explaining this “strong undemocratic undertow,” seen in the mixed
results of the third wave.28 Whether studying the factors behind endur-
ance versus transition fully moves us beyond the previous “transition
paradigm” is, however, another question.29

Work on hybrid regimes focuses for its part on “half-way” regimes.
The notion of hybrid regimes refers to countries seen as neither demo-
cratic nor authoritarian, but melding the characteristics of both; these
regimes are stuck in the limbo of transition, not having attained the

26 Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, How Democracies Die, New York:
Broadway Books, 2018.

27 This criticism is already found in Bratton and Van de Walle’s 1994 article on
neopatrimonial regimes in Africa. Michael Bratton and Nicholas Van de Walle,
“Neopatrimonial Regimes and Political Transitions in Africa,” World Politics,
46(4), 1994, pp. 453–489. For a more recent take, see Levitsky and Way,
Competitive Authoritarianism, p. 54.

28 Richard Snyder, “Beyond Electoral Authoritarianism: The Spectrum of
Nondemocratic Regimes,” in Andreas Schedler (eds.), Electoral
Authoritarianism: The Dynamics of Unfree Competition, Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner, 2006, p. 219. I use the term “research agenda” in recognition of the
striking coherence of recent research, with a significant number of authors
adopting versions of the “no transition/transition puzzle.”

29 On the notion of the “transition paradigm,” see Thomas Carothers, “End of the
Transition Paradigm.”
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democratic ideal implicit in the third wave. In other words, hybrid
regimes are caught somewhere in the “messy middle,” as Schelder
argued, but possibly durably so, as Gagné and Mahé remind us.30

Many have, however, found the notion of hybridity “messy,” concep-
tually and empirically, and rather vague on this state of “in-between.”
It is hence dismissed today by many scholars, though not all.31

Dropping presumptions about the specific direction in which
regimes were or are headed, implicit in the labels associated with the
hybrid regime scholarship, such as “illiberal” or “flawed democracies”
or “partly free,”32 a number of scholars have reasserted their interest
in authoritarianism per se, highlighting its resilience as the puzzle to
explain. Authoritarian resilience or endurance literature focuses on
how regimes weathered the latest democratization wave with or
without the fundamental change of nature entailed in the notion of
hybridity, often by adopting in name or essence some democratic
guises. Indeed, scholars of this most recent iteration of comparative
authoritarian literature look to understand the meaning of these demo-
cratic traits amid clearly authoritarian settings. For some, this combin-
ation of traits amounts to a new sub-type of authoritarianism, one not
unlike a hybrid regime because it allows meaningful, but biased com-
petition, as captured by the notion of competitive authoritarianism.33

But for others, this competition amounts to a democratic “façade,”34

useful to manage a new world environment set against full blown or
manifest authoritarianism,35 as well as to diffuse internal challenges,

30 Andreas Schedler, “The Logic of Electoral Authoritarianism,” in Andreas
Schedler (eds.), Electoral Authoritarianism: The Dynamics of Unfree
Competition, Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2006, p. 4 and Gagné and
Mahé, “Hybrid Regimes.” See also Diamond, “Thinking about Hybrid
Regimes,” p. 25.

31 Gagné and Mahé, for example, make a case of the concept’s ongoing value
added. Gagné and Mahé, “Hybrid Regimes.”

32 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism, p. 14. Indeed, the literature
often mentions a tendency to tack on adjectives to the concept of democracy to
signal a transition that stopped on its way to democracy.

33 Levistsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism. Similarly, Kenneth
F. Greene, “The Political Economy of Authoritarian Single-Party Dominance,”
Comparative Political Studies, 43(7), 2010, pp. 807–834.

34 Schedler, “The Logic of Electoral Authoritarianism,” p. 1.
35 This notion of changing international norms and their impact on state-building

and acceptable models already featured in Robert Jackson’s Quasi-States:
Sovereignty, International Relations and the Third World, Cambridge:
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not unlike other strategic forms of democratic deployment or con-
trolled liberalization seen in the 1960s and 1970s.

The authoritarian resilience literature, and more broadly what
Pepinsky and others have recently coined the “institutional turn” in
comparative authoritarianism scholarship,36 has made important con-
tributions, including pushing a program of systematic comparative
analysis (medium-N or multi-case qualitative analyses) to assess the
explanatory power of different factors thought to contribute to
authoritarian endurance. And, indeed, this work has yielded a rich
take on what differentiates pathways of authoritarian resilience and
decay, following the pioneering work of Geddes, who sought to sys-
tematize our understanding of democratization and transitions by
looking at the characteristics of different types of authoritarian
regimes. Setting the bar high in terms of analytical and methodological
rigor, Geddes examined data from more than 160 regimes and sur-
mised that what she terms personalist, military, and single-party
regimes have different characteristics and dynamics, which lead them
to “break down in systematically different ways.”37 This
insight spurred the interest of a new generation of scholars looking to
explain non-transition/transition outcomes rigorously. This interest
has however led, as it did in Geddes’s work, to a focus on trajectories
across types,38 creating a directional perspective on hybridity, back-
sliding, and the broad outcomes of the authoritarian experience,
whether resilience or decay. They have focused less on the relations
or trajectories within subtypes – personalist, military, single-party,
or otherwise.

Cambridge University Press, 1993. See also Levitsky and Way, Competitive
Authoritarianism.

36 Pepinsky, “The Institutional Turn,” p. 637. At the heart of this institutional turn
is the notion that institutions matter to political outcomes in authoritarian
settings: mainly that they operate as constraints to limit intra-elites conflict or act
to bind citizens to the authoritarian system or elites to the citizenry. Ibid., p. 633.

37 Geddes, “What Do We Know about Democratization after Twenty Years,”
p. 121.

38 Levitsky and Way, who most clearly refer to trajectories, use the two notions
interchangeably, though their interest in “which competitive authoritarian
regimes democratized [. . . and which] others remained stable and authoritarian
and still others experienced turnover without democratization” suggests that
“outcomes” better captures the notion they are after. Competitive
Authoritarianism, p. 5.
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As indicated by the “institutional” label, in delving into these
“regime trajectories” or “outcomes,” two notions too often blurred
in the literature, this newer generation of scholars has rediscovered
institutions. This rediscovery was warranted in response to what some
saw as an overemphasis on actors, especially key actors of change, in
the transition literature. The turn toward institutions was also meant
to address the quick dismissal in previous work of “pseudo-democratic
institutions” as artifices having no real function or purpose. On the
latter in particular, work by Brownlee and by Gandhi has stressed how
parties and legislative chambers can play a real role in managing elite
competition in authoritarian settings, much like elections can,
according to Gandhi and Lust-Okar.39 Gandhi, for example, has
helped to broaden our understanding of co-optation among elites.
She has shown the importance of other incentives, besides financial
or power-driven incentives, such as policy concessions in this context.
Like Svolik,40 she has also insisted on the role parties and institutions
play in confirming a regime’s commitment to the power-sharing co-
optation schemes it employs to manage elites. This institutional focus
has brought a renewed sense of the very real game of push and pull that
results from the effort to co-opt potential challengers within or at the
door of “inner sanctums” and within the “selectorate,” those who can
make or break a leader, and produce a “winning coalition.”41

Versus a Deeper Authoritarian Politics

In addressing the perceived flaws in previous literature, the pendulum
may have swung too far, according to a growing number of critical
voices. Decried by Svolik as suffering from a tendency to study facets of

39 Jason Brownlee, Authoritarianism in an Age of Democratization, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007; Gandhi, Political Institutions under
Dictatorship; and Gandhi and Lust-Okar, “Elections under Authoritarianism.”
See also Beatriz Magaloni, Voting for Autocracy: Hegemonic Party Survival and
Its Demise in Mexico, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006.

40 Svolik, Politics of Authoritarian Rule.
41 Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson, and James

D. Morrow, The Logic of Political Survival, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003;
and James D. Morrow, Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Randolph M. Siverson, and
Alastair Smith, “Retesting Selectorate Theory: Separating the Effects of W from
Other Elements of Democracy,” American Political Science Review, 102(3),
2008, pp. 393–400.
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authoritarianism “in isolation,”42 recent literature has been described
in more dramatic terms by Pepinsky, who believes that the institutional
turn leads the study of authoritarianism down the road of “superficial-
ity” and “narrowness.” For all its focus on institutions, Pepinsky
argues, this scholarship is centered on systematically observable “sur-
face politics,” to the great neglect of the “deep politics” of authoritar-
ianism.43 In his words, “authoritarian regimes do many things besides
grow/stagnate and survive and collapse,”44 but we mostly get only
macro and institutional glimmers of these other things. And, while
Pepinsky hints at what some of these deep politics may be, such as
the recourse to local-level violence, identity-related dynamics, state–
bureaucracy relations, and co-optation strategies directed specifically
at citizens, and so on,45 we are left, after the recent decades of institu-
tionalist literature, with only a vague sense of why these deep politics
matter to our understanding of authoritarianism and with few insights
into how to begin studying them. This lack is notable even though a
number of Francophone authors, such as Bayart, Hibou, and Rowell,
as well as others beyond the Francophone world, such as Fu, Shue, and
Wedeen, have over the decades showed the value of this deep dive
through their work.46 It is also worth pointing out that this literature,
especially Francophone literature, has often drawn on African cases to
develop its deeper look at authoritarianism.

Indeed, the current institutional agenda leads us to take a narrow
look at who (actors) and what (tools or means) populates authoritar-
ian politics. The recent literature has proved quite coherent in its focus

42 Ibid., p. 2. Svolik’s reaction is instead to propose a “general conceptual
heuristic” of authoritarianism.

43 Thomas Pepinsky, “The Institutional Turn in Comparative Authoritarianism,”
British Journal of Political Science, 44(3), 2013, p. 650.

44 Ibid. 45 Ibid., p. 651.
46 Jean-François Bayart, “Le politique par le bas en situation autoritaire,” Esprit

90(6), 1984, pp. 142–154; Béatrice Hibou, Anatomie politique de la
domination, Paris: La Découverte, 2011; Sabine Planel, “Authoritarian spaces,
(un)just spaces,” Justice spatiale 8, available online at https://hal.archives-
ouvertes.fr/hal-01418293/document; and Jay Rowell, Le totalitarisme au
concret: Les politiques du logement en RDA, Paris: Economica, 2006; Diana Fu,
Mobilization without the Masses: Control and Contention in China, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2018; Vivienne Shue, The Reach of the State:
Sketches of the Chinese Body Politic, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988;
and Lisa Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domination: Politics, Rhetoric, and Symbols
in Contemporary Syria, Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1999.
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on elites. The interest in national-level elites should come as no sur-
prise, since elites, and in particular intra- and inter-elite competition
(depending on the scholar), are generally perceived to be the main
source of threat to political arrangements and hence of change or lack
thereof in authoritarian regimes. When not effectively managed by
institutions, elites are seen as a key element in instability or break-
down.47 Thus, breaking with the problematic image of the lone auto-
crat, this literature stresses the very lively and dynamic circle of power
at the top of authoritarian regimes, within which elites vie for
resources, influence, and power to secure cooperation and dissuade
challengers.48

But our understanding of these elite negotiations remains rather
limited. Take, for instance, Brownlee’s definition of “elite” as
“national-level agenda setters, figures who wield regular and substan-
tial influence over a country’s political system.”49 He marks a clear
distinction between “elites,” the “ins” in the system, and “opposition
figures,” the “outs.” This distinction obscures the fact that to rise as
“opposition figures” actors often already need to wield some degree of
influence – that is, they need to already be some kind of “elite.” Elite
pacts and power-sharing instances are also commonly conceived as
single-iteration games. Co-optation is treated as an open/shut process,
in which the deal is done once the elites buy in and integrate the system,
as long as resources keep flowing. This conceptualization keeps the
focus on unsettled times of change or possible change. Outside these
unsettled periods, agents are assumed “in” and the institutional bias
prevails50. This portrait is rather static, as opposed to a more nuanced
understanding in which “in” and “out” are understood as subject to
continual negotiation, with some elites choosing to navigate back and
forth depending on the situation or the agenda. Brownlee

47 Cheibub et al., “Democracy and Dictatorship Revisited,” p. 84; Svolik, Politics
of Authoritarian Rule, pp. 4–5. Bratton and Van de Walle also discuss
Huntington’s claim that transitions are likelier to come from the top.
“Neopatrimonial Regimes and Political Transitions in Africa,” p. 455.

48 Brownlee, Authoritarianism in an Age of Democratization, p. 12. 49 Ibid.
50 Brownlee makes this distinction between settled and unsettled periods; he sees

structural factors playing out in more settled periods – structural factors help
explain durability – and agency having more of a role to play in unsettled
periods. This dichotomy casts a shadow on what actors do and the role and
influence they exercise in an authoritarian setting in settled times. Jason
Brownlee, Authoritarianism in an Age of Democratization, p. 23.
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acknowledges the implicit rigidity of his conception: the in/out line
may be blurrier, and agents may cross it regularly51.

Our rather rigid take on elites may in part stem from the motives
ascribed to them, and especially the implicit or explicit maximization
assumptions that are at the heart of many analyses. The presumed
driver of elite action tends to be opportunism – the desire to maintain
or attain power, influence, or resources, for example.52 The corollary is
the common notion that, once “in,” agents do not work to undermine
the system they benefit from, at least until a possibility of greater
benefit appears or the system itself threatens benefits. In other words,
the literature upholds the notion that “ins” do not bite the hand that
feeds. The prospect of gains or threats to gains therefore becomes a
mechanism to explain pathways of endurance or transition. These
assumptions with regard to the nature of elite motives remain theoret-
ical, however, and more importantly, they provide us with little ground
to understand the mixed or ambiguous motives and more dynamic
positioning of actors in reality. This is especially the case with regard to
settled circumstances, where situations may prove more fluid than at
times of crisis or at radical breaks that require clear in/out decisions
from elites.

While the institutional turn leads to a focus on the national level and
the regime’s elite supporters and challengers, comparative authoritar-
ianism scholars have had much less to say about the rest of society in
authoritarian settings. With few exceptions, recent scholarship says
little about local-level elites and, in particular, about those tasked to
be the system’s local face and its implementers.53 There is little sense of

51 Ibid.
52 The notion of gain is quite present in Geddes’s and Bratton and Van de Walle’s

seminal articles, although Geddes sees military rulers’ motives as more complex.
The notion of opportunism also makes its way into more contemporary work.
Geddes, “What Do We Know about Democratization after Twenty Years”;
Bratton and Van de Walle, “Neopatrimonial Regimes and Political Transitions
in Africa.” See also Gandhi, for example, even if she broadens what actors take
to be resources, or Brownlee, for example. Gandhi, Political Institutions under
Dictatorship, p. xxi. Gandhi and Lust-Okar claim that, in authoritarian settings,
the majority run in elections for the spoils, except for a few highly committed
individuals. Gandhi and Lust-Okar, “Elections under Authoritarianism.”

53 Some of these exceptions include the Francophone literature cited above on the
infrapolitics of authoritarianism. Some authors focused on Africa also look at
the role of more localized forms of elites and official authorities; for instance, see
the work of Mamdani, and especially his notion of “decentralized despotism,”
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their role and whether they even matter in and for the authoritarian
apparatus. Considering the lack of attention to these local elites, one
could conclude that they do not matter much, at least for understand-
ing pathways of resilience or transition.

Nonetheless, some scholars have acknowledged the importance of
broader state–society relations. Authors such as Svolik and Gandhi
include populations in the theoretical dilemmas or challenges that they
argue authoritarian leaders face.54 Popular or mass-led overthrow,
though much less frequent than elite challenges, remains a possibility
in authoritarian settings. There is therefore a sense that the “control”
of populations, and consequently their “compliance” or “acquies-
cence” is necessary.55 However, because a bottom-up challenge is
considered a much less likely threat than one from elites, authors more
commonly talk of the means deployed to bring populations into the
fold, that is, they rarely question regimes’ ability to attain this control
and compliance. The reigning impression is that coercion and co-
optation in the right dose are generally effective on authoritarian
publics, and scholars consequently neglect discussions of how these
strategies operate and whether they succeed, especially in comparison
to the attention given to the same mechanisms in relation to elites.56

The turn to institutions has brought some attention to the role
institutions or organizations play with regard to publics. Svolik, for
example, proposes an interesting take on single parties’ ability to
recruit and co-opt key segments of the population, to proselytize, and
to monitor behavior at the base.57 Several authors make similar

although it is largely focused on abuse. Citizens and Subjects: Contemporary
Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism, Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1996, pp. 52–61. Similarly, Catherine Boone also stresses the importance
of understanding regionalism within countries to make sense of political forms.
Topographies of the African State: Territorial Authority and Institutional
Choice, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.

54 Svolik, Politics of Authoritarian Rule, p. 9; and Gandhi, Political Institutions
under Dictatorship, pp. xvii–xviii.

55 Svolik speaks of the “problem of authoritarian control,” Gandhi speaks of
“compliance,” Geddes speaks of “acquiescence.” Svolik, Politics of
Authoritarian Rule, p. 9; Gandhi, Political Institutions under Dictatorship,
p. xviii; and Geddes, “What Do We Know about Democratization after Twenty
Years,” p. 125.

56 And unlike some earlier work that also embraced this focus, in particular
Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, Orlando: Harcourt, 1973.

57 Svolik, Politics of Authoritarian Rule, pp. 11, 182–184. See also Cheibub et al.,
“Democracy and Dictatorship Revisited,” p. 87.
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arguments about parties’ ability to penetrate and hence control society.
However, little attention is given to how the process unfolds and the
degree to which this penetration is achieved. Levitsky and Way partly
address this issue, proposing scope and cohesion as means to assess a
state’s coercive capacity and a party’s strength. But the ability to
measure these characteristics without an assessment from the base –

that is, empirically gauging how a party’s efforts are received by the
authoritarian public – is questionable.58 As a result, institutional work
has a decidedly one-sided outlook on state–society relations: We hear
from the regime’s side, but we get very little in the sense of how the
population engages with the state. As Geddes commented as the insti-
tutional research agenda was beginning to make headway:

Although very coercive regimes cannot survive without some support, in the
absence of routine ways for citizens to remove authoritarian leaders from
office, questions of who exactly their constituents are, how satisfied they
have to be, and what factors besides satisfaction with regime performance
affect their level of acquiescence require empirical investigation and cannot
be answered in the abstract.59

For the most part, recent scholarship has largely remained at the
level of abstractions. Empirical investigation has proved rare in recent
decades and tended to stay confined to historical or anthropological/
area studies endeavors.60 Theoretical reflections on society’s relations
with the state in authoritarian settings have proved just as rare, the
emphasis largely remaining on those who have ways to remove leaders
from office – that is elites. This is an unfortunate and easy dismissal of
politics beyond the national level, especially in terms of getting at the
grain of authoritarianism.

This narrow focus with regard to actors may be, in turn, affecting
our understanding of authoritarian means or “tools,” to borrow

58 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism, pp. 58, 64.
59 Geddes, “What Do We Know about Democratization after Twenty Years,”

p. 125.
60 See, for example, Jon Schubert,Working the System: A Political Ethnography of

the New Angola, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2017; Veena Das and
Deborah Poole (eds.), Anthropology in the Margins of the State, Oxford: James
Currey, 2004; and Alf Lüdtke (eds.), The History of Everyday Life:
Reconstructing Historical Experiences and Ways of Life, translated by William
Templer, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995.
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Schatz’s tool kit imagery.61 With attention focused on opportunistic
actors at the top, discussion of authoritarian tools has centered over-
whelmingly on co-optation as the means deployed to manage elites.
Some, like Art, lament this focus,62 arguing that we should get back to
studying the coercive tools discovered through authors like Hannah
Arendt: violence, repression, and intimidation. But a return to studies
of coercion may be just the first step. The authoritarian state’s engage-
ment with citizens is largely taken to rest on a limited tool kit centered
on aggression, repression, or patronage. In other words, the universe of
authoritarian practice largely ends at coercion and co-optation.

A number of authors who have worked to build a bottom-up under-
standing of authoritarianism, or have at least included an emphasis on
the citizens’ side of authoritarian state–society relations, have proposed
that we adopt a more encompassing view of authoritarian means. They
have insisted on the role of normative, rhetorical, and symbolic strat-
egies too often dismissed as slogans and political bluster. In the same
vein, recent scholarship on new technologies is studying the power of
the “digital word” or the power to control it, including in authoritar-
ian settings.63

Norms, language, rituals, and symbolism all play a role in trying to
achieve compliance, by enacting state power, expressing expectations,
and striving to institute self-discipline and pre-emption64 among
publics, especially in states looking for alternatives to the “moral
hazard of coercion”65 or the costs of co-optation. Co-optation at the

61 Schatz, “The Soft Authoritarian Tool Kit.”
62 Art, “What Do We Know about Authoritarianism after Ten Years,” p. 369.
63 I thank Cédric Jourde for this point. On this point, see Ron J. Deibert, “The

Road to Digital Unfreedom: Three Painful Truths about Social Media,” Journal
of Democracy, 30(1), 2019, pp. 25–39, and Seva Gunitsky, “Corrupting the
Cyber-Commons: Social Media as a Tool of Autocratic Stability,” Perspectives
on Politics, 13, 2015, pp. 42–54.

64 Cédric Jourde, “The President is Coming to Visit!: Dramas and the Hijack of
Democratization in the Islamic Republic of Mauritania,” Comparative Politics,
37(4), 2005, pp. 421–440; Cédric Jourde, “The Ethnographic Sensibility:
Overlooked Authoritarian Dynamics and Islamic Ambivalences in West Africa,”
in Edward Schatz Schatz, Political Ethnography: What Immersion Contributes
to the Study of Power, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009,
pp. 203–206; “The Soft Authoritarian Tool Kit”; Wedeen, Ambiguities of
Domination; and Marie-Eve Desrosiers, “Rethinking Political Rhetoric and
Authority during Rwanda’s First and Second Republics,” Africa, 84(2), 2014,
pp. 199–225.

65 Svolik, Politics of Authoritarian Rule, p. 127.
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heart of recent institutional work and coercion matter, and they matter
a lot in terms of managing potentially disturbing relations. But once we
broaden our sense of which relations matter in authoritarian settings,
we also need to broaden our outlook on what constitutes authoritarian
strategies. This broadening is what I propose, seeking to move beyond
the predominant institutional focus to reinvent our interest in
“authoritarian trajectories.”

Arguing in Favor of a Focus on Trajectories

Rwandans often enrich their conversations with references to the many
proverbs that exist in their culture(s).66 One proverb that has fast been
gaining in popularity teaches us that “the dancers change, but the
dance remains the same” (Ababyinnyi barahindutse ariko imbyino
iracyari ya yindi). It popped up in interviews for this book, but also
finds its way into some – including my – writing on Rwanda.67 This
proverb can be used, and is indeed used, to stress continuity. Despite
events and circumstances, some deeper trends remain: There is a set
and fixed choreography, which is reproduced whoever performs it. It
should come as no surprise, then, that the proverb has been used as an
allegory for the continued authoritarianism Rwandans have experi-
enced since independence, and arguably even prior to independence;
changes in the identity of the authorities, including dramatic events
such as the 1959 “Social Revolution” and the 1994 genocide, have
never been true breaks in the way the political game is played.

The proverb can be interpreted this way at one level, but at another
level it speaks of dancing, of motion and interaction: A dance com-
monly exists as movement, and its choreography involves the dancers

66 Pierre Crépeau, “The Invading Guest: Some Aspects of Oral Transmission,” in
Wolfgang Mieder and Alan Dundes (eds.), The Wisdom of Many: Essays on the
Proverb, Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1981, p. 87; Pierre Crépeau
and Simon Bizimana, Proverbes du Rwanda, Musée Royal de l’Afrique
Centrale, 97, 1979. I chose to speak of “cultures” in part because subregional
cultural differences exist in Rwanda, but also because some would argue that
what is presented as Rwandan culture today is a hegemonic “reinvention” of an
aristocratic culture, that did/does not necessarily represent all Rwandans.

67 It was used, for example, in Desrosiers and Thomson, “Rhetorical Legacies of
Leadership,” p. 430. Joseph Sebarenzi also suggested he met “a number of
Rwandans whisper[ing]” the saying. God Sleeps in Rwanda: A Journey of
Transformation, New York: Atria Books, 2009, p. 91.
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moving in relation with each other, their public, and their environ-
ment. Behind the continuities, the structures, the longue durée trends,
the proverb thus also speaks of the movement that makes up what we
recognize as the dance. This interpretation too can serve as an allegory
for authoritarianism. At its most basic, before we seize the recognizable
characteristics of the choreography that allow us to differentiate it
apart from other forms of dance (this is ballet, this is tango, this is
breakdance), characteristics that also allow us to tell it apart from
other forms of authoritarianism (this is a military regime, this is a
personalist regime, this is a single-party regime), authoritarianism is
in essence movement. It is a lively, dynamic engagement and set of
relations. Admittedly, in the world of dance, a dancer can sometimes
stand on the stage alone. Dictators for their part, despite some of our
imagery regarding authoritarianism, never govern alone.

I argue in favor of a focus on authoritarian trajectories and in favor
of subverting the notion of “trajectory” to emphasize this dynamic
nature of authoritarianism. Focusing on authoritarian trajectories
means focusing on “dancing” itself, as opposed to its outcomes and
what they tell us about the form of dancing we are seeing, or its shining
moments. It also means focusing on dancing as a broader movement
involving all dancers and, why not, the public who may support the
performance through its attention and gaze, who may be beating the
beat and the rhythm for the dancers, or only feigning interest. It means
focusing on all dancers, as opposed to looking exclusively or primarily
at the principal dancer and the corps de ballet, the inner sanctum.

But the notion of authoritarian trajectory is not a new concept in
and of itself. The phrase is sometimes used offhandedly, especially in
the media, to signal a regime’s turn to “harder” forms of authoritarian-
ism, its descent toward more stringent and coercive forms of power.
This use signals movement, to be sure, but only in one direction. In its
more formal use in comparative authoritarian literature, the notion can
largely be attributed to Levitsky and Way and their discussion of
pathways or outcomes and the determinants of changes in regime
types.68 This use captures movement, though understood primarily as
a shift across types of regimes or away from or toward resilience, as
has tended to be the case with scholarship more broadly. And so, the
use of “authoritarian trajectory” has so far proved limited, only

68 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism, p. 5.
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hinting at dynamism. The concept, as currently used, has even come to
embody the limits and blind spots of recent literature, which focuses on
Pepinsky’s “surface politics”69 and understands authoritarian trajec-
tories as open/shut movements (from soft to hard, stable to unstable)
or shifts from state to state, with little emphasis on the transition
process itself or dynamism within each state. The lack of movement
in these conceptions of trajectories across types offers some irony: The
focus is on where we get to, as opposed to the process of getting there,
on the destination rather than on the road.

Some would argue that borrowing a concept already so clearly
connoted is a dangerous strategy. But the point here is not to argue
in favor of “deep” trajectories over “surface” ones. Transitions or
trajectories away and toward authoritarianism matter. But subverting
the notion of authoritarian trajectory puts the spotlight on two alter-
nate levels of analysis: the middle-range or regime level, especially in
terms of the everyday or regular making and undoing of authoritarian
power, and the micro or individual interaction level. It allows us to see
authoritarianism in a more encompassing manner than the national
and elite level focus has allowed. On the one hand, this redeployment
of the notion of authoritarian trajectory stresses a regime’s path,
conceptualizing authoritarianism as a process instead of as an
“achieved” state or broad direction or outcome: describing the prac-
tice, navigation, and management of an authoritarian regime from the
vantage point of the ordinary interactions that produce or are consti-
tutive of it. On the other hand, it calls on us to understand a regime as a
composite of multiple individual trajectories, all along the chain of
relations that form the authoritarian system, from the more acknow-
ledged and studied national elite trajectories, to local ones that encom-
pass elite and non-elite alike.

From a middle-range standpoint, this approach means understand-
ing authoritarianism as a dynamic process both in unsettled and settled
times. Authoritarian governance is rarely, if ever, free of negotiation
and challenge, even outside of times that could be categorized as
“survival threatening” or “terminal” crises. Indeed, authoritarian
power is never an achieved state; rather it is a relational process,70

69 Pepinsky, “The Institutional Turn in Comparative Politics,” p. 650.
70 Desrosiers, “Rethinking.”
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regularly practiced in the face of challengers and populations that need
to be brought or kept in the fold.

Among national-level elites, contrary to the notion of a buy-in,
which seems to set up a dichotomy between settled “in” elites and
unsettled “out” elites, vie-in from both “ins” and “outs” is continual
and dynamic. Both co-opted and unco-opted elites continue to exert
demands of various forms on the system, and to work with it, work
around it, or even take it on. The boundary between “in” and “out”
must be understood as fluid, and engagement across this line of in/
supportive behavior and out/undermining behavior as much more
common than a focus on determinants of endurance or change
would suggest.

And, while elite’s continual vying-in may not always be what breaks
the system – although more extreme forms of vying-in generally have a
key role in doing so – it nonetheless ensures that the trajectory of
authoritarianism is not straightforward or unidirectional, but made
up of ebbs and flows, as the regime engages and seeks to manage this
vying-in. Indeed, while the notion of trajectory has been too often used
to imply a straight line toward a specific outcome or state, the notion of
trajectory itself shuns such a straightforward understanding.
Trajectories in the human world are rarely linear. Capturing a regime’s
authoritarian trajectory is about looking more closely at the specific
shifts the system makes over time as it tries to deal with the different
forms of appeals and challenges eating away at its groundings and
stability. Authoritarianism cannot be fully captured by looking at
snapshots or “end shots”; rather, a full understanding requires a
careful look at regimes’ origins and dynamic evolution over time, in
response to both supposed trivial and critical challenges. Indeed, a key
element of this understanding is the recognition that critical challenges
are often born of an accumulation of contradictions, built over time
from more ordinary forms of challenges.

Regimes may oscillate between types or borrow institutions or
means from other types, including from democratic forms of govern-
ance, in these “within” shifts as opposed to radical shifts. Though they
are not often the straw that breaks the camel’s back for a regime, these
shifts can tell us a great deal about authoritarian strategies and means
and the versatility, for better or worse, of authoritarian regimes, as
they manage to stay afloat through both daily and critical challenges.
Actors in authoritarian regimes may not always be effective, but they
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are adaptive and deploy strategies and means with more variety and
strategy and in a much more quotidian and processual manner than the
focus on violence or patronage or achieved states suggests.

In other words, a focus on authoritarian trajectories at the regime
level entails focusing on the “concret du comment,”71 the concrete and
granular “how” of authoritarianism:

� Recognizing authoritarianism as a dynamic, ongoing process – a
Sisyphean undertaking to attain stability, control, and reach, includ-
ing in day-to-day relations,

� Which results from regularized vying-in across levels and the
regime’s engagement with this vying-in,

� And which entails shifts within specific political arrangements that
do not radically alter the nature of the regime,

� Suggesting a more varied and adaptive deployment of strategies
and means.

But this also entails looking at autocratic regimes from a micro- or
individual-level standpoint. The concept of authoritarian trajectory
entails understanding the authoritarian process as the arch-trajectory
of individual trajectories, further stressing the flux and the possibly
contradictory currents within the arch-trajectory. This authoritarian
process is not a black box, or simply an institution-focused process, but
the composite of individual trajectories even if, from a standard con-
structivist standpoint, these trajectories are necessarily influenced by
the structures and institutions within which they unfold. From this
perspective, authoritarianism is a living and lived system, created,
expressed, challenged, and engaged with by actors who seek to trace
their own trajectory within the system. If the sum becomes greater than
its parts, it is nonetheless agents who, in seeking their course and in
managing their existence, make the choices and adopt the behaviors
that create the system or challenge it, but who also, by choosing to
navigate it, to vie-in, to carve out their space in it, reproduce or
unmake it.

This understanding is especially important because it calls on us to
understand authoritarianism as a system that rests on individuals for

71 Béatrice Hibou, La force de l’obéissance, Paris: La Découverte, 2006, p. 13.
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its deployment along an “implementation chain,”72 with national
political and administrative elites at the top. But the system is also very
much reliant on local elites, political and otherwise, to act as its
“implementers” at the base of the system, and local populations to
serve as “recipients” and “adopters” of the system, though rarely in a
straightforward fashion.

As antennas and implementers of the regime, local authorities can
interpret and deploy authoritarianism with some variation, engaging
what they recognize to be the “field of play.”73 And, like national-
level elites, local authorities also know the system and how, to
varying degrees, to manage it to trace their own trajectory within
it, carving out their own space for action, operating with and for
the system, but sometimes circumventing it or corroding it in the
process. Considering the agency involved in deploying the authori-
tarian system locally, we should not assume the system is monolithic.
The face of the regime projected by local-level authorities often
takes on a local color and character. In other words, authoritarian-
ism may manifest itself differently locally, especially when the system
is softer.

In turn, this means that, across the same authoritarian system,
varying space is available for populations to manage their individual
trajectories. Reflecting on how we tend to think of individuals caught
in dictatorships, Schedler explains that “[i]n the absence of individual
autonomy and freedom, popular attitudes are always suspected as the
products of authoritarian manipulation.”74 However, this rather stark
understanding of the authoritarian state, and its ability to reach deep
into individual lives to produce compliance, is not helpful in under-
standing local individual trajectories and what they entail for the
broader system. Locals, in managing their lives, learn when it is

72 Purdekova called it the “plumbing of the state.” Andrea Purdekova, “‘Even if
I Am Not Here There Are So Many Eyes’: Surveillance and State Reach in
Rwanda,” Journal of Modern African Studies, 49(3), 2011, p. 479.

73 Hank Johnston, “‘The Game Is Afoot’: Social Movements in Authoritarian
States,” in Donatella della Porta and Mario Diani, Oxford Handbook of Social
Movements, online: www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/
9780199678402.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199678402-e-28#oxfordhb-
9780199678402-e-28-bibItem-14. Neil Fligstein and Doug McAdam, A Theory
of Fields, New York: Oxford University Press, 2012.

74 Schedler, “The Logic of Electoral Authoritarianism,” p. 9.
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rewarding to operate within and when to operate at the periphery of
the system. But, for the most part, they operate within the system,
managing their existence within it and its opportunities and con-
straints. They do not, however, operate simply in either/or compliant/
resistant ways, or, as some may argue, in calculating ways, strategically
looking to insert themselves in power networks and hierarchies.
Rather, engagement is more ambiguous, as individuals work to
manage under the circumstances, doing what it takes and focusing on
their daily struggles as opposed to simply choosing to buy-in or opt
out of the authoritarian system, or simply being co-opted or
resisting, as the figures in the literature too often leave us with. Local
trajectories should be conceived to be as dynamic as we take the arch-
trajectory to be.

A focus on authoritarian trajectories at the micro-level thus entails

� Recognizing authoritarianism as a composite trajectory,
� Which entails that its implementation across different levels cuts

across local trajectories,
� Acknowledging that local elites’ engagement with and deployment

of authoritarianism may be varied and individualized,
� Which implies that the authoritarian system may take different

forms locally,
� Suggesting the existence of space for local populations to deploy

ambiguous engagements with the system, as they manage their
existence within it.

From the regime-level to the individual-level, these are elements of
the authoritarian trajectory we need to rediscover to see the more
granular process of making authoritarianism, and how, in some of
these very elements, we also find impediments to regime consolidation
and the control authoritarianism seeks.

Methodological Conundrums of Studying Authoritarianism
in Rwanda

Shifting our focus to this richer understanding of authoritarianism as a
trajectory is not without methodological implications. There are very
real questions surrounding our ability to study authoritarian realities,
not to mention very real ethical dilemmas. While not all is dissimu-
lation – or political for that matter – it is nonetheless sensible to heed
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Schedler’s advice not to operate based on a what you see is what
you get (WYSIWYG) rule in authoritarian settings.75 Any study
of authoritarianism should begin with a healthy dose of skepticism
regarding our ability to fully capture the struggles and dissension
within a regime, especially among the reclusive inner sanctum.
Similarly, there is no straightforward way to get at the sense of threat
felt by authorities and surrounding elites,76 knowing we are not in
leaders’ heads and should raise doubts about the “public face” of a
regime. And how can regime reach be measured beyond the capital
and beyond the smokescreen of regime propaganda, to account for the
population’s reception, that is, for how people really feel about their
leaders, knowing trust may be an issue in an environment that forbids
or shuns criticism?

These questions and an altogether different approach to the study of
authoritarianism have been at the heart of what some are calling
“political ethnography,”77 which brings an “ethnographic sensibility”
to the study of authoritarian power78. This follows a similar, prior
intellectual move on the part of social scientists, and anthropologists in
particular, to look at political violence from an ethnographic lens,
which allowed us to rediscover some of its more ordinary or day-to-
day manifestations, as practices and meanings, and some of its
neglected actors.79 In the same vein, political ethnographic work calls
on us to get at meanings, a broader set of practices, and other “uniden-
tified” or “unseen” political objects,80 even those that are not readily
observable or neatly measurable as, for example, institutions or struc-
tures. We need to reconstruct a “meaning environment,” with its

75 Ibid.
76 This is an issue Art raises with regard to some recent work in comparative

authoritarianism. “What Do We Know about Authoritarianism after Ten
Years,” p. 368.

77 Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domination, p. 25 and Schatz, Political Ethnography.
78 Jourde, “The Ethnographic Sensibility.”
79 I thank an anonymous reviewer for this insight. Christian Krohn-Hansen, “The

Anthropology and Ethnography of Political Violence,” Journal of Peace
Research, 34(2), 1997, pp. 233–240. See also Liisa Malkki, Purity and Exile:
Violence, Memory, and National Cosmology among Hutu Refugees in
Tanzania, Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1995; Carolyn Nordstrom,
A Different Kind of War Story, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1997; and Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Philippe Bourgeois (eds.), Violence in
War and Peace: An Anthology, Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003.

80 Jourde, “The Ethnographic Sensibility,” p. 201.
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interpretations and engagements, as well as its rich social and socio-
logical relations, through the meticulous piecing together of cues and
material to capture authoritarian moments or senses, to the extent that
we can. More concretely, capturing authoritarian trajectories requires
producing a good approximation of the socio-political universe of
an authoritarian regime as a lived system, including from a subjective81

or experiential standpoint.
This open, more ethnographic approach to authoritarian – and post-

violence – realities has already made headway in recent scholarship on
history, memory and how it is made manifest under Rwanda’s current
authoritarian regime, which has stressed the need to go beyond surface
realities. Through careful, and often blended or mixed strategies,
scholars like Ingelaere, Fujii, Jessee, Mwambari, Ndushabandi,
Purdekova, and Thomson, to name a few, have looked for the voices
behind the dominant state narrative of the genocide, how it occurred
and how it is to be remembered and memorialized.82 This work has
helped decenter the focus away from the unifying narrative imposed by
the government to the plurality of perspectives and lived experience
beyond the official script. Never in absolute contrast to one another,
these state and unscripted realities exist in both tension and conjunc-
tion, which calls on us to forego rigid categories.83 This work has
helped inform the overarching argument of the book, but also my

81 I borrow the term from Bert Ingelaere, “What’s on a Peasant’s Mind?
Experience RPF State Reach and Overreach in Post-Genocide Rwanda
(2000–10),” Journal of Eastern African Studies, 8(2), p. 215.

82 E.g. Lee Ann Fujii, “Shades of Truth and Lies: Interpreting Testimonies of War
and Violence,” Journal of Peace Research, 47(2), 2010, pp. 231–241; Ingelaere,
“What’s on”; Erin Jessee, “The Danger of a Single Story: Iconic Stories in the
Aftermath of the 1994 Rwandan Genocide,” Memory Studies, 10(2), 2017,
pp. 144–163; David Mwambari, “Agaciro: Vernacular Memory, and the
Politics of Memory in Post-Genocide Rwanda,” African Affairs, 120(481),
2021, pp. 611–628; Eric Nsanzubuhoro Ndushabandi, “La politique de la
mémoire au Rwanda après le génocide de 1994: Étude du dispositif des
‘Ingando’,” Ph.D. Thesis, Université Saint-Louis de Bruxelles, September 2013;
Andrea Purdekova, Making Ubumwe: Power, State and Camps in Rwanda’s
Unity-Building Project, New York: Berghahn, 2015; and Susan Thomson,
Whispering Truth to Power: Everyday Resistance to Reconciliation in
Postgenocide Rwanda, Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013.

83 Mwambari, “Agaciro,” pp. 614–615 and Fujii, “Shades of Truth.” On the need
to capture these realities from a “trans” or transactional perspective, see Marie-
Eve Desrosiers and Aidan Russell. “Histories of Authority in the African Great
Lakes: Trajectories and Transactions,” Africa, 90(5), 2020, pp. 952–971.
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thoughts and approach on studying highly politicised settings, as
I explore here in the context of the First and Second Rwandan
Republics.

Though we may never find ourselves in the heads of those promoting
or living in authoritarian settings or we may never be perfectly able to
capture the complex middle ground of the official and beyond, through
“creative practices”84 framed by historically inclined methods and an
ethnographic sensitivity, we can aim to capture authoritarian trajec-
tories. These qualifiers are meant to stress the need for blended85

methods and foci, more than purist understandings of historical
methods, for example, not always keen on political analysis, or eth-
nography, with strict expectations concerning embeddedness and “full
participant observation.”86 In other words, although no single perfect
means exists to capture authoritarianism from a granular standpoint,
blending approaches is a good strategy to capture the ebbs and flows of
authoritarian trajectories and different levels of perspective, including
the perspective of authoritarian publics.

Researching the First and Second Rwandan Republics raised some
of the challenges of studying authoritarian trajectories, including from
a historical standpoint. As much as I adopted blended “creative prac-
tices,” including document (archival and other) analysis and inter-
views, each method presented its specific challenges, compounded by
the implications of my own position with regard to the subject of the
book and research.87

84 Art, “What Do We Know about Authoritarianism after Ten Years,” p. 369.
85 I opted for “blended” over “mixed” since the latter is increasingly meant to

stress a melding of quantitative and qualitative methodologies.
86 Jourde, “The Ethnographic Sensibility,” p. 202.
87 Though there have been debates about the advantages of being a foreign

researcher or outsider when studying highly politicized debates, I acknowledge
that my race, gender, non-Rwandan identity, as well as my education, training,
and political and philosophical leanings have necessarily influenced my
interpretation of the Rwandan political realities I study. In this book, I do not
claim to offer an “objective” analysis of the authoritarian trajectories of the two
regimes in Rwanda following independence. All knowledge produced is situated,
and the outlook I propose is no exception. I have nonetheless sought to build my
work and analysis on reflexivity, where I have tried to question my own implicit
assumptions (about Rwandan history, authoritarianism, the interpretation of
archival material or interviews, for example), and on a diversity of voices and
perspectives, and in so doing, to represent these voices as accurately as possible.
With Rwanda such a highly politicized and divisive setting, this reflection on
positionality is essential, especially since the First and Second Republics have
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The multisite archival work I undertook for the project focused on
key collections found in Rwanda (National Archives and the Rwandan
collection at the University of Rwanda), Belgium (Diplomatic
Archives-African Archives and Diplomatic Archives), Canada (Order
of Preachers-Dominican Archives), and France (Diplomatic Archives).
These collections were used to develop a better understanding of the
country’s political and administrative structures at the time, and
regime policies and practices, including capture some of the more
symbolic components of authoritarianism that were deployed at the
time through material producing the “public face” of the regime
(speeches, reports). They also helped me map key events, trends, and
shifts over the course of the period, and assess, at least from the
standpoint of the top, the regimes’ degree of “achievedness.” Studied
closely, this material also suggested a sense of the system, as lived by
national authorities, including whether elites in power felt threatened
or not.

Surveying this material was nonetheless complicated by the state of
Rwandan archival collections, with few government report series, and
particularly ministerial reports series, having survived in their entirety.
Two additional complicating factors were missing documents in other
archives – sometimes to the great surprise of local archivists – and
different archives’ limitation periods, restricting access to more recent
documents. In addition, the now sensitive nature of Rwanda-related
material, especially considering the genocide, translated into a clear
reluctance to provide some documents, especially those concerning
security. As a result, I often had to piece together material found in
the archives to fill the gaps. This included, for example, looking at
some of the remaining reports on political or development trends in the
country, collating speeches on key reforms, studying external obser-
vers’ discussion of the stability or popularity of the regime or its main
figures, building a basic record of authorities’ visits to the countryside,
or assembling an impressionistic sense of the distance – physical, social,
and economic – between Kigali and Butare (the Rwandan intellectual
hub at the time) and the rest of the country through observers’

given rise to stark representations, explored in Chapter 2. I do not claim to have
extracted myself from these politicized representations and debates, but at a
minimum aim to offer new material and an alternative outlook to
feed discussions.
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sometimes quirky88 descriptions of their travels beyond the “big cities”
or more important locales.

As can be imagined, the work also incorporated a strong dose of
triangulation across all sources, as well as reflexivity regarding the
structures and agendas behind the material collated, since each arch-
ival source introduced in its own way new forms of biases. As Nyabola
so rightly pointed out, “[a]rchives are not neutral; they’re sites for
contestation and projections of power. An archive is a living thing in
which what is explicit and what is silent are equally important.”89 This
equally applies to all archives produced by the different branches or
components of a state, from ministries on their own functioning to its
representation abroad. I relied significantly on Rwandan ministries’
reports and on diplomatic communiqués not because I believed in their
absolute veracity, but to help piece together and convey the universe
they belonged to.

Researchers, and historians in particular, have long warned of the
limitations of archives. They are often incomplete, as I found in
Rwanda and Europe, and yet overwhelming in terms of the amount
of information they contain and the ability to process it in a represen-
tative manner. But the incomplete nature of archives needs to be
understood at a deeper level. Archives are always a reflection of the
power relations of their time, and of what and who they take to matter.
What becomes an archive always comes down to what a state and
society deemed worth to preserve and what was not. Archives are
therefore a space of selective, privileged, powerful, or “stately” voices,
simultaneously overshadowing others, sometimes in the form of a
violent act of rejection or neglect.90 What gets archived is also rarely
written as research material. It was written to respond to a specific

88 For example, in a weekly report from 1977, a French ambassador complained
about how uncomfortable rides beyond the capital were, calling Rwandan roads
some of the most “rudimentary” and “trying” he had experienced in his career.
Letter of the Ambassador of France to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, “Voyage
à l’intérieur du pays (secteur occidental entre Kigali et le Lac Kivu),” January 11,
1977, French diplomatic archives, series RW 2, sub-series 2, box 2 S/D 1.

89 Nanjala Nyabola, “Africa is Not Waiting to Be Saved from the Coronavirus,”
The Nation, May 11, 2020, available online at www.thenation.com/article/
world/coronavirus-colonialism-africa/.

90 Ariella Azoulay, “Thinking Through Violence,” Critical Inquiry, 39(3), 2013,
pp. 548–574. On archives as the manifestation of state power, see Ann Laura
Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,” Archival Science, 2,
2002, pp. 87–109.
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need, incentive, or situation at the time or to keep a record. As
researchers come to this material decades and even more later, archives
never fit neatly their research questions. Rediscovering them generally
comes in the shape of selecting what is judged relevant, “making
archives fit” or making them make sense in a context that is not the
one they were born of. As such, researchers always come at archival
material with interpretations and bends, that is to say their biases and
the limitation their ideas constitute. Mbembe quite trenchantly
explains that archives “have no meaning outside of the subjective
experience of those individuals who, at a given moment, come to use
them. It is this subjective experience that places limits on the supposed
power of the archives, revealing their uselessness and their residual
superfluous nature.”91 Archives are the embodiment of structural
power, but when rediscovered by those who use them they are at the
whim of their subjective reading. In other words, archives should not
be taken at face value or as “proof,”92 unless understood as epitomiz-
ing the temporary system of belief of the powerful at the time, and the
interpretation of archives by researchers should never be taken as
“objective.” And so, in piecing together the universe they represent, it
is also essential to keep these deeper limitations in mind.

This is why I looked for recurrences in discussion of specific events in
the different archives I mined, trying to establish the historical record,
rather than presume statements were accurate, though this work
always leads to some interpretations. When archival material seemed
relevant but of a more uncertain nature or more impressionistic,
I signal it in the text explicitly (indicating, for example, “apparently”
or “purportedly”). The main strategy I employed, however, was to
compare and contrast three main sets of archival documents, Belgian,
French, and Rwandan, to triangulate the information they conveyed.
This is not to say that I addressed all gaps and biases, but this look at
both Rwandans’ and key external observers’ reading of the situation
produced a rich, contrasted interpretation and even dialogue across
sources (for example, around a key security crisis in 1963, engaging
both the fears of Rwandan authorities in terms of their reputation and
their appeals for help, while also reading about how Belgium, largely

91 Achille Mbembe, “The Power of the Archive and Its Limits,” in Carolyn
Hamilton et al. (eds.) Refiguring the Archive, Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic
Publishers, 2002, p. 23.

92 Ibid., p. 21.

50 The Study of Authoritarianism

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009224741.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009224741.002


the target of these appeals, interpreted the situation and decided on
giving help).

But more importantly, I complemented archival material with alter-
native sets of documents, used for similar purposes. These other docu-
ments included newspapers and journals published at the time,
specifically Rwanda’s Kinyamateka, from 1958 to 1990, and
Dialogue, from its creation in the mid-1960s to 1985. In addition,
the research examined memoirs or the retrospective – introspective? –
writing of several privileged observers, such as some of the last
Belgians to serve in the Ruanda-Urundi administration,93 or, for sub-
sequent decades, expatriates, development workers, and long-time
residents. I included, as well, the writings of Rwandans who lived
during the period in Rwanda, reflecting on what they observed. In
the case of all three categories, the work also often served as a vehicle
for the author’s political convictions and opinions, something both
acknowledged and factored into the analysis of this type of material.
Many would shy away from this type of material, which they would
judge to be biased or to be simply opinion. I believe that the stances
and debates they reflect, however, even if opiniated, are part and parcel
of the trends studied in the book, not detached from them. Few of us
fully think outside the box. These actors and their commentaries were
shaped by and shaped the period. As a result, this type of contribution
has much to add to our understanding of “camps” and perceptions at
the time. Finally, I used scholarly writing produced at the time, though
relatively sparse, as a “mapping” tool for trends and events, as well as
“observer”material. A good number of the scholars writing at the time
conveyed, through their work, their broader impressions of the coun-
try, even if those perspectives were not always couched as straightfor-
ward political commentary.

Getting at Lived Authoritarianism

None of these different sources are perfectly accurate, but together they
provided a strong base on which to build a sense of regime structures,
policies, key challenges, and the regime’s ability to handle these

93 Following World War I, Belgium became the administrative power of the then-
fused Ruanda-Burundi territory. At independence, in 1962, Rwanda and
Burundi became separate countries.
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challenges and extend control, hence a base from which to assess the
broader regime trajectory. Nonetheless, they fell short in terms of
weighing in on the issue of local state reach or influence among
Rwandans and their local experience of the system. With the exception
of rare academic scholarship focused on assessing the regime’s pres-
ence in Rwandans’ lives,94 observers’ privileged positions – think of the
ambassador more commonly in contact with elites in the capital than
with a peasant in a remote location – often led them to neglect the more
local perspective, or not to venture beyond the realm of very specific
circles at all.95 To gain a stronger experiential sense of regime presence
and influence in Rwandans’ lives, a series of interviews (fifty-one) were
carried out. The bulk of these interviews were conducted in 2015, with
an interpreter for the most part to allow participants to express them-
selves in Kinyarwanda, their mother tongue and often the only lan-
guage they spoke. These interviews were intended to get a sense, from
Rwandans themselves, of the importance of the state, regime, and
authorities in people’s lives and of how people engaged with insti-
tutions and authorities. The interviews were conducted in the North
(Rubavu, formerly Gisenyi) and Center-South (Muhanga, formerly
Gitarama), the two key centers of power during the period (the
Center and South of the country under the First Republic; the North
under the Second Republic), as well as in the East (Ngoma, formerly
Kibungo) and West (Karongi, formerly Kibuye), which were, and
continue to be to some extent, areas more removed from power and
power struggles. Two sectors were visited in each district, an urban one
and a rural one.96 Kigali was purposefully skipped, since it is home to
the growing class of socio-economic and political elites, with a non-

94 See, for example, Catharine Newbury’s book The Cohesion of Oppression.
Though for the most part focused on the decades prior to independence,
Newbury’s work nonetheless also looks at the 1959 Social Revolution,
discussing the political and social environment at the time and Rwandans’
relation to it. The Cohesion of Oppression: Clientship and Ethnicity in Rwanda
1860–1960, New York: University of Columbia Press, 1988.

95 For example, Rosamund Halsey Carr describes in her memoir her close ties with
her workers and their families on her plantations, but few local ties beyond
these, except for authorities and the expatriate community. Land of a Thousand
Hills: My Life in Rwanda, New York: Plume, 2000.

96 Rwanda is organized around a series of cascading administrative levels, from
provinces at the highest level, to districts, sectors, and finally cells at the lowest
level. This structure is a modification of the administrative organization under
the First and Second Republics, which centered on prefectures, communes,
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negligible portion of its inhabitants having moved from abroad after
the genocide. In a country where, according to the World Bank,
83 percent of the population remained rural in 2018, Kigali, much like
many modern capitals, is an outlier.97 The focus of the project was on
gauging ordinary Rwandans’ perspectives; Kigali seemed the least
likely place to find them.

Participants lived in Rwanda under the First and Second Republics,
or at least under the Second Republic. Interviewees were at least fifty-
five and over at the time of the research, which guaranteed they were at
least thirteen years old when the Second Republic was instituted and
hence old enough to have a decent sense of political trends and events
at the time and in subsequent years. Though some participants
reported having spent some years outside the country, often to flee
violence in the case of Tutsi, for example, all nonetheless lived in
Rwanda for a significant portion of at least one of the two republics
in Rwanda. Participants were required not to have been or to be
political or administrative elites in national level institutions, though
some played a role at local administrative levels, and in particular the
cellule, secteur, and commune level, including responsables, a conseil-
ler, and a bourgmestre. (For administrative levels, see Figure 1.1).

Participants had diverse socio-economic profiles; the main differ-
ences emerged from the urban-rural divide built into the recruitment
process. Most participants in urban centers held low-paying jobs,
working as caretakers, or street vendors, or operated small businesses,
for instance selling second-hand clothes. They had little education or
training; the few who had more education (high school and beyond)
were teachers or leaders of local religious communities, for example. In
rural areas, most participants identified as peasants, ranging from
landless peasants working in the fields of others to wealthier peasants
who owned cattle and grew products to sell. A significant proportion
of rural participants described themselves, however, as subsistence
farmers, farming for their family’s needs. Similarly, Longman describes
peasant farmers as “characteristic of Rwandan social structure, liv[ing]
not in villages but in isolated family dwellings surrounded by banana

sectors, and cells. The names of sectors visited have been withheld to protect the
anonymity of participants.

97 Statistics available online at: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.RUR
.TOTL.ZS?locations=RW.
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groves and fields of manioc, sorghum, and beans.”98 Like in urban
centers, a few rural participants had had the opportunity to study.
Those who had been more educated generally worked as teachers or
religious leaders. With the exception of this local intelligentsia, most of

Préfecture
(Préfet)

Commune
(Bourgmestre)

Secteur
(Conseiller)

Cellule*
(Responsable)

Elders

Families

Non-elites

High authorities

)
Mainly Second

Republic

Unofficial

Figure 1.1 Pre-genocide administrative levels below national authorities
(following the 1974 administrative reform)
Note to Figure 1.1: *The cellule was not an official level at the time of major adminis-
trative reforms in 1974 (Décret-loi 26/09/1974 portant organisation communale),
though authorities regularly referred to it, including in official documents. Ministère du
Plan (1974). Sous-préfectures were eventually added to the structure in 1981–1982,
though they were suggested in both the 1962 and 1978 constitutions.

98 Timothy Longman, Christianity and Genocide in Rwanda, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2010, p. 205.
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the interviewees, in both urban and rural settings, lived within a short
distance of where they were born. The majority of participants’ pre-
carious situation is representative of most Rwandans’ existence at the
time, living in a country categorized as one of the world’s poorest in the
1960s and 1970s. Seven out of the fifty-one interviewees were women.
Participants were not asked to identify along ethnic lines, but ethnic
identity, surmised from answers, reflected common, but rarely prob-
lematized estimates among the general population, with a slight over-
representation of Tutsi and no Twa participants.99

Participants were recruited using different strategies, including
through preexisting Rwandan contacts, mostly personal and nonaca-
demic, the Rwandan branch of an international organization, local
administrative authorities, local religious authorities, and informal
encounters. Snowball sampling contributed additional interviews.
Considering the authoritarian nature of politics in Rwanda, overreli-
ance on local authorities was avoided, although authorities often fur-
nished lists of potential participants or made suggestions from which
some participants were drawn. Participants took part in a semi-
structured interview lasting from thirty minutes to over three and a
half hours. With few exceptions, interviews were conducted with the
help of an interpreter and vetted afterward by a second interpreter/
transcriber. A few interviews were conducted in French. Though inter-
views were the formal part of the research, to these should also be
added many other informal conversations I have had since I first began
traveling to Rwanda in 2004, both in Rwanda and among diaspora
groups abroad, with members who left at the end of the period (late
1980s) or after the genocide.

Some of the key issues that arose over the course of the formal
interviews included securing access to participants, while nonetheless
ensuring their privacy and gaining their trust amid a highly authoritar-
ian setting, as well as respondents’ ability to recollect accurately trends

99 For decades, the assumption has been that Hutu constitute approximately
85 percent of the population, Tutsi 14 percent, and the Twa 1 percent. A number
of censuses over the decades have produced similar numbers. People did change
their ethnicity or misrepresent it to benefit from advantages, though the rates at
which this occurred are hard to assess. There is also great variety based on
location in Rwanda. With this said, the Hutu are far more numerous than other
groups, and there are very few Twa in comparison to the other two groups.
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and events that took place well over twenty-five years ago. Rwanda is
not unique when it comes to the two sets of issues.

First, after publications and reports critical of the current Rwandan
government – in particular, its human rights record and authoritarian
stance – the regime has become wary of academic research and has
developed as a result a number of means to control research conducted
in Rwanda beyond “innocuous” topics of research, including a
national-level ethics process, sometimes with a strong political under-
tone, requests for multiple institutional authorizations, and mandatory
local affiliation, among other procedural hurdles.100 But the main
challenge was ensuring the privacy of participants and gaining their
trust in the face of local authorities’ incentive to “keep tabs” on who
does what and on outsiders’ presence and activities in the area. These
important concerns are common to research conducted in challenging
settings, including authoritarian ones,101 and can only be addressed
through sensitivity and reflexivity. Addressing them successfully
requires an awareness of the environment and potential changes in it
and an ability to balance the need for some form of acknowledgment
and support from authorities with the need to protect – and communi-
cate – research independence, especially to participants, as well as
ensuring the ability to protect this independence. This rests in signifi-
cant part on trusting participants’ ability to develop good strategies to
navigate research constraints, empowering respondents to make deci-
sions about interview locations and times, for example, or the

100 I realize that in and of themselves these are important measures to ensure
locally vetted, safe and ethical research. Political/ideological concerns made
their way into these measures at different points in the process, which suggest
there is some element of political sanitizing involved in the process of
conducting research in Rwanda.

101 The specific challenges of conducting research in such settings have been the
subject of growing scholarship. See, for example, Christopher Cramer, Laura
Hammond and Johan Pottier, Researching Violence in Africa: Ethical and
Methodological Challenges, Leiden: Brill, 2011; Marie-Eve Desrosiers and
Susan Thomson, “International Experiential Learning in Challenging Settings:
Lessons from Post-Genocide Rwanda,” in Rebecca Tiessen and Bob Huish,
eds., Globetrotting or Global Citizenship? Perils and Potential of International
Experiential Learning, Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014,
pp. 140–160; Chandra Lekha Sriram, John C. King, Julia A. Mertus, Olga
Martin-Ortega, and Johanna Herman, Surviving Field Research: Working in
Violent and Difficult Situations, London: Routledge, 2009; and Susan
Thomson, An Ansoms, and Jude Murison, Emotional and Ethical Challenges
for Field Research in Africa, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012.
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management of interview topics. Finally, it rests on adaptability, espe-
cially of methods, such as recruitment processes and questionnaires
within the bounds of a set, but flexible research protocol.

Another set of issues centered on participants’ ability to recall clearly
events and trends that occurred decades ago. While age and health
sometimes factored into participants ability to recall the period, the
biggest challenge proved to be the legacy of the genocide and its influ-
ence on interpretations of the First and Second Republics. The geno-
cide, and the war that preceded it, was a watershed for the country;
unsurprisingly it is a prominent reading key for Rwandans that affects
how they recall preceding periods.

There are a number of reasons for this. To start, it is one of most
dramatic events participants have lived through, which means it prob-
ably colors how they recall institutions and authorities in previous
decades. A clear break between pre-, during, and post-genocide was
indeed not always evident for participants. Some participants could
not help returning to the genocide in conversations. This tendency
could also be a result of the official “sensitization” to history people
have undergone, under many guises, which insists on drawing a clear,
direct line between the First and Second Republics and the genocide.
The current Rwandan government has a very clear and negative public
view of the previous regimes – and European colonizers – as direct
producers of the structures that led to ethnocentrism and the genocide.
Under this ideological vision, speaking about 1960–1990 necessarily
amounts to speaking about the setup to the genocide.

In addition, timelines often got blurred, including across the First
and Second Republics, and at times even with the “Third” Republic.
Sometimes, the blurring was purposeful. With social, political, and
even legal limitations on what can be said about the genocide and the
current regime, some participants appeared to welcome the opportun-
ity to speak about the genocide in an unscripted manner or about the
“Third” Republic, under the guise of speaking about the older repub-
lics. More often, however, people simply got somewhat mixed up
considering similarities across political regimes and the length of time
between the two republics and the interviews. It is also a result of the
fact that many participants saw changes in Kigali as having little
import in their lives. Although they often recalled key dates, such as
the 1973 coup or broad generic trends – “Habyarimana stood for
development,” for example – participants were not always as clear
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on specifics, such as secondary events or political figures at the national
or prefectural level. These gaps further stressed the need for other types
of sources for the “mapping” component of the research.

These are also not original challenges. Historians or historically
inclined scholars regularly face and address these issues by remaining
sensitive to their participants’ state of mind, interrupting the interview
if needed or breaking it into shorter sessions, working with flexible
interview tools to adapt to the flow, pace, or order of recollections,
reemphasizing timelines, and (re)prompting when needed. It also
stresses the importance of triangulating with alternative material and
preexisting knowledge of the period.

Overall, while all material proved imperfect, each with its own gaps
and biases, in combination the sum proved greater than its parts and
helped translate the granularity and layers of complex relations at the
heart of Rwanda’s authoritarian trajectories. In seeking to understand
authoritarianism, it is also to this deeper look at events, trends, and
actors that we must turn to find new ways of understanding both
endurance and change in authoritarian settings, which have been at
the heart of the most recent debates in the comparative study of
authoritarianism. These types of “within” and more fine-grained
dynamics have largely been neglected. This oversight is not uncom-
mon, however. And it is one shared by many researchers commenting
on Rwanda. Scholarship focused on political trends in Rwanda, when
looking to the decades prior to the genocide, has tended to promote an
“achieved” perspective, except for major moments of change and
especially moments of ethnic violence. For the rest, when it comes to
the in-between, few have judged it interesting enough to focus on, as
the next chapter explores.
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