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coalitions.” Dictators need to keep their support coalitions happy if they are to stay in power. 
This is an important point. Although the term dictator often conjures up the image of an 
all-powerful individual, it is important to recognize that all dictators, like their democratic 
counterparts, rely on the support of a coalition to stay in power.

An implication of this is that when we see a dictator removed from power, we are likely 
to see him replaced by a defecting member of his own support coalition. As a result, we 
should frequently see dictators replaced by dictators of a similar type. In fact, there is con-
siderable evidence that this is what happens. Three things can happen when a dictator leaves 
office (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2014). First, democratization may occur with the result 
that the authoritarian regime is replaced by a democratic regime. Second, the same authori-
tarian regime may survive but under new leadership. And third, the incumbent authoritar-
ian regime may be replaced by a different type of authoritarian regime. In Table 10.1, we 
present data showing what happened when 388 authoritarian leaders left office for reasons 
other than natural death between 1945 and 1996. As we can see, dictatorial leaders are 
replaced by individuals from the same authoritarian regime about 50 percent of the time. Of 
the 22 monarchs, 11 (50 percent) were replaced by other monarchs. Of the 179 military lead-
ers, 89 (49.7 percent) were replaced by other military leaders. And of the 187 civilian leaders, 
103 (55 percent) were replaced by civilian leaders. If we ignore, for the moment, authoritar-
ian leaders who are succeeded by democratic leaders, then the tendency for authoritarian 
leaders to be succeeded by leaders of the same type becomes even more pronounced—70 
percent of military leaders were followed by a military leader, and 65 percent of civilian lead-
ers were followed by civilian leaders. The persistence of an authoritarian leader’s type when 
the particular authoritarian leader is removed is the reason why we often speak not just of 
individual dictatorial leaders but also of dictatorial regimes. This point emphasizes the fact 
that the survival of a dictatorial leader and the survival of a dictatorial regime are not the 
same thing.

Leader Succession in Three Types of Dictatorial Regime, 
1946–1996Table  10.1

Type of successor

Type of current 
dictator Monarchy Military Civilian Democrat Total

Monarchy 11     6   4   1   22

Military   0   89 38 52 179

Civilian   2   53 103 29 187

Total 13 148 145 82 388

Note: Excludes dictators who died of natural causes while in office or who were still in office as of 1996.

Source: Gandhi and Przeworski (2007, 1289).


