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Abstract 

 

 

This dissertation consists of three distinct articles that address two important but 

understudied questions in authoritarian politics: (1) how the effects of nominally 

democratic institutions on regime survival are conditioned by other traditional dictatorial 

toolkits and (2) how institutional changes are associated with information manipulation 

and media reports. 

 

In the first paper, I examine how different authoritarian institutions interact by showing 

that subnational elections’ effect on regime survival is conditional on the free flow of 

information. I argue that the benefit of subnational elections for regime survival is 

conditional on a lack of media freedom: As the level of media freedom increases, the 

positive influence of holding subnational elections on regime survival decreases. This is 

because subnational elections provide local politicians with opportunities to build good 

reputations, and when good reputations formed at the local level spread to other 

jurisdictions via relatively free media, citizens can use them as a focal point to coordinate 

against the regime. I find empirical support for my theory using the quantitative analysis 

of Time-Series Cross-Sectional data. 

 

The second paper examines the conventional wisdom that autocrats engage in more 

repression after successfully circumventing term limits, a popular personalization tool in 

contemporary autocracies. I argue that the answer is only a partial yes. First, the evasion is 

followed by an increase in covert repression (information manipulation) but not overt 

repression because the impending threat comes from diffuse and less explicitly identified 

masses. Moreover, and somewhat paradoxically, this increase is more likely to occur after 

term limit extensions, the less severe form of term limit evasion, than after term limit 

removals, the more severe form of evasion. This is because the removal serves as a costly 

signal about regime capacity that dissuades the masses from protesting, substituting 

repression. Using time-series cross-sectional data on authoritarian countries with term 

limits and leveraging a difference-in-differences estimator with matched sets that address 

endogeneity issues carefully, I find empirical support for my theory. 

 

In the last paper, I discuss the relationship between autocratization and delegitimizing 

propaganda. Autocratization increases threats from marginalized opposition elites whose 

parties are more incentivized to mobilize the masses. What do autocrats do to counter this 

threat? I argue that autocrats increase delegitimizing propaganda, exaggerating the disunity 

of opposition parties strategically. It undermines opposition parties’ legitimacy as a 

competent alternative that conveys consistent and credible information. Moreover, this 

propaganda complements existing censorship. To validate my argument, I compare how 

regime-controlled newspapers in the South Korean dictatorship cover two very similar 
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internal conflicts in the opposition party that occurred before and after autocratization. 

Using word embeddings that quantify delegitimizing propaganda, I find that newspaper 

reports after autocratization were more likely to associate the opposition party with 

negative words related to disunity. 
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Subnational Elections and Media Freedom in Autocracies:
Diffusion of Local Reputation and Regime Survival

Abstract

What is the effect of subnational elections on autocratic regime survival?
The existing literature suggests that holding subnational elections help fos-
ter autocratic regime stability. I argue that the benefit of subnational elec-
tions for regime survival is conditional on a lack of media freedom: As the
level of media freedom increases, the positive influence of holding subna-
tional elections on regime survival decreases. This is because subnational
elections provide local politicians with opportunities to build good reputa-
tions, and when good reputations formed at the local level spread to other
jurisdictions via relatively free media, citizens can use them as a focal point
to coordinate against the regime. Using the quantitative analysis of Time-
Series Cross-Sectional data, I find empirical support for my theory.
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1 Introduction

What is the effect of subnational elections on autocratic regime survival? The extant lit-
erature on authoritarian elections has argued that elections serve to stabilize the regime
(Gandhi 2008, Geddes 2005, Magaloni 2006). Holding elections not only provides an
autocrat with domestic and international legitimacy (Levitsky and Way 2010, Schedler
2002), but also signals the strength of the regime to opposition elites (Little 2012, Ma-
galoni 2006, Rozenas 2016, Simpser 2013), thereby deterring challenges to the regime.
More importantly, the recent literature has paid close attention to how elections enable
an autocrat to co-opt oppositions (Gandhi 2008, Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009, Magaloni
2006) as well as how they provide information about the popularity of the regime, its
officials, and its opponents (Brownlee 2007, Miller 2015). Despite the difference in foci,
the literature has largely argued that autocratic elections can enhance regime survival.

As a part of the autocratic election literature, recent scholarship has begun to study
subnational elections in autocracies. It has been argued that subnational elections serve
to co-opt competent opposition local elites by allowing them to take the local office and
have some extent of discretion (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). Moreover, subnational
elections allow citizens to select their own local leaders who are familiar with local af-
fairs (Buckley et al. 2014), and send a signal of discontent about incumbent leaders
(Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009, Geddes 2005). By enabling autocrats to gather informa-
tion about the competence of local elites, replace incompetent subordinates, and/or
co-opt competent oppositions, subnational elections are believed to stabilize authori-
tarian regimes.

But are subnational elections always conducive to regime survival? Take the recent
case of Turkey. In 2019, Turkey held a mayoral election, and many opposition local lead-
ers, including Ekrem İmamoğlu, of Istanbul, won control of local governments. If the
election had been a part of government efforts to co-opt competent local leaders, as the
extant literature has commonly posited, President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan should have
let Imamoglu take office. Instead, he attempted to dismiss the result of the election in
Istanbul by demanding a new election. Why did Erdoğan oppose İmamoğlu’s taking
local office? An important reason is that he was concerned that by becoming mayor,
İmamoğlu would increase his reputation and attract more people to challenge his rule
in the future.

In this paper, I argue that such concerns are general and that while subnational elec-
tions by themselves may help an autocrat hold onto power, their positive role will be
reduced if combined with relatively free media. First, subnational elections create good
reputations for local political entities who prove their value by winning control of sub-
national offices and performing well in the office. However, the creation of good local
reputations itself does not necessarily undermine regime stability. For the good repu-
tation of a local leader to become a threat to regime stability, it must diffuse to other
jurisdictions via relatively free media so that many citizens, including those in other ju-
risdictions, observe it and use it as a focal point to coordinate against the regime.

Thus, if there are both subnational elections that incubate local politicians’ good
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reputations and relatively free media that disseminate those reputations, the benefit of
subnational elections on regime stability is offset by the detrimental effect, which can
undermine regime stability. In contrast, when subnational elections are not accompa-
nied by some degree of media freedom, citizens across jurisdictions are less likely to
collectively identify and coordinate around the most competent local leadership to chal-
lenge the incumbent regime. Therefore, an autocrat can benefit from the elections while
limiting the threats. Drawing upon this theory, I hypothesize that the benefit of subna-
tional elections on autocratic regime stability is conditional on a lack of media freedom:
as the level of media freedom increases, the positive influence of holding subnational
elections on regime survival decreases.

To test the hypothesis, I use a linear probability model with time-series cross-sectional
(TSCS), subnational elections data and newly developed data of media freedom in au-
thoritarian countries from 1949 to 2010. I find empirical support for my theory: The
probability of regime survival decreases when subnational elections exist along with a
relatively high level of media freedom. I find that this empirical pattern is also con-
sistent with an independent variable that takes into account the quality of subnational
elections. Moreover, I show that this interaction effect is not attributed to either imple-
menting national elections or general liberalization.

Broadly speaking, the paper expands our understanding of authoritarian institutions
by illuminating how different types of authoritarian institutions can interact with each
other. The existing literature on authoritarian institutions has argued that autocrats
stabilize regimes by implementing nominally democratic institutions such as elections
(Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009), parties and legislatures (Gandhi 2008, Svolik 2012), and
free media (Egorov, Guriev and Sonin 2009, Lorentzen 2014). However, little is known
about how those institutions interact with each other (Gehlbach, Sonin and Svolik 2016).
For example, as subnational elections and free media have each been argued to con-
tribute to authoritarian rule, will the simultaneous existence of both institutions aug-
ment such benefits? My results suggest that while individual institutions may help an
autocrat stay in power, their combination may have very different consequences.

This paper also expands our understanding of authoritarian regime survival. Us-
ing cross-country data, existing studies have widely discussed various factors that affect
autocratic regime survival, such as regime types (Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2018, Kim
and Kroeger 2018), national elections (Knutsen, Nygård and Wig 2017), economic per-
formance (Lucardi 2019), and personalism (Grundholm 2020). In this paper, I do not
necessarily argue that media diffusion of local reputation is the most important explana-
tory variable of regime survival relative to other causes. What I rather argue is that, other
things equal, it is worth examining how implementing subnational elections condition-
ally affects regime survival, which has been understudied in the previous literature.

Furthermore, this paper contributes to the expanding literature on media and infor-
mation flow in autocracies. Egorov, Guriev and Sonin (2009) and Lorentzen (2014) show
that free media provide autocrats with information about wrongdoings of local officials,
offering them opportunities to punish incompetent local officials, and this expectation
incentivizes local officials to perform well. Consequently, some degree of free media can
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foster regime stability. I argue that a relatively free media’s reports on local affairs also
have costs for authoritarian regimes by informing citizens of the reputations of success-
ful local politicians, who can then rise to challenge the national leader. Other studies
of media and information flow in authoritarian societies have analyzed how media and
communication facilitate coordination among citizens about whether, how, and when
to challenge the regime (Little 2016, Shadmehr and Bernhardt 2017). I note that a suc-
cessful uprising needs a competent leader, and free media can help citizens identify and
coalesce around such a leader.

2 Authoritarian Elections

2.1 Authoritarian Elections in General

Recent literature on authoritarian institutions has attempted to account for the coexis-
tence of autocratic regimes and elections (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). Specifically, re-
search questions have centered on how elections help autocrats hold onto power. One
of the most important roles of elections concerns the revelation of information. First,
elections provide autocrats with information about the popularity of the regime and its
officials (Blaydes 2010, Malesky and Schuler 2011, Miller 2015). Without elections, au-
tocrats have a hard time knowing “whether the population genuinely worships them or
worships them because they command such worship"(Wintrobe 1998, 20). In this vein,
low support at the polls or low levels of turnout indicates that citizens are not satisfied
with the regime and its subordinates. If public grievances are not seriously considered,
an uprising against the government may result and eventually undermine regime sur-
vival. Hence, information gathered from elections can be leveraged to discipline mem-
bers of the regime. Elections also provide autocrats with information about the distri-
bution of support in society (Brownlee 2007, Magaloni 2006). Learning who the most
popular elites are is crucial to regime survival as autocrats with this information are able
to respond to those elites with direct spoils, policy concessions, or repression (Gandhi
2008).

Another important role of elections in autocracies is to co-opt potential opponents.
The literature posits that elections serve to co-opt opposition elites (Blaydes 2010), party
members (Magaloni 2006), and larger groups within society (Gandhi 2008). By allow-
ing potential opposition actors to compete and win control of offices, autocrats divide
opposition group into those competing to be insiders and those who do not, thereby
reducing the probability of collective dissent against the government (Gandhi and Lust-
Okar 2009). Elections also enable autocrats to signal their strength, thereby hindering
potential anti-government movements. For example, a landslide victory in a competi-
tive election with high turnout signals to opposition elites that the regime is invincible
(Magaloni 2006). Even if elections are non-competitive and fraudulent, the autocrat can
demonstrate that they have enough power to explicitly manipulate the result of elec-
tions (Little 2012, Rozenas 2016). Ruling elites often manipulate electoral results even in
elections they cannot lose to magnify the influence of signaling power (Simpser 2013).
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In addition, holding elections can also signal the legitimacy of the regime to domestic
and international audiences (Levitsky and Way 2010, Schedler 2002).

Despite growing attention to the positive roles of elections in autocracies, scholars
also argue that holding elections may cost regime stability. The incumbent’s fraudulent
behavior to win in an election can serve as a focal point that facilitates mass mobiliza-
tion against the government, which eventually increases the likelihood of regime break-
down (Kuntz and Thompson 2009, Tucker 2007). Holding elections also can undermine
autocratic regime coherence within ruling cliques because an election result provides
would-be coup plotters with information about whether the incumbent can be removed
without provoking public unrest (Wig and Rød 2016). Knutsen, Nygård and Wig (2017),
on the other hand, provide a mixed argument that although elections can enhance au-
tocratic survival in the long run, they can also be detrimental to regime survival since
elections serve as focal points, reducing collective action problems among opposition
groups.

2.2 Subnational Elections in Autocracies

Recent literature on autocracies has also begun discussing subnational elections. Build-
ing on the literature on national elections in autocracies, scholars contend that sub-
national elections can serve to co-opt competent and popular local elites by providing
them with opportunities to hold offices and benefit from political spoils while enjoy-
ing some decision-making capacity (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). Co-opted local elites
can in turn provide many benefits to the regime. For instance, Reuter (2013) finds that
Russia’s hegemonic party, United Russia, benefits from the cooptation of popular local
elites through subnational elections since co-opted local elites can mobilize more local
citizens to support the hegemonic party in national elections. Because competent and
popular local elites who are potential opponents of the regime can be co-opted through
elections, the autocratic government tends to hold targeted subnational elections in re-
gions where local elites control considerable political machines (Reuter et al. 2016).

Subnational elections are important also because a dictator who wants to stay in
power indefinitely and maximizes rents has an incentive to govern well (Olson 1993), but
in any reasonably sized country, an autocrat has to rely on local officials to manage local
affairs. Therefore, selecting competent officials familiar with local issues and holding
them accountable is important to maintain regime stability. Subnational elections help
solve this adverse selection problem by letting citizens make informed choices about
which leader is best for their jurisdiction. In the case of Russian gubernatorial elections,
for example, Buckley et al. (2014) find that citizens are more likely to elect governors who
have experience in local governments in their region rather than people who have better
educational backgrounds. Similarly, in China, voters use their electoral power to select
good officials in subnational congress (Manion 2017), which then tend to provide more
public goods that local governments need (Zhang et al. 2004). This suggests citizens can
select competent local officials who are familiar with local issues.

Subnational elections also help solve a moral hazard problem by keeping local of-
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ficials in check. Local officials have an incentive to seek rents, as does a dictator, and
rent-seeking damages citizen welfare (Olken and Pande 2012). Competition in subna-
tional elections serves to provide information about how local officials are performing
and can eventually undermine local collusions (Geddes 2005). Moreover, an autocrat
can punish local officials who turn out to be incompetent or corrupt, as low turnout and
low support for a local incumbent signal to a leader that the official has been misgov-
erning (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009).

In sum, the literature on authoritarian subnational elections has emphasized the
benefits of those elections for autocrats. In particular, autocrats appear to gain from
the information provided by subnational elections about the competence and popu-
larity of local elites or politicians. Such information allows a leader to select/co-opt
competent local elites, and monitor/replace incompetent subordinates. However, the
literature has rarely focused on the fact that citizens also receive information from elec-
tions and can act on such information. And citizens’ access to such information can be
detrimental to the survival of an incumbent regime. In the following section, I argue
that information about the competence and performance of local politicians that is re-
vealed through subnational elections and the winners’ subsequent performance using
autonomous decision-making power offset the positive influence of subnational elec-
tions on regime survival when the information diffuses to other jurisdictions via rela-
tively free media. I also contend that this mechanism is less likely to work in national
elections.

I refer to subnational elections as local or regional level elections in dictatorships
where a dictator intends to allow citizens to select competent or popular local elites and
elected officials have some authority to influence local governance without the inter-
vention of unelected actors, in line with the existing literature. Subnational elections
discussed in the literature often exclude the extreme case of elections where results are
predetermined and local competition is either window-dressing or non-existing. In such
cases, competent and popular local politicians or parties are less likely to be selected if
an autocrat does not prefer them. Moreover, it is more likely that important decisions at
the subnational level are made by appointed actors from the central government. Then
elections may not increase the quality of local governance, thereby reducing their ben-
efits. Therefore, subnational elections, discussed in this paper, exclude such extreme
window-dressing cases.

3 Diffusion of Local Reputation and Regime Survival

When there are no subnational elections, a dictator can appoint the most loyal officials
in local jurisdictions, which reduces the probability of rebellion or betrayal by local offi-
cials. However, loyalty often costs competence. Since the dictator is far away from local
affairs, the loyal officials they appoint may not be familiar with local affairs. Moreover,
as Reuter and Robertson (2012, 1025) contend, loyalty costs the well-being of citizens
because resources that are supposed to be used for local affairs are allocated to a politi-
cal machine that fosters the relationship between a leader and their officials. Studies on
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Chinese local governments suggest that appointed local leaders are more responsible
for implementing central policies in local jurisdictions, rather than providing the public
goods and services local citizens want (Xiang 2000, Zhang et al. 2004).

Scholars have posited that subnational elections can solve the competence1 issue
by allowing citizens to vote the most competent and popular politicians into the local
office. Yet, few examine the potential threat such competence of elected local politi-
cians can pose to a dictator. Myerson (2006, 2011) contends that decentralization and
subnational elections provide potential leaders with opportunities to build good reputa-
tions.2 A local politician and party can first prove their competence by winning control
of municipal or provincial governments. Compared to national parliamentary elections,
oppositions have more chances to win in subnational elections (Hankla and Manning
2017, Sabatini 2003).

In addition, elected local officials accumulate more reputations by performing well
in their office. This performance is based on autonomous decision-making power, such
as allocating resources (Rakner and Van de Walle 2009, Sabatini 2003) and implementing
government programs (Albertus 2015). Moreover, this autonomous power can be uti-
lized to increase local supports apart from the central politics by distributing resources
to potential supporters and implementing favorable policies (Albertus 2015, Sabatini
2003).

Even if appointed officials are competent and provide what local constituents want,
building a good reputation is not easy. First, it is difficult for such competent elites
to prove their quality because citizens lack monitoring devices. The well-being of cit-
izens cannot be readily attributed to the competence of local elites because it is unclear
whether the successful local governance is due to local leadership or central leadership.
Moreover, appointed leaders are part of the regime and may have participated in the
regime’s wrongdoings against the people. Such negative associations and historical bag-
gage mean that there is a common expectation that such an appointed local leader will
be less likely to challenge the existing regime, and citizens will be less likely to rally be-
hind them, despite their competence. Elected politicians, on the other hand, are more
independent of the regime and have their mandate, regardless of whether they are from
opposition parties or the regime party.

Although a dictatorship sometimes only allows members of a ruling party to run in a
subnational election, internal competition incentivizes politicians to be competent and
build good local reputations to be reelected. Manion (2014) contends that local Chi-
nese congressmen and women who are popularly elected view themselves as delegates
of local citizens. They establish a personal reputation to be reelected by focusing on
parochial activities. Therefore, elected local politicians are much more likely to com-

1By competence, I refer to a broad set of characteristics that make a politician a good leader in executive
positions.

2For instance, Vicente Fox, who won the presidential election of Mexico in 2000, ending the domi-
nance of the PRI regime, had built a good reputation since he ran for governor in the state of Guanajuato
in 1991 (Shirk 2000). Likewise, Tancredo Neves, a Brazilian opposition politician and the first democrati-
cally elected leader after the military regime, proved his political influence by winning the gubernatorial
election of Minas Gerais (Ribeiro 2015).
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mand citizens’ attention and coordinate their support.
While winning subnational elections and holding autonomous decision-making power

can create a good reputation at the local level, it does not necessarily undermine regime
survival. More specifically, the reputation can threaten regime stability when visible to
many citizens, including those in other jurisdictions, and serving as a focal point that
facilitates opposition coordination. However, suppose the local reputation does not dif-
fuse such that citizens are ignorant about competent local politicians in other jurisdic-
tions. In that case, citizens across jurisdictions cannot collectively identify and coordi-
nate around the same local politician or party, which makes effective collective actions
less likely. I argue that with relatively free media in a country, the political reputation
accumulated in a local jurisdiction is more likely to spread to other jurisdictions and
magnifies the chance to organize against a regime. Media is a major source of politi-
cal information that shapes public opinion. Media reports can prompt people to focus
on a certain political issue among others (Iyengar, Peters and Kinder 1982, McCombs
and Shaw 1972) and affect how people feel about a political issue (Nelson, Clawson and
Oxley 1997).

Existing studies suggest that autocracies often demobilize potential challengers to
justify why they are entitled to rule (Dukalskis and Patane 2019, Dukalskis and Ger-
schewski 2017). And these legitimizing efforts tend to intensify when there are major
challenges (Dukalskis and Patane 2019). Likewise, the best-case scenario for an autocrat
here is to demobilize competent local politicians by making them only known in the lo-
cal jurisdiction, while citizens in other regions are ignorant of them. Then, an autocrat
can maximize the benefit of good local governance or co-optation of opposition politi-
cians while reducing potential threats. When media are considerably constrained, such
that the incumbent can readily censor critical information undermining the regime, the
diffusion of local reputation is highly unlikely. Consequently, an autocrat may be able to
benefit from holding subnational elections.

However, media freedom is not something an autocrat can restrain completely. This
is particularly the case where media are market-oriented so that there exist many profit-
driven private media outlets (Besley and Prat 2006, Gehlbach and Sonin 2014, Gentzkow,
Glaeser and Goldin 2006, Petrova 2011). To buy-off media outlets, an autocrat must com-
pensate for the loss of potential profits from advertising, which increase with the size of
the advertising market. What matters is that the expansion of the advertising market
itself is not readily controllable as it is influenced in part by such external factors as
the development of media technology (Gehlbach and Sonin 2014). Moreover, dictators
sometimes have to strategically allow partially free media to keep their bureaucrats in
check (Egorov, Guriev and Sonin 2009, Lorentzen 2014, Lu and Ma 2019). Therefore, an
autocrat may sometimes have to accept a certain degree of media freedom.

Relatively free media are fond of reporting the news of “star” politicians who stand
out from ordinary politicians because such coverage increases readership and adver-
tising revenues (Lu and Ma 2019). Thus, when media are relatively free, stories of the
outstanding performance of local leaders are more likely to draw the media’s attention,
be widely reported, and eventually diffuse to other jurisdictions. In this case, holding



10

subnational elections have the potential to destabilize the regime as enough aggrieved
citizens can identify and coordinate around the most competent local politician and
party. For example, when opposition local politicians utilize their autonomous power to
organize or incite collective actions against the regime, diffused reputations may help
them mobilize citizens in other jurisdictions as well as in theirs. This increased likeli-
hood of magnified collective actions imposes extra costs of deterring potential threats
on the regime, which could have been utilized for regime stability otherwise.

Therefore, when the reputation of local politicians spreads, the benefits of holding
subnational elections, such as gathering information about local affairs and co-opting
competent local elites, should be offset by the detrimental effect. If the negative effect
becomes extreme, institutionalizing subnational elections can cost an incumbent their
tenure. Based on the preceding discussion, my main hypothesis is that the benefit of
subnational elections on autocratic regime stability is conditional on a lack of media
freedom: As the level of media freedom increases, the positive influence of holding sub-
national elections on regime survival decreases.

Note that this reputation-building and diffusion mechanism is less likely to work in
national elections because they do not provide enough opportunities for building rep-
utation about the politician’s competence in governance in the first place. First, sim-
ply competing in national executive elections is less likely to allow oppositions to par-
ticipate in governance, which is critical to showcasing the competence in governing.
Furthermore, although a few opposition politicians can take parliamentary seats, it is
less likely than subnational elections for elected officials to have autonomous decision-
making power. Subnational elected officials use this power to prove their competence
by allocating resources and implementing policies to areas that directly affect citizen’s
well-being. In contrast, members of parliament may not readily point to their successes
as much as elected local officials do because they are in a position that is less likely to
make policies autonomously to deal with concrete problems citizens have (Hankla and
Manning 2017, Manion 2017). Therefore, without accumulated reputation about the
quality of governance in the first place, relatively free media are less likely to serve as
a moderator of the effect of national elections on regime stability. In a placebo test, I
examine this implication.

4 Empirical Analysis

In the following, I conduct a quantitative empirical test, using a linear probability model
with cross-country Time-Series Cross-Sectional (TSCS) data on authoritarian countries
between 1949 and 2010. More specifically, I use a TSCS dataset constructed by Ged-
des, Wright and Frantz (2014, 2018, henceforth GWF). They classify a country-year as
authoritarian and included in the dataset if an executive won control of the government
through indirect, unfair, and/or uncompetitive selection procedures. Moreover, even if
leaders were elected democratically, a country-year is considered autocratic from which
such leaders transformed democratic selection procedures to undemocratic procedures
(Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014).
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4.1 Operationalization of Key Concepts

The dependent variable is Autocratic Regime Breakdown, a dummy variable that is coded
as 1 if a regime collapses in a country-year and 0 otherwise.3 Following GWF, I consider
autocratic regime breakdown occurred in a country-year when there were significant
changes in the set of basic formal and informal rules for choosing leaders as well as
leadership. More specifically, the breakdown is considered occurred when a country-
year held a competitive election for a leader or leadership and a person other than the
incumbent or his allies won; when the government was replaced by a different regime
via irregular domestic events, such as a coup, popular uprising, rebellion, civil war, or
other coercive measures; and when the ruling group changed the basic formal and in-
formal rules for choosing leaders (Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014, 317-318).4 Thus, a
regularized leadership change does not mean a regime change. Similarly, it is not con-
sidered a regime breakdown even if there is a partial opening of democratic features
unless it entails major changes in basic rules for selecting a leader. Moreover, regime
breakdown includes not only autocracy-to-democracy changes but also autocracy-to-
autocracy transitions.5

The independent variable, Subnational Election, is conceptualized as an executive
or legislative election for the lower-level governments in which citizens are allowed to
select competent or popular local elites who have some authority to influence local gov-
ernance without the intervention of unelected actors. The ideal operationalization has
to measure whether a regime implements regular subnational elections, and if so, to
what extent these elections are competitive and allow elected politicians to wield au-
tonomous power at the subnational level. Unlike national elections, however, there is
no existing indicator that directly measures competitiveness. Thus, I use the two best
available indicators from V-Dem v.10 (Coppedge et al. 2020) to proxy the implementa-
tion of subnational elections that allow elected politicians to build local reputations.

First, I leverage Regional Government Elected and Local Government Elected vari-
ables. Regional government in V-Dem typically refers to the second-highest level of gov-
ernment, just below the national government. On the other hand, local government
indicates the level of government below the regional government. When multiple levels
exist, the coding is based on a government with the most responsibilities and resources.

3In the appendix, I use constraints on executive power (Polity2) as alternative dependent variables to
proxy the degree in which dictators’ power is limited due to threats from rising opponents. Using empiri-
cal strategies used in the main analysis, I find results consistent with main findings.

4The current coding does not consider regime breakdowns stemming from external factors such as for-
eign invasion or the government losing control of its territory. However, one may argue that regime col-
lapses due to international events could also be related to the theoretical account. For example, when an
opposition movement led by a local politician who becomes a national figure and challenges the regime,
a leader can remove this politician. It may then result in an invasion by foreign power that brings about a
regime change. In the appendix, I run an additional analysis with a dependent variable that codes regime
collapses by foreign actors as well as domestic actors as 1. The results are consistent.

5The theory does not specify the direction of regime breakdown after local politicians or parties be-
come a national figure due to freer media. As discussed, the threats due to the rise of local politicians can
take various forms. Just because elected local politicians play a critical role in regime breakdown does not
necessarily mean that they democratize a regime.
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The variables are coded as 1 if a country-year is considered to have a local (regional)
election, such that the local (regional) executive or/and the local (regional) assembly
is elected in general, and 0 otherwise. Since elections are not held every year, to be
coded as having subnational elections, a country-year does not have to hold an elec-
tion in a specific year. Following Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010), I focus instead
on whether a country institutionalizes subnational elections, regardless of the compet-
itiveness, such that citizens and local officials acknowledge that such elections should
be held regularly. In the appendix, illustrates the proportion of subnational elections in
the dataset of autocracies by year. Over time, the proportion of both local and regional
elections in autocracies increases.

To code a country as having subnational elections, the elections do not have to be
institutionalized nationally. For example, Russia allows only a few regions to have elec-
tions and directly appoints local officials otherwise. This is not a serious problem for my
research because even if only some regions of a country hold subnational elections, local
leaders and parties in those regions still have opportunities to build a good reputation
and potentially threaten the dictator if those local reputations are able to diffuse across
the country. Similarly, I do not count a larger country with more units of local jurisdic-
tion as having more subnational elections than a smaller country. What is important is
the existence of elections that allow local politicians to emerge with good reputations
and whether those reputations can easily spread nationwide.

The caveat of using the first measure is that it does not account for the quality of
elections. There can be a case in which subnational elections are institutionalized, yet
uncompetitive and window-dressing so that they do not properly serve to help elected
politicians build a local reputation. For example, North Korean subnational elections,
which are the epitome of window-dressing elections without any competition, are con-
sidered the same as Mexican subnational elections where opposition elites are allowed
to compete and elected officials have enough authority to control their jurisdictions.6 In
this case, North Korea is more analogous to untreated groups (coded as 0).7

To address this issue and provide additional empirical support, I also leverage the
Local Government Index and Regional Government Index from V-Dem. These continu-
ous measures represent the degree to which elected local (regional) officials, if any, are
autonomous from unelected actors at the local (regional) level. Scores range from 0, if
there is no subnational election at all; to 1 if locally elected officials have full discretion.
The measures indirectly account for the quality of elections because if subnational elec-
tions are not simply window-dressing but to serve as a meaningful institution to select
competent workers, dictators with such intention would give elected politicians more
autonomy and authority. For example, the average score of the Local Government Index

6See Dagyum Ji. “Leader Kim Jong Un votes in North Korean local elections.” NK News (July 22, 2019).
https://bit.ly/3wB7YUZ

7For transparency and replicability, I do not arbitrarily change some values of the Regional(Local) Gov-
ernment Elected variable from 1 to 0. Rather in the appendix, I modify these variables, using a 10%
quantile of the Local Government Index and Regional Government Index as a threshold. Specifically, I
change country-year observations of the local(regional) election that are previously coded as 1 to 0 if the
local(regional) quality index is less than or equal to 10% quantile.

https://bit.ly/3wB7YUZ


13

of North Korea in the dataset is 0.097 while that of Mexico is 0.903, which reveals the
difference in the two country’s elections.

My hypothesis posits that the effect of subnational elections on autocratic regime
breakdown is conditional on media freedom. To proxy Media Freedom, I use Media Sys-
tem Freedom (MSF) data, which is a newly developed indicator by Solis and Waggoner
(2020). Media freedom, as a measurement, is commonly characterized as “the level of
constraint that journalists and other media personnel face in producing media content”
(Solis and Waggoner 2020, 3). This constraint can be measured in a diverse way because
it can be either direct (e.g., direct restrictions and controls (Price 2002)) or indirect (e.g.,
journalistic practices like self-censorship), and come from either state or non-state ac-
tors.

Due to this multifaceted nature of media freedom, however, existing indices provide
information only on “certain aspects of media freedom while overlooking others”(Solis
and Waggoner 2020, 2). More specifically, each indicator emphasizes different aspects.
For example, the Press Freedom Index by Reporters Without Borders focuses mostly
on harassment of media, which reveals the indirect constraints on journalists, whereas
Freedom House’s Freedom of the Press considers more direct constraints, such as legal
and political constraints on media freedom. In addition, even the same indicator reveals
a different aspect of media freedom depending on the period it was generated because
the criteria of how to evaluate media freedom change over time. Both aforementioned
indices, for instance, have changed their coding scheme many times since their incep-
tion (Solis and Waggoner 2020).

To address the limitations of existing indicators and measure latent and comprehen-
sive aspects of media freedom, Solis and Waggoner (2020) employ an item response the-
ory (IRT) model with multiple existing indicators8. An IRT model is a statistical model
that uncovers latent aspects of variables, using items that provide information about a
certain part of the latent measure. By assembling multiple pieces, the model generates
a comprehensive indicator that provides the best approximate of media freedom in a
given time and country.

To this end, this indicator ends up evaluating two major components of media free-
dom.9 First, it evaluates media outlets’ ability to produce content without undue influ-
ence, which is relevant to government censorship, legal and economic environments,
non-state actors’ influence, and harassment of journalists. Second, it measures journal-
istic practices, such as self-censorship, content bias, and media corruption. Since my
theory considers relatively free media to be the conveyor of unrestricted information,
which can be affected by not only institutional freedom but also journalistic practices,

8Indicators include Freedom House’s Freedom of the Press, Global Media Freedm (Whitten-Woodring
and Van Belle 2017), Reporters Without Borders, and seven V-Dem variables: government censorship,
critical media, media perspectives, journalist harassment, media self-censorship, media bias, and media
corruption.

9This is based on the items included in the IRT model. For example, it can be said that this measure
evaluates journalistic practices because some items included in the model—such as Reporters Without
Borders: Press Freedom Index; and V-Dem’s self-censorship, media bias, and media corruption indices—
capture this aspect.
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it is appropriate to use this comprehensive measure of media freedom. For easier inter-
pretation, the index is re-scaled to situate within 0 (no media freedom) and 1 (perfect
media freedom). In the dataset for the main analyses, the level of media freedom ranges
from .0029 to .7942.

4.2 Endogeneity Concerns

Autocratic regimes may fail not because of subnational elections with media freedom
but because of the vulnerability of a leader. And this regime vulnerability may be the
origin of subnational elections and relatively free media. If this is the case, the institu-
tionalization of subnational elections and media freedom may occur simultaneously as
the epiphenomena of the weakness of power (Pepinsky 2014) or inevitable regime lib-
eralization. On the other hand, if autocrats are powerful, they may impede subnational
elections and free media such that we may not be able to observe any of them.

Empirically, this is problematic because there may be a lack of country-years with
free media and no subnational elections or of country-years with subnational elections
but no free media. If so, interacting the two variables will suffer from the issue of lack
of common support, that is, insufficient variation in the treatment under certain condi-
tions (Hainmueller, Mummolo and Xu 2019). To see an actual distribution in the data,
in the appendix, I present the density plot of media freedom varying by local elections
and regional elections. First, many observations, regardless of the existence of subna-
tional elections, especially in the case of regional elections, have a very low level of me-
dia freedom. Nevertheless, the figure indicates that there are plenty of observations with
relatively free media (scale 0.4 - 0.6) without subnational elections as well as with cen-
sored media (scale 0 - 0.2) with local elections. Similarly, in the appendix, the figure
shows the relationship between media freedom scores and the local and regional gov-
ernment index in the dataset. Many country-years in autocracies have, in general, both
a low level of local (regional) government index and low media freedom. However, there
are still plenty of observations with a higher local and regional government index with
lower media freedom and vice versa. In addition, Pearson’s correlations for the two rela-
tionships are 0.344 and 0.334, respectively, which means that the quality of subnational
government and media freedom are not empirically highly endogenous to each other.

Even if there is enough variation in the treatment under certain conditions, estima-
tion models still need to reduce biases due to unobservable regime strength that may
affect both treatments and the outcome. In this research, I use a regime-fixed effects
model with time-variant confounders.10 First, a regime-fixed effects model captures all
time-invariant differences between autocratic regimes as well as countries. Controlled
regime-specific characteristics include but are not limited to geography, colonial his-
tory, prior and current regime type (Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014), historical political
economy differences, and founding episodes (Albertus and Menaldo 2012). All these

10Miller (2016) points out that regime-fixed effects can generate bias because observations are selec-
tively excluded. In the appendix, I use country-fixed effects model with regime type controls instead and
show that results are consistent with the main findings.
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factors can affect the regime’s inherent vulnerability. This model ensures that the results
will be driven by variation in subnational elections and media freedom within regimes
rather than between them.

Furthermore, I include a battery of time-varying control variables in the estimation
model. First, I include the Personalism variable constructed by Geddes, Wright and
Frantz (2018, GWF). It measures the degree to which “the dictator has personal discre-
tion and control over the key levers of power in his political system." For example, in an
autocratic regime with a high level of personalism, the dictator can wield powers with-
out constraints of political elites within his ruling clique, such as the military or a ruling
party.11 To measure a latent concept of personalism, GWF leverages an IRT model, us-
ing several indicators that measure the personalization of access to political offices, the
ruling party, the military, and the security apparatus.12 It is plausible that a dictator
personalizing a regime may restrict the influence of nominally democratic institutions,
such as subnational elections and freer media, to marginalize other co-opted elites in
a ruling clique. Also, personalization can affect regime survival by reducing coup prob-
ability or increasing mass mobilization (Grundholm 2020). Including this variable as
a confounder has an advantage over simply controlling for time-invariant regime type
variables, which are automatically controlled for by a regime fixed-effect. That is, it ac-
counts for a temporal variation of personalization “within” the rule of an individual ruler
as well as a particular regime such that it allows for tracking power shift within a ruling
coalition, which may be highly correlated with dictator’s power in general.

Modernization theory contends that economic development is highly associated with
autocratic regime breakdown and democratization (e.g. Acemoglu et al. 2009, Boix 2003,
Przeworski et al. 2000). For example, as per capita income increases, citizens are more
likely to be educated, thereby demanding more democratic rights from the government.
To ameliorate public tensions, a dictator may choose to implement subnational elec-
tions and allow partially free media. To control for this alternative path, I include logged
GDP per capita and GDP growth in the estimation model.

Another key covariate I control for is National Elections. As mentioned earlier, the lit-
erature has argued that holding national elections for legislators and executives serves
to stabilize the autocratic regime. Moreover, I assume that autocratic regimes with na-
tional elections are more likely to implement subnational elections as they have al-
ready held national elections. Using exselec and legselec variables in the Democracy-
and-Dictatorship-revisited dataset (Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland 2010), I code a country-
year as 1 if the national leader or national legislators are selected by direct or indirect
elections and 0 otherwise. Since the observations in this dataset end in 2008, I expand
the data to 2010 following their coding schemes.

11It means that this concept does not capture the dictator’s power over citizens or foreign actors.
12More specifically, the measure is constructed by the following eight items: whether personal loyalty

matters to accessing high office, whether a leader creates a new support party after seizing power, whether
a leader controls appointments to the committee of the party executive, whether the committee is simply
a rubber stamp, whether a leader controls the security apparatus, whether a leader controls the promotion
of loyal officers, whether a leader creates loyal paramilitary forces, and whether a leader purges disloyal
officers.
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Next, I control for Natural Resources. Egorov, Guriev and Sonin (2009) show that
autocrats in resource-rich countries have fewer incentives to use free media to hold bu-
reaucrats accountable because rents from natural resources can compensate for poor
governance by incompetent or corrupt bureaucrats. In addition, the resource curse liter-
ature has argued that natural resources contribute to autocratic longevity (e.g. Aslaksen
2010, Ross 2001). As a proxy for natural resources, I use data for a country’s logged value
of oil and gas, collected by Ross and Mahdavi (2015). Last, following Kim and Kroeger
(2018), I control for two dichotomous measures of ongoing political instability, Interstate
War and Civil War, which are coded as 1 if a country-year has experienced such wars in
the previous year and 0 otherwise. In the appendix, I present a descriptive statistics of
main variables.

4.3 Estimation

For the estimation, I employ the following linear probability model13:

Pr(breakdowni ,t ) = f (Subnational Electioni ,t−1, Media Freedomi ,t−1) +
θ * Ci ,t−1 + µi + δt +

∑3
d=1γd * Durationd

i ,t + εi ,t

where i denotes regime and t denotes time. f (.) is a linear interaction function of the
explanatory variables of interest, while Ci ,t is a vector of lagged time-varying covariates.
In addition, regime fixed effects are denoted by µi , year fixed effects are denoted by δt ,
and the γd are coefficients for a cubic duration trend. Lastly, εi ,t refers to all other omit-
ted errors. Regime fixed effects capture time-invariant differences between regimes and
year fixed effects capture world trends that are common to all regimes. Since younger
regimes are systematically different from older ones, I also include the duration trends,
following Lucardi (2019).

The results are presented in Table 1. Column 1 presents the result with local elec-
tions as a main independent variable, Column 2 shows the result of estimation with
regional elections as a main explanatory variable, and Column 3 and 4 shows the re-
sult with the local government index (local quality) and the regional government index
(regional quality) as an independent variable, respectively. Since this paper focuses on
the conditional effect of subnational elections, the main quantities of interest are Lo-
cal Election * Media Freedom, Regional Election * Media Freedom, Local Quality * Media
Freedom, and Regional Quality * Media Freedom.

As reported, the associations between local elections, regional elections, or the qual-
ity of local/regional governments and regime breakdown are conditional on media free-
dom, and the relationships are statistically significant (except the first estimation, which
is p<0.1). For example, the coefficients of local elections and regional elections are, re-
spectively, -0.043 and -0.065, which means that if the level of media freedom is 0, the
probability of regime breakdown is estimated to decrease by 4.3 percentage points and

13I follow Lucardi (2019) who also uses a linear model to estimate the probability of regime breakdown.
Using survival models with cross-country data often fails to account for regime-specific characteristics,
which may considerably affect regime breakdowns.
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Table 1: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election −0.043
(0.026)

Regional Election −0.065∗∗

(0.031)

Local Quality −0.211∗∗∗

(0.070)

Regional Quality −0.162∗

(0.083)

Media Freedom 0.226∗∗ 0.250∗∗∗ 0.260∗∗∗ 0.266∗∗∗

(0.093) (0.078) (0.089) (0.082)

Local Election * Media Freedm 0.173∗

(0.102)

Regional Election * Media Freedom 0.207∗∗

(0.095)

Local Quality * Media Freedom 0.430∗∗

(0.197)

Regional Quality * Media Freedom 0.467∗∗

(0.190)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,611 2,999 3,685 3,743

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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6.5 percentage points. Consistent with the theory, these findings indicate that subna-
tional elections help foster autocratic regime stability when media are effectively con-
strained. The coefficients of interaction terms are 0.173 (weakly significant)14 for local
elections and 0.207 (significant) for regional elections. Substantively, the marginal effect
of institutionalizing subnational elections on the probability of regime breakdown in-
creases by 17.3 percentage points or 20.7 percentage points as media freedom increases
from 0 to 1 within a regime.

Since the interaction between two continuous variables, quality indicators and me-
dia freedom, makes interpretation difficult, and for a more intuitive understanding of
the interaction term between subnational elections and media freedom, I present marginal-
effect plots in Figure 10. As predicted, the marginal effects of local and regional elections
on regime breakdown are positively conditional on the level of media freedom. When a
country has highly constrained media, holding subnational elections or institutionaliz-
ing local or regional governments with autonomous elected officials reduces the proba-
bility of regime breakdown. In other words, the incumbent can benefit from subnational
elections with constrained media, as I hypothesize. However, as media becomes freer,
the positive effect of subnational elections disappears.

4.4 Placebo Test

One may argue that institutionalizing subnational elections in autocracies could be part
of a broad tendency to implement nominally democratic elections. If so, implementa-
tion of subnational elections may simply be endogenous to that of national elections, so
that the significance of the interaction between subnational elections and media free-
dom could actually be due to the interaction between national elections and media free-
dom.

In the appendix, I plot the relationship between the institutionalization of national
elections and that of local and regional elections in autocracies. If implementing subna-
tional elections is endogenous to adopting national elections, I would rarely be able to
observe cases of ‘no national elections, yes subnational elections’ or ‘yes national elec-
tions, no subnational elections.’ However, many country-years indeed have a lot of the
latter case, despite the paucity of the former. This implies that adopting subnational
elections as a strategy to govern local offices well does not necessarily go hand-in-hand
with adopting national elections, which are now very common in autocracies.

To provide more evidence, I run a placebo test with the same estimation model, but
with national elections as an independent variable. The estimation results are presented
in the first column of Table 2. As can be seen, the interaction between national elections
and media freedom has no statistical significance on regime breakdown, which means
that my empirical finding cannot be attributed to a general trend of implementing nom-
inally democratic elections and their relationship with media freedom. Theoretically,

14Considering that the binary indicators of subnational elections do not capture the quality of election
so that treatment effects are diluted, it is understandable that the empirical result with the local election
indicator is weakly significant.
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(a) Local Elections (b) Regional Elections

(c) Local Government Index (d) Regional Government Index

Figure 1: Marginal Effect of Subnational Elections on Regime Breakdown

this result also supports my argument that reputation-building and diffusion mecha-
nism is unique to subnational elections and less likely to work in national elections.

Table 2: Placebo Test with Alternative Variables

DV: Regime Breakdown
National Election Local Election Regional Election Local Quality Regional Quality

*Media Freedom * Liberalization * Liberalization * Liberalization * Liberalization

Placebo 0.012 0.010 0.243 0.199 0.386
Interaction (0.074) (0.177) (0.193) (0.347) (0.254)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,763 3,591 2,979 3,665 3,723

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.

Other possible scenario is that general liberalization, not media freedom specifically,
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moderates the effect of subnational elections. I also think this is less likely because in
order for competent local politicians to be threatening to an autocrat, their reputation
should diffuse to other jurisdictions and several components of liberalization, such as
an independent judiciary, have less to do with it. I assume that media freedom plays
a more critical role in disseminating information as compared to other liberalization
components. To examine this, I replace the media freedom index in the main model
with the Liberal Democracy Index from V-Dem. This index measures to what extent
the ideal of liberal democracy achieved is, using a variety of democracy components,
such as civil liberties, constraints on executive power, and an independent judiciary.
The second to fifth columns in Table 2 represent the results and show that all coefficients
of interaction terms are not statistically significant. This suggests that media freedom,
not liberalization in general, serves to make subnational elections detrimental to regime
survival.

5 Conclusion

What is the effect of subnational elections on autocratic regime survival? I have argued
that the benefit of subnational elections for regime survival is conditional on a lack of
media freedom: As the level of media freedom increases, the positive influence of hold-
ing subnational elections on regime survival decreases. Although the data in empirical
analyses ends in 2010, the theory applies to the contemporary media environment cen-
tered on social media. That is, widespread social media can play a critical role in con-
veying local reputation and make authoritarian regimes vulnerable to opposition move-
ments centered around competent elected local politicians. Take Turkey as an exam-
ple. The Erdoğan regime had successfully dominated and benefited from local elections
while controlling information, using state-owned radio and television stations (Esen
and Gumuscu 2016). However, dissidents who are dissatisfied with state-controlled me-
dia began paying attention to alternative information from digital media at the time of
the local election in 2019. By defeating Erdoğan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP)
for a mayoral seat in Istanbul and using this rapid rise of social media, Ekrem İmamoğlu
gained a considerable reputation across the country (Güvenç and Langlois 2019) and
supported opposition movements.

If the combination of subnational elections and relatively free media is detrimental,
an autocrat may employ some strategies to maximize the benefit of one while reducing
the detrimental effects of the other. It may be interesting to investigate in future research
how autocrats, especially those who necessarily need subnational elections to maintain
competition among local elites, mitigate threats by restraining the diffusion of local rep-
utations throughout a country. For example, an autocrat might use controlled national
media to spread “bad” reputations of competent local politicians not only to halt their
ambition for national office but also to signal that they are still under the autocrat’s con-
trol.
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6 Appendix

6.1 Proportion of Institutionalized Subnational Elections in Autocra-
cies 1949-2010

(a) Local Elections

(b) Regional Elections

Figure 2: Proportion of Institutionalized Subnational Elections in Autocracies 1949-2010
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6.2 The density plot of media freedom varying by subnational elec-
tions

(a) Local Elections (b) Regional Elections

Figure 3: The Density plot of media freedom varying by subnational elections

6.3 National Elections and Subnational Elections in Autocracies

(a) Local Elections (b) Regional Elections

Figure 4: National Elections and Subnational Elections in Autocracies (1949-2010)
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6.4 Relationship between Media Freedom and Subnational Govern-
ment Index

(a) Local Government Index (b) Regional Government Index

Figure 5: Relationship between Media Freedom and Subnational Government Index

6.5 Summary Statistics of Main Variables

Table 3: Summary Statistics

Variable Mean SD Min Max
1 Regime Breakdown 0.04 0.20 0.00 1.00
2 Local Election 0.53 0.50 0.00 1.00
3 Regional Election 0.34 0.47 0.00 1.00
4 Local Quality 0.28 0.29 0.00 0.98
5 Regional Quality 0.18 0.26 0.00 0.99
6 Media Freedom 0.25 0.19 0.00 0.79
7 Personalism 0.42 0.28 0.00 1.00
8 National Election 0.77 0.42 0.00 1.00
9 ln(GDP) 7.98 0.95 5.59 11.65

10 Growth 0.02 0.10 -0.68 1.54
11 ln(oil) 11.21 10.51 0.00 26.81
12 Civil War 0.98 0.13 0.00 1.00
13 Interstate War 0.97 0.17 0.00 1.00
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6.6 List of regimes included in the analysis (1949-2010)

Country Year Country Year Country Year Country Year
Afghanistan 2010-2010 Chile 1974-1989 Ivory Coast 2000-2000 Republic of the Congo 1969-1991
Afghanistan 1949-1973 China 1950-2010 Jordan 1949-2010 Republic of the Congo 1998-2010
Afghanistan 1974-1978 Colombia 1950-1953 Kazakhstan 1992-2010 Republic of Vietnam 1956-1963
Afghanistan 1979-1992 Colombia 1954-1958 Kenya 1964-2002 Republic of Vietnam 1964-1975
Afghanistan 1997-2001 Costa Rica 1949-1949 Kuwait 1962-2010 Romania 1949-1989
Albania 1949-1991 Cuba 1953-1959 Kyrgyzstan 2006-2010 Russia 1994-2010
Algeria 1963-1992 Cuba 1960-2010 Kyrgyzstan 1992-2005 Russia 1949-1991
Algeria 1993-2010 Czech Republic 1949-1989 Laos 1960-1960 Rwanda 1963-1973
Angola 1976-2010 Democratic Republic of the Congo 1961-1997 Laos 1961-1962 Rwanda 1974-1994
Argentina 1952-1955 Democratic Republic of the Congo 1998-2010 Laos 1976-2010 Rwanda 1995-2010
Argentina 1956-1958 Dominican Republic 1949-1962 Lesotho 1971-1986 Saudi Arabia 1949-2010
Argentina 1959-1966 Dominican Republic 1964-1965 Lesotho 1987-1993 Senegal 1961-2000
Argentina 1967-1973 Dominican Republic 1967-1978 Liberia 1949-1980 Serbia 1992-2000
Argentina 1977-1983 Ecuador 1964-1966 Liberia 1981-1990 Serbia 1949-1990
Armenia 1995-1998 Ecuador 1971-1972 Liberia 1998-2003 Sierra Leone 1968-1968
Armenia 1999-2010 Ecuador 1973-1979 Libya 1952-1969 Sierra Leone 1969-1992
Azerbaijan 1992-1992 Egypt 1949-1952 Libya 1970-2010 Sierra Leone 1993-1996
Azerbaijan 1994-2010 Egypt 1953-2010 Madagascar 2010-2010 Sierra Leone 1998-1998
Bangladesh 2008-2008 El Salvador 1949-1982 Madagascar 1961-1972 Singapore 1966-2010
Bangladesh 1972-1975 El Salvador 1983-1994 Madagascar 1973-1975 Somalia 1970-1991
Bangladesh 1976-1982 Eritrea 1994-2010 Madagascar 1976-1993 South Africa 1949-1994
Bangladesh 1983-1990 Eswatini 1969-2010 Malawi 1965-1994 South Korea 1949-1960
Belarus 1992-1994 Ethiopia 1975-1991 Malaysia 1958-2010 South Korea 1962-1987
Belarus 1995-2010 Ethiopia 1949-1974 Mali 1961-1968 South Yemen 1968-1990
Benin 1961-1963 Ethiopia 1992-2010 Mali 1969-1991 Spain 1949-1976
Benin 1964-1965 Gabon 1961-2010 Mauritania 2006-2007 Sri Lanka 1979-1994
Benin 1966-1967 Georgia 1992-1992 Mauritania 2009-2010 Syria 1950-1951
Benin 1968-1969 Georgia 1993-2003 Mauritania 1961-1978 Syria 1952-1954
Benin 1970-1970 German Democratic Republic 1950-1990 Mauritania 1979-2005 Syria 1958-1958
Benin 1973-1990 Ghana 1961-1966 Mexico 1949-2000 Syria 1963-1963
Bolivia 1949-1951 Ghana 1967-1969 Mongolia 1949-1993 Syria 1964-2010
Bolivia 1952-1952 Ghana 1973-1979 Morocco 1957-2010 Taiwan 1950-2000
Bolivia 1953-1964 Ghana 1982-2000 Mozambique 1976-2010 Tajikistan 1992-2010
Bolivia 1965-1969 Greece 1968-1974 Namibia 1991-2010 Tanzania 1965-2010
Bolivia 1970-1971 Guatemala 1955-1958 Nepal 2003-2006 Thailand 2007-2007
Bolivia 1972-1979 Guatemala 1959-1963 Nepal 1949-1951 Thailand 1949-1957
Bolivia 1981-1982 Guatemala 1964-1966 Nepal 1952-1991 Thailand 1958-1973
Botswana 1967-2010 Guatemala 1967-1970 Nicaragua 1949-1979 Thailand 1977-1988
Brazil 1965-1985 Guatemala 1971-1985 Nicaragua 1980-1990 Thailand 1992-1992
Bulgaria 1949-1990 Guatemala 1986-1995 Niger 1961-1974 The Gambia 1966-1994
Burkina Faso 1961-1966 Guinea 2009-2010 Niger 1975-1991 The Gambia 1995-2010
Burkina Faso 1967-1980 Guinea 1959-1984 Niger 1997-1999 Togo 1961-1963
Burkina Faso 1981-1982 Guinea 1985-2008 Nigeria 1967-1979 Togo 1964-2010
Burkina Faso 1983-1987 Guinea-Bissau 2003-2003 Nigeria 1984-1993 Tunisia 1957-2010
Burkina Faso 1988-2010 Guinea-Bissau 1975-1980 Nigeria 1994-1999 Turkey 1949-1950
Burma/Myanmar 1959-1960 Guinea-Bissau 1981-1999 North Korea 1949-2010 Turkey 1958-1960
Burma/Myanmar 1963-1988 Haiti 1951-1956 Oman 1949-2010 Turkey 1961-1961
Burma/Myanmar 1989-2010 Haiti 1958-1986 Pakistan 1949-1958 Turkey 1981-1983
Burundi 1963-1966 Haiti 1987-1988 Pakistan 1959-1971 Turkmenistan 1992-2010
Burundi 1967-1987 Haiti 1989-1990 Pakistan 1976-1977 Uganda 1967-1971
Burundi 1988-1993 Haiti 1992-1994 Pakistan 1978-1988 Uganda 1972-1979
Burundi 1997-2003 Haiti 2000-2004 Pakistan 2000-2008 Uganda 1981-1985
Cambodia 1954-1970 Honduras 1949-1956 Panama 1950-1951 Uganda 1987-2010
Cambodia 1971-1975 Honduras 1964-1971 Panama 1954-1955 United Arab Emirates 1972-2010
Cambodia 1976-1979 Honduras 1973-1981 Panama 1969-1982 Uruguay 1974-1984
Cambodia 1980-2010 Hungary 1949-1990 Panama 1983-1989 Uzbekistan 1992-2010
Cameroon 1961-1983 Indonesia 1950-1966 Paraguay 1949-1954 Venezuela 2006-2010
Cameroon 1984-2010 Indonesia 1967-1999 Paraguay 1955-1993 Venezuela 1949-1958
Central African Republic 2004-2010 Iran 1949-1979 Peru 1949-1956 Yemen 1949-1962
Central African Republic 1961-1965 Iran 1980-2010 Peru 1963-1963 Yemen 1963-1967
Central African Republic 1966-1979 Iraq 1949-1958 Peru 1969-1980 Yemen 1968-1974
Central African Republic 1980-1981 Iraq 1959-1963 Peru 1993-2000 Yemen 1975-1978
Central African Republic 1982-1993 Iraq 1964-1968 Philippines 1973-1986 Yemen 1979-2010
Chad 1961-1975 Iraq 1969-1979 Poland 1949-1989 Zambia 1968-1991
Chad 1976-1979 Iraq 1980-2003 Portugal 1949-1974 Zambia 1997-2010
Chad 1983-1990 Ivory Coast 2001-2010 Republic of the Congo 1961-1963 Zimbabwe 1981-2010
Chad 1991-2010 Ivory Coast 1961-1999 Republic of the Congo 1964-1968
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6.7 Alternative Measure of Local Election and Regional Election

In this analysis, I modify Regional Government Elected and Local Government Elected
variables in a way that excludes extreme window-dressing elections. Specifically, I use
10% quantile of the Local Government Index and Regional Government Index as a thresh-
old and change country-year observations of local(regional) election that are previously
coded as 1 to 0 if local(regional) quality index is is less than or equal to 10% quantile.
Results are consistent (p = 0.07, p = 0.09 respectively).

Table 4: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional

Local Election −0.045
(0.027)

Regional Election −0.051
(0.035)

Media Freedom 0.236∗∗ 0.276∗∗∗

(0.098) (0.085)

Local Election * Media Freedm 0.175∗

(0.105)

Regional Election * Media Freedom 0.183∗

(0.100)

Regime-Fixed Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y
Confounders Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y
Observations 3,611 2,999

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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(c) Local Elections (d) Regional Elections

6.8 Dependent Variable: All regime failure cases

Table 5: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election −0.046
(0.028)

Regional Election −0.051
(0.035)

Local Quality −0.214∗∗∗

(0.071)

Regional Quality −0.157∗∗

(0.079)

Media Freedom 0.235∗∗ 0.276∗∗∗ 0.288∗∗∗ 0.284∗∗∗

(0.099) (0.085) (0.095) (0.087)

Local Election * Media Freedm 0.177∗

(0.106)

Regional Election * Media Freedom 0.183∗

(0.100)

Local Quality * Media Freedom 0.399∗∗

(0.200)

Regional Quality * Media Freedom 0.443∗∗

(0.193)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,611 2,999 3,685 3,743

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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(e) Local Elections (f) Regional Elections

(g) Local Government Index (h) Regional Government Index

Figure 6: Marginal Effect of Subnational Elections on Regime Breakdown
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6.9 No interaction

Table 6: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election −0.004
(0.020)

Regional Election −0.004
(0.026)

Local Quality −0.053
(0.047)

Regional Quality 0.030
(0.050)

Media Freedom 0.347∗∗∗ 0.326∗∗∗ 0.390∗∗∗ 0.344∗∗∗

(0.072) (0.076) (0.076) (0.073)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,611 2,999 3,685 3,743

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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6.10 National election interaction included

Table 7: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election −0.043
(0.026)

Regional Election −0.072∗∗

(0.031)
Local Quality −0.213∗∗∗

(0.070)
Regional Quality −0.164∗

(0.084)
Media Freedom 0.231∗ 0.352∗∗∗ 0.274∗∗ 0.272∗∗

(0.125) (0.132) (0.118) (0.109)
National Election 0.004 0.022 0.005 0.005

(0.018) (0.023) (0.019) (0.019)
Local Election * Media Freedm 0.174∗

(0.101)
Regional Election * Media Freedom 0.226∗∗

(0.094)
Local Quality * Media Freedom 0.436∗∗

(0.198)
Regional Quality * Media Freedom 0.470∗∗

(0.192)
National Election * Media Freedom −0.006 −0.112 −0.017 −0.007

(0.075) (0.098) (0.077) (0.074)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,611 2,999 3,685 3,743

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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(a) Local Elections (b) Regional Elections

(c) Local Government Index (d) Regional Government Index

Figure 7: Marginal Effect of Subnational Elections on Regime Breakdown
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6.11 Interaction with Human Rights Index

Table 8: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election 0.027
(0.021)

Regional Election 0.029
(0.038)

Local Quality 0.061
(0.050)

Regional Quality 0.116∗

(0.064)

Human Rights −0.046∗∗∗ −0.032∗∗ −0.037∗∗∗ −0.035∗∗∗

(0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.012)

Local Election * Human Rights 0.039∗∗

(0.018)

Regional Election * Human Rights 0.035
(0.021)

Local Quality * Human Rights 0.040
(0.033)

Regional Quality * Human Rights 0.054∗

(0.028)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,600 2,997 3,674 3,732

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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6.12 Interaction with V-Dem Liberal Democracy Index

Table 9: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election 0.005
(0.028)

Regional Election −0.035
(0.032)

Local Quality −0.039
(0.065)

Regional Quality −0.057
(0.070)

Liberalization 0.456∗∗ 0.365∗∗ 0.409∗∗ 0.349∗∗

(0.191) (0.159) (0.168) (0.139)

Local Election * Liberalization 0.010
(0.177)

Regional Election * Liberalization 0.243
(0.193)

Local Quality * Liberalization 0.199
(0.347)

Regional Quality * Liberalization 0.386
(0.254)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,591 2,979 3,665 3,723

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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6.13 Dependent Variable: POLITY2

Table 10: Linear Regression Model

DV: Polity2
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election −1.019
(0.730)

Regional Election −1.592∗∗

(0.785)

Local Quality −1.754
(1.436)

Regional Quality −1.519
(1.586)

Media Freedom 13.674∗∗∗ 14.177∗∗∗ 14.164∗∗∗ 14.690∗∗∗

(2.025) (2.088) (2.034) (1.996)

Local Election * Media Freedom 4.057∗

(2.087)

Regional Election * Media Freedom 5.710∗∗

(2.243)

Local Quality * Media Freedom 7.180∗∗

(3.517)

Regional Quality * Media Freedom 9.348∗∗

(4.117)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,585 2,975 3,659 3,717

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.



39

(a) Local Elections (b) Regional Elections

(c) Local Government Index (d) Regional Government Index

Figure 8: Marginal Effect of Subnational Elections on Regime Breakdown
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6.14 Analysis with observations with institutionalized national elec-
tions

Table 11: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election −0.044
(0.032)

Regional Election −0.067
(0.042)

Local Quality −0.203∗∗

(0.087)

Regional Quality −0.112
(0.141)

Media Freedom 0.185∗ 0.205∗∗ 0.237∗∗ 0.239∗∗∗

(0.096) (0.087) (0.106) (0.092)

Local Election * Media Freedom 0.181∗

(0.108)

Regional Election * Media Freedom 0.221∗∗

(0.105)

Local Quality * Media Freedom 0.416∗

(0.229)

Regional Quality * Media Freedom 0.448∗

(0.266)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 2,808 2,336 2,896 2,919

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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(a) Local Elections (b) Regional Elections

(c) Local Government Index (d) Regional Government Index

Figure 9: Marginal Effect of Subnational Elections on Regime Breakdown
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6.15 Analysis with imputed control variables

I use Amelia II to impute missing values of control variables.

Table 12: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election −0.034
(0.025)

Regional Election −0.054∗

(0.027)

Local Quality −0.203∗∗∗

(0.066)

Regional Quality −0.162∗

(0.085)

Media Freedom 0.240∗∗∗ 0.271∗∗∗ 0.262∗∗∗ 0.274∗∗∗

(0.091) (0.076) (0.087) (0.079)

Local Election * Media Freedom 0.152
(0.099)

Regional Election * Media Freedom 0.174∗

(0.093)

Local Quality * Media Freedom 0.422∗∗

(0.189)

Regional Quality * Media Freedom 0.430∗∗

(0.186)

Regime-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y
Observations 4,150 3,418 4,216 4,288

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the regime in parentheses.
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(a) Local Elections (b) Regional Elections

(c) Local Government Index (d) Regional Government Index

Figure 10: Marginal Effect of Subnational Elections on Regime Breakdown
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6.16 Country Fixed Effects

Table A11 replicates Table 1 and Table 2 with country fixed effects and regime type con-
trols.

Table 13: Linear Probability Model

DV: Regime Breakdown
Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality National Elec Local Regional Loc Quality Reg Quality

Local Election −0.025 0.014
(0.023) (0.028)

Regional Election −0.031 −0.026
(0.026) (0.027)

Local Quality −0.111∗ 0.016
(0.064) (0.058)

Regional Quality −0.167∗∗ −0.112∗

(0.076) (0.065)

Media Freedom 0.218∗∗∗ 0.285∗∗∗ 0.244∗∗∗ 0.246∗∗∗ 0.439∗∗∗

(0.071) (0.065) (0.075) (0.062) (0.091)

Liberalization 0.435∗∗ 0.424∗∗∗ 0.492∗∗∗ 0.357∗∗∗

(0.182) (0.156) (0.149) (0.121)

National Election −0.012 −0.010 −0.007 −0.007 0.012 −0.028∗ −0.022 −0.025∗ −0.019
(0.013) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) (0.017) (0.014) (0.015) (0.014) (0.014)

Local Election * Media Freedom 0.152∗

(0.082)

Regional Election * Media Freedom 0.149∗

(0.076)

Local Quality * Media Freedom 0.320∗∗

(0.162)

Regional Quality * Media Freedom 0.439∗∗∗

(0.159)

National Election * Media Freedom −0.116
(0.076)

Local Election * Liberalization 0.063
(0.178)

Regional Election * Liberalization 0.288
(0.185)

Local Quality * Liberalization 0.059
(0.304)

Regional Quality * Liberalization 0.557∗∗

(0.235)

Country-Fixed Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Year-Fixed Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Confounders Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Poly(Duration,3) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 3,611 2,999 3,685 3,743 3,763 3,591 2,979 3,665 3,723

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
SE clustered at the country in parentheses.
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(a) Local Elections (b) Regional Elections

(c) Local Government Index (d) Regional Government Index

Figure 11: Marginal Effect of Subnational Elections on Regime Breakdown
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Do Term Limit Evasions in Autocracies Increase Repression?

Abstract

Will there be more repression after term limit evasions? The conventional
wisdom is that autocrats engage in more repression after successfully cir-
cumventing term limits. In this paper, I argue that the answer is only a par-
tial yes. First, the evasion is followed by an increase in covert repression (in-
formation manipulation) but not overt repression because the impending
threat comes from diffuse and less explicitly identified masses. Moreover
and somewhat paradoxically, this increase is more likely to occur after term
limit extensions, the less severe form of term limit evasion, than after term
limit removals, the more severe form of evasion. This is because the removal
serves as a costly signal about regime capacity that dissuades the masses
from protesting, substituting repression. Using time-series cross-sectional
data on authoritarian countries with term limits and leveraging a difference-
in-differences estimator with matched sets that address endogeneity issues
carefully, I find empirical support for my theory.
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1 Introduction

Countries with a presidential system often adopt term limits—constitutional restric-
tions on the maximum number of terms that the head of state, typically a president, may
serve (McKie 2019). Many contemporary autocrats are also constrained by term limits
because the clause is one of the rules that are inserted automatically in contemporary
constitutions without much deliberation (Baturo 2014, 78). Not surprisingly, however,
autocrats often evade term limits by reinterpreting, amending, or repealing the consti-
tution. From 1960 to 2010, fifty percent (35 out of 69) of authoritarian countries with
presidential term limits had experienced at least one circumvention,1 and there are only
two failed cases during this period.2

Once an autocrat successfully circumvents term limits, it is often assumed that more
severe repression will follow. For example, when the parliament in Egypt approved con-
stitutional amendments for presidential term limit extension in 2019, Amnesty Inter-
national warned that the circumvention would further “the climate of repression that
already exists in the country.”3 In this vein, existing studies often consider, without care-
ful investigation, term limit evasions a harbinger of regime personalization (Burkhardt
2021, Cassani 2020), which is associated with an increase in repression (Frantz et al.
2020). Considering that many autocracies have term limits and autocrats often succeed
in circumventing them, investigating the implication of term limit evasions is important
to understand contemporary autocracies. However, our understanding of their implica-
tions has remained incomplete because existing studies tend to focus on methods (e.g.,
Baturo 2014, Ginsburg, Melton and Elkins 2011, Versteeg et al. 2020) and determinants
(e.g., Baturo 2014, Corrales 2016, McKie 2019, Negretto 2013, Posner and Young 2018),
rather than consequences, of the evasion.

I argue that the current understanding between term limit evasions and repression
misses two important points. First, it is unclear what kind of repression will increase.
The literature on repression often categorizes it into multiple types and suggests that au-
tocrats strategically choose a certain type depending on threats they encounter. Second,
we lack the understanding of potential differences between term limit extensions and
removals regarding post-evasion repression. Existing studies on presidentialism agree
that term limit removals require more state capacity than term limit extensions (Maltz
2007, McKie 2019, Versteeg et al. 2020) and this difference may affect autocrats’ decision
to use more post-evasion repression.

In this paper, I consider different types of repression and term limit evasions. Repres-
sion is a tool to respond to or prevent threats from collective dissents that alter the status
quo (Ritter and Conrad 2016). It includes many forms, such as overt repression with ex-
plicit violations of personal integrity and covert repression with less violent restriction

1See the appendix. This pattern has also been prevalent in recent years, as seen in cases such as Evo
Morales in Bolivia (2017), Abdel Fattah El-Sisi in Egypt (2019), and Vladimir Putin in Russia (2020).

2Zambia (2001) and Venezuela (2007). Most failed evasions occurred in democracies.
3Amnesty International, “Egypt: Parliament’s approval of constitutional amendments demonstrates

their complete disregard for human rights.” April 16, 2019. https://bit.ly/3xXldi3

https://bit.ly/3xXldi3
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of empowerment rights, such as information manipulation (Escribà-Folch 2013, Frantz
and Kendall-Taylor 2014, Guriev and Treisman 2019). The former targets already iden-
tified oppositions, while the latter targets broad opposition movements. Since the pur-
pose and target of such repressive tactics vary, autocrats choose a proper type of repres-
sion based on impending threats.

My first research question is what type of repression is likely to follow term limit
evasions. Term limits clearly stated in a constitution allow people to form a mutual
expectation that an incumbent will step down after their terms are over, regardless of
competitiveness and popularity. This expectation dissuades people from challenging a
regime. However, a term limit evasion breaks this expectation and increases potential
risks from oppositions mobilizing the masses. Autocrats then have an incentive to use
repression to prevent the threat. Since this threat comes from the changed cost-benefits
calculations of the diffuse and less explicitly identified masses, I first hypothesize that
autocrats should use more covert repression, not overt repression, after term limit eva-
sions. In terms of covert repression, I specifically focus on information manipulation,
which is considered a dominant covert repression strategy in contemporary autocracies
(Guriev and Treisman 2019, 2020a,b).

My second research question concerns how different types of term limit evasions
lead to different levels of repression. There are broadly two types of evasions: extension
and removal. Sometimes, autocrats extend several more terms by amending or reinter-
preting the existing constitution but remain term limits per se. On the other hand, there
are cases where autocrats remove the entire constitutional clause regarding term limits.
I argue that term limit removal is more costly than term limit extension. A regime engag-
ing in the former has to confront more challenges in and out of the regime. I argue that
the ability to overcome the costliness of term limit removal signals potential opponents
that the incumbent has enough state capacities to take risks, thereby dissuading the op-
position from protesting the government. And this increased deterrence, substituting
repression, offsets the increased risk after term limit evasions. Therefore, I hypothesize
that the increase in covert repression after term limit evasions should appear only in
the case of term limit extension, not removal. In other words, even though term limit
evasions may lead to more repression, such an increase will paradoxically concentrate
on the less severe form of term limit evasion (extension) than the more severe form (re-
moval).

To test the hypotheses, I use time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) data from 1960 to
2010 on authoritarian countries with a presidency or semi-presidency where term lim-
its exist when an autocrat enters the office. Estimating how the post-evasion period
differs from the pre-evasion period is challenging because the timing of term limit eva-
sions is not exogenous but highly endogenous to the incumbent’s pre-treatment condi-
tions, such as a prior trend of repression as well as confounders. To address this con-
cern, I leverage a newly-developed difference-in-differences estimator with matched
sets (Imai, Kim and Wang forthcoming). This identification strategy explicitly compares
each treated unit with matched control groups that share the same history of term limit
evasions and a similar trend of pre-treatment repression as well as covariates.
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The results support my hypotheses. First, I find no statistically significant increase in
overt repression after term limit evasions. In contrast, I find a significant increase in in-
formation manipulation, a dominant covert repression strategy. Moreover, the analysis
considering different types of term limit evasions provides evidence that this significant
increase in covert repression disappears when a term limit evasion is term limit removal.
This is not attributed to a potential alternative explanation that a regime engaging in
term limit removal has a high level of repression prior to the evasion so that there is no
room for further increase. Lastly, additional empirical analysis with separate indices of
information manipulation further suggests that media-related manipulations, such as
censorship and media bias, significantly increase after term limit extensions while the
harassment on journalists, which is close to overt repression, does not.

This paper advances the growing literature on autocratic regime personalization by
illuminating the dynamic between personalization and repression. Currently, only Frantz
et al. (2020) examine a broad pattern between personalization and overt repression. Us-
ing a term limit evasion that paves a way of permanency in office (Baturo and Elkink
2021) and becomes one of the common ways to personalize a regime as an example of
personalization, I argue that contemporary autocrats do not always prefer to use ob-
servable overt repression after personalization but use more covert repression under a
limited condition.

Furthermore, this paper provides the first empirical and generalizable evidence about
the consequence of term limit evasions by focusing on authoritarian regimes where
most term limit evasions occur (Maltz 2007, Reyntjens 2016, Tull and Simons 2017). Pre-
vious studies lack providing a generalized pattern because of their tendency to conflate
regime types by focusing on regions, such as Africa (e.g. Reyntjens 2020, Tull and Simons
2017) and Latin America (e.g. Corrales 2016, Negretto 2013), or countries with presiden-
tialism (e.g. Ginsburg, Melton and Elkins 2011, Versteeg et al. 2020).

2 Term Limit Evasions and Repression

2.1 Conventional Wisdom

In this paper, I investigate the consequence of autocrats’ term limit evasions on repres-
sion, which is often considered one of the core aspects of autocracies (Gerschewski
2013). Conventional wisdom is that autocrats will engage in more repression after suc-
cessfully circumventing term limits because term limit evasions in autocracies are often
regarded as a harbinger of deepening personalistic power. For example, Cassani (2020)
argues that term limit evasions in Sub-Saharan Africa “has become a recurring mode
of autocratization, through which African aspiring over-stayers weaken executive con-
straints, taint political competition, and limit citizens’ possibility to choose who gov-
erns.” Similarly, Burkhardt (2021) considers term limit extension in Russia a harbinger
of regime personalization. And the personalization of a regime is considered to entail
more repression due to the lack of mechanisms cultivating regime supports (Frantz et al.
2020).
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Consider the following examples. When the parliament in Egypt approved constitu-
tional amendments for presidential term limit extension in 2019, Amnesty International
claimed that the circumvention would “strengthen impunity for human rights violations
by members of the security forces, furthering the climate of repression that already exists
in the country. ... parliamentarians have chosen to approve amendments that will facil-
itate the authorities’ crackdown on freedom of expression, association and assembly,
erode people’s rights, and exacerbate the human rights crisis in the country.”4 Similarly,
when Hugo Chávez in Venezuela removed term limits via a referendum, an opposition
elite claimed that “we’ve got tough days ahead of us, with more repression for opposition
members, more persecutions and political prisoners.”5

Although no existing study empirically examines this relationship, studies on the ef-
fect of term limits suggest that leaders after term limit evasions may engage in more
repression. They build on a common argument that term-limited leaders are less likely
to engage in repression. Maltz (2007) points out that when leaders have to step down
due to term limits, they are less able to deploy typical methods of preventing regime al-
ternation, such as repression. Similarly, Baturo (2014) projects that presidents with term
limits are more constrained, and this gives them less room to employ repression. Espe-
cially, this reluctance to use repression is more prevalent when presidents are in their last
term because they want to avoid unnecessary future dissent (Baturo 2014, Suzuki 2019).
Therefore, these studies imply that if autocrats, especially those in their last terms, are
released from existing term limits, they may gain another momentum to use repression,
which used to be restricted.

In sum, the conventional wisdom is that there will be more repression after a term
limit evasion. It considers term limit evasions as the initiation of personalization that
results in negative changes. However, two important pieces are missing in the current
understanding. First, it is unclear what kind of repression will increase, if any. Existing
studies suggest that repression has multiple types, and autocrats strategically choose
one or the other depending on impending threats they face. Second, less considered is
potential heterogeneity between term limit extensions and removals. Scholars on pres-
identialism commonly argue that term limit removals require more state capacity than
term limit extensions (Maltz 2007, McKie 2019, Versteeg et al. 2020). This difference may
then affect autocrats’ decision to use more post-evasion repression. In this paper, I ar-
gue that a particular type of repression, covert repression, increases after a particular
type of term limit evasions, term limit extension. This argument somewhat paradox-
ically suggests that the increase in repression concentrates on cases of the less severe
form of term limit evasions.

4Amnesty International, “Egypt: Parliament’s approval of constitutional amendments demonstrates
their complete disregard for human rights.” (April 16, 2019). https://bit.ly/3xXldi3

5AFP, “Chavez win sparks opposition warnings.” (February 17, 2009). Accessed via LexisNexis.

https://bit.ly/3xXldi3
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2.2 Term Limit Evasion as Breaking Mutual Expectations

A constitution is often considered to generate a mutual expectation about how to co-
operate and coordinate in particular moments (Carey 2000, Hardin 1989). Albertus and
Menaldo (2012) further argues that even constitutions in authoritarian regimes incorpo-
rate the distribution of power among elites and serve as a commitment device that pro-
motes trust in the inner circles based on the mutual belief that regime supporters will
punish noncompliance. Among various constitutional arrangements, Svolik (2012, 198)
points out that term limits draw a line in the sand and make a leader’s compliance eas-
ily and publicly observable. Unlike other constitutional constraints, which may entail
an array of interpretations, term limits are relatively simple and unambiguous. Versteeg
et al. (2020, 10) emphasize this point, saying that “anyone who can count can establish
that an incumbent’s time is up, by simply comparing the number of years in each term
and the number of terms allowed to the number of years and terms the current presi-
dent has actually served.” For this reason, term limits are often called bright-line consti-
tutional rules (Dixon and Landau 2019, Ginsburg, Melton and Elkins 2011, Versteeg et al.
2020).

Building on this literature, I assume that term limits, as one of the “brightest” con-
stitutional arrangements, induce other actors to form a mutual expectation that the in-
cumbent will comply with this commitment and step down after their terms are over,
regardless of competitiveness and popularity. This expectation dissuades the masses
from participating in collective actions against a leader, rendering oppositions6 difficult
to mobilize them. An anti-government movement occurs when the benefits of partic-
ipating in protests outweigh the costs and the likelihood of success is relatively high
(Kuran 1991, Tucker 2007). The expectation that a leader will leave the office when their
term is over regardless of their popularity increases the benefits of acquiescence or de-
creases those participating in protests. Moreover, oppositions in competitive authoritar-
ian regimes (Levitsky and Way 2010) have fewer incentives to mobilize the masses in the
first place because the mandatory withdrawal of the incumbent generates uncertainty
and elite infighting. Oppositions can benefit from this uncertainty, which sometimes
results in the defeat of the chosen successors of a ruling clique (Baturo 2014, 212). Thus,
it is beneficial for the masses and oppositions to acquiesce, especially when the incum-
bent is at their last term.

In this scenario, the incumbent’s circumvention of term limits breaks the mutual
expectation that the incumbent will be automatically removed from the office. In other
words, there is no committed institution that limits the incumbent’s terms in the post-
evasion period. Even if there is a remaining de-jure term limits after the extension of
term limits, I assume that it is less likely to be considered as de-facto term limits because
audiences have already observed their breakdown and a “president for life” becomes a
real danger (McKie and Carlson 2022).7 Citizens then no longer believe acquiescence as

6By oppositions, I mean “any elites who are not included in the ruling coalition (for whatever rea-
son)”(Grundholm 2020). Unlike regime insiders, such mobilizing the masses is the only viable option for
oppositions to challenge a regime due to the lack of access to the state apparatus.

7Moreover, most term limit extensions in autocracies do not confine to one term extension. For exam-
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a viable option, becoming more willing to accept the cost of participating in collective
actions against the incumbent, all else being equal. It means that citizens have a lower
threshold about the acceptable incompetence of the incumbent. As a result, oppositions
become easier to mobilize the masses against the incumbent in the post-evasion period.

Autocrats have incentives to use repression to prevent such challenges. However,
not all types of repression are optimal. Repression is often categorized into two types:
overt repression and covert repression (Escribà-Folch 2013, Frantz and Kendall-Taylor
2014, Guriev and Treisman 2019, 2020b, Levitsky and Way 2010). Overt repression entails
explicit violations of personal integrity, such as torture and political imprisonment. It is
to target and remove already identified oppositions, thereby eliminating the source of
threats (Escribà-Folch 2013, Frantz and Kendall-Taylor 2014). Because of this nature, the
violation is highly visible, which results in a high level of legitimacy costs and potential
backfires from the masses.

In contrast, covert repression includes less violent restriction of individual empower-
ment rights, such as suppressing freedom of expression. Instead of targeting specific op-
position groups, this repression aims to alleviate threats from broad opposition move-
ments that are diffuse or difficult to identify (Frantz and Kendall-Taylor 2014). Since it
relies on less explicit and terrorizing methods, it entails less legitimacy cost than overt
repression.8 However, it is less effective once the collective action problem is solved and
opposition groups are formed (Escribà-Folch 2013). In this paper, I specifically focus
on information manipulation, which has been considered a dominant repression strat-
egy among other covert repressions in contemporary autocracies (Guriev and Treisman
2019, 2020a,b).

Autocrats have incentives to choose the type of repression based on the type of im-
pending threats (Frantz and Kendall-Taylor 2014). In the case of term limit evasions,
using covert repression is beneficial to autocrats because the increased probability of
collective actions is primarily due to changed cost-benefits calculations of the masses
who are diffuse and less explicitly identified. In other words, threats are not likely to
increase from already identified and significant oppositions. Thus, autocrats have few
incentives to use more overt repression after the evasion. This is the first point that de-
viates from the conventional wisdom that does not consider the types of repression. I
expect that autocrats may use more repression, but only covert repression after the eva-
sion.

Hypothesis 1: There will be an increase in covert repression (Information
Manipulation) after a term limit evasion. In contrast, overt repression will not increase

after a term limit evasion.

ple, from 1960 to 2010, only 2 out of 29 extensions were the one term extension.
8It does not mean that covert repression is cost-free. It is always best for an autocrat not to use repres-

sion regardless of its type.
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2.3 Type of Evasions, Signaling, and Repression

The previous section discusses how term limit evasions break a mutual expectation
about autocrats’ compliance. This broken commitment increases the likelihood of col-
lective dissents, which incentivizes an autocrat to engage with covert repression to pre-
vent them. However, autocrats make strategic decisions to cope with threats (Moore
2000), and it is always best for autocrats not to use repression if not necessary (Rivera
2017). In this section, I further consider the type of term limit evasions. I contend that
autocrats may not need more covert repression when they remove term limits because
the removal is a more costly action that signals a regime capacity for deterrence, substi-
tuting repression.

Although the literature on presidential term limits largely does not pay close atten-
tion to the difference between term limit extension and removal, scholars agree that
term limit removal requires more state capacity. For example, Maltz (2007) argues that
countries with greater state capacity are more likely to engage in term limit removals. He
finds that all but one country eliminating term limits were presidential regime, rather
than a semi-presidential regime, between 1992 and 2006, which leads him to posit that
“presidents in fully presidential regimes—where the chief executive’s office exists in its
most potent form—have both a stronger motive and a greater capacity to topple term
limits” (129).

McKie (2019) argues that term limit removal is riskier than extension so that it can oc-
cur only when a regime has enough competitiveness. He finds that in electoral democ-
racies, prior trends of interparty electoral competition decide whether the incumbent
chooses abolition, extension, or no contravention of presidential term limits. That is, the
more previous legislative elections become noncompetitive, the more likely a president
attempts to abolish term limits. In line with these arguments, Versteeg et al. (2020) posit
that “particularly powerful” presidents opt for the removal of term limits and “when a
president has the political clout to remove term limits entirely, he will likely do so” (20).
Despite the difference in contexts, this strand of research discussing the types of evasion
commonly posits that term limit removal requires more state capacity to take a risk. I
apply this argument in authoritarian contexts and argue that term limit removal is also
more costly than term limit extension in autocracies.

First, a regime risks more challenges from ruling elites. Svolik (2012, 198) argues that
term limits encourage some ruling elites to “invest their career in their generation of
leaders rather than the current political leadership.” However, when they notice the in-
cumbent’s attempt to evade term limits, elites who supported other factional members
may resent the change. Thus, autocrats have to share their spoils or provide unfavor-
able policy concessions to alleviate internal tensions from ruling elites. For example,
when Algerian dictator Abdelaziz Bouteflika attempted to scrap a two-term limit via leg-
islatures, he provided considerable rents to legislative members by increasing their pay
right before the vote. In addition, autocrats sometimes have to purge competent and
loyal ruling elites because of their dissent, which eventually risks future governing. I ar-
gue that this cost is more severe when autocrats attempt abolition because it entirely
cuts the ruling elites’ future with other leaders they had supported.
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Furthermore, an autocrat removing term limits incur more reputational costs. Term
limits are often considered a crucial democratic norm that prevents a single leader from
taking office indefinitely. In autocracies, such term limits window-dress a regime as de-
mocratizing, like other nominally democratic institutions do. The government’s attempt
to evade such term limits may then risk this democratic reputation (Maltz 2007, 139).
And this damage to the democratic facade can lead to a domestic backlash. Official
attempts to circumvent term limits can serve as a focal event that facilitates people’s at-
tention to the role of term limits (McKie and Carlson 2022). This increased attention can
induce people not only to discuss the topic but also to mobilize against the government.
For example, when Bolivia’s president Evo Morales defied the result of the previous refer-
endum and attempted to abolish term limits via the Constitutional Court in 2017, thou-
sands of people marched through streets to condemn his attempt.9 In addition to the
domestic response, this lack of democratic reputation may further cost a regime by los-
ing supports from international communities (Murray, Alston and Wiebusch 2019). In
this case, the complete removal of term limits is a more risky choice that entails repu-
tational costs because it implies that the regime has no intention of compliance with
democratic norms at all.

A more costly term limit removal than an extension is key to understanding a het-
erogenous increase in covert repression after term limit evasions. That is, term limit
removal is a more costly signal to the masses that the incumbent has enough state ca-
pacities to take risks, which dissuades them from protesting the government. Since po-
tential challengers always lack precise information about the incumbent’s strength, they
have an incentive to make a choice based on the informative signals (Boix and Svolik
2013). The signal from term limit removals reduces the perceived probability of suc-
cessful dissents, thereby dissuading people who observe the broken commitment from
mobilizing.

Therefore, a term limit evasion is not simply a broken commitment that incentivizes
a ruler to increase covert repression. In addition, selecting term limit removal, rather
than term limit extension, serves as a signal about regime capacity that substitutes the
use of repression. If not necessary, it is always best for autocrats not to use repression
(Rivera 2017). We should then observe no significant change in covert repression after
term limit removals.10 In sum, the preceding discussion considering the types of term
limit evasions leads me to further posit that autocrats will be more likely to use more
covert repression, which is information manipulation, only after term limit extensions.

9Reuters. “Bolivians protest Morales’ new bid to extend term limits.” October 11, 2017. https://reut.rs/
3FHafSD

10This argument is analogous to existing studies of signaling theories in authoritarian contexts. For
example, the literature on authoritarian electoral manipulation posits that excessive and blatant ma-
nipulation of elections which result in nonsensical victories of the incumbent, is meant to signal that
a regime has enough capabilities to afford resources to silent unwelcome voices from opposition elites
or citizens (Magaloni 2006, Simpser 2013). Similarly, the authoritarian propaganda literature posits that
ham-handed propaganda, which is costly but does not seem to persuade the public, serves as a signal
that a regime has a strong capacity to maintain social control, thereby implicitly intimidating the masses
(Huang 2015).

https://reut.rs/3FHafSD
https://reut.rs/3FHafSD
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Hypothesis 2: There will be an increase in covert repression (Information
Manipulation) only after a term limit extension.

3 Empirical Analysis

3.1 Operationalization of Key Variables

I use time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) data from 1960 to 2010 on authoritarian coun-
tries with a presidency or semi-presidency where term limits exist when a leader enters
the office. More specifically, I first select country-years that are considered as author-
itarian by Geddes, Wright and Frantz (2014, 2018).Observation units are included if an
executive won control of the government through indirect, unfair, and/or uncompeti-
tive selection procedures.

I then subset units based on the following criteria, modifying a dataset by Baturo
(2014). First, a national leader of a country-year must be a unitary actor who is an effec-
tive national executive directly or indirectly elected by constituents. I exclude a country-
year in which a term-limited leader who is called president is ceremonial. The data for
effective leaders are extracted from the Archigos V.4.1. (Goemans, Gleditsch and Chiozza
2009). Second, all national leaders enter the office with term limits, and term limit eva-
sion can happen only when a leader is constrained or understood to be constrained
by term limits in the first place. This condition excludes a country-year in which na-
tional leaders are not constrained by term limits. Examples are prime ministers, kings in
monarchies, general secretaries of one-party states, and presidents without term limits.

I consider two different types of repression as dependent variables: Overt Repression
and Covert Repression—information manipulation. First, I use the inverse of human
rights protection scores by Fariss (2014), following Frantz et al. (2020). Using a vari-
ety of existing indicators that measure physical integrity violations, such as torture and
political imprisonment, Fariss (2014) provides unbiased estimates of overt repression.
Second, I use an inverted score of Freedom of Expression and Alternative Sources of In-
formation index from V-Dem (Coppedge et al. 2020) to proxy the degree of information
control by an autocratic government. This index uses a Bayesian factor analysis that in-
corporates multiple indices that measure the degree to which the government respects
media freedom, the freedom of ordinary people to discuss politics, and freedom of aca-
demic and cultural expression.

The independent variable, Term Limit Evasion, is coded as 1 in the first year in which
the incumbent leader successfully11 circumvents constitutional constraints by extend-
ing or repealing term limits and every subsequent year under the same leadership, and 0
otherwise.12 Scholars have documented several modes of term limit evasion (see Baturo
2014, Ginsburg, Melton and Elkins 2011, Versteeg et al. 2020). First, some leaders in their
last term amend or reinterpret the existing constitution to seek one more term. Sec-
ond, some presidents reset their term and start a new countdown by promulgating a

11It means that I exclude two failed term limit evasion attempts.
12The coding of a ruler is decided based on who remains in office on July 1st of that year.
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new constitution and annulling the constraints of a previous constitution. Third, a few
leaders eliminate term limits. Last, some scholars (e.g. Baturo 2014) also characterize
a more subtle way of extending terms as term limit evasion, such as when a president
technically steps down from office after the last term, but assumes a different office and
strengthens that office while diminishing the power of the president. The quintessential
example is Vladimir Putin of Russia in 2008. After completing his final term in 2008, he
assumed the position of prime minister and put Dmitry Medvedev in office as a “place-
holder president” (Versteeg et al. 2020). Following the previous studies (e.g. Baturo 2014,
McKie 2019), I consider all aforementioned modes of evasion as treated cases. In the ap-
pendix, I provide a list of treated regimes in the analysis.

Important to note is that this coding makes the first year of term limit evasion, t ,
represents a pre- and post-evasion period adjacent to the date of term limit evasion.
An identification and estimation strategy I elaborate in the next section allows me to
specify the change of repression at t + F , where F > 0. Thus, I stress that examining
coefficients at t +F is more accurate to analyze whether repression increases after term
limit evasions.

A key moderator, Term limit removal, is coded as 1 if autocrats entirely abolish term
limits and 0 if it is term limit extension. Not surprisingly, data included in the analysis
show that only 12 out of 32 total evasion cases are term limit removals. It is analogous
to existing studies of presidential countries that find that term limit extension is more
prevalent than term limit removal.

3.2 Testing Hypothesis 1

The first theoretical expectation suggests that we ought to observe a significant increase
in covert repression after a term limit evasion at t + F (F > 0), compared to that in a
counterfactual at t +F where no term limit evasion occurs, all else being equal. In con-
trast, we should not observe any significant increase in overt repression after a term limit
evasion, compared to that in a counterfactual at t +F where no term limit evasion oc-
curs, all else being equal. However, this estimand cannot be simply identified because
a term limit evasion is not randomly assigned but its timing of implementation may be
endogenous to prior conditions, such as the prior level of repression and pre-treatment
confounders. Unfortunately, a naive identification is not useful because it requires very
strict assumption, such as strict or sequential exogeneity.

More specifically, scholars have commonly used linear two-way fixed effects regres-
sion to estimate generalized difference-in-differences (DID) when the treatment is di-
chotomous. However, recent scholarship questions whether the linear model properly
generates a counterfactual within repeated observations (e.g. Goodman-Bacon 2021,
Imai and Kim 2021, Imai, Kim and Wang forthcoming, Kropko and Kubinec 2020). For
example, Imai, Kim and Wang (forthcoming, 7) contends that “In addition to the fact
that the linearity assumption may be too stringent, it is also difficult to understand
how these models use observed data to estimate relevant counterfactual quantities.”
Moreover, they point out that generalized DID can not be simply applied to linear two-
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way fixed effects regression when treatment conditions within a unit constantly change.
Since a country in my data can go in and out of the treatment condition—that is, a coun-
try can experience multiple term limit evasions—a conventional linear model with two-
way fixed effects may not properly estimated changes of repression.

To address endogeneity issues and provide a better identification with less stringent
assumptions, I utilize the newly-developed DID estimator with matched sets (Imai, Kim
and Wang forthcoming). This strategy explicitly matches and compares each treated
unit with matched control groups that share the same history of term limit evasions and
a similar trend of pre-treatment level of repression as well as covariates.13 Matching,
in general, improves the validity of causal inference by comparing treated and control
observations that share similar characteristics (Ho et al. 2007). In line with this concept,
Imai, Kim and Wang (forthcoming) proposes a matching method that incorporates the
characteristics of TSCS data in which the timing of receiving treatment varies across
units.

The primary goal of this empirical analysis is to identify the following estimand:

δt+F =E[

Potential outcome at t+F
when the evasion occurs at t and remains until t+F
with no evasion at t-1, any history from t-2 to t-L︷ ︸︸ ︷

Yi ,t+F ({Xi ,t+l }F
l=0 = 1F+1, Xi ,t−1 = 0,{Xi ,t−l }L

l=2)

−Yi ,t+F ({Xi ,t+l }F
l=0 = 0F+1, Xi ,t−1 = 0,{Xi ,t−l }L

l=2))︸ ︷︷ ︸
Potential outcome at t+F

when the evasion never occurs at t and remains until t+F
with no evasion at t-1, any history from t-2 to t-L

| {Xi ,t+l }F
l=0 = 1F+1, Xi ,t−1 = 0︸ ︷︷ ︸
of treated group

]

where δt+F is average treatment effect for the treated. Each treated group is a country-
year experiencing term limit evasion at t and remaining under the treatment condition
until t +F (i.e., Xi ,t−1 = 0,{Xi ,t+l }F

l=0 = 1F+1), while sharing the same treatment history
with a counterfactual until t −L (i.e.,{Xi ,t−l }L

l=2). The purpose of this empirical process
is to examine if the estimate of δt+F is significantly greater than 0 only when repression
is covert.

For the identification, I use the following DID estimator:

δ̂t+F = f
(

(Yi ,t+F −Yi ,t−1)︸ ︷︷ ︸
Outcome difference of

a treated unit

− W (Yi ′,t+F −Yi ′,t−1)︸ ︷︷ ︸
Weighted average of
outcome differences

within a set of controls
sharing similar characteristics

)

where W (.) refers to an weighted average of outcome differences within a set of con-
trol groups that are assumed to share similar characteristics with a treated unit and f (.)
denotes an weighted average of samples that are included only if a country-year (i , t )
changes a treatment status from ‘no evasion’ at t −1 to ‘yes evasion’ at t and at least one
control set exists.

13I use the open-source statistical software, PanelMatch: https://github.com/insongkim/PanelMatch

https://github.com/insongkim/PanelMatch


59

The novelty of this estimator comes into play when a matched control group for a
each treated unit (i.e., i ′) is defined. First, each treated unit with a treatment history (i.e.,
Xi ,t−1 = 0 and {Xi ,t−l }L

l=2) is “matched” with a group of control units—called a matched
set—sharing the same history of treatment at the same time period up to t −L.14 Al-
though L can be selected among any non-negative integer, Imai, Kim and Wang (forth-
coming, 11) suggest that a relatively large L can “increase the credibility of limited car-
ryover effect and the parallel trend assumptions.” As such, I choose L = 3 to guarantee
enough credibility as well as maximize the number of observations included in the esti-
mation.

After the initial matching, the matched sets are further refined by matching or weight-
ing. This process is based on outcome histories, which is the prior trend of repression,
and the history of potential confounders. In the analysis, I use propensity score weight-
ing refinement, which provides the best mean covariate balance.15 For the specification
of refinement, I include three years of lag for pre-treatment covariates and outcomes, in
accordance with L.

Regarding confounders, I use various observable indicators that may endogenous to
term limit evasions and repression. First, I use the Polity score to measure the degree to
which the incumbent is free from other domestic political elites, especially ruling elites.
As Gleditsch and Ward (1997) argues, the Polity score reflects “decisional constraints on
the chief executive.” Thus, it is plausible that as the score gets lower, autocrats become
freer from constraints, thereby more likely to engaging in the breakdown of institutional
rules.16

Second, I use logged GDP per capita and logged GDP growth as a proxy for the de-
gree to which an autocrat is less influenced by domestic oppositions. I assume that
the incumbent with high popularity is less likely to be constrained. Unfortunately, as
McKie (2019) points out, no existing data provides reliable cross-country information
on presidential approval ratings. Thus, I use economic performance as a proxy based
on an argument that economic performance is correlated with people’s support of dic-
tators (Guriev and Treisman 2020a). Third, the confounders include logged foreign aid
a country receives to proxy regime’s international reliance. I assume that autocrats from
countries with less economic reliance on other countries have more discretion over do-
mestic policy decisions, such as term limit evasions. The included data are from World
Bank.

Fourth, natural resources are included in covariates. The resource curse literature
has posited that abundant natural resources allow autocrats to rely less on institution-
alized systems to extract more resources, contributing to the regime consolidation with
respect to ruling elites (Fails 2019). Similarly, natural resources incentivize rulers to de-
pend less on international actors for improving the economy. To control for this con-
founder, I use data for a country’s value of oil and gas, collected by Ross and Mahdavi

14It means that unmatched data are excluded from the entire analysis.
15In the appendix, I run analyses without refinement and with alternative refinement methods. Results

are consistent.
16I do not use V-Dem’s democracy indices because their components include the freedom of expression,

which is one of the dependent variable.
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(2015), as a proxy of natural resources. Last, I include a binary indicator of whether a
country-year sees any domestic or international armed conflict to proxy regime stabil-
ity. The data for armed conflicts are taken from UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,
version 19.1 (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson, Högbladh and Öberg 2019). In the ap-
pendix, I provide a descriptive statistics of variables included in the analysis.

Figure 12 shows how the refinement of matched sets improves the covariate balance
between treatment units and their matched sets. Each scatter plot compares the abso-
lute value of standardized mean difference before and after the refinement. The mean
difference is standardized by “the standard deviation of each covariate across all treated
observations in the data so that the mean difference is measured in terms of standard
deviation units” (Imai, Kim and Wang forthcoming, 16). Each point below the 45-degree
line implies that the standardized mean balance of a certain covariate is improved after
the refinement. The plots suggest that the refinement improves the balance. Especially,
the refinement dramatically reduces the imbalance of Polity. It means that when the es-
timator compares term limit evasions and cases without evasions, the two groups share
similar prior trends of observable covariates as well as repression. When I find signifi-
cant changes of covert or overt repression after the evasion, this improved balance ef-
fectively restricts the possibility that this result is simply attributed to the prior trend of
repression or other covariates.

Figure 12: Improved Covariate Balance after the Propensity Weighting Refinement

Note: Each scatter plot compares the absolute value of standardized mean difference for each covariate
before (horizontal axis) and after (vertical axis) the propensity score weighting of matched sets.

The identification strategy assumes that treated units and refined matched sets have
a parallel trend in the post-treatment period, conditioning on the history of the treat-
ment, outcomes, and confounders. Although this identification assumption cannot be
directly tested, examining whether there is a parallel trend of outcomes in pre-treatment
periods can increase the credibility of this assumption. Figure 13 illustrates standard-
ized mean differences of the lagged overt repression and information control at each
pre-treatment period. Specifically, gray lines show the mean difference before refine-
ment and black lines present the mean difference after refinements. As can be observed,
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the black lines are almost flat, which implies that holding a parallel trend assumption is
quite convincing. Given this assumption holds, the potential outcome without a term
limit evasion is identified using the weighted average of the control units in the refined
matched set. Subsequently, the DID estimates for each treated observation are com-
puted and averaged across all treated observations. In addition, I use a 1000-block-
bootstrap to compute conventional standard errors.

Figure 13: Standardized Mean Difference of Repression

Note: The plots represent the standardized mean difference over the pre-treatment time period. Specifi-
cally, gray lines show the mean difference before refinement and black lines present the mean difference
after refinements.

Therefore, the DID estimator with matched sets allows for calculating how the level
of repression changes at t +F as compared to control groups sharing the same histories
of term limit evasions, a parallel trend of repression, and similar trends of observable
pre-treatment confounders. Compared to the linear model with a stringent linearity
assumption, this model is nonparametric with less model dependence. Moreover, since
this method estimates the quantity of interest within matched sets, it is appropriate for
my unbalanced TSCS dataset.

3.3 Result

Figure 14 presents the weighted average of DID estimates for varying F .17 More specif-
ically, the left panel report estimated changes of overt repression and the right panel
reports those of covert repression. Since two dependent variables have different ranges
of measurement, I standardize them for easier interpretations. Note that I limit the max-
imum of F to 2 because higher F substantially reduces the number of treated groups and
matched sets, which exacerbates the inefficiency of estimation.

17In the appendix, I report a table of results.
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Figure 14: Estimated Changes of Standardized Repression over Time

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. Dependent variables are stan-
dardized for easier comparisons. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.

The findings support Hypothesis 1. First, there is no statistically significant increase
in overt repression after term limit evasions. Second, there is statistically significant
increase in information manipulation after term limit evasions. Specifically, on average,
information manipulation increases by 0.13 standard deviations at t +2. Given that the
average level of information manipulation tends to be already high in autocracies, this
increase is substantially meaningful. Moreover, this increase is not attributed to a prior
pattern of information control or other confounders considering the identification and
estimation method I employ.

3.4 Testing Hypothesis 2

Hypothesis 2 further considers the type of term limit evasions and points that this signifi-
cant increase in covert repression only appears after term limit extension, not term limit
removal. To further test this hypothesis, I use the same DID estimator with matched sets
with a moderator. More specifically, I divide treated country-years into two groups: one
group treated by extension of term limits and the other treated by removal of term limits.
After dividing a treated group into two, I compute separate estimates to examine if there
is different degree of changes in information control after the evasion.18

The results, reported in Figure 15, support my hypothesis. First, there is no statis-
tically significant increase in overt repression after any type of term limit evasions. Al-
though overt repression seem to weakly significantly increase at t and t+1, its increasing
pattern disappears at t +2. Second, there is statistically significant increase in informa-
tion manipulation only after term limit extensions. Specifically, on average, information
manipulation increases by 0.19 standard deviations at t +2.

18I leverage ‘Moderator’ in PanelEstimate Function.
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Figure 15: Estimated Changes of Standardized Repression over Time

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. Dependent variables are stan-
dardized for easier comparisons. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.

One may argue that the reason we can observe the significant increase in covert
repression only after term limit extension is that a regime engaging in term limit re-
moval has a high level of repression prior to the evasion. To examine the balance of
pre-treatment repressions between two treatment groups, I report the density of the
mean difference of pre-treatment repressions from t-3 to t-1 in Figure 16. As seen in
the figures, there is no significant difference in the prior level of overt repression and
information manipulation between the removal and extension groups, which debunks
this alternative claim.

Figure 16: Balance of Pre-treatment Outcomes between Two Treatment Groups

Note: The figures report the density of the mean difference of pre-treatment repressions from t-3 to t-1.
"ns" means that there is no significant difference at a 95% confidence level.

3.5 Separate Indices of Information Manipulation

To further our understandings of information manipulation after term limit extensions,
I run separate analyses, using individual indices of the information manipulation in-
dex. V-Dem’s Freedom of Expression and Alternative Sources of Information index in-
corporates multiple indices that measure diverse aspects of the information environ-
ment. More specifically, each indicator measures whether the government directly or
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indirectly attempt to censor the print or broadcast media (Media Censorship), whether
there is media bias against oppositions (Media bias), whether there is self-censorship
among journalists (Media Self-Censorship), whether the major print and broadcast out-
lets routinely criticize the government (Media Critical), whether the major print and
broadcast media represent various political perspectives (Media Perspectives), whether
individual journalists are harassed (Journalists Harassment), whether men(women) are
able to openly discuss political issues (Free Discussion for Men(Women)), and whether
there is academic freedom and freedom of cultural expression related to political issues
(Free Expression Academic & Culture). For a more straightforward interpretation, I in-
verse and standardize all indicators to make positive coefficients represent the govern-
ment’s manipulation.

Figure 17 reports the estimated changes of each information manipulation-related
indicator after term limit extensions. The findings show that media-related manipula-
tions, such as media censorship and media bias, significantly increase after term limit
extensions. It makes sense intuitively, given that most mass information control is con-
ducted by censoring messages from the media. Furthermore, the results show that open
political discussion becomes significantly restricted after term limit evasions, regardless
of gender. Interestingly, there is no significant increase in harassment on journalists.
Compared to other indices, this is more related to overt repression, which I expect to
have null changes after any types of term limit evasions.
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Figure 17: Estimated Changes of Information Manipulation after Term Limit Extensions

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. For a more straightforward inter-
pretation, dependent variables are inversed and standardized. Thus, positive coefficients represent more
information manipulation. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.

4 Conclusion

Despite widespread term limit evasions in authoritarian contexts, our understanding of
their consequences remains incomplete. In this paper, I examine the consequence of
term limit evasions on repression in autocracies. I argue that autocrats increase repres-
sion after the evasion but covert repression (Information Manipulation) only because
the impending threat comes from diffuse and less explicitly identified masses. More-
over, I further contend that this increase in repression does not appear when the eva-
sion is term limit removal because it serves as a costly signal that dissuades the opposi-
tion from protesting. Using a careful identification strategy with the DID estimator with
matched sets (Imai, Kim and Wang forthcoming), I find that a significant increase in re-
pression after term limit evasions does not always occur. That is, a traditional type of
repression does not increase after term limit evasion. Moreover, I find a somewhat para-
doxical finding: The increase in covert repression is more likely to occur in cases of term
limit extension, the less severe form of term limit evasion, than in term limit removal.

This paper illuminates the dynamic between personalization and repression. De-
spite a growing body of the literature on personalization (e.g. Baturo and Elkink 2021,
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Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2018, Grundholm 2020), only Frantz et al. (2020) examine
a broad pattern between personalization and overt repression. Using a term limit eva-
sion that paves a way of permanency in office (Baturo and Elkink 2021) as an example
of personalization, I argue that contemporary autocrats do not always prefer to use ob-
servable overt repression after personalization but use more covert repression under a
limited condition.

While this study finds no surge of repression after term limit removals, the most se-
vere form of the evasion, it does not necessarily mean that there is no more human
rights violation subsequently. That is, term limit removals may still lead to more un-
observed suppression of individual empowerment rights by signaling regime capacity
and inducing more self-censorship of behaviors of the masses. This hardly observable
self-censored behavior can be considered an indirect human rights violation, prevalent
in contemporary autocracies.
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5 Appendix

5.1 List of Authoritarian Countries with Term Limits

Figure 18 shows a list of authoritarian countries with term limits and the distribution of
term limit evasions. Specifically, red colored boxes indicate post-evasion periods. Note
that not all countries depicted in this figure are included in the analysis. For example, the
Philippines is excluded because it does not have a pre-evasion period. To be included
in the analysis, a treated unit has at least three years of pre-evasion periods (L = 3) and
those of post-evasion periods (F = 2).

Figure 18: List of countries and treatment distribution
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5.2 Descriptive Statistics of Variables included in TSCS analysis

Table 14: Descriptive Statistics

var_name Mean SD Min Max
1 Term Limit Evasion 0.30 0.46 0.00 1.00
2 Information Control -0.45 0.24 -0.93 -0.03
3 Repression -0.03 0.94 -2.69 2.40
4 ln(GDP) 0.03 0.09 -0.44 0.51
5 Growth 7.95 0.84 5.82 10.37
6 Prio 0.24 0.43 0.00 1.00
7 Polity -2.43 4.90 -9.00 9.00
8 ln(oil) 10.78 10.58 0.00 26.81
9 Extension 0.17 0.37 0.00 1.00

5.3 Main Results Reported in a Table

Table 15: Estimated Changes of Repression after Term Limit Evasions

All Evasions Extensions Removals

Time Overt Information Overt Information Overt Information
Repression Manipulation Repression Manipulation Repression Manipulation

t 0.022 0.036 0.085 0.048 -0.082 0.017
(0.042) (0.005) (0.025) (0.028) (0.006) (0.046)

t+1 0.023 0.074 0.141 0.106 -0.173 0.02
(0.073) (0.039) (0.053) (0.054) (0.109) (0.053)

t+2 -0.006 0.129 0.116 0.189 -0.209 0.028
(0.006) (0.055) (0.125) (0.085) (0.150) (0.064)

n(Treated) 32 32 20 20 12 12
Confounders Y Y Y Y Y Y

Note: Bootstrapped standard errors are reported in parentheses. Coefficients that are statistically significant at the conventional
level (p < .05) are in boldface. n(Treated) refers to the number of treated groups.
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5.4 No Refinement

Figure 19: Estimated Changes of Standardized Repression over Time

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. Dependent variables are stan-
dardized for easier comparisons. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.

Figure 20: Estimated Changes of Standardized Repression over Time

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. Dependent variables are stan-
dardized for easier comparisons. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.
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5.5 Propensity Score Matching

Figure 21: Estimated Changes of Standardized Repression over Time

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. Dependent variables are stan-
dardized for easier comparisons. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.

Figure 22: Estimated Changes of Standardized Repression over Time

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. Dependent variables are stan-
dardized for easier comparisons. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.
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5.6 Mahalanobis Distance Matching

Figure 23: Estimated Changes of Standardized Repression over Time

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. Dependent variables are stan-
dardized for easier comparisons. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.

Figure 24: Estimated Changes of Standardized Repression over Time

Note: The weighted average of DID estimates for varying F is reported. Dependent variables are stan-
dardized for easier comparisons. Error bars indicate 95% bootstrap confidence intervals.
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Delegitimizing Opposition Party after Autocratization:
Evidence from South Korean Newspapers

Abstract

Autocratization increases threats from marginalized opposition elites whose
parties are more incentivized to mobilize the masses. What do autocrats do
to counter this threat? I argue that autocrats increase delegitimizing propa-
ganda, exaggerating the disunity of opposition parties strategically. It under-
mines opposition parties’ legitimacy as a competent alternative that con-
veys consistent and credible information. Moreover, this propaganda com-
plements existing censorship. To validate my argument, I compare how regime-
controlled newspapers in the South Korean dictatorship cover two very sim-
ilar internal conflicts in the opposition party that occurred before and after
autocratization. Using word embeddings that quantify delegitimizing pro-
paganda, I find that newspaper reports after autocratization were more likely
to associate the opposition party with negative words related to disunity.
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1 Introduction

Autocrats seek regime stability by sharing power with challengers, including opposition
elites, through nominally democratic institutions (Meng, Paine and Powell 2022). Co-
optation through institutions reduces the probability of opposition dissent via costly
non-institutional means. However, this power-sharing is not static. Autocrats sometimes
aggrandize executive power by impeding previous co-opted opposition elites from ac-
cessing political processes. I call this transition away from power-sharing regimes within
already authoritarian countries autocratization (Lührmann and Lindberg 2019, Sinkko-
nen 2021).1 Autocratization incentivizes opposition elites to rely more on non-institutional
means, such as mass mobilization to challenge a regime. And opposition parties, if any,
are conducive for elites to address the collective action problem by revealing sensitive
information and providing cohesive information about popular dissatisfaction (Aksoy,
Carter and Wright 2012, Rivera 2017). Autocrats then have an incentive to neutralize the
opposition threat. What strategy can autocrats leverage to undermine opposition par-
ties’ capacities for mass mobilization? Despite growing interest in institutional break-
downs within autocracies, our understanding of its implication has remained incom-
plete.

This paper focuses on autocratic information manipulation. Existing studies suggest
that censorship is prevalent to alleviate threats from the masses (e.g., Fong 2017, King,
Pan and Roberts 2013, Roberts 2018). It is then plausible that autocrats enhance cen-
sorship on opposition parties after autocratization. However, what if opposition elites
received scant attention from media even before autocratization such that there is no
room for further censorship? Media outlets in autocracies do not tend to focus on po-
litical elites in general (Wu 1994). Moreover, if they report elites, they focus on ruling
coalition members and their bureaucrats who may undermine regime stability, not op-
position elites (Egorov, Guriev and Sonin 2009, Lorentzen 2014, Lu and Ma 2019, Sheen,
Tung and Wu 2021).

I argue that autocratized regimes can further increase delegitimizing propaganda.
More specifically, regime-controlled media are more likely to exaggerate opposition par-
ties’ disunity strategically. This strategy undermines opposition parties’ legitimacy as a
competent alternative that conveys consistent and credible information, thereby dis-
suading the masses from coordinating around opposition elites. Moreover, it is not ar-
bitrary propaganda that always describes opposition parties as disunited, which may
backfire when parties are actually cohesive. Instead, delegitimizing propaganda com-
plements exiting censorship by emphasizing the negative aspects of opposition parties
when they suffer internal disputes sporadically. This strategy is plausible as opposition
parties are prone to factional conflicts. Therefore, I expect to observe that government-
controlled media after autocratization are more likely to delegitimize opposition parties
involving internal conflicts than media in pre-autocratization.

1I avoid using a similar term, “personalization (Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2018),” because it only con-
siders the relationship between an autocrat and ruling coalition, such as ruling elites and military mem-
bers.
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I test my argument in the context of South Korea under Park Chung-hee. In an ear-
lier power-sharing period, opposition elites with parties could participate in presidential
and legislative elections. Moreover, four-year terms of presidents and legislative mem-
bers guarantee enough room for political rotation. However, Park autocratized a regime
by removing competitive presidential elections, reducing the number of legislative seats
opposition elites could take, and reducing the number of legislative elections by extend-
ing legislators’ terms. This paper examines how such autocratization changes the way
government-controlled newspapers report the major opposition party, the New Demo-
cratic Party (NDP). NDP was the first opposition party that merged various opposition
parties and became an influential opposition group. Regarding media data, I leverage
digitized historical newspaper articles published from 1967 to 1979. Private newspapers
are useful resources to examine the government’s intention to control information tar-
geting the masses because they were a major source of public information and a con-
stant target of government controls, acting like a government mouthpiece (Cho, Lee and
Song 2017, Park 2014).

For analysis, I compare how government-controlled media cover two very similar
internal conflicts in the opposition party that occurred before and after autocratization.
These conflicts share similarities in factional structures, causes, and consequences. That
is, both concerned factional conflicts between the majority and minority factions seek-
ing better distribution of power, which eventually led to holding separate party con-
ventions. Moreover, both events are considered the most serious factional conflicts that
NDP had ever experienced (Jhee 2015). Assuming the target event of reports is similar,
I examine whether the degree to which media used negative coverage of the opposition
party increased after autocratization. Although this approach does not capture the abso-
lute degree of delegitimizing propaganda, it is the best possible effort, albeit descriptive,
to identify a relative change in such propaganda within the same autocratic regime.

I quantify delegitimizing propaganda by utilizing a computer-assisted text analysis.
Specifically, I compute the average semantic distance between word embeddings of the
word “NDP” and those of disunity-related words with negative connotations. Word em-
beddings represent a word as a dense vector in a low-dimensional space based on or-
dered sequences of words in natural texts (Rodman 2020). And the distance between
such word embeddings informs semantic similarity of underlying concepts (Rodriguez
and Spirling 2022). That is, as word embeddings representing NDP and disunity-related
become closer to each other, we can interpret that the media’s portrayal of NDP be-
comes more negative. Based on the hypothesis, I expect that the semantic distance of
word embeddings after autocratization is closer than that before autocratization.

I find that the newspapers after autocratization were more likely to associate NDP
with negative words related to internal conflict and fragmentation. This enhanced dele-
gitimizing propaganda after autocratization was found in government-controlled media
reports where opposition parties had drastically low overall visibility regardless of autoc-
ratization. Furthermore, while both media reports published before and after autocrati-
zation increased the visibility of NDP as internal conflicts culminated in separate party
conventions, there was no significant difference in the increase in visibility. Overall, a
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notable change of media after autocratization in South Korea was that they enhanced
the negative portrayal of NDP, involving internal conflicts.

This study broadly speaks to the growing literature on autocratization (Lührmann
and Lindberg 2019, Sinkkonen 2021, Skaaning 2020). Unlike a plethora of studies focus-
ing on power-sharing autocracies, their transition to personalist or closed regimes by
institutional breakdown is still an uncharted territory (Meng, Paine and Powell 2022).
In this paper, I argue that institutional breakdowns entail government strategies that
alienate opposition elites from the public as well as the government. Furthermore, this
research expands our knowledge of authoritarian information manipulation by the gov-
ernment to undermine collective action capacities (Carter and Carter 2021, Huang 2015b,
King, Pan and Roberts 2013, 2017, Roberts 2018). Last, in line with the growing scholarly
effort to use word embeddings to detect implicit bias within texts (Chester 2021, Garg
et al. 2018, Osnabrügge, Hobolt and Rodon 2021), this paper leverages word embed-
dings to detect the increase of delegitimizing propaganda underlying in government-
controlled newspaper articles.

2 Autocratization and Delegitimizing Propaganda

2.1 Threats from Opposition Parties after Autocratization

Co-optation through institutions, such as regular elections, and legislatures, provides
the opposition with negotiation places, thereby reducing the probability of opposition
dissent via costly non-institutional means (Meng, Paine and Powell 2022). Autocratiza-
tion that limits opposition elites’ access to such institutions then incentivizes them to
rely more on non-institutional means, such as mass mobilization when challenging a
regime. Moreover, when marginalized opposition elites can form a coalition under op-
position parties, they can overcome the collective action problem (Howard and Roessler
2006). This paper specifically focuses on opposition parties as key threats after autocrati-
zation because contemporary autocracies with opposition parties, which are prevalent,
do not tend to remove them even if they break down other institutions. For example,
from 1946 to 2007, more than 88% of autocrats who allowed for de facto opposition par-
ties kept the multi-party system intact during their tenures.2

Individuals are willing to participate in collective dissents only if the (private) ben-
efits outweigh the costs. And this expected utility is highly contingent on information
about the preference of others (Gleditsch and Rivera 2017, Kuran 1991). In this sense,
opposition parties are conducive to mobilizing the masses because they “often expose
and disseminate relevant information on the nature of authoritarian politics and con-
demn government policy in sensitive areas, which can generate and intensify discontent
among larger segments of society” (Rivera 2017, 2190). Moreover, they have the poten-
tial to be a focal point that can collect separate outbursts of the opposition and gener-
ate mutual expectations about popular dissatisfaction with the regime (Radnitz 2006,

2For this statistic, I leverage a dataset by Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010).
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Rivera 2017). For example, in Kyrgyzstan, an opposition party coalition called the Peo-
ple’s Movement of Kyrgyzstan created a nationwide network of oppositions to collect
separate resentment and mobilize anti-Akayev protest (Radnitz 2006). Studies suggest
that these threatening roles are alleviated when opposition parties have enough access
to legislatures where they can negotiate with the incumbent (Aksoy, Carter and Wright
2012, Rivera 2017). However, autocratization removes this opportunity.

Autocrats then have an incentive to use repressive measures to undermine oppo-
sition parties’ capacities to mobilize the public.3 This paper focuses on how a regime
controls the information to impede opposition elites from mobilizing the masses.

2.2 Autocratization and More Censorship?

A dominant information control strategy to mitigate threats from the masses is cen-
sorship. Existing studies suggest that autocratic regimes limit public access to sensi-
tive information that may facilitate collective dissents (King, Pan and Roberts 2013, Qin,
Strömberg and Wu 2017, Roberts 2018). Given that threatening are opposition parties
with a lack of access to institutions after autocratization, government-controlled media
may have more incentives to limit their attention to such parties. By separating poten-
tial mobilizers from the masses, regimes may “prevent coordination of the core and the
periphery, known to be an essential component in successful collective action” (Roberts
2018, 8).

However, what if opposition parties already received scant attention from media be-
fore autocratization such that there is not enough room for further censorship in gen-
eral? For example, in Section 4.2, I show that regime-controlled media in South Korea
paid little attention to a major opposition party even before autocratization. This is
plausible because media in autocracies are often biased toward a regime regardless of
their regime types (Cho, Lee and Song 2017), and they do not tend to focus on political
elites (Wu 1994). Even if private media under power-sharing regimes sometimes focus
on elites, targets are more likely to be ruling coalition members or their bureaucrats
rather than opposition elites. For example, existing studies suggest that autocrats strate-
gically allow the media to cover stories about bureaucrats (Egorov, Guriev and Sonin
2009, Lorentzen 2014) and ruling party members (Lu and Ma 2019) who have the po-
tential to destabilize the regime by deviating from a ruler or a ruling party’s norm. In
addition, media reporting ruling coalition members serves to enhance power-sharing
by increasing transparency (Sheen, Tung and Wu 2021).

2.3 More Delegitimizing Propaganda after Autocratization

This paper proposes an alternative information control strategy that impedes opposi-
tion parties from mobilizing the masses even when further censorship is limited. I argue

3Recent studies began investigating the relationship between repression and certain types of autocra-
tization. For example, Jang (2022) examines the relationship between repression and term limit evasion
in autocracies. Frantz et al. (2020), on the other hand, examine the association between repression and
regime personalization at the expense of ruling elites.



82

that after autocratization, regime-controlled media are more likely to strategically ex-
aggerate the disunity of opposition parties when they are involved in internal conflicts.
This effort is to undermine opposition parties’ legitimacy as a competent alternative that
conveys consistent and credible information.

Autocratic regimes use media to shape an image about certain issues and actors (e.g.,
Carter and Carter 2021, Edel and Josua 2018). One of the imperative strategies is to aug-
ment positive aspects of a regime to persuade that the incumbent ruler has legitimacy,
the capacity to maintain the belief that a current regime is appropriate for the society
(Gerschewski 2013). This is a traditional meaning of propaganda as indoctrination (or
soft propaganda (Huang 2015b)), and existing studies have widely discussed what and
how information manipulation enhances positive perception about the incumbent au-
tocrat (e.g., Dukalskis and Gerschewski 2017, Guriev and Treisman 2019, Schedler and
Hoffmann 2016, Tannenberg et al. 2021).

Autocrats may gain legitimacy also by depicting opposition groups as worse alter-
natives (Dukalskis and Patane 2019). Despite this possibility, however, not until recently
did a few studies begin focusing on the negative legitimation targeting the opposition.
For example, Edel and Josua (2018) argue that autocrats describe targets of repression as
anarchic and those who disrupt daily life. Similarly, Selvik (2018) shows that the supreme
leader of Iran uses rhetoric that describes opponents as enemies and strangers who
threaten the country. More recently, Chester (2021) find that Chinese media portrays
the politics of foreign democratic countries, which can be regarded as a better alterna-
tive regime type, chaotic and corrupt. This is to show the masses that democracy is an
incompetent regime type such that it cannot be a better alternative.4 Albeit different
forms, the purpose of this propaganda is analogous to legitimizing propaganda, per-
suading the masses to form a certain attitude.

Unlike this limited attention in authoritarian studies, studies on electoral democ-
racies have widely discussed negative campaigning that delegitimize opposition candi-
dates (Lau and Rovner 2009). This campaigning is purported to induce voters to per-
ceive oppositions as inferior choices, making them choose an attacker or not turn out
to vote at all. The literature often holds that a decision to attack is based on strategic
considerations of costs (Roese and Sande 1993) and benefits (Pinkleton 1997). That is,
negative campaigns are used when the benefits of damaging a target outweigh the costs
from backlash (Lau and Pomper 2004, Lau and Rovner 2009). This scenario is plausible
when a target fails to refute attacks (Lau and Rovner 2009). The theory of delegitimizing
propaganda builds on these studies.

I argue that autocrats are more likely to use media to delegitimize opposition parties
after autocratization. More specifically, regime-controlled media are more likely to (1)
exaggerate the tone regarding the disunity of opposition parties (2) when they suffer
internal disputes.

First, propaganda focuses on disorganized aspects because it is an useful persuasion
strategy that undermines opposition parties’ capacities for mobilizing the masses. As

4Huang (2015a) indeed finds that the awareness of instability in foreign countries can foster satisfac-
tion with own country.
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mentioned, opposition parties, especially those who lack access to institutional means,
are threatening because they can reveal sensitive information about the regime, collect
individual resentment, and generate mutual expectation about popular dissatisfaction,
thereby becoming a focal point to replace a regime (Aksoy, Carter and Wright 2012, Rad-
nitz 2006, Rivera 2017). Delegitimizing propaganda make opposition parties perceived
as disunited, damaging the information source’s credibility. When party members are
perceived to fight each other and send different messages, the masses have difficulty
determining which information they have to focus on for better collective action, con-
fusing whether other potential mobilizers have similar preferences over the opposition.
Moreover, the lack of unity can portray opposition parties as inferior alternatives which
are less likely to mount a credible challenge to a regime, inducing the masses to think
the costs of collective dissents are high and eventually prefer the status quo. Therefore,
delegitimizing propaganda dissuades public mobilization by persuasion, changing the
masses’ perception about the costs and benefits of following opposition parties.

Second, delegitimizing propaganda is not arbitrary propaganda that always describes
opposition parties as disorganized, which may backfire when the parties are united in
reality. In this case, simple censorship may be more effective. Instead, delegitimizing
propaganda complements existing censorship by strategically exaggerating the disunity
of opposition parties when they suffer internal conflicts, such as factional disputes over
the distribution of power. This strategy is plausible because opposition parties are not
immune to internal conflicts. For example, in South Korea, a major opposition party
constantly struggled with factional conflicts throughout Park’s regime (Jhee 2015). More-
over, the opposition cannot easily refute the propaganda, and the masses cannot readily
recognize it because it accompanies actual dissonance within the party. For this reason,
autocrats prefer to use this propaganda that may be less likely to backfire. Given that
delegitimizing propaganda is sporadic media manipulation, this argument suits existing
arguments on selective censorship that autocrats allow some information to flow when
it is conducive to regime survival (e.g., Hassid 2012, Lorentzen 2014, Qin, Strömberg and
Wu 2017).

I do not necessarily argue that a regime before autocratization does not leverage
delegitimizing propaganda. Of course, regardless of autocratization, regime-controlled
media would be more likely to emphasize negative aspects of the opposition than neu-
tral media. What I argue here is that an autocratized regime has more incentive to focus
on this propaganda strategy as they face impending threats from opposition parties mo-
bilizing the masses. Put differently, a regime may be more desperate to use this means
to control the opposition than the previous power-sharing period where the opposition
threat can be handled in institutions. Therefore, a main hypothesis concerns a relative
increase in delegitimizing propaganda.

Hypothesis: Government-controlled media after autocratization should be
more likely to delegitimize opposition parties involving internal conflicts than
media in pre-autocratization.
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3 Background: South Korea under Park Chung-hee

I test the theoretical implication in the context of South Korea under the dictator Park
Chung-hee. This context provides a useful testing ground because the regime expe-
rienced an explicit autocratization that marginalized previously co-opted opposition
elites. This section summarizes autocratization in South Korea and the nature of private
newspapers controlled by a regime.

3.1 The Yushin Reform

Park seized power through a coup in 1961 and became president in 1963 through an
election. In this earlier period of the Park era, South Korea could be characterized as a
power-sharing regime. Opposition elites were allowed to form political parties and par-
ticipate in legislative and presidential elections. Especially, major opposition parties5

were able to coalesce into the New Democratic Party (NDP) in 1967, which provided ef-
fective leverage to opposition elites. With this regard, Park co-opted the opposition via
nominally democratic institutions and allowed a venue for policy concessions. The dic-
tator kept institutional channels and the constitution intact until he amended the con-
stitution in 1969 to allow for three terms in office, which was prohibited in a previous
constitution. Nevertheless, even in this process, he formally relied on existing institu-
tional channels, such as the National Assembly and a referendum, and held a regular
presidential and legislative election in 1971. President Park ran for a presidential elec-
tion in 1971, which was highly competitive because of the popularity of the opposition
candidate, Kim Dae Jung.

Park sowed the seed of autocratization on October 17, 1972, when he declared a mar-
tial law that arbitrarily dissolved the national assembly constituted in the 1971 election
and temporarily banned activities of political parties. This martial law led to the sub-
sequent constitutional reform in December, called “the Yushin (Revitalization) reform,”
which sprouted the seed of autocratization. The reform provided a president with con-
siderable power while marginalizing coopted opposition elites. More specifically, Park
became a de facto life-long president under the new constitution that removed pres-
idential term limits and guaranteed his electoral victories via a rubber stamp vote in
noncompetitive elections (Im 2011). As a result, opposition elites could no longer partic-
ipate in a presidential election. In addition, the reform allowed a president to nominate
one-third of the national assembly members, reducing the number of seats opposition
elites could take. The term of legislative members extended to six years, purported to
reduce the number of elections and a potential surge of opposition party members.

After the Yushin reform, NDP frequently incorporated civic organizations and citi-
zens to challenge the regime. South Korean scholars suggest that this approach differed
from previous ways to challenge a regime that focused on competition over policies
within political institutions (Jhee 2015, 57).

5The New Korea Party led by former President Yun Bo-seon and the Populist Party led by Park Sun-
cheon
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3.2 Regime-Controlled Newspapers

The South Korean regime controlled private newspaper outlets, the dominant public
information source since the mid-1960s. Right after Park took power through a coup
in 1961, he initiated measures to undermine the influence of news outlets. For exam-
ple, the government decrees prohibited media from criticizing the coup and purged
“pseudo-journalists and pseudo-media agencies” from the previous regime (Cho, Lee
and Song 2017). Although major private media outlets established some critical stances
in the earlier period of Park’s presidency in 1963, their autonomy waned significantly af-
ter the regime declared martial law in 1964 to restrict the media’s ability to incite popular
unrest. Subsequently, the regime implemented the Media Ethics Committee Law, which
enhanced the press and broadcasting self-censorship.

Along with the law enforcement, the regime created a media-control unit in an infor-
mation agency, the Korean Central Intelligence Agency. The agents were called a “news-
paper reporter of an intelligence agency” as they were stationed at central offices of
newspapers and intervened in the news to the extent that they decided whether to re-
port specific facts or even the size of the article (Park 2014). Moreover, they frequently
arrested and interrogated journalists who attempted to criticize the government (Cho,
Lee and Song 2017). Due to this tight government control, media in the late 1960s acted
like a government mouthpiece as students claimed, “what will you pay back for your
sins against the people?” In this vein, Cho, Lee and Song (2017) empirically find that
the regime’s tighter media control before the Yushin reform was already associated with
pro-regime bias in news coverage. The tight media control was prolonged and severe
after the Yushin reform.

In the following, I examine how autocratization in South Korea, the Yushin reform,
changed the way newspapers report the major opposition party, NDP, when similar in-
ternal conflicts occurred.

4 Empirical Evidence

4.1 Data

The primary dataset is a large corpus of historical newspaper articles from three ma-
jor South Korean newspaper outlets— Chosun Ilbo, Dong-A Ilbo, and Joong-Ang Ilbo.6

I leverage these newspapers because the newspaper websites have released publicly
available, fine-grained, and machine-readable articles published in the early 1960s and
70s. Using various web-scraping methods, I collected all news articles published from
February 07, 1967, when NDP was established, to October 26, 1979, when president
Park was assassinated. Private media under this period can be considered government-
controlled as discussed earlier.

6Dong-A Ilbo was once considered the major opposition media outlet among others in the early 1960s.
However, it was not able to avoid the government control such that it was later criticized by the opposition
as a government mouthpiece.
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Before conducting any quantitative analysis of text as data, I must make raw texts
less complicated by removing uninformative texts in a way that does not harm substan-
tive interpretation. This process is called “preprocessing,” and researchers are advised
to go through this process before the main analysis (Grimmer and Stewart 2013). Unlike
commonly analyzed languages, such as English and Chinese, it is considered difficult
to preprocess Korean because of the unique structure it has. That is, it cannot simply
be tokenized based on space or word order and there is a plethora of word variation
stemming from the same root. One of the advantages of analyzing historical newspa-
per articles is that existing dictionaries can capture most nouns, including the name of
important political figures. In this research, I extract nouns from sentences by using an
open-source text segmentation library for Korean.7

4.2 Low Visibility of NDP

Figure 25 illustrates the monthly coverage of these newspapers on the opposition party
(NDP) and the ruling coalition (ruling party + president) in South Korea. I consider a
newspaper article i is concerned with a specific actor when its title mentions an actor.
Given that the ruling coalition and the opposition party are the most important political
actors, and a title is a summary of an article, it is a conservative way to retrieve newspa-
per reports about certain political actors.

7Specifically, I use mecab in the Konlpy package in python.
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Figure 25: Temporal Changes of Media Visibility in South Korea

Note: This figure illustrates the proportion of monthly coverage in major newspapers on the opposition
paty (NDP) and the ruling coalition (ruling party + president) in South Korea. The plot contains several
vertical dashed lines noting important months. First, the red area indicates the period of Yushin reform
(autocratization). The light blue lines represent months with presidential and legislative elections. Last,
the light green line indicates months with a referendum.

The plot shows that a low visibility of NDP existed even before Yushin reform such
that there may not have been enough room for further censorship in general. Although
the visibility of NDP substantially decreased after autocratization regarding the election
or referendum periods, NDP overall received drastically little attention regardless of au-
tocratization. Specifically, it generally received less than 0.5% monthly coverage. More-
over, compared to the monthly coverage on the ruling coalition throughout the periods,
the media paid very scarce attention to the opposition party. In the appendix, I show that
there is no statistically significant decrease in media reporting NDP after autocratization
using the interrupted time series analysis.

4.3 Measuring the Change in Delegitimizing Propaganda

The ideal measurement of delegitimating propaganda Pi is

Pi (X = 0) = Yi (D = 1|X = 0)−Yi (D = 0|X = 0)

Pi (X = 1) = Yi (D = 1|X = 1)−Yi (D = 0|X = 1)
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where Yi refers to a negative tone of media reports about an opposition party involved
in an internal conflict i . D represents whether media are biased toward a regime, and X
denotes whether a regime experiences autocratization. Thus, Pi refers to the difference
between a negative tone about a target issue of biased media and counterfactual media
with perfect neutrality, given the identical condition of autocratization. For example,
when an opposition party suffers a factional dispute after autocratization, Yi (D = 0|X =
1) would refer to the degree to which the neutral media describes the party negatively,
using a perfect amount of terms implying a conflict. In contrast, the biased media in-
tended to exaggerate the party’s disunity would use a considerable number of negative
words and expressions to increase Yi (D = 1|X = 1). I assume that biased media always
use more negative tones (i.e., Yi (D = 1|X = 0) > Yi (D = 0|X = 0) and Yi (D = 1|X = 1) >
Yi (D = 0|X = 1)). However, a negative tone of neutral media (i.e, Yi (D = 0|X = 0) or
Yi (D = 0|X = 1)) is not observable in autocracies where media tend to be influenced
by the government. Moreover, as discussed earlier, it is especially true in South Korea,
where the regime screened contents of private newspapers.

Although I cannot measure the absolute quantity of pre-and-post-autocratization
delegitimizing propaganda, my hypothesis is more concerned with a relative propa-
ganda change. Thus, the primary goal of empirical analysis is to identify the following
estimand:

Pi (X = 1)−Pi (X = 0) = [Yi (D = 1|X = 0)−Yi (D = 0|X = 0)]− [Yi (D = 1|X = 1)−Yi (D = 0|X = 1)]

= [Yi (D = 1|X = 0)−Yi (D = 1|X = 1)]+ [Yi (D = 0|X = 1)−Yi (D = 0|X = 0)].

I assume Yi (D = 0|X = 1) = Yi (D = 0|X = 0). That is, I assume that reports by perfectly
neutral media are orthogonal to autocratization. Therefore, the estimand of interest can
be

Pi (X = 1)−Pi (X = 0) = Yi (D = 1|X = 0)−Yi (D = 1|X = 1).

The hypothesis expects this estimand to be greater than 0. However, identifying this
quantity is still challenging because a target event i cannot occur concurrently before
and after autocratization.

In this paper, I attempt to mitigate this issue by comparing media coverage about two
very similar internal conflicts in NDP that occurred before and after the Yushin reform.
Specifically, these events concern internal conflicts between the majority and minority
factions of NDP, which could be a target of delegitimizing propaganda.

4.4 Event Comparison

NDP was not free from internal conflicts in part because it was the party that merged
separate opposition parties and coalesced fragmented opposition elites centering around
different prominent leaders. Among many notable conflicts, I use as the unit of analysis
two major conflicts that occurred before and after the Yushin reform. These are use-
ful cases for comparison because they shared similarities in actors, causes, and conse-
quences. Moreover, the both events are considered among many internal conflicts the
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most serious factional conflicts in NDP that could have led to party decomposition (Jhee
2015). Admittedly, this analysis is at best descriptive. However, it is the best effort to
make observable events as similar as possible so that any difference in the tones of me-
dia coverage can imply the different level of information manipulation.

The first event, “the first separate party convention (1차반당대회),” occurred in 1972,
right before the Yushin reform. Before it happened, NDP suffered factional disputes be-
tween the majority faction centered around Yu Chin-san and the minority anti-Yu fac-
tion. Although Yu lost his leadership due to his attempt to avoid legislative competi-
tion in his regional constituency by arbitrarily becoming the first candidate for propor-
tional representation, his influence in the party remained intact. Moreover, one of the
party members later claimed that Park Chung-hee supported the majority faction be-
cause of its dovish approach to challenge a regime via institutional means.8 With this
background, Yu’s faction planned to regain his leadership by insisting on holding a na-
tional party convention as initially planned. Also, the majority suggested selecting a
party leader based on appointment by district party leaders to guarantee the selection of
Yu. In response to Yu’s attempt to regain its official power in NDP, on the other hand, the
minority faction insisted on delaying the convention and selecting a leader by standing
committees of the district party. The consequence of this conflict was outstanding as
both factions held separate party conventions. On September 26, 1972, the majority fac-
tion held a party convention without members of the minority faction and unanimously
selected Yu as a new leader. In response, the minority faction held another convention,
called the latest convention invalid, and decided to delay the convention that selected a
new leader. In summary, the first conflict concerned the distribution of power between
the majority and minority factions and eventually led to separate party conventions.

The second conflict, “the second separate party convention (2차반당대회),” shared
a similar cause, factional structure, and consequence. That is, the majority and minority
factions, albeit different members, conflict over the distribution of power and eventually
hold separate party conventions. It occurred in 1976 when a regime was successfully
autocratized after the Yushin reform. Similar to the first case, NDP in 1976 also suffered
factional conflicts between the majority faction led by Kim Young-sam and the anti-Kim
minority faction led by Lee Cheol-seung. As occurred before, President Park supported
the dovish faction, which is the minority faction this time (Jhee 2015).

One may argue that a potential threat to this case comparison is that Park sided with
the majority faction in the first event but with the minority faction in the second event.
I have to point out that the minority faction in the second event was not like minorities
without power. The majority faction centered around Kim Young-sam was actually con-
sidered less powerful. In his memoir, Kim said that “although I was a leader of the party,
I was like the minority in the party’’ (Kim 2000, 96). Thus, Park supported more influ-
ential and dovish factions in both cases. I argue that although Park supported one side
of factions in both cases, his willingness to delegitimize the opposition party was more
considerable in the latter case because of increased threats from the party mobilizing
the masses after autocratization.

8The Academy of Korean Studies. 2010. https://bit.ly/3ihN1bA. (Last access: 3/27/2022)

https://bit.ly/3ihN1bA
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Similar to the first conflict, there was a factional dispute over the distribution of
power. The majority faction insisted leadership centered on its faction leader, Kim Young-
sam while the minority faction sought leadership centered on collective leadership by
minority elites. In consequence, each faction held separate party conventions that se-
lected different leaders. Table 16 summarizes the main components of the two conflicts.

Table 16: Summary of Two Conflicts in NDP

First Conflict Second Conflict
Timing Before Autocratization After Autocratization
Actors Majority vs. Minority Majority vs. Minority
Park’s support Support Dovish Faction Support Dovish Faction
Cause Distribution of Power Distribution of Power
Consequence Separate Party Convention Separate Party Convention

In the empirical analysis, I compare the degree of delegitimizing propaganda by
newspaper reports regarding the two conflicts. Specifically, I subset newspaper articles
published from three months before the separate party conventions to three weeks af-
ter the events. First, I choose three months to encompass enough periods of internal
conflicts that eventually culminated in separate party conventions.9 Second, I select
three weeks for the post-event time frame because Park declared martial law for autoc-
ratization three weeks after the first event. During a few months right after the martial
law, newspapers did not report anything about NDP because the martial law temporar-
ily disbanded all political activities. Table 17 demonstrates examples of news reports
on the two conflicts. Eventually, I subset 27,424 articles published from 06/08/1972 to
10/17/1972 (First Event) and 30,392 articles from 02/25/1976 to 06/15/1976 (Second
Event).

Before analyzing delegitimizing propaganda, I plot a temporal change of the number
of articles about NDP published in the period of the two conflicts in Figure 26. This plot
shows that although newspapers increased their visibility of NDP as the internal con-
flicts culminated in separate party conventions, there is no significant difference in the
increase before and after autocratization. It implies that media may not simply increase
the visibility of delegitimizing issues but instead, how media describe opposition parties
matter to delegitimizing propaganda.

9Moreover, this is to avoid one potential threat of this comparison: a few violent events happened
right before the second separate party convention. One may argue that this physical violence is negative
enough to even neutral media would depict NDP negatively. I show in the empirical analysis that even
before the violent events, media after autocratization were more likely to depict NDP as disunited.
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Table 17: Examples of News Reports about Two Conflicts

Date of Publication Text

9/22/1972 (Joong-Ang)

Unless a dramatic compromise is reached between the majority
and the minority, the New Democratic Party (NDP) convention
will be cancelled inevitibly. NDP plans to hold a central stand-
ing committee to discuss superficial issues such as party reg-
ulations, but the actual issue is the non-mainstream extreme
anti-Yu movement, so there is little room for compromise.

5/8/1976 (Joong-Ang)

The overheated race for power of the New Democratic Party
even feels absurd. From the people’s side, it is not understand-
able why they are competing so fiercely. Unfortunately, looking
at the process of competing for power within this party, there
are no signs of cool-headed self-obesity and hard work, but only
a primary struggle for power.

Figure 26: Temporal Changes of Media Visibility of NDP

Note: This figure illustrates the number of monthly coverage in major newspapers on the opposition paty
(NDP) published in the period of the two conflicts (The first and second separate party conventions).
Specifically, the primary data are newspaper articles from three major South Korean newspaper outlets—
Chosun Ilbo, Dong-A Ilbo, and Joong-Ang Ilbo. I consider a newspaper article i is concerned with NDP
when its title mentions NDP. The black dashed line indicates a date of separate party conventions (the
consequence of two conflicts), and two colored smoothed lines represent lowess estimates.
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4.5 Measuring Delegitimizing Propaganda using Word Embeddings

It is challenging to quantify the degree to which newspapers negatively report NDP re-
garding its conflict. A naive human-coding can be biased and limited to understand im-
plicit changes of tones conveyed by media. In this paper, I leverage a computer-assisted
text analysis method to mitigate this challenge. Specifically, I use the average seman-
tic distance between word embeddings. Word embeddings are unsupervised learning
methods that allow a word of interest to be represented as a dense vector in a low-
dimensional space based on ordered sequences of words in natural texts (Rodman 2020).
Rather than merely measuring the co-occurrence of words, this method compares words
of interest with other neighboring words and computes a semantic meaning with a nu-
meric vector. And as Rodriguez and Spirling (2022) put it, “distances between such vec-
tors are informative about the semantic similarity of the underlying concepts they con-
note for the corpus on which they were built.” A growing number of social science stud-
ies apply this method to quantify the implicit difference and change of tones in media
(e.g., Chester 2021, Garg et al. 2018, Rodman 2020).

In this analysis, I compute the average distance between word embeddings of the
word “NDP (신민당)” and various words with negative connotations that convey mean-
ings related to disunity. To generate a dictionary of disunity-related words, I first select
a few seed words that are directly relevant to conflicts and fragmentation. I then expand
the dictionary by finding words that share similar meanings and numeric vectors with
enough word frequency. Eventually, I acquire 47 words with negative connotations. In
the appendix, I list the words and their frequencies. After computing each distance us-
ing cosine similarity10, I calculate the average distance weighted by term frequency. This
approach controls for term frequency that may affect a propaganda strategy (Chester
2021).11 The possible value ranges from 0 to 1, and the higher, the closer. Eventually, the
weighted average distance between numerical vectors represents the degree to which
media associate NDP with disunity. Based on the hypothesis, I expect that the semantic
distance of word embeddings after autocratization is closer than that before autocrati-
zation.

The primary data are articles published three months before the separate party con-
vention to three weeks after the events. To directly compare the semantic distance of
word embeddings for each period, I cut the corpus into chronological time slices (month).
By doing so, I can compare the average semantic distances of word embeddings at each
time frame, such as that representing -90 days to -61 days of events. Moreover, I can also
trace how the representation of words changes over time regarding the same event (e.g.
Garg et al. 2018, Rodman 2020).

When examining differences in the embedding distance between words of interest
over multiple time intervals, the most intuitive way is to split a time frame and calcu-
late each embedding distance based on a text corpus within a sliced time frame. How-
ever, naive comparison among embeddings across time precludes an exact compari-

10It is the most common method to calculate the distance between word embeddings (Rodman 2020)
11In the appendix, I present a robustness check with a standard mean.
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son because of the stochastic nature of the neural network training process (Hamilton,
Leskovec and Jurafsky 2016). In other words, the output vectors of each slice are placed
in a space with a different coordinate system. For intuitive understanding, Smith et al.
(2017)’s analogy is worth noting. “This is closely analogous to asking a cartographer to
draw a map of England with no compass. The map will be correct, but she does not know
which direction is north, so the angle of rotation will be random. Two maps drawn by
two such cartographers will be identical, except that one will be rotated by an unknown
angle with respect to the other.”

To account for this issue, I use Compass-Aligned Distributional Embeddings (CADE),
developed by Di Carlo, Bianchi and Palmonari (2019) and Bianchi et al. (2020).12 Using
word2vec (Mikolov et al. 2013) as a baseline model, CADE first trains a general vector
space with all corpus and serves it as an atemporal (frozen) compass providing a shared
coordinate system. It then computes word embeddings for each specific temporal slice
inside a shared coordinate system. Since each embedding from different temporal slices
shares the same coordinate system, I can precisely compute how embedding distances
differ across time. Compared to other temporal word embedding models, it is relatively
easy and efficient for applied researchers. Moreover, the model achieves good perfor-
mance even with a relatively small number of datasets (Di Carlo, Bianchi and Palmonari
2019). Therefore, I use the entire corpus that includes all periods of two events to set
a shared coordinate system and compute word embeddings for each temporal slice.
For the selection of hyperparameters, I follow the guidelines of Rodriguez and Spirling
(2022) by choosing 300 embedding dimensions and six context window sizes.

4.6 Result

Figure 27 shows the temporal changes of the weighted average cosine similarity from
three months before the separate party conventions to three weeks after the event. The
hypothesis posits that after the Yushin reform, regime-controlled newspapers would be
more likely to portray NDP involving internal conflicts as disunited. Since it is impos-
sible to observe a counterfactual concurrently before and after the autocratization, the
current analysis assumes that the two events are analogous in terms of their degree of
internal conflict. In other words, I assume that perfectly neutral media would portray
NDP involving both events with the same degree of disunity.

12Although Rodman (2020) finds that a chronologically trained model (Kim et al. 2014) performs the
best, it has a limitation as Di Carlo, Bianchi and Palmonari (2019) points out that “enforcing the vector
similarity of one word across time may lead to excessively smooth differences between its representations
in different time periods.”
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(a) Individual Average Similarity (b) Difference in Average Similarities

Figure 27: Temporal Changes of Average Cosine Similarity

The result supports the hypothesis. The plot shows that the differences in average co-
sine similarity between the word “NDP” and words related to disunity are always greater
than 0 regardless of the temporal slices. In other words, the newspapers after autocrati-
zation were more likely to associate NDP with negative words related to internal conflict,
regardless of days from the event. Specifically, the difference in average cosine similarity
is the highest right before the separate party conferences occurred. In the appendix, I
illustrate the result of a placebo test that uses the word “DRP”, the ruling party, instead
of the word “NDP” and show that this main result can not be attributed to the media’s
stochastic tendency to portray every party as disunited.

Overall, the findings show that South Korean media after autocratization did not
simply change the visibility of opposition parties but instead enhanced the degree of
negative tone they used to describe the opposition party. And this trend was found in
media, where opposition parties received drastically low overall attention regardless of
autocratization.

5 Concluding Remarks

What do autocrats do to counter threats from marginalized opposition parties after au-
tocratization? I argue that autocrats increase delegitimizing propaganda, exaggerating
the disunity of opposition parties strategically. It undermines opposition parties’ le-
gitimacy as a competent alternative that conveys consistent and credible information.
Moreover, this propaganda complements existing censorship. I validate my argument by
examining how regime-controlled newspapers in the South Korean dictatorship cover
two very similar internal conflicts in the opposition party that occurred before and after
autocratization. Using Compass-Aligned Distributional Embeddings that quantify dele-
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gitimizing propaganda, I find that newspaper reports after autocratization were more
likely to associate the opposition party with negative words related to disunity. And this
enhanced propaganda occurred in reports where opposition parties received drastically
low overall visibility regardless of autocratization.

Although this paper focuses on the specific case in South Korea where autocrati-
zation occurred in electoral autocracy, opposition parties survived after autocratiza-
tion, and the government used regime-controlled private newspapers to convey dele-
gitimizing propaganda, the theory can be generalized to autocratization in any form of
power-sharing regime and media. For example, if autocrats marginalize power-shared
“ruling” elites via regime personalization (Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2018) in a single-
party regime, marginalized elites can defect to opposition elites and help them mobilize
the masses (Grundholm 2020). Autocrats then have an incentive to undermine the le-
gitimacy of defectors by leveraging propaganda that exaggerates the disunity of a coali-
tion between defectors and outsiders. Despite the different scenarios, the basic logic is
analogous to the main theory. Furthermore, autocrats can use various source of public
information, including traditional state mouthpiece to social networks.

One untested but highly plausible argument is that exaggerating the opposition’s dis-
unity when they struggle with actual internal conflicts may be less likely to backfire and
more likely to persuade the masses because of its hidden nature. It may be interesting to
test this argument in future research by implementing an experiment that controls the
tone of messages regarding the actual dissonance of the opposition and examining how
such treatments influence respondents in terms of attitudes toward a target.
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6 Appendix

6.1 Interrupted Time-Series Analysis

In this analysis, I statistically examine if media’s visibility of NDP did not significantly de-
crease after the Yushin reform, as depicted in Figure 1. Specifically, I employ the follow-
ing Interrupted Time Series Analysis (ITSA) model that assesses the longitudinal effect
of an event (Bernal, Cummins and Gasparrini 2017).

Yt =β0 +β1(T )+β2(X t )+β3(X t T )

In the equation, Yt represents the proportion of daily coverage (%) on NDP at time t ,
T is the time since President Park autocratized a regime via Yushin Reform (or Yushin
Declaration), X t is a dummy indicating the Yushin period—the pre-Yushin period is
coded as 0 and the post-Yushin period is coded as 1—and X t T is an interaction term.
In order to address serial autocorrelation in the data, I use a first-order autoregressive
(AR1) model, following Pan and Siegel (2020). ITSA is a segmented regression model in
which I can compute the prior and post trends in the proportion of coverage as well as
immediate changes after the Yushin declaration. More specifically,β0 captures the base-
line proportion of coverage at T = 0 (10/17/1972 or 12/27/1972), β1 shows underlying
pre-Yushin trends in the proportion of coverage, β2 represents the immediate change of
the proportion of coverage after the Yushin declaration andβ3 captures the slope change
in the post-Yushin period. The quantity of interest in this model is β2 and β3 that repre-
sent the immediate and long-term changes. Table 18 shows that there was no significant
decrease in media reports on NDP after Yushin Declaration or Yushin Reform.

Table 18: Effect of Autocratization on Average Daily Coverage on NDP

Model 1 Model 2
Baseline 0.095∗∗∗ 0.075∗∗

(0.025) (0.025)
Pre-Yushin Trend −0.000∗∗∗ −0.000∗∗∗

(0.000) (0.000)
Post-Yushin Level Change 0.022 0.057·

(0.034) (0.034)
Post-Yushin Slope Change 0.000∗∗∗ 0.000∗∗∗

(0.000) (0.000)
AIC 4269.210 4267.914
BIC 4307.824 4306.529
Log Likelihood −2128.605 −2127.957
Num. obs. 4613 4613
∗∗∗p < 0.001; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗p < 0.05; ·p < 0.1
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6.2 Frequency of Words related to Disunity

Figure 28: Frequency of Words related to Disunity

Note: This plot illustrates the frequency of words related to disunity used in the main analysis.
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6.3 Average Distance of Word Embeddings with Standard Mean

(a) Individual Average Similarity (b) Difference in Average Similarities

Figure 29: Temporal Changes of Average Cosine Similarity

6.4 Placebo Test with the word “DRP”

Figure 30: Temporal Changes of Average Cosine Similarity

Note: This plot replicates Figure 3 with the word “DRP”, the ruling party, instead of the word “NDP.”




