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Political institutions and instability

Week 3 of  POLS3033 Environment, Human Security and Conflict 
Richard W. Frank 
School of  Politics & International Relations

Image source: The Globe and Mail (https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-military-units-police-crack-down-on-protests-in-belarus-amid-hotly/)

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-military-units-police-crack-down-on-protests-in-belarus-amid-hotly/


2

Today

http://www.cefa.org.au/ccf/role-high-court-australian-democracy

2. Political institutions
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Source: https://academyofmichaella.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/homeland2.jpg 
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Figure 7.1. The Core Model of the Causal Links between Environmental Scarcity and Violence

Homer Dixon, Thomas F. 1999. Environment, Scarcity, and Violence.  
Princeton: Princeton University Press: 134.
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Image source: https://www.greekboston.com/culture/ancient-history/athens-acropolis/

“a set of  formal rules (including constitutions), 
informal norms, or shared understandings that 
constrain and prescribe political actors’ interactions 
with one another.”

Sharon Gilad. Hebrew University of  Jerusalem. 
 https://www.britannica.com/topic/institution

What is a "political institution”?

https://www.britannica.com/topic/institution


How many forms of  political institutions can you 
think of?
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Political institutions



What makes a country a democracy?
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Lecture question #1
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Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=23622063

3. What makes a democracy?



Constitutional government 

Representative government 

Separation of  powers 

Judicial and legal rights 

Individual participation
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Several characteristics of  a democratic system
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Authority Coding    Scale Weight

Competitiveness of Executive Recruitment (XRCOMP):

(3) Election +2
(2) Transitional +1

Openness of Executive Recruitment (XROPEN):

only if XRCOMP is Election (3) or Transitional (2)
(3) Dual/election +1
(4) Election +1

Constraint on Chief Executive (XCONST):

(7) Executive parity or subordination +4
(6) Intermediate category +3
(5) Substantial limitations +2
(4) Intermediate category +1

Competitiveness of Political Participation (PARCOMP):

(5) Competitive +3
(4) Transitional +2
(3) Factional +1

This "institutional democracy" indicator follows a logic similar to that underlying the Polity I
analyses. There is no "necessary condition" for characterizing a political system as democratic,
rather democracy is treated as a variable. For example, the scale discriminates among Western
parliamentary and presidential systems based on the extent of constraints on the chief executive.
Charles de Gaulle as president of the French Fifth Republic operated within slight to moderate
political limitations. Thus the early years of the Fifth Republic have lower Democracy scores than
the United States or the Federal Republic of Germany, where constraints on the executive
approach parity. Similarly, the onset of "cohabitation" in France during the second phase of the first
Mitterrand presidency is marked by a shift toward parity on the Executive Constraints scale and a
concomitant increase in France's Democracy score.

If the composite indicator of institutionalized democracy is inappropriate for some conceptual
purposes, it can be easily redefined either by altering the constituent categories and weights, or by
specifying some minimum preconditions. A mature and internally coherent democracy, for
example, might be operationally defined as one in which (a) political participation is fully
competitive, (b) executive recruitment is elective, and (c) constraints on the chief executive
are substantial.

2.2 AUTOC (all versions)
Institutionalized Autocracy: "Authoritarian regime" in Western political discourse is a pejorative term
for some very diverse kinds of political systems whose common properties are a lack of regularized
political competition and concern for political freedoms. We use the more neutral term Autocracy
and define it operationally in terms of the presence of a distinctive set of political characteristics.
In mature form, autocracies sharply restrict or suppress competitive political participation. Their
chief executives are chosen in a regularized process of selection within the political elite, and once
in office they exercise power with few institutional constraints. Most modern autocracies also
exercise a high degree of directiveness over social and economic activity, but we regard this as a

Source: Marshall, Monty G. & Keith Jaggers. 2005. Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-2004; Dataset Users’ Manual. Arlington, VA: Centre for Global Policy, George Mason University: 14

Institutionalised democracy
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Data from Latinobarometer (2020). Two-tailed t-tests of  each Guatemalan survey suggest that men have a statistically 
significant (p<0.05, two-tailed) higher preference for democracy than women in all years except 1997. 

Gender differences in democracy preferences
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Note: Left axis and solid lines measure absolute frequency of  articles mentioning topics in title or abstract. Right axis and dashed line measure frequency of  articles mentioning a topic as a percentage of  the 
number in 2000. Search terms used: “democratization”, “democra* AND protest”, “election AND violence”, “contentious AND politics”; and “contentious AND election*”.  

Article frequency in Scopus database, 2000-2019



(Source: Geddes, Wright, & Frantz 2014)
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Autocratic regimes
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function of political ideology and choice, not a defining property of autocracy. Social democracies
also exercise relatively high degrees of directiveness. We prefer to leave open for empirical
investigation the question of how Autocracy, Democracy, and Directiveness (performance) have
covaried over time.

An eleven-point Autocracy scale is constructed additively. Our operational indicator of autocracy
is derived from codings of the competitiveness of political participation (variable 2.6), the regulation
of participation (variable 2.5), the openness and competitiveness of executive recruitment (variables
2.2 and 2.3), and constraints on the chief executive (variable 2.4) using the following weights:

Authority Coding    Scale Weight

Competitiveness of Executive Recruitment (XRCOMP):

(1) Selection +2

Openness of Executive Recruitment (XROPEN):

only if XRCOMP is coded Selection (1)
(1) Closed +1
(2) Dual/designation +1

Constraints on Chief Executive (XCONST):

(1) Unlimited authority +3
(2) Intermediate category +2
(3) Slight to moderate limitations +1

Regulation of participation (PARREG):

(4) Restricted +2
(3) Sectarian +1

Competitiveness of Participation (PARCOMP):

(1) Repressed +2
(2) Suppressed +1

The logic of this "institutionalized autocracy" scale is similar to that of the institutionalized
democracy scale, below, and it is subject to the same kinds of operational redefinition to suit
different theoretical purposes. Note that the two scales do not share any categories in common.
Nonetheless many polities have mixed authority traits, and thus can have middling scores on both
Autocracy and Democracy scales. These are the kinds of polities which were characterized as
"anocratic" and "incoherent" in the Polity I studies. As a group they proved to less durable than
coherent democracies and autocracies (see Gurr 1974, Harmel 1980, Lichbach 1984).

2.3 POLITY (all versions)
Combined Polity Score: The POLITY score is computed by subtracting the AUTOC score from the
DEMOC score; the resulting unified polity scale ranges from +10 (strongly democratic) to !10
(strongly autocratic).   

2.4 POLITY2 (p4 and p4e only)
Revised Combined Polity Score: This variable is a modified version of the POLITY variable added
in order to facilitate the use of the POLITY regime measure in time-series analyses. It modifies the

Source: Marshall, Monty G. & Keith Jaggers. 2005. Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-2004; Dataset Users’ Manual. Arlington, VA: Centre for Global Policy, George Mason University: 15

Institutionalised autocracy



Polity score = democratic characteristics 
- autocratic characteristics
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Polity score calculation



Source: http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/

http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity1800.jpg
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Source: Freedom House (https://freedomhouse.org/explore-the-map?type=fiw&year=2022)

https://freedomhouse.org/explore-the-map?type=fiw&year=2022


Electoral Rulers are responsible to citizens through competition for the approval 
of  a broad electoral during periodic elections

Liberal Intrinsic value of  protecting individual and minority rights against 
potential tyranny of  the majority

Participatory Direct rule and active participation by citizens in all political processes

Deliberative Political decisions for public good should be informed by respectful and 
reason-based dialogue at all levels

Egalitarian Material and immaterial inequalities inhibit the actual use of  formal 
political rights and liberties

Varieties of  Democracy (V-Dem) Project
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Source: https://www3.nd.edu/~mcoppedg/crd/MotionChart.html

Varieties of  Democracy (V-DEM) Project

https://www3.nd.edu/~mcoppedg/crd/MotionChart.html
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Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=23622063

3. What makes a democracy?



Image source: Filippo Minelli (https://www.e-ir.info/2015/10/29/democratic-peace-theory-is-the-patient-terminally-ill-or-recuperable/) 

4. Democracy and conflict

https://www.e-ir.info/2015/10/29/democratic-peace-theory-is-the-patient-terminally-ill-or-recuperable/
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Source: V-Dem (https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/)

Eritrea

https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/
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Source: V-Dem (https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/)

Ethiopia

https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/


Empirical finding: No two democracies have ever fought an 
interstate war against each other. 

The democratic peace is “the closest thing we have to an empirical law in the 
study of  international relations.”  

-Jack S. Levy (1989)  
“Domestic Politics in War,” in Robert I. Rotberg and Theodore K. Rabb, eds., The Origin and Prevention of  Major Wars (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1989), p. 88. 
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The “democratic peace”
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Normative 

Legislative constraints 

Signaling resolve 

Mobilization 

Joint interests

Hegre’s (2001) explanations for this trend
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Democracy

Economic  
interdependence

International law 
and organisation

Peace

The Kantian triangle
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Source: Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_with_McDonald%27s_restaurants)

Countries with McDonalds

https://i.imgur.com/y8UKj.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_with_McDonald%27s_restaurants
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Source: https://www.economist.com/big-mac-index
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Source: https://www.economist.com/big-mac-index
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Can you think of  any other measures of  culture or 
economics that could be useful correlates of  peace? 

Why would they be better than either democracy or Big Macs? 

Lecture question #2



Source: Political Instability Task Force
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Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Source: Hegre et al. 2001: 40

Hegre’s (2001) inverted U
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Democracy should decrease violence. 

Collier (2009) argues this is because of  increased levels of  
accountability and legitimacy in democracies. 

He does find an interactive effect in democracy and 
incomes’ relationship to violence. 

At low incomes democracy increases violence. 

At high incomes it decreases. 

The inflection point is USD$2,700 GDP per capita.

Democracy and conflict
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Do leaders matter?

Source: http://www.platonphoto.com/gallery/stories/power-world-leaders/.  

http://www.platonphoto.com/gallery/stories/power-world-leaders/
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Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov 
(2007-today)

Saparmurat Niyazov (1985-2006)

Turkmenistan leaders
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5. Turkmenistan: A case study
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Source: V-Dem (https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/)

Turkmenistan’s democratic record

https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/
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Source: World Bank (https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KD?locations=TM)

Turkmenistan’s economic record

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KD?locations=TM
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Turkmenistan timeline

1921—Turkmenistan becomes a Soviet Socialist Republic. 

1920s & 1930s — Sporadic armed insurgency against Soviet collectivisation 

1948—Earthquake kills over 100,000 after it hits Ashgabat. 

1991—Declares independence just before the collapse of  the USSR; joins Commonwealth of  Independent 
States. 

1992—Niyazov elected unopposed in national election. 

1998—Natural gas pipeline to Iran opens. 

1999—Niyazov president for life. 

2002—Niyazov renames the months of  the year after himself, his mother, and a book he wrote. 

2002—Motorcade comes under fire, political crackdown occurs. 

2005—Water sharing agreement with Uzbekistan 

2006—Niyazov dies of  heart failure. 

2007—Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov wins unopposed election. 

2009—Pipeline to China opens 

2012—First census since 1995 

2022—National election called for 12 March.
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Source: Al Jazeera (https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/2/12/turkmenistan-to-hold-early-presidential-election-on-march-12

 Serdar Berdymukhamedov
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Further Turkmenistan videos
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6. Political institutions and conflict

Image source: Mother Jones (https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2022/03/ukraine-russia-war-anti-putin-protest-movement/)

https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2022/03/ukraine-russia-war-anti-putin-protest-movement/
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Conclusion #1—Political change is dangerous.

People are more likely to use violence during times of  change—
often political change.  

Institutional change allows for a shift in the cost/benefit analysis 
of  the use of  conflict. 

Regan and Bell (2010) suggest transition from democracy to 
anocracy is higher risk of  conflict. 

The magnitude of  the change matters as well. 
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Conclusion #2—It’s all about the U.

There is little evidence of  a monotonic relationship between 
democracy and peace.
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Conclusion #3—Spuriousness is a risk

Hegre’s (2014) main critique by of  this literature is that both democracy 
and peace are due to pre-existing socio-economic conditions. 

Institutional consolidation 

Elections increase risk of  conflict 

Democracies foster norms of  negotiation and contracts 

More developed states are less likely to depend on lootable resources. 
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Conclusion #4—Endogeneity is a risk.

Does democracy cause peace or peace cause democracy? 

What about omitted variables? 

Economic development is seen as sufficient by Paul Collier 
(an economist) but insufficient to Hegre (a political scientist). 



Questions or issues about writing a literature 
review?
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Lecture question #3


