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Abstract
To account for a perceived change in the quality of modern authoritarian rule, this paper

introduces the theory of “retrograde” and “sophisticated” authoritarianism. The overarching goal

of certain dictators and dominant parties is to continuously exemplify the virtues of democracy, be

it accountability, contestation, participation and representation, without actually succumbing to

democratization. This occurs across five newly conceived features: institutional configuration,

control mechanism, governing model, information management and international engagement.

Using this theoretical framework, which currently encapsulates 116 behavioral choices, this paper

indexes all continuous regimes in Southeast Asia on a scale from retrograde dictatorship to

sophisticated authoritarianism. The findings are pertinent to ongoing debates within the fields of

comparative democratization and Southeast Asia politics.

Retrograde and 

Sophisticated Authoritarianism

in Southeast Asia


