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Comparative Political Regimes

Semester: Fall 2025 / Spring 2026
Program: International and Comparative Studies (English track)

Instructor: Anne-Laure Mahé

Total number of hours: 20 hours
ECTS: 5

COURSE DESCRIPTION:

This course examines how political regimes develop, function, and shape societies in a comparative perspective.
In doing so, it provides insights into why some regimes, either democratic or autocratic, endure while others are
short-lived, why some are better at delivering services than others, and how political regimes and state
institutions interact. It will tackle current political questions such as the root causes (and reality) of a global wave
of democratic backsliding, the foreign policies of autocracies, and why some nondemocratic regimes seem to do
better for gender equality. The course will look at a vast array of cases located in the Global North and the Global

South, highlighting connections and circulations as well as similarities and differences.

ASSESSMENT:

Final exam: short-answer questions on course content, including lectures and readings.

COURSE CONTENT:

Week 1: Introduction. What is comparative politics, and why do we compare?

What does it mean to compare political regimes? Why do we compare, and what are the main challenges in
doing so? What are the main questions in this field of research?

Week 2: Defining political regimes: beyond typologies?

How do we define political regimes? What are the different types of political regimes, and how can we think
beyond types and categories (and do we need to)? How do we observe political regimes empirically, “in real
life”?

Reading: Anckar, C., Fredriksson, C. Classifying political regimes 1800—2016: a typology and a new dataset. Eur
Polit Sci 18, 84-96 (2019). https://doi.org/10.1057/s41304-018-0149-8
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Week 3: Democracies and democratization

What is democracy and how did it become a dominant form of political regime in the 20th century? And did it
really start in Athens?

Week 4: Understanding democratic backsliding

Are we in the midst of a global wave of democratic backsliding? How do democracies die? What is the distinction
between the concept of backsliding and the concept of autocratization?

Week 5: Authoritarianism and totalitarianism

What are authoritarianism and totalitarianism and how do they differ? Are today’s autocracies different from
their predecessors? Is totalitarianism still a relevant concept?

Week 6: Understanding authoritarian resilience

What factors explain the survival of authoritarian regimes? What and who threatens those regimes? How do
they breakdown?

Week 7: A focus on democracy, decentralization and development

Decentralization has long been hailed as a way to foster democracy, peace and development: what is the
evidence? How does decentralized authoritarianism work?

Week 8: A focus on gender equality and political regimes

We tend to think that democracies are better for gender equality (and civil rights in general): is that so? What do
recent research on the topic tell us?

Week 9: Conclusion and exam prep

Week 10: Exam
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