
Transition and democratisation 
 
Seminar Objectives 

• Given what we know about the possible causes of transition, what are chances that we will see democratic 
transitions in certain authoritarian countries?  

 
Below I include county profiles for three authoritarian countries.  Using the theories we have covered in class, select 
the country that you think is most likely to transition to democracy. Be sure to reference specific theories in justifying 
their choices. 
 
Country Profile 1: Belarus1 
After seven decades as a constituent republic of the USSR, Belarus attained its independence in 1991.  It has retained 
closer political and economic ties to Russia than any of the other former Soviet republics. Belarus and Russia signed a 
treaty on a two-state union on 8 December 1999 envisioning greater political and economic integration. Although 
Belarus agreed to a framework to carry out the accord, serious implementation has yet to take place.  Since his election 
in July 1994 as the country's first president, Aleksandr LUKASHENKO has steadily consolidated his power through 
authoritarian means.  Government restrictions on freedom of speech and the press, peaceful assembly, and religion 
remain in place.  
 

Democratic Neighbours?  
(Freedom House) 

Russia (not free), Ukraine (partly free), Poland (free), Latvia (free), Lithuania 
(free) 

Ethnic groups Belarusian 83.7%, Russian 8.3%, Polish 3.1%, Ukrainian 1.7%, other 3.2% 
(2009 census) 

Religions Eastern Orthodox 80%, other (including Roman Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, 
and Muslim) 20% (1997 est.) 

Mother's mean age at first 
birth 

24.9 (2010 est.) 
 

Infant mortality rate 3.67 deaths/1,000 live births 
country comparison to the world: 206 

Life expectancy at birth total population: 71.81 years 
country comparison to the world: 140 

Contraceptive prevalence 
rate 

72.6% (2005) 
 

Education expenditures 5.3% of GDP (2011) 
country comparison to the world: 62 

Literacy 99.6% 
Child labour (ages 5-14) 5 % (2005 est.) 
GDP - per capita (PPP) $15,900 (2012 est.) 

country comparison to the world: 85 
Income equality Poorest 10% of households receive 1.8% of national income 

Richest 10% of households receive 50.6% of national income  
Distribution of family income 
- Gini index 

27.2 (2008) 
country comparison to the world: 125 

Exports - partners Russia 35.4%, Netherlands 16.5%, Ukraine 12.1%, Latvia 7.1% (2012) 
Imports - partners Russia 59.3%, Germany 5.9%, China 5.1%, Ukraine 5% (2012)  
Crude oil - production 30,000 bbl/day (2011 est.)  

country comparison to the world: 67  
Leisure time “very/rather 
important”  

65.5% 

Most people can be trusted 41.9% 
Greater respect for authority 
is a “good” thing 

66.7% 

                                                      
1 Information from the CIA World Factbook https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bo.html and 
World Values Survey http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ and Freedom House http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-
types/freedom-world 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2241rank.html?countryname=Belarus&countrycode=bo&regionCode=eur&rank=67#bo
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bo.html
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world


Country Profile 2: Zimbabwe2 

The UK annexed Southern Rhodesia from the [British] South Africa Company in 1923.  A 1961 constitution was 
formulated that favoured whites in power.  UN sanctions and a guerrilla uprising finally led to free elections in 1979 
and independence (as Zimbabwe) in 1980.  Robert MUGABE, the nation's first prime minister, has been the country's 
only ruler (as president since 1987) and has dominated the country's political system since independence.  MUGABE 
was re-elected president in June 2013 in balloting that was severely flawed and internationally condemned. 
 

Democratic Neighbours?  
(Freedom House) 

Zambia (partly free), Mozambique (party free), South Africa (free), 
Botswana (free) 

Ethnic groups African 98% (Shona 82%, Ndebele 14%, other 2%), mixed and Asian 
1%, white less than 1% 

Religions Syncretic (part Christian, part indigenous beliefs) 50%, Christian 
25%, indigenous beliefs 24%, Muslim and other 1% 

Mother's mean age at first 
birth 

20.5 (2011 est.) 
 

Infant mortality rate total: 27.25 deaths/1,000 live births 
country comparison to the world: 71 

Life expectancy at birth total population: 53.86 years 
country comparison to the world: 209 

Contraceptive prevalence rate 58.5% (2010/11) 
 

Education expenditures 2.5% of GDP (2011) 
country comparison to the world: 158 

Literacy 83.6% 
GDP - per capita (PPP): $600 (2012 est.) 

country comparison to the world: 227 
Distribution of family income - 
Gini index: 

50.1 (2006) 
country comparison to the world: 23 

Exports - partners China 20.4%, South Africa 14.9%, Democratic Republic of the 
Congo 12.9%, Botswana 11.5%, Italy 4.4% (2012) 

Imports - partners South Africa 51.2%, China 9.7% (2012) 
Crude oil - production 0 bbl/day (2011 est.)  

country comparison to the world: 209  
Leisure time “very/rather 
important”  

63.9% 

Most people can be trusted 11.9% 
Greater respect for authority 
is a “good” thing 

89.7% 

 
 
 
  

                                                      
2 Information from the CIA World Factbook https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/zi.html and 
World Values Survey http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ and Freedom House http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-
types/freedom-world 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/zi.html
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world


Country Profile 3: Vietnam3 
Under the Geneva Accords of 1954, Vietnam was divided into the communist North and anti-communist South.  US 
economic and military aid to South Vietnam grew through the 1960s in an attempt to bolster the government, but US 
armed forces were withdrawn following a cease-fire agreement in 1973.  Two years later, North Vietnamese forces 
overran the South reuniting the country under communist rule.  Despite the return of peace, for over a decade the 
country experienced little economic growth because of conservative leadership policies, the persecution and mass 
exodus of individuals and growing international isolation.  Since the enactment of Vietnam's "doi moi" policy in 1986, 
Vietnamese authorities have committed to increased economic liberalization and enacted structural reforms needed 
to modernize the economy and to produce more competitive, export-driven industries.  The communist leaders, 
however, maintain control on political expression and have resisted calls to improve human rights.  

 
Democratic Neighbours?  
(Freedom House) 

China (not free), Laos (not free), Cambodia (not free)  

Ethnic groups Kinh (Viet) 85.7%, Tay 1.9%, Thai 1.8%, Muong 1.5%, 
Khmer 1.5%, Mong 1.2%, Nung 1.1%, others 5.3% 
(1999 census)  

Religions Buddhist 9.3%, Catholic  6.7%, Hoa Hao 1.5%, Cao Dai 
1.1%, Protestant 0.5%, Muslim 0.1%, none 80.8% 
(1999 census)  

Mother's mean age at first birth 22.6 (2002 est.)  
Infant mortality rate 19.61 deaths/1,000 live births  

country comparison to the world: 95  
Life expectancy at birth 72.65 years  

country comparison to the world: 130  
Contraceptive prevalence rate 77.8% (2010/11)  
Education expenditures 6.6% of GDP (2010)  

country comparison to the world: 29  
Literacy 93.4% 
Child labour (ages 5-14) 16 % (2006 est.)  
GDP - per capita (PPP): $3,600 (2012 est.)  
Distribution of family income - Gini 
index: 

37.6 (2008)  
country comparison to the world: 75  

Exports - partners US 17%, China 12.9%, Japan 12%, South Korea 4.6%, 
Germany 4.4%, Malaysia 4.2% (2012)  

Imports - partners China 27.2%, South Korea 12.7%, Japan 8.5%, 
Singapore 8.3%, Thailand 5.3%, Hong Kong 5.2% 
(2012) 

Crude oil - production 336,100 bbl/day (2012 est.)  
country comparison to the world: 32  

Leisure time “very/rather 
important”  

57.2% 

Most people can be trusted 38.7% 
Greater respect for authority is a 
“good” thing 

80.1% 

 

                                                      
3 Information from the CIA World Factbook https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/vm.html and 
World Values Survey http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ and Freedom House http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-
types/freedom-world 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/vm.html
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world
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