
 1

Political Transitions and Political Competition 
Hudson Meadwell 

Draft 
 

Transitions to democracy in the post-war period have motivated a wide-ranging literature 
on regime transitions and consolidation. Most of this work has been about democracy and 
its paths out of various forms of authoritarian or totalitarian rule, and, in some of this 
literature, out of colonial rule. The teleological dimension of much of this work, 
evidenced in part by the difficulty in thinking about regimes after these transitions as 
something other than consolidated or unconsolidated democracies, suggests that much of 
this work is about democracy rather than about transitions per se. But are there general 
properties in transitions which can be identified independent of democracy – properties 
which should be understood independent of type of regimes before considering how these 
properties are inflected within different types of political transitions?  
 
I argue that there are such properties and, in this paper, I will seek to identify and explore 
one of them. The key to identifying analytical properties of transitions, I will argue, lies 
in thinking about transitions in relation to political competition. Transitions are, from this 
point of view, not so much causal processes as types of political activities marked by 
particular dynamics of political competition. More specifically, political transitions bear 
the imprint of a particular problem of competition, therefore of political mobilization, and 
therefore of politics. Once identified, this problem will be shown to be a general problem 
in two specific senses: It will not be limited to democratic transitions but, further, it will 
not be limited to transitions. This is so because this problem is an artifact of political 
competition in general. The problem might be present in many political situations which 
strictly speaking are not situations of political transition.  
 
However, the project is motivated in the first instance by how this problem plays out in 
political transitions. In the first stage, set out below, I therefore describe the central 
elements of this problem against the backdrop of a fairly conventional understanding of 
democratic transition and consolidation. In the second and third stages of the theoretical 
project, not presented here, I will free these elements from the conventional story of 
democratic transition and I will take up some of the implications of this discussion of 
political transitions for political competition more generally. 
 
During a political transition a regime can be contested by intransigient opposition(s). An 
intransigient opposition is defined here as a group that rejects the regime and seeks to 
change the constitutional rules (written or unwritten) of political relations. A normal 
opposition, in contrast, seeks to replace office-holders while accepting the essential rules 
of the political game. Replacement of incumbents by a normal opposition implies that 
these incumbents have a higher probability of returning to office than if they were to have 
been replaced by an intransigent opposition.  
 
A regime that does not transform intransigent opposition into normal opposition remains 
unconsolidated. I hypothesize that, when a transition is contested, the provision of 
regime-supplied collective goods or quasi-public goods, which if available to one person 
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are available to all such persons, is politically costly because it can reward intransigent 
opponents. An intransigent opposition can “freeload” and still continue to contest the 
basic rules of the political game. 
 
This situation describes a competitive relationship between a regime and a rival. The 
regime is a collective actor constrained in the maintenance of political dominance by the 
availability of substitutes and is sensitive to the political-economic costs associated with 
its choices of policies and the maintenance of its base of support. It is not just a question 
of eliminating or reducing free-riding since intransigent rivals are not free-riders. In the 
kind of competitive political context described here, neither a regime (nor its rival) will 
want to make available goods or resources, access to which cannot be regulated or which 
can be regulated only at prohibitive expense, because to do so is either to reward rivals 
who can still continue their anti-regime ways or it is to exclude rivals but at such a cost as 
to possibly weaken the fiscal base of the regime. I further hypothesize then that there is 
an incentive in these situations to privatize the supply of collective goods – an incentive 
which is not present if the opposition is a normal opposition – that is, there is an incentive 
to devise policies which distribute goods by discriminating between supporters and 
opponents.  
 
But this situation then presupposes something further: The ability to stream goods and 
resources to supporters while excluding rivals; that is, to privatize the supply of goods in 
this competitive situation, requires the capacity to reliably distinguish supporters from 
rivals. 
 
This argument modifies the classic problem of free riding and collective action. The first 
modification is implied by the distinction between “free riding” and (infelicitously) “free 
loading”. The “non-contribution” of a freeloader is preference-revealing; the non-
contribution of a free-rider is a strategic presentation of self and does not reveal 
preference.  My defection does not reveal my preference since I am understating the 
value I place on the good in question.  
 
This distinction then has a further set of consequences. The classic problem of free-riding 
implies some agreement about the value of a public good to start with, before the 
incentives to misrepresent preferences become relevant. That implied agreement is not 
present in the face of free-loading. In the constructed situation above, free loaders take 
advantage of any public goods from which they cannot be excluded which are supplied 
by their rivals but they continue to organize against their rival. In effect, their access to 
rival-supplied goods provides resources which help to finance this organization. And this 
is the political problem in the construction above – it is not just that freeloaders are not 
pulling their weight; they are using regime-supplied resources against the regime. The 
implicit political exchange which might come out of this situation -- give up your anti-
regime organization in exchange for the goods which I (regime) supply – cannot be 
enforced.  
 
The implicit exchange in the face of free riding looks to be considerably different – the 
problem of enforcement is a consequence of an incentive not to pull your weight by 
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understating your interest in a particular collective arrangement in order to ride free on 
the contributions of others. In contrast, in the situation constructed above, rivals have an 
interest in replacing this collective arrangement with another one altogether which will 
instantiate rules of the game and political relations which correspond with, reflect, 
entrench and protect their values. By hypothesis, then, there is not enough agreement in 
this situation to motivate the classic problem of free riding. 
 
The related consequence bears on the meaning and importance of selective incentives. 
Recall that, in the classic free-riding problem, one solution is the supply of selective 
incentives which modify the incentive structure facing individuals such that free-riding is 
no longer a dominant strategy. This is, in effect, to introduce some important degree of 
side-benefits via privatization. The selective incentives have the qualities of private goods 
because, otherwise, they would not be able to do the political work required of them. In 
contrast, in the face of free loading, privatization is a mechanism by which to exclude 
rivals or intransigent oppositions; it is not a mechanism by which to eliminate free riding.   
 
Furthermore free loading also modifies the relevance of size. In the classic problem of 
free-riding, all else equal, the larger the putative group the greater the incentive to free 
ride, roughly because of the relationship of individual contributions to total contributors. 
In contrast, it is not absolute size which counts here in the face of free loading but, rather 
the relative size of the two rivals, whether regime and intransigent opposition at some 
point just after a change in regime, or rivals during a transition.  
 
Moreover there is a different price attached to free riding in the face of competition in 
supply of public goods in the situation described analytically above. Suppose free riding 
is differentially distributed across two rivals contesting a transition. If free riding is 
prevalent in one group but not in the other then the price that is paid for free riding in one 
group is exclusion. And this result, we can surmise, is not an insight available only to an 
observer; it can also be anticipated by individuals.  
 
As a consequence, in these kinds of competitive situations, there are incentives not to free 
ride. The stakes are too high. All else equal, a large group is not handicapped by its size 
as in the free riding problem but rather is advantaged in a straightforward way. Given 
equal rates of mobilization, the larger group, all else equal, will prevail. Of course all else 
is not always equal and advantages to being smaller than rivals might even exist. 
However, a larger group is better able to tolerate some slack in mobilization and still 
prevail. This implication suggests that, in general, the individual must consider the 
expected value of free-riding against the expected value of exclusion. There are no 
potential exclusion costs in the classic free-riding problem but there are in the setup 
above. These costs arise because the fundamental choice is between two different 
political orders.  
 
This must mean that the classic free-riding problem is associated with two different kinds 
of situations: a choice roughly between order and anarchy, or a situation in which order is 
already present and accepted but there are second-order problems of public good 
provision present which do not threaten a possible return to a state of nature if not 
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resolved, nor imply a different political order if not resolved. In effect, this means, in the 
first case, no order without the absence of anarchy – order here implies the centralization 
and concentration of authority. The solution to anarchy in a state of nature is the state. In 
the second kind of situation, this is exactly what is presupposed – statist order.  
 
If there are possible exclusion costs in play, given this competitive relationship between 
collective rivals, which I have called elsewhere competition in supply, it is the case that 
individuals expect that the rules of the game which emerge from this political contest to 
apply to them directly (or at least to have important indirect consequences). Since there is 
nothing in the concept of a regime or of a transition which specifies to whom the rules of 
the game apply or where one regime ends and another begins, the literature on regimes 
and transitions typically is parasitic on a prior assumption about the state.  
 
The standard picture is one of rivalry for control over the infrastructure of rule which in 
the first instance tends to be taken to be the apparatus of a state, sometimes the apparatus 
of colonial rule for those cases of transition in which the status quo ante is a colonial 
relationship. Typically, then, the statist orientation of political sociology, including the 
literature on political transitions, supplies an answer to the question -- to whom are these 
rules of the game to be applied? The political boundaries of regimes are the boundaries of 
states. However there is nothing intrinsic to the notion of a regime which links it to states. 
Regimes are not intrinsically territorial in the way that states are. This is one sign that the 
focus on political competition will take this argument out of the literature on political 
transitions per se.  
 
“We do not want these rules to apply to us” – this is the basic disagreement which 
motivates the setup described above, whether during a transition or after. It can be spelled 
out in different ways: I am a social democrat, they are fascists; they are monarchists, I am 
a republican; they will implement a regime which forbids abortion, I believe in the right 
of a woman to choose. Any of these setups provide order but their rules of life so to speak 
are rather different. We might think of these as multiple equilibria, but these situations 
are not like the equilibria of assurance games; it is not like the question of which side of 
the road I will drive on1. 
 
If the disagreement is basic, it is to say in the limiting case that there is no amount of 
compensation which will produce acceptance. If there was, an intransigent opposition 
could always be bought off as a regime streamed compensation to individuals. This kind 
of compensation is like a selective incentive, but the point here is that it does not solve a 
problem of free riding. In fact it is not motivated by the problem of free riding at all, as 
we have seen. The problem of free riding (or at least Olson’s treatment of it and this is by 
far the most influential treatment) implies that a social democrat will attend a fascist rally 
as long as he is promised doughnuts2. There are no prior commitments in play and hence 

                                                 
1 None of these disagreements look like the classic disagreements which are assumed in the literature on 
democratic transitions and regimes but I think this literature has become far too stylized. These kinds of 
disagreements will serve as a way to explore the hypostatization of democracy in this literature and as a 
way of thinking about regimes as regimes (and politics as politics).  
2 De Nardo (1987: 53). 
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no basic political disagreement. In the setup I am providing, admittedly a limiting case, a 
social democrat will never attend a fascist rally no matter how he is compensated if 
fascist mobilization makes more likely the instantiation of a regime to which he is 
opposed. This is another sign that the fundamental question might eventually be framed 
around competition rather than transition. It is commitments to values which make the 
stakes high here and this might be understood without bringing in regimes and 
transitions, except for this central point: Commitments are at root personal but regimes 
are collective. Their rules have application to one and others. The basic question then is 
how to live together given different basic commitments.   
 
The implicit bargain which the regime is pursuing is more like: give up your anti-regime 
ways in exchange for compensation. But of course the regime is going to want some kind 
of guarantee that individuals will live up to their part of the implied bargain, even if 
compensation is streamed to them privately.  Obviously, another kind of strategic 
problem can arise here: Either the behavior of individuals can be monitored and 
defections from the bargain/contract can be punished, or individuals who agree to the 
bargain precommit in some way to honouring the contract, or individuals renege on their 
promises as soon as they can and continue their anti-regime ways in the future. But even 
this is a rather different problem than free-riding. In the first instance these are bilateral 
contracts directed toward rivals, in effect to discipline how they act, rather than toward 
free-riding supporters. 
 
There are other variations. I will note two while trying to keep in place the basic setup I 
am presenting here. One variation might be put like this: “I will live in this regime but I 
don’t want these rules to apply to me”. This is one way to imagine how this disagreement 
might be resolved. In order to think about the implications immediately relevant here, I 
bracket one feature. I don’t right now want to take up what a claim like this will rest on 
normatively. By this, I mean that there might be a corollary to the statement above which 
would read: “I don’t want these rules to be applied to me because they should not apply”. 
This move goes the extra step of justifying this request in something other than desire. 
This is a vital move in this imaginary conversation but it begs the practical question 
motivating my setup. I do not presuppose agreement between the parties on normative 
standards which might be applied nor do I want to apply an external standard by which to 
evaluate rival claims of normative appropriateness.  
 
It should be noted as well that this variation assumes that the rules have some force – that 
the regime has an interest in enforcing them and the capacity to do so; otherwise there is 
no need to seek what I have called an exemption. This variation does not pick up the 
consequences of such limits to enforcement which enable fairly autonomous alternatives, 
which are not subject to the rules, to exist within the formal ambit of the regime.  
 
Having noted these provisos, the issue here then is whether the regime can be instantiated 
independent of the rules in question. If the rules are constitutive of the regime – if they 
are first-order – then it is not possible to have it both ways. To ask to be exempted is to 
ask to live under a different set of rules. It is to ask to live within a different regime, at 
least as long as we individuate regimes by their basic rules.  One is either in or out 



 6

because, otherwise, if you are inside but the rules of the regime do not apply to you, in 
effect the regime is not instantiated. To be in the regime is just to accept that the rules 
apply to you because that is what being inside the regime means. If the rules do not apply 
to you why should they apply to anyone? To be inside the regime but exempted from its 
basic rules and living under a different set of rules seems to imply that there is no regime 
at all. If there are people who are inside the regime but who are exempted from its rules, 
can there be people outside the regime over whom the rules of the regime apply? Then 
what can the concept of a political regime mean if in effect it has no boundaries such that 
we cannot individuate the political world into different regimes?3    
 
On the other hand, if the rules in question are second-order, what we have is a different 
situation. If I can be exempted from these particular rules and still live within the regime, 
it is much like saying that the disagreement in play is not about the regime and its’ 
fundamental, first order rules. This is not the same as saying that there are no first-order 
rules because if this were the case there would not be regimes at all (and because the 
introduction of second order rules into the argument already implies first-order rules). 
 
The second variation is this: I could say as above that I do not want to live under these 
rules, then continue in one of two ways – (1) “but I am indifferent to the rules you live 
under as long as I can live under mine”, or I could add (2) “and I do not want anyone to 
live under the rules which I am unwilling to live under. Your rules are the wrong rules 
not just for me but for everyone, including you”. The first extension makes no difference 
to the previous discussion because in that discussion the competing basic rules cannot be 
separated in a way that would allow for a political world consistent with (1). In the 
discussion it is not possible to live simultaneously under two sets of basic rules but this 
first extension imagines a political world individuated into separable sets of rules, 
holding it seems over different people. The second extension imagines a world in which 
one set of basic rules are to be applied to everyone without exemption or exception. 
      
This is the basic setup4. I believe that its essential features are recognizable to those who 
work on political transitions. Transitions are extraordinary moments which reveal a great 
deal about political competition more generally. Transitions expose the importance of 
securing political agreement in the face of disagreement and division. They show how 
much must be settled before we can entertain the proposition that free-riding is the 
fundamental problem of politics5.   
 
 
 
 
   
                                                 
3 Notice that this problem of individuation (and eventually of indivisibility) arises without specifying states. 
What is in play is a problem somewhere in between the putative indivisibility of authority (or in some 
versions the indivisibility of sovereignty, the latter conventionally an artifact of states) and the law of non-
contradiction. 
4 This setup abstracts from Meadwell (2002, 2005, 1991, 1990: 265-267ff, 1989: 147-148, 1994: 196-197, 
forthcominga, forthcomingb); Meadwell and Anderson (forthcoming). 
5 Pierson (2000: 257). 
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