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Abstract
I explore a previously neglected mechanism of mass mobilization in autocracies. Revolu-
tionary leaders may deliberately provoke punishment from the incumbent regime to sig-
nal their political conviction and thus encourage citizens to identify with and support the 
revolutionary movement. I model the interplay of repression, criticism, and revolutionary 
actions as a dynamic game with incomplete information about the leader’s type. The role 
of the revolutionary leader is to enable people to identify with the movement by credibly 
embodying political change. From the incumbent’s perspective, repression turns out to 
be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, a severe punishment of critics increases citi-
zens’ cost of participating in revolutionary actions. On the other hand, harsh repressions 
may simultaneously establish a trustworthy leader whom people want to follow in order 
to replace the current political regime. My results thus help explain a stylized fact, namely 
that revolutionary leaders sometimes need to fail before they can succeed.

Keywords  Revolutions · Protests · Revolutionary leader · Repression

JEL Classification  D74 · K42

1  Introduction

I study how a revolutionary leader might use the punishment of critics by the incumbent 
regime to mobilize otherwise passive citizens to revolt. In general, revolutionary 
movements suffer from the problem of collective action. Although large groups of 
citizens might benefit from a regime change, it is in the best interest of members of these 
groups not to undertake revolutionary actions individually. Even in cases where every 
single citizen would be better off after a regime change, being passive is likely the most 
promising individual strategy for the following reason. Active and passive citizens would 
benefit equally from a potential regime change, so that personal benefits from revolutionary 
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actions are usually low. By contrast, the individual risk or cost of punishments is usually 
high, especially in repressive regimes.1

Facing this situation, a revolutionary leader might use the repressions of the incumbent 
regime against it. She might willingly bear the cost or risk of being punished to signal 
her political motivation to the citizens and gain support. Citizens’ beliefs about the 
leader’s motivation are decisive for their support, as purely power motivated leaders 
are interested merely in the spoils of holding office, whereas politically or ideologically 
motivated leaders may be more inclined to fundamentally change the political system 
in the citizens’ interest. Although a potential regime change itself is a public good that 
benefits all citizens equally, individuals may derive additional expressive utility from being 
an active member of the revolutionary movement, if they believe that its leader’s goal is 
to fundamentally change the political system. A trustworthy leader may serve as a symbol 
and enable citizens to identify with the revolutionary movement.2 Naturally, a leader’s 
motivation cannot be observed directly. Nevertheless, citizens may observe if she was 
willing to participate in risky protest, went to jail or accepted personal disadvantages. If 
the perceived cost of punishment is higher for solely power motivated leaders compared to 
politically or ideologically motivated ones or the potential benefits from gaining office are 
lower, bearing punishments may reveal her true motives. If citizens are convinced of the 
ideological motivation of the revolutionary leader, they will be more willing to follow her 
and participate in revolts, thereby increasing the likelihood of a successful regime change.

Historically, there are some examples of leaders who gained broad support after they 
first failed and suffered from repression. Nelson Mandela was imprisoned for twenty-seven 
years, became the symbol of resistance against the apartheid regime and later the demo-
cratically elected president of South Africa (Maanga, 2013; Mandela, 1993). The leading 
figure of the national independence movement in India, Mahatma Gandhi, was famous for 
his willingness to suffer in order to express his critique and civil disobedience (Komarov, 
1970; Livingston, 2018). Fidel Castro was imprisoned after his failed attempt to conquer 
the Moncada barracks. After his release, he went into exile and fought for years in the jun-
gle, before he was able to gain broad public support (Skierka, 2014).

Recently, Vladimir Putin’s political opponent, Alexei Navalny, voluntarily returned to 
Russia after he had been poisoned and received medical treatment in Germany. He did so, 
even though he expected to be arrested on return (Kramer, 2021). Given that he had dis-
cussed his plan with various allies and advisors, it is reasonable to assume that his choice 
to go back to Russia was guided by the hope of gaining supporters through his action, and 
was thus strategic in nature.

To analyze the strategic interdependence between repression, criticism, and revolution-
ary actions, I model the behavior of an autocratic incumbent, a revolutionary leader, and 
citizens, within a dynamic game with incomplete information about the revolutionary lead-
er’s motivation. First, the autocratic incumbent decides how to deal with critics by choos-
ing a level of repression. Then, the revolutionary leader - who may be motivated by power 
or ideology - chooses whether or not to criticize the autocratic regime, thus bearing the 

2  Goldstone (2001) renders the need to incorporate leadership and the process of identification into the 
analysis of revolutionary movements. Finkel et al. (1989) introduce an interest in group success and a moral 
duty to participate in political collective action to explain individual participation in political collective 
action.

1  The general issue of free-riding within (political) groups is analyzed by Olson (1965). Tullock 
(1971,  1974, 1987) and Apolte (2012, 2019) discuss how various commitment problems thwart groups 
from taking revolutionary (collective) actions in autocracies.
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risk of punishment, or not. Each citizen observes the level of repression and the revolution-
ary leader’s action. Afterwards, the citizens decide whether to take part in revolts against 
the regime or remain passive. In cases of successful revolution, the revolutionary leader 
becomes the new incumbent and may change the polity to citizens’ advantage.

Low levels of repression fail to deter citizens from engaging in revolutionary actions, 
even if they are uncertain about the type of revolutionary leader and thus do not identify 
strongly with the revolutionary movement. If the incumbent has an interest in maintaining 
power, he would avoid choosing such a low level of repression, provided he has sufficient 
repressive means at his disposal. However, this may not be the case, especially in 
autocracies where the incumbent’s power is less extensive. In these non-strict autocracies, 
merely power orientated revolutionary leaders will also not be deterred from taking action, 
thus it is likely that in these regimes only the incumbent will change after a successful 
revolution, but not the political system.

In strict autocracies, where the incumbent is free to choose from a wide set of repressive 
means, increasing repression from a very low level may initially deter citizens from tak-
ing revolutionary actions as long as citizens are uncertain about the revolutionary leader’s 
political conviction and thus identification with the revolutionary movement is low. How-
ever, raising the level of repression to intermediate levels may simultaneously establish a 
trustworthy revolutionary leader whom people actually want to follow. If the expressive 
utility from being part of an ideological movement is sufficiently high and the potential net 
benefits from gaining power are rather low for solely power motivated leaders compared 
to ideologically motivated leaders, there exists a separating equilibrium in which ideo-
logically motivated revolutionary leaders bear the cost of being punished, whereas power 
motivated leaders do not. Citizens then only follow a revolutionary leader and take action 
against the regime, if they observe her agitating. Otherwise, they remain passive. Increas-
ing the level of repression even further may prevent criticism and mass mobilization alto-
gether; however, such high levels of repression are also associated with a low net value of 
holding office.

In summary, the theoretical analysis suggests that mass revolutions are unlikely to occur 
in strict autocracies. However, if they do occur, a change in policy in favor of citizens 
should be observed more frequently than after successful revolutions in less repressive 
regimes, where the incumbent does not have sufficient deterrent repression at his disposal, 
and merely power orientated revolutionary leaders are not deterred from taking action.

The literature on revolutions commonly distinguishes between two types of revolutions, 
namely elite revolutions and mass revolutions. While the former are led by a part of the 
old elite, mass revolutions - which are the subject of this paper - involve large parts of the 
population previously excluded from political power. Because coordination is particularly 
challenging in large, anonymous, and unorganized groups, the collective action problem 
is especially severe in mass revolutions, and leadership as well as identification are par-
ticularly important (Vahabi et al., 2020). This paper contributes to the literature on mass 
revolutions by introducing a novel mechanism that explains how committed leaders - who 
stand in opposition to the old elite - may mobilize otherwise passive citizens by encourag-
ing them to identify with the revolutionary movement.

In this regard, the study also establishes a connection with the literature on identity 
investments. Akerlof and Kranton (2000) were the first to introduce identity into 
economic models. A key feature of their framework is that an individual’s identity is 
incorporated into his or her utility function, and that this identity is shaped by both 
one’s own behavior and the behavior of others. Similarly, in my model, citizens’ utility 
is influenced by their identification with the revolutionary movement, which is fostered 
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by their own revolutionary actions and the actions of the revolutionary leader. Moreover, 
the decision of revolutionary leaders to provoke punishment from the incumbent regime 
to signal their political conviction can be considered a costly investment in the leader’s 
identity. This concept of identity as an investment asset has been proposed by Bénabou 
and Tirole (2011). Closely related is the literature on reputational investments through 
actions that entail significant risks, particularly within the historical context of ’duels of 
honor’ (Allen & Reed, 2006; Kingston & Wright, 2010; Vahabi and Hassani-Mahmooei, 
2016). In these historical duels, individuals engaged in encounters that could be lethal to 
signal their unobservable social capital or personal creditworthiness in the absence of a 
formal enforcement mechanism. However, to the best of my knowledge, no paper so far 
investigates the potential for using the punishment of critics as a signaling device for the 
political conviction of a revolutionary leader, and thereby ultimately against the incumbent 
regime itself, since citizens who can identify with the leader are more willing to join the 
revolutionary movement.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next section provides a brief 
literature review. Section 3 lays out the model, which is analyzed in Sect. 4. Section 5 pro-
vides a brief discussion and Sect. 6 concludes.

2 � Related literature

This paper is related to other work which analyzes how individual leaders or small groups 
can mobilize the general public against the incumbent regime. Bueno de Mesquita (2010) 
models a society in which citizens differ with respect to their (private) attitude towards 
government. In this setting, a revolutionary vanguard may use violence to manipulate citi-
zens’ beliefs about the attitude of others, as violent actions become less risky if more citi-
zens support the revolutionary vanguard’s campaign. The use of violence may then mobi-
lize the citizens, as they are more willing to participate in revolutionary actions, since they 
believe that there is a high probability of others joining. However, the paper concentrates 
on information asymmetries and coordination problems among citizens when the number 
of other participants is their major concern, while I focus on citizens’ uncertainty about 
the character and motivation of the leader they need to support, if they want to replace the 
incumbent with this person. Ginkel and Smith (1999) analyze a setting where professional 
dissidents may mobilize citizens to revolt against the incumbent regime by altering their 
beliefs about the regime’s power, whereas (Edmond, 2013) analyzes a regime’s usage of 
propaganda to manipulation citizens’ beliefs about its strength in order to prevent being 
overthrown.

Another strand of the literature focuses on the interplay of repression and revolutionary 
actions. Pierskalla (2010) develops a model in which the opposition decides whether to 
protest against the incumbent regime, which may react with repressive actions. After 
observing the incumbent’s reaction, the opposition either escalates the conflict or 
acquiesces, taking the level of repression as a signal as to the strength of the incumbent 
regime in a violent conflict. Shadmehr and Bernhardt (2011) provide a framework for 
analyzing citizens’ decisions to revolt in the presence of repression and incomplete 
information about payoffs. More precisely, the authors assume that citizens receive 
different private information about their payoff in the event of a successful revolution. 
Moreover, they assume that all players decide simultaneously whether to remain passive 
or to revolt against the incumbent regime. Consequently, the possibility that the observed 
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behavior of other players and their punishment may influence the behavior of citizens is 
neglected in their framework. Tolstrup et al. (2019) investigate how the support of foreign 
powers affects the repressive behavior of autocrats. They find that consistent support 
from foreign powers increases the use of violent repressions by the domestic incumbent 
autocrat. Finally, Davenport (2007) and Chenoweth et al. (2017) provide literature reviews 
of repressive behavior in alternative political regimes.

The role of revolutions in holding autocratic political leaders accountable is studied, for 
example, by Gilli and Li (2015). They extend a model of Besley and Kudamatsu (2008) to 
analyze how the threat of a revolution by ordinary citizens, in combination with the threat 
of a coup organized by the elite, may force a dictatorial incumbent to forgo private ben-
efits and select efficient policies in the primary interest of others. Acemoglu and Robinson 
(2006) describe how revolutionary threats limit the level of inequality within autocratic 
societies. However, the focus of their work is on the disciplinary effects on the incumbent’s 
policy choice, rather than on mobilizing the mass public.3 Thus, the present study contrib-
utes to the literature by analyzing a previously neglected mechanism of mass mobilization.

3 � A model of repression, criticism, and revolutionary actions 
in autocracies

I analyze the behavior of an autocratic incumbent, I, a revolutionary leader, L, and a group 
of citizens, C, within a dynamic revolutionary game with incomplete information. Let 
x ∈ ℝ++ denote the value derived from holding office in an autocratic regime. The incum-
bent decides how to secure his hold on power by choosing a level of repression, � ∈ ℝ++ , 
with upper and lower limits reflecting the incumbent’s power constraints, � ∈

[
�, �

]
 . 

Repressions are costly ( cI(𝜌) > 0 , cI(𝜌)� > 0 , cI(𝜌)�� > 0 for all � ), but they may increase 
the likelihood of remaining in office, as the incumbent’s power is contested by a revolution-
ary leader who wants to replace him.

The revolutionary leader is either ideologically motivated or power motivated, depend-
ing on her type � ∈ {i, p} . I assume that an ideologically motivated leader wants to change 
the political system fundamentally, while a power motivated leader is only interested in the 
spoils of holding office. If the revolutionary leader gains power, her political motivation 
would determine the policies, as a new person in power may decide to maintain the politi-
cal system or change the polity fundamentally, �� ∈ {0, 1}.

Model-wise the differences in leader’s motivation are reflected in the following way. A 
fundamental change of the regime alters the value of holding office, x, by the amount of 
Δ ∈ ℝ++ . A power motivated leader would lose this amount through power sharing, while 
an ideologically motivated leader would gain it. Consequently, a solely power motivated 
leader prefers to leave the autocratic political system unchanged ( �p = 0 ), while an ideo-
logically motivated leader aims to transform the regime ( �i = 1).4

3  For an extensive review of game-theoretic models of politics in non-democracies, see Gehlbach et  al. 
(2016).
4  The notion that convinced, ideologically motivated leaders aim to reshape the political system for the citi-
zens’ benefit by relinquishing power is undoubtedly simplistic and lacks nuance. Ideological revolutionary 
leaders do not always have the intention to democratize the political system; their motivations might origi-
nate from religious, nationalist, or other factors. Nevertheless, the pivotal factor in citizens’ decision to join 
the revolutionary movement is their enthusiasm for the movement and its political objectives. The belief in 
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For a successful leadership turnover, the revolutionary leader needs the support of the 
citizens. In order to convince them to support her, she may agitate against the incumbent, 
criticize the autocratic regime harshly and risk being punished for doing so ( � = 1 ). 
Alternatively, she might oppose only moderately or even remain passive ( � = 0 ). The 
perceived cost of punishment for harsh criticism, c�(�) , increases with higher levels of 
repression � and may depend on her type. I assume that the perceived cost of punishment is 
either equal to or lower for ideologically motivated leaders compared to power motivated 
ones, positive, and increases with the level of repression at an increasing rate, that is 
c𝜃(𝜌) > 0 , c𝜃(𝜌)� > 0 , c𝜃(𝜌)�� > 0 , and ci(�) ≤ cp(�) for all �.5 The revolutionary leader’s 
type remains her private information, although all citizens can observe if she was willing to 
participate in risky protest, went to jail, accepted personal disadvantages, et cetera.

After observing the leader’s behavior, the citizens decide whether to revolt against 
the autocratic incumbent in order to replace him ( � = 1 ). Alternatively, they may remain 
passive ( � = 0 ). Undertaking revolutionary actions is associated with (expected) costs 
of c(�) for citizens, with c(𝜌) > 0 , c(𝜌)� > 0 , and c(𝜌)�� > 0 . However, revolting citizens 
may derive expressive utility, E ∈ ℝ++ , from being an active member of the revolutionary 
movement, if they believe they are part of a movement that fundamentally changes the 
political system. Let �(� = 1|�) ∈ [0, 1] denote citizens’ belief that a revolutionary leader 
who took action � , will fundamentally change the regime if she gains power. The expressive 
value citizens derive if they are active and certain about the leader’s intention to change 
the current autocratic regime, is denoted by e ∈ ℝ++ . Then, the expressive utility derived 
from active participation can be expressed as E = �j(� = 1|�)e.6 Citizens will revolt, only 
if the expressive utility from taking revolutionary actions outweighs the associated costs. 
Assuming that the citizens remain passive if they are indifferent, their best response, �BR , 
reads:

Only if the citizens decide to revolt ( � = 1 ), the revolution succeeds and the incumbent 
is replaced by the revolutionary leader. Note that while citizens might benefit from a suc-
cessful leadership change, as they may hope for and indeed acquire a leader who wants 
to change the political system to their advantage, a transformation of the political system 
would benefit all citizens, regardless of their individual action. Thus, these public benefits 

(1)𝛼BR(𝜆, 𝜌) =

{
0 if 𝜇(𝛿 = 1|𝜆)e ≤ c(𝜌)

1 if 𝜇(𝛿 = 1|𝜆)e > c(𝜌)

6  Tullock (1971) introduces the idea that citizens may derive some ’entertainment value’ from participating 
in revolutionary actions. However, the author assumes that citizens ’enjoy’ this entertainment independent 
of the type of group they join, while I assume that citizens actually do care and want to identify with the 
group’s political goals.

5  Kim (2018) argues that successful revolutionary leaders are often ideologically motivated, more risk tol-
erant and pursue radical social and political transformations. Unfortunately, he also finds that their idea of a 
radical transformation is often used to legitimize violence against groups of citizens. If ideologically moti-
vated leaders gain power, they are evidently more likely to commit mass killings of unarmed citizens than 
other leaders.

a change of power balance after a possible takeover is not essential for this decision. I delve into this matter 
more extensively in Sect. 5.

Footnote 4 (Continued)
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do not enter into the decision calculus of citizens whether or not to participate in the revo-
lutionary movement.7

The utility of both the revolutionary leader and the incumbent is expressed as a function 
of the success of the revolutionary movement. The revolutionary leader’s utility reads

if she is motivated ideologically, and

if she is power motivated. Finally, the incumbent’s utility function, UI , is given by

If the incumbent remains in power ( � = 0 ), he receives his benefit from holding office 
x, minus the costs of repression cI(�) . In the event of a revolution ( � = 1 ), his payoff is 
zero. It should be noted that the action of the revolutionary leader affects the utility of the 
incumbent only indirectly through the leader’s influence on the behavior of citizens.

The timing of the game is now as follows: 

1.	 The incumbent, I, chooses the level of repression, � ∈

[
�, �

]
.

2.	 Nature determines the type, � ∈ {p, i} , of the revolutionary leader, L� . Her type is a 
leader’s private information, whereas the probability of acquiring an ideological leader, 
� ∈ (0, 1) , is common knowledge.

3.	 The revolutionary leader, L� , observes her type, � , the level of repression, � , and chooses 
whether to agitate against the regime, �� ∈ {0, 1}.

4.	 Citizens observe the level of repression, � , and the revolutionary leader’s action, � , 
but not her type, � . Based on � and � , citizens choose whether or not to follow the 
revolutionary leader and revolt against the incumbent regime, � ∈ {0, 1}.

5.	 If citizens revolt, the incumbent is replaced by the revolutionary leader. She decides 
whether to share power with citizens �� ∈ {0, 1} . Then, payoffs are realized.

I analyze the behavior of the incumbent regime, the revolutionary leader, and citizens, 
using the concept of Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium. This concept requires players to choose 
strategies which maximize their (expected) utility and that they update their beliefs accord-
ing to Bayes’ rule whenever applicable. I concentrate on pure strategies and solve the game 
by backward induction, starting with the last period’s policies. Equilibrium choices are 
indicated by a star.

(2)ULi (�i, �i, �, �) =

{
x + �iΔ − �ici(�) if � = 1

−�ici(�) if � = 0

(3)ULp (�p, �p, �, �) =

{
x − �pΔ − �pcp(�) if � = 1

−�pcp(�) if � = 0

(4)UI(�, �) =

{
0 if � = 1

x − cI(�) if � = 0

7  Following Acemoglu and Robinson (2006), I do not analyze the problem of free-riding or coordination 
within the group of citizens. Instead, I focus on citizens’ uncertainty about the character and motivation of 
the revolutionary leader, as well as the measures the leader might take to reduce this uncertainty and foster 
identification with the revolutionary movement.
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4 � Analysis

4.1 � Last period policies

In the last period, there are three potential policymakers. In each setting, the person 
holding office simply chooses her preferred policy: (1) If the revolution failed, the auto-
cratic incumbent remains in power and there is no power sharing. (2) If the revolution 
succeeded and a power motivated revolutionary leader came to power, she does not 
share power with citizens ( �∗

p
= 0 ). (3) If the revolution succeeded and the revolutionary 

leader is ideologically motivated, she does share power with citizens and changes the 
political regime fundamentally ( �∗

i
= 1 ). It is the citizens’ choice to revolt or to remain 

passive, which determines whether the incumbent or a revolutionary leader is the poli-
cymaker in the last period. The citizens’ choice depends on their beliefs about the type 
of the revolutionary leader and the level of repression. Figure 1 illustrates the reduced 
form of the game.

4.2 � Beliefs and best responses of citizens

Given the last period’s equilibrium policies, the level of repression, � , and the revolutionary 
leader’s action, � , citizens decide whether to take part in revolutionary actions. They 
choose their best response, denoted by �BR , in order to maximize their expected utility.

Fig. 1   Reduced form representation of the revolutionary game
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Citizens anticipate that a power motivated leader won’t change the political system 
to their advantage once she is in power, whereas an ideologically motivated leader 
would. However, citizens cannot observe the political motivation of a leader directly. 
They know only the ex ante probability of the different types of leaders and update 
their beliefs about the leader’s type dependent on her action � . Thus, citizens’ expected 
utility depends on their belief that a revolutionary leader, who chose � , is ideologically 
motivated. Technically, �(� = 1|�) in Eq.  1 is replaced by �(i|�) . Thus, the citizens’ 
best response, �BR , now reads:

�(i|�) is calculated using Bayes’ rule,

where Pr(i), and Pr(p) denote the ex ante probability of acquiring a revolutionary leader 
of the corresponding type, given by � . Pr(�|i) , as well as Pr(�|p) , denote the revolutionary 
leader’s choice, �i or �p respectively. Thus, if citizens observe � = 1 , their belief is given by

and

if � = 0 . Thus, if citizens observe harsh criticism and agitation against the incumbent 
( � = 1 ), their best response reads:

and

if they observe no criticism ( � = 0).
Best responses of citizens, �BR , are dependent on the choices of the revolutionary 

leader and those of the incumbent. I analyze the revolutionary leaders’ decision to 
criticize the incumbent in the next section.

(5)𝛼BR(𝜆, 𝜌) =

{
0 if 𝜇(i|𝜆)e ≤ c(𝜌)

1 if 𝜇(i|𝜆)e > c(𝜌)

(6)�(i|�) = Pr(i)Pr(�|i)
Pr(i)Pr(�|i) + Pr(p)Pr(�|p) ,

(7)�(i|� = 1) =
��i(�)

��i(�) + (1 − �)�p(�)

(8)�(i|� = 0) =
�(1 − �i(�))

�(1 − �i(�)) + (1 − �)(1 − �p(�))

(9)𝛼BR(𝜆 = 1, 𝜌) =

⎧
⎪⎨⎪⎩

0 if
𝜋𝜆i(𝜌)

𝜋𝜆i(𝜌)+(1−𝜋)𝜆p(𝜌)
e ≤ c(𝜌)

1 if
𝜋𝜆i(𝜌)

𝜋𝜆i(𝜌)+(1−𝜋)𝜆p(𝜌)
e > c(𝜌)

(10)𝛼BR(𝜆 = 0, 𝜌) =

⎧
⎪⎨⎪⎩

0 if
𝜋(1−𝜆i(𝜌))

𝜋(1−𝜆i(𝜌))+(1−𝜋)(1−𝜆p(𝜌))
e ≤ c(𝜌)

1 if
𝜋(1−𝜆i(𝜌))

𝜋(1−𝜆i(𝜌))+(1−𝜋)(1−𝜆p(𝜌))
e > c(𝜌)
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4.3 � Revolutionary leader’s choice

After getting to know her type � , the revolutionary leader maximizes her expected 
utility, �

[
UL�

]
 , by choosing her best response �BR

�
 , depending on the anticipated behavior 

of citizens, � , and the observed level of repression, �:

Taking into account her own equilibrium policy choice in the last period by inserting 
�i = �∗

i
= 1 into Eq. 2 and differentiating between citizen reactions, the expected utility of 

an ideologically motivated revolutionary leader, Li , who chooses to criticize the incumbent, 
�i = 1 , reads

and

if she is passive ( �i = 0).
Analogously, inserting �p = �∗

p
= 0 into Eq.  3 and differentiating between citizen 

reactions yields the expected utility of a power motivated leader, Lp . Her utility is given 
by

if she criticizes the incumbent ( �p = 1 ), and

in case that she is passive ( �p = 0).
It applies to both types of leader, that they derive the maximum possible benefit 

from coming to power without having to take action themselves. This is the case if 
citizens revolt, although they observe moderate or no criticism ( �� = 0 in combination 
with �(� = 0) = 1 for � ∈ {i, p} ). Furthermore, both types of leader obtain the lowest 
payoff, if they decide to criticize the incumbent regime harshly, but their criticism does 
not mobilize the citizens to take revolutionary actions ( �� = 1 in combination with 
�(� = 1) = 0 for � ∈ {i, p}).

The preference order of the remaining two outcomes (active leader in combination 
with active citizens, and passive leaders in combination with passive citizens), depends 
on the ratio of potential benefits from gaining office to the perceived cost of agitation. 
This order may differ between types. If the potential benefits of holding office outweigh 
the cost of agitation, a leader prefers the combination of agitation and revolting citizens 
over the passive scenario.

An ideologically motivated leader’s best response to the citizens’ strategy choices is 
as follows:

(11)�
[
UL� (�BR

�
|�, �)] ≥ �

[
UL� (��|�, �)

]
∀�� .

(12)�
[
ULi (�i = 1|�(� = 1), �

]
=

{
x + Δ − ci(�) if �(� = 1) = 1

−ci(�) if �(� = 1) = 0

(13)�
[
ULi (�i = 0|�(� = 0), �

]
=

{
x + Δ if �(� = 0) = 1

0 if �(� = 0) = 0

(14)�
[
ULp (�p = 1|�(� = 1), �)

]
=

{
x − cp(�) if �(� = 1) = 1

−cp(�) if �(� = 1) = 0

(15)�
[
ULp (�p = 0| �(� = 0), �

]
=

{
x if �(� = 0) = 1

0 if �(� = 0) = 0
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If citizens remain passive regardless of the leader’s action ( �(� = 1) = 0 combined with 
�(� = 0) = 0 ), the utility-maximizing choice is to remain passive herself ( �BR

i
= 0 ), as the 

cost of agitation, ci(�) , is not compensated for by any returns in this case:

The same is true, if citizens revolt regardless of the leader’s action ( �(� = 1) = 1 combined 
with �(� = 0) = 1 ), as there is no additional benefit from agitation:

If citizens would follow a passive leader, but would not support someone who agitates 
against the incumbent ( �(� = 1) = 0, �(� = 0) = 1 ), it is again utility-maximizing for 
an ideological leader to remain passive. Deviating is not only associated with the cost of 
agitation, but also with the loss of citizens’ support in this case, thus:

Finally, if her actions motivate otherwise passive citizens to support her ( �(� = 1) = 1 , 
�(� = 0) = 0 ), and, in addition, the benefits of gaining office ( x + Δ ) outweigh the cost of 
agitation ( ci(�) ), an ideological leader’s decision to agitate against the incumbent regime is 
the best response ( �BR

i
= 1 ). Otherwise remaining passive is again her utility-maximizing 

strategy choice ( �BR
i

= 0 ), that is:

Analogously, a power motivated leader’s decision to agitate against the incumbent regime 
is only the best response ( �BR

p
= 1 ), if her actions motivate otherwise passive citizens to 

follow her ( �(� = 1) = 1 , �(� = 0) = 0 ), and, in addition, her benefits from gaining office 
(x) outweigh the cost of agitation ( cp(�) ). In all other cases, remaining passive is a power 
motivated leader’s utility-maximizing strategy choice ( �BR

p
= 0) . More technically, a power 

motivated leader’s best response to citizens’ strategy choices reads:

4.4 � Equilibria of the signaling subgame

For a given level of repression � and given equilibrium policy choices in the last period, the 
revolutionary game simplifies to a basic signaling game between citizens and revolutionary 
leader, where citizens and the revolutionary leader select mutually consistent best 

(16)�BR
i
(�(� = 1) = 0, �(� = 0) = 0, �) = 0

(17)�BR
i
(�(� = 1) = 1, �(� = 0) = 1, �) = 0

(18)�BR
i
(�(� = 1) = 0, �(� = 0) = 1, �) = 0

(19)�BR
i
(�(� = 1) = 1, �(� = 0) = 0, �) =

{
0 if x + Δ ≤ ci(�)

1 if x + Δ ≥ ci(�)

(20)�BR
p
(�(� = 1) = 0, �(� = 0) = 0, �) = 0

(21)�BR
p
(�(� = 1) = 1, �(� = 0) = 1, �) = 0

(22)�BR
p
(�(� = 1) = 0, �(� = 0) = 1, �) = 0

(23)�BR
p
(�(� = 1) = 1, �(� = 0) = 0, �) =

{
0 if x ≤ ci(�)

1 if x ≥ ci(�)
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responses. This game is characterized by the following Perfect Bayesian Equilibria, which 
follow directly from the analysis above:

4.4.1 � Separating equilibrium with �∗
i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0

Proposition 1  If e > c(𝜌) , x + Δ ≥ ci(�) , and x ≤ cp(�) , there exists a unique Perfect 
Bayesian Equilibrium, where

�∗
i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0 , �∗

i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0,

�∗(� = 1) = 1 , �∗(� = 0) = 0,

�(i|� = 0) = 0 and �(i|� = 1) = 1.

In this equilibrium, the level of repression deters power motivated leaders from agitation, 
whereas ideologically motivated leaders criticize the regime harshly. Thus, after observing 
her action, citizens are able to infer the leader’s political motives. If they observe that the 
leader agitated against the incumbent, they follow her and revolt, as the expressive utility 
from being an active supporter of a revolutionary movement, whose unambiguous goal is 
to transform the regime, outweighs the cost of potential punishments.

4.4.2 � Pooling equilibria with active revolutionary leaders, � = 1

Proposition 2  If 𝜋e > c(𝜌) , x + Δ ≥ ci(�) , and x ≥ cp(�) , there exist a continuum of Perfect 
Bayesian Equilibria, where

�∗
i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 1 , �∗

i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0,

�∗(� = 1) = 1 , �∗(� = 0) = 0,

�(i|� = 0) ≤
c(�)

e
 and �(i|� = 1) = �.

In these equilibria, both types of leaders agitate against the incumbent. Although citizens 
can not infer the leader’s type from her action, they revolt, as the cost of revolutionary 
actions does not outweigh the potential benefits. However, a deviation from equilibrium 
agitation to moderate criticism would result in passive citizens. This is due to their off-
equilibrium belief, that it would be relatively unlikely for moderate or passive leaders to be 
ideologically motivated.

4.4.3 � Pooling equilibria with passive revolutionary leaders, � = 0

In addition, there are four sets of different pooling equilibria with passive revolutionary 
leaders.
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Proposition 3  If �e ≤ c(�) , x + Δ ≤ ci(�) , and x ≤ cp(�) , there exist a continuum of Perfect 
Bayesian Equilibria, where

�∗
i
= 0 , �∗

p
= 0 , �∗

i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0,

�∗(� = 1) = 1 , �∗(� = 0) = 0,

�(i|� = 0) = � and 𝜇(i|𝜆 = 1) >
c(𝜌)

e
.

In this first set of passive pooling equilibria, the level of repression is high enough 
to deter both types of leaders, as well as citizens, from action. However, citizens would 
follow a leader who chose off-equilibrium agitation, based on their off-equilibrium 
beliefs.

Proposition 4  If �e ≤ c(�) , there exist a continuum of Perfect Bayesian Equilibria, where

�∗
i
= 0 , �∗

p
= 0 , �∗

i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0,

�∗(� = 1) = 0 , �∗(� = 0) = 0,

�(i|� = 0) = � and �(i|� = 1) ≤
c(�)

e
.

The second set is characterized by high cost and beliefs, which, in combination, com-
pletely prevent agitation and revolutionary actions.

Proposition 5  If 𝜋e > c(𝜌) , there exist a continuum of Perfect Bayesian Equilibria, where

�∗
i
= 0 , �∗

p
= 0 , �∗

i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0,

�∗(� = 1) = 1 , �∗(� = 0) = 1,

�(i|� = 0) = � and 𝜇(i|𝜆 = 1) >
c(𝜌)

e
.

By contrast, in the third set of passive pooling equilibria, the potential cost of punish-
ment perceived by the citizens is so low, that citizens revolt in any case, even though 
they receive no new information about the leader’s type from observing her actions.

Proposition 6  If 𝜋e > c(𝜌) , there exist a continuum of Perfect Bayesian Equilibria, where

�∗
i
= 0 , �∗

p
= 0 , �∗

i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0,

�∗(� = 1) = 0 , �∗(� = 0) = 1,

�(i|� = 0) = � and �(i|� = 1) ≤
c(�)

e
 , which is not intuitive, since it implies 

�(i|� = 1) ≤ �.

In this last set of passive pooling equilibria, the potential cost of punishment 
perceived by the citizens is low, citizens revolt if they observe a moderate revolutionary 
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leader, but would stay passive in case that they would observe harsh criticism. However, 
the set of beliefs that supports this equilibrium is not intuitive, as citizens belief that a 
leader, who deviates from equilibrium play and agitates against the incumbent, is less or 
equally likely ideologically motivated compared to the ex ante probability, even though 
the cost of deviation is lower for ideologically motivated leaders compared to power 
motivated ones.

4.4.4 � No separating equilibria with �∗
i
= 0 , �∗

p
= 1 if 1 > ci(�) − cp(�)

Proposition 7  If Δ > ci(𝜌) − cp(𝜌) for all � , there exist no Perfect Bayesian Equilibria, 
where the ideologically motivated leader remains passive ( �i = 0 ), while the power moti-
vated leader criticizes the regime and accepts the punishment ( �p = 1 ). This is always the 
case, if the perceived cost of punishment is not lower for solely power-orientated leaders 
compared to ideological ones.

Finally, there exist no separating equilibria, where the ideologically motivated leader 
remains passive, while the power motivated leader criticizes the regime and accepts the 
punishment, as the potential gains from office are higher for ideologically motivated 
leaders in contrast to the perceived cost of agitation. Thus, if agitation is the best response 
for a power motivated leader, it follows directly that being passive is not utility-maximizing 
for a leader who is motivated ideologically.

Given citizens’ and revolutionary leaders’ equilibrium choices in the signaling subgame, 
I analyze the incumbent’s choice of repression in the next section.

4.5 � Incumbent’s choice of repression

Given the equilibrium choices of citizens and the revolutionary leader in the signaling 
subgame, the incumbent chooses the level of repression, �∗ , which maximizes his expected 
utility

I assume that a level of repression, which is too low to deter citizens from taking action 
if they are uncertain about the leader’s type, is also too low to prevent power motivated 
leaders from agitation. That is, c(𝜌) < 𝜋e ⟹ cp(𝜌) < x . Then, choosing a level of 
repression 𝜌 ∶ c(𝜌) < 𝜋e supports three different sets of Perfect Bayesian Equilibria in the 
following subgame: 

1.	 Pooling equilibria with agitating leaders ( �∗ = 1 ) and conditionally active citizens 
( �∗(� = 1) = 1) , �∗(� = 0) = 0 ) as in Proposition 2.

2.	 Pooling equilibria with passive leaders ( �∗ = 0 ) and unconditionally active citizens 
( �∗(� = 1) = 1) , �∗(� = 0) = 1 ) as in Proposition 5.

3.	 Pooling equilibria with passive leaders ( �∗ = 0 ) and conditionally active citizens 
( �∗(� = 1) = 0) , �∗(� = 0) = 1 ) as in Proposition 6.

(24)�
[
UI(�∗|�∗, �∗)

]
≥ �

[
UI(�|�∗, �∗)

]
∀�.
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What these equilibria have in common is that the level of repression does not deter citizens 
from taking revolutionary actions, although they cannot infer the leader’s type from her 
action. The cost of revolutionary actions does not outweigh the potential benefits. Thus, 
the incumbent gets replaced by the revolutionary leader in each of these scenarios. 
Consequently, the incumbent’s expected utility is zero,

Now, if the incumbent raises the level of repression � , such that c(�) ≥ �e , citizens are not 
willing to support a leader, if they are uncertain about her type. These levels of repression 
are compatible with the following sets of Perfect Bayesian Equilibria in the Signaling 
subgame: 

1.	 Pooling equilibria with passive leaders ( �∗ = 0 ) and unconditionally passive citizens 
( �∗(� = 1) = 0) , �∗(� = 0) = 0 ) as in Proposition 4.

2.	 Additionally, if ci(�) ≤ x + Δ , cp(�) ≥ x and c(�) ≤ e , a separating equilibrium with 
�∗
i
= 1 , �∗

p
= 0 and conditionally active citizens ( �∗(� = 1) = 1) , �∗(� = 0) = 0 ) as in 

Proposition 1.
3.	 Finally, if ci(�) ≥ x + Δ and cp(�) ≥ x , pooling equilibria with passive leaders ( �∗ = 0 ) 

and conditionally passive citizens ( �∗(� = 1) = 1) , �∗(� = 0) = 0 ) as in Proposition 3.

In case 1.) and 3.) the incumbent remains in power with certainty and his expected utility is

Moreover, if the level of repression is high enough to establish a functioning signaling 
device but, simultaneously, does not prevent convinced citizens from revolutionary actions 
as in case 2.), the incumbent gets replaced if an ideologically motivated leader challenges 
him. If the revolutionary leader is power motivated, the incumbent’s power remains 
unchallenged and he stays in office. Thus, his incumbents expected utility in case 2.) reads

Interestingly, case 2.) may require a higher level of repression than case 1.), as the level 
of repression needs additionally to deter power motivated revolutionary leaders from agi-
tation. Consequently, there may be a discontinuity in the range of intermediate levels of 
repression, where choosing higher levels does not necessarily imply that an incumbent’s 
probability of staying in office is higher.

Finally, raising the level of repression even further, such that c(�) ≥ e , would guarantee 
the incumbent’s hold on power, because citizens would remain passive, even when they 
are certain about a revolutionary leader’s intention to change the current autocratic regime 
to their advantage in the event of a leadership turnover. Nevertheless, choosing such high 
levels might not be optimal for the incumbent, as the net value of actually holding office 
is relatively low in this case. Consequently, if the probability for non-power motivated 
revolutionary leaders is relatively low, the expected utility might be higher in the separating 
equilibrium in case 2.), as the higher net value of holding office might be worth taking the 
low risk of losing power.

However, as long as the value from holding office exceeds the cost of repression 
( x > cI(𝜌) ), a necessary condition for the incumbent’s optimal choice of repression, �∗ , is 
that the level of repression prevents citizens from taking action in cases when they are 

(25)�
[
UI(𝜌|𝛼∗, 𝜆∗)

]
= 0 ∀𝜌 ∶ c(𝜌) < 𝜋e.

(26)�
[
UI(�|�∗, �∗)

]
= x − cI(�).

(27)�
[
UI(�|�∗, �∗)

]
= (1 − �)(x − cI(�)).
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uncertain about the revolutionary leader’s type, that is c(�∗) ≥ �e . The prerequisite for 
this is that the autocratic incumbent has sufficient deterrent repressions at his disposal 
( c(�) ≥ c(�∗) ), which might not always be the case. Then, for any given response of 
citizens, the incumbent maximizes his utility by selecting the lowest possible level of 
repression, as higher levels of repression lower the net value of holding office. The exact 
level of optimal repression depends on the cost functions of the citizens and revolutionary 
leaders. I discuss the empirical implications of the model and it’s limitations in the next 
section.

5 � Discussion

The theoretical model suggests that autocratic rulers in non-strict autocracies, lacking the 
ability to employ sufficient deterrent repressions, are less likely to maintain their grip on 
power, in contrast to rulers in strict and repressive regimes, who tend to enjoy greater sta-
bility. This hypothesis aligns with empirical findings (Escribà-Folch, 2013), which indicate 
a higher likelihood of revolutions occurring in less repressive regimes.

The model also suggests that leaders who have experienced severe repression are more 
inclined to transform the political system in favor of citizens if they come into power. This 
is because an effective selection mechanism in repressive regimes deters purely power-
motivated revolutionary leaders from taking action. However, the narrative that convinced, 
ideologically motivated leaders are willing to self-sacrifice for the people is certainly 
overly simplistic and naive. As Kim (2018) points out, successful revolutionary leaders 
are not only often ideologically motivated, risk tolerant and pursue radical social and 
political transformations. He also finds that their idea of radical transformation is often 
used to legitimize violence against groups of citizens. If ideologically motivated leaders 
gain power, they are more likely to commit mass killings of unarmed citizens than other 
leaders. Moreover, a fundamental change in an autocratic regime does not necessarily 
lead to a democratization of the political system. Cases such as the Iranian revolution 
show that this is not always the case Burns (1996). Ideological and political beliefs about 
what constitutes radical change for the better can vary widely. A recent empirical study 
by Callais and Young (2023) examines changes in the design of constitutions in cases of 
regime changes. They find that constitutions following a successful revolution are between 
22 and 28 percent more likely to be associated with a de facto democracy. However, the 
study does not distinguish between strict and non-strict regimes or levels of repression.

The analysis is further limited in the following ways. First, I focus on the interaction 
between identical citizens and revolutionary leaders and how they challenge the power 
of the incumbent. I thereby ignore heterogeneous interests among citizens and possible 
differences in the ideological motivations of leaders. Diverging preferences among 
citizens and heterogeneous ideological motivations among ideological leaders might make 
identification with the leader’s political goals more difficult and may allow the incumbent 
to play citizens off against each other. For example, Acemoglu et al. (2004) analyze how an 
autocrat can use a ’divide-and-rule’-strategy to appropriate private benefits from holding 
office. The desire to impose one’s ideology on others has been formally examined by 
Bernholz (2001). However, if the desire of citizens to change the political system outweighs 
other interests, and identification with the revolutionary movement is still possible, this 
simplification might be acceptable.



253Public Choice (2024) 200:237–256	

1 3

Moreover, autocratic societies are organized more hierarchically than reflected by the 
model, as an incumbent usually surrounds himself with a powerful elite, which secures his 
power. Within this inner circle, individuals are committed to each other and fear a change 
in leadership, as they might lose their privileges if the new leader forges other alliances to 
secure his power. The various loyalty problems between elite and incumbent are analyzed, 
for example, within the ’selectorate’ framework, developed by Bueno et  al. (2005). 
However, Caspar and Tyson (2014) and Gerling (2017) show that mass protests might help 
elites to coordinate on coup activities. This aspect could be incorporated into the model by 
assuming that citizens’ actions do not mechanically determine the next officeholder, but 
rather influence the incumbent’s hazard rate. Nevertheless, if the incumbent’s likelihood 
of remaining in office is reduced by mass protests, these adjustments would not change the 
results qualitatively.

Furthermore, it may be reasonable to allow expressive utility to increase as repres-
sion increases, since higher (potential) punishments may increase group identification and 
reduce loyalty to the incumbent. This assumption would lead to a more frequent occur-
rence of pooling equilibria with active citizens as in Proposition 2, 5, and 6. This is consist-
ent with empirical evidence on the stability of political regimes, as Sanhueza (1990) finds 
that widespread dissatisfaction with leaders in autocratic regimes (which would be fostered 
by an increase in repression) significantly increases their hazard rate.

Regarding the incumbent’s scope of action, the opportunity to share power and democ-
ratize the regime in order to prevent being overthrown is worth consideration, and integra-
ble into the model. If the expected loss in value of holding office by giving up power is less 
than the cost savings of democratization versus repression, the incumbent would choose 
to share power. This aligns with findings from Boix and Svolik (2013), Gandhi and Prze-
worski (2006), and Inata (2021), indicating that power-sharing may be an optimal strategy 
for an autocratic incumbent facing a credible threat of revolution and seeking to maintain 
control.

Furthermore, revolutionary dynamics may be influenced by foreign powers, who might 
back up the incumbent regime or oppose against it, as Tolstrup et al. (2019) show. Further 
research could include these players.

Finally, the model is limited to the analysis of revolutionary dynamics in autocratic 
regimes and does not apply to democracies, as within democratic regimes, citizens have 
a much easier alternative they can use to express their ideological beliefs than that of 
joining a revolutionary movement. They can simply use their vote to express themselves 
and replace the incumbent at virtually no cost. Furthermore, agitation and violent actions 
against the incumbent would normally be considered illegitimate by citizens in a democ-
racy when there is the possibility of legitimate opposition.

6 � Conclusion

I analyze the interplay of repression, criticism and revolutionary actions in non-democratic 
regimes within a dynamic revolutionary game with incomplete information about the 
revolutionary leaders’ type. In this game, the incumbent uses repression to secure power, as 
he is contested by a revolutionary leader who wants to replace him.

The revolutionary leader needs to mobilize citizens for a successful leadership turnover. 
She may criticize the incumbent and accept the punishment for doing so, in order to signal 
her (unobservable) political motivation and gain support. Her political motivation is 
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decisive for politics in the event that she gains power. An ideologically motivated leader 
wants to change the polity to citizens’ advantage, while a solely power motivated leader 
prefers to leave the autocratic political system unchanged.

After observing the leader’s signal, citizens decide whether to follow the revolutionary 
leader in order to replace the incumbent. While revolutionary action bears the risk of being 
punished by the incumbent regime, citizens may benefit from a leadership change, as 
they may hope for a better leader, who wants to change the political system. Although the 
regime change itself is a public good, individuals may experience expressive utility from 
being part of a movement if they can identify with the leader of that movement, as they 
have a common goal, namely to fundamentally change the political system.

If the expressive utility from being part of a revolutionary movement is sufficiently 
high, there exists a Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium, where ideologically motivated revolu-
tionary leaders bear the cost of being punished, whereas power motivated leaders do not. In 
this case, citizens only follow a revolutionary leader and take actions against the regime, if 
they observe her agitating. Otherwise, they remain passive. Under these conditions, leaders 
need to fail first and suffer from repression before they can succeed.

From the incumbent’s perspective, finding the optimal level of repression is not straight-
forward. High levels of repression are associated with low net benefits from holding office, 
whereas low levels do not deter citizens from revolutionary actions. While increasing 
repression from a low level may deter citizens at first, intermediate levels of repression may 
help establish a trustworthy revolutionary leader whom people actually want to follow.

The theoretical analysis implies that leaders who themselves suffered from severe 
repression are more likely to alter the political system to citizens’ advantage if they come 
to power. Whether this is actually the case, remains an open (empirical) question, although 
historical examples like Nelson Mandela and Mahatma Gandhi support this view. Fidel 
Castro’s political legacy is more controversial. Indisputably, he changed Cuba’s society and 
political system fundamentally. Nonetheless, since he did not democratize the country, it 
remains contentious to what extent citizens benefited from his seizure of power. The most 
recent cases where opposition leaders have suffered from repressions, such as Maria Kole-
snikova or Alexei Navalny, may reveal more over time.
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