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Rule by Law:  
The po l i t i c s  of  cour ts  in author i tarian s tate s  

 
Judicial politics in authoritarian states are often far more complex 
than we commonly assume. The cases reviewed here reveal that 
authoritarian rulers often times make use of  judicial institutions 
to counteract the many dysfunctions that plague their regimes. 
Courts help regimes attract capital, maintain bureaucratic 
discipline, and enhance regime legitimacy. However, courts do 
not advance regime interests in a straightforward manner. 
Rather, they open spaces for activists to mobilize against the  
state and to seek out judges who wish to expand their mandate 
and affect political reform. Authoritarian rulers work to contain 
judicial activism through providing incentives that favor judicial 
self-restraint, designing fragmented judicial systems, constraining 
access to justice, and incapacitating judicial support networks. 
However, those efforts are never completely effective. Instead, a 
lively arena of  contention emerges in what we typically imagine 
to be the least likely environment for the judicialization of  
politics Ð the authoritarian state. 
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