
influences, ideologies, and institutional legacies (including
in the judiciary, police forces, and academia) and to purge
their representatives from the state apparatus and decision-
making organs, all in the name of national reconciliation.
Consequently, the selective forgetting and self-indulgent
memory of colonialism and fascism are reflected in Italian
politics and society at large. Herein lies the reason why the
anti-immigrant rhetoric of Italian radical right parties finds
fertile ground.
In conclusion, despite the above shortcomings, this

book offers essential insights into the anti-immigrant
stance of the Lega and FdI. It provides evidence of how
the nuanced and selective memory of fascism and colo-
nialism influences contemporary Italian politics on immi-
gration. This book is relevant not only to the scholars of
Italian politics but also to those more generally interested
in radical right populism and fascism and their relation-
ship. Indeed, as Umberto Eco pointed out, while fascism
as a historical phenomenon may not return in its original
form, the essence of what he termed “eternal fascism” or
Ur-Fascism continues to linger and can manifest itself in
various forms and appearances (Umberto Eco, “Ur-
Fascism,” The New York Review of Books, 1995). Nowa-
days, these manifestations may adopt presentable civil
attire, as opposed to the overtly militaristic uniforms of
classical fascism. Griffini’s book explores one of the traits
of eternal fascism, namely ethno-nationalism based on the
construction of the “pure people” against the immigrant
Other. This book also serves as a catalyst for more research
into other fascist traits, including anti-intellectualism,
appeals to traditional values, conspiracy theories, sexism
and machism, and natalist policies. Studying these traits is
essential to better understand the persistence of fascist
ideologies in contemporary Italian society.

Theorizing in Comparative Politics: Democratization in
Africa. By Goran Hyden. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2024.
186p. £25.99 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592724001695

— Jonathan Fisher , University of Birmingham
j.fisher@bham.ac.uk

Theorizing in Comparative Politics: Democratization in
Africa, by Goran Hyden, provides a critical set of chal-
lenges to scholars of Comparative Politics. Drawing on
decades of research and insight—including as a faculty
member at three East African universities—, Hyden
revisits and reworks some of his earlier contributions to
the field to emphasize the lessons comparativists can draw
from a structural analysis of the politics of Africa. He also
highlights the limitations of some comparativist work and
its sometimes uncritical foregrounding of democratiza-
tion; “Comparative Politics,” he laments, “has been turned
almost exclusively into comparative democratization—at

the expense of attention to how and why countries
change” (p. 135).

In advancing this critique, the book begins with a
thoughtful reexamination of two earlier generations of
comparativist theory building and their focus on explain-
ing politics through the lenses of structure and agency,
respectively. Underlining how both came to be built
around Western philosophical, historical, institutional,
and, to some extent, experiential reference points, Hyden
links these traditions to what he sees as the third, most
recent, and most problematic—or, at least, unhelpful—
iteration of comparativism. “Democratic theory,” he
argues, has not only placedWestern norms and experience
at the center of the comparativist field, it has further
transformed the discipline into a eurocentric, normative
enterprise; “the third spurt [in Comparative Politics],” he
suggests, “is a tool not only for analysis but also for
promoting a specific political agenda” (p. 18).

Though some scholars may object to this characteri-
zation of the field, comparativism’s centering of Western
historical experiences (real or, in the case of moderniza-
tion theory, semi-imagined) and norms is a fair and
productive point of departure. In the six chapters that
follow, Hyden outlines his case, placing emphasis first on
the role and significance of historical and local context
(Chapters 2 and 3) and then on the nature of societal and
governing institutions, including political parties, in
African contexts (Chapters 5–7). Chapter 4, which
explores the evolving resonance and reality of statehood
and nation-building in postcolonial Africa, is particularly
engaging and is perhaps the strongest in advancing
another key theme of the book, that is, how the African
experience in many ways foreshadows—or has foresha-
dowed—developments elsewhere in the world. Specifi-
cally, it highlights the accommodation (or otherwise) of
multiple nationhoods within the same polity. The study
closes with an expansive and thoughtful reflection on
pressing themes that Comparative Politics must seek to
incorporate, from climate change and pandemics to the
reemergence of violent interstate conflict.

Theorizing in Comparative Politics is written with pace,
wit, and authority, the author bringing to bear a lifetime
of reflection and publishing on the issues under study,
including in the well-received and influential African
Politics in Comparative Politics (2005), now in its second
edition (2012). The book contains, however, a number of
tensions that remain somewhat unresolved. One of these
concerns the “target” of some of the critiques Hyden
advances of comparativists and of the comparativist
tradition(s). At times, the subfield—and political science
more broadly—feels somewhat caricatured or, at least,
essentialized. The concluding chapter, for example,
begins with the assertion that “political scientists strive
to be ‘real’ scientists…to imitate the natural sciences”
(p. 134), an assertion which is repeated throughout and
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one which many who identify as such would likely
contest. More generally, some of the major criticisms of
Comparative Politics—and insights from Hyden’s
approach to studying Africa—would be more than famil-
iar to scholars of comparative African politics, from the
need to critically rethink the meaning and substance of
democratic norms, governance institutions, and political
ideology to taking diverse histories and contexts seriously
when accounting for political transformation. A missed
opportunity of the book, in this regard, is a discussion of
the relationship(s) between Comparative Politics and
African Studies (and Area Studies more broadly). The
implication, at times, is that the two are markedly separate
in posture and epistemology whereas in reality the lines
are often blurred. The study would pack an even stronger
punch if the contours of contemporary Comparative
Politics were delineated more clearly.
Other tensions link to some of the ways in which the

book and its arguments are framed. It is not always clear,
for example, where Comparative Politics’ focus on
democracy sits within the study. At times, the emphasis
is on how African politics suggests a need to decenter
democracy in the subfield, at other times, the focus is on
“how existing structures [in Africa] accommodate the
presence of democratic values and norms” (p. 135).
Moreover, there is some ambiguity around the question
of how eurocentric conceptualizations should be articu-
lated, deployed, or challenged, particularly discussions of
ideology. In line with a range of studies, Hyden notes that
African political parties depart from “the standard notion
of political parties in Comparative Politics” in that ideol-
ogy has generally not been one of their “significant feature
[s]” (pp. 140–141). Aside from this generalization not
necessarily being accurate in some of the continent’s more
competitive democracies—from Ghana to South Africa
—it is also based on a particular understanding of ideol-
ogy which itself reflects, arguably, Western experiences
and philosophical registers.
Finally, and linked to this last point, Hyden struggles

somewhat to convey the rich diversity of African contexts
in some of his argumentation, at times falling between his
dual mission of recognizing the importance of context
and history versus developing wider, more general claims.
Chapter 8, which compares and contrasts the different
political trajectories seen in the four East African states of
Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, and Rwanda, nonetheless
provides valuable insight into how some of the book’s
arguments apply in practice. These critiques aside, this
remains an ambitious, accessible, and thought-provoking
book which will be important reading for students of
African politics, and Comparative Politics more gener-
ally, and will no doubt be an essential reference point for
both graduate and undergraduate course convenors on
these topics.

Trajectories of Authoritarianism in Rwanda: Elusive
Control before the Genocide. By Marie-Eve Desrosiers.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023. 386p. $120.00 cloth.
doi:10.1017/S1537592724000392

— Omar Shahabudin McDoom , London School of Economics
o.s.mcdoom@lse.ac.uk

Marie-Eve Desrosier’s book stands out in the crowded
field of scholarship on Rwanda by choosing not to empha-
size the country’s exceptionalism nor to make either
violence or ethnicity the central constructs through which
to analyze its politics. Instead, she concentrates her con-
siderable scholarly talent on what she sees as an unexcep-
tional aspect of this small central African nation’s history:
its two post-independence—but pre-genocide—republics
(1962–73 and 1973–94). She treats the two regimes as a
single case to develop and exemplify the concept of an
“authoritarian trajectory”; in so doing, she takes aim at the
expanding field of comparative authoritarian studies, as
well as the many area specialists whose understanding and
presentation of pre-genocide Rwanda, she argues, require
some correction if not outright revision.
Her theoretical point of departure is the conceptual

frontier of comparative authoritarianism. Desrosiers
traces the evolution in the field away from the notion
of “authoritarian transition,” with its assumption of
democracy as the endpoint and emphasis on actors as
agents of change, toward the idea of “authoritarian
resilience,” with its acceptance of the enduring nature
of hybrid regimes and its focus on institutions. She
argues, however, that neither concept captures the reality
of authoritarianism. Instead, she resurrects the idea of the
“authoritarian trajectory.” For Desrosiers, “trajectory” is
the superior descriptor because it does not imply a linear
path toward some particular outcome but instead allows
for the possibility that authoritarian regimes dynamically
oscillate between moments of greater hardness and
greater softness. Regime behavior shifts over time, she
argues: sometimes it is highly coercive and exclusionary,
whereas at other times it is more accommodating and
inclusionary. She decries the tendency in the field to
focus overwhelmingly on highly pivotal moments when
the regime is at its most authoritarian: this results is an
unbalanced understanding—caricatures even—of
authoritarian behavior. She instead encourages scholars
to look also at regimes outside these extreme moments
and at the quotidian political and economic “grind” of
governing. The point, she argues, is that if we use a wider
lens we will see that authoritarians rarely enjoy unques-
tioned political control and stability in the territories over
which they rule. The metaphorical image for authoritar-
ian governance she invokes is that of the character of
Humpty Dumpty in the Lewis Carroll novel, Through the
Looking Glass, who tries desperately to keep his balance

December 2024 | Vol. 22/No. 4 1353

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592724001695
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Berklee College Of Music, on 14 Feb 2025 at 21:00:40, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592724000392
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5660-1903
mailto:o.s.mcdoom@lse.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592724001695
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms

