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An authoritarian regime is a system of rule in which power is held by one person or a small
group, without real accountability to the people. Rulers are not chosen, checked or removed
through free and fair elections, and opposition, the press and the courts are controlled or
limited. Most of human history was lived under such rule. Even in the twenty-first century, a
large part of the world’s population lives under regimes that are not full democracies, from
the one-party state of China to the monarchies of the Gulf and the military governments of
some African states.
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Comparative politics studies these regimes for three reasons. First, one must know the kinds
of authoritarian rule, since a military junta, a one-party state and a personal dictatorship
work in different ways. Second, one must know how rulers stay in power, and why some
regimes last for decades while others fall within years. Third, one must know how regimes
change, since each wave of democratisation has also been followed by new forms of
authoritarian rule. Writers such as Hannah Arendt, Juan Linz, Barbara Geddes, Steven
Levitsky and Lucan Way gave the main answers.

The topic is asked at every level. UG papers ask for the meaning, features and types. PG
and OPSC papers ask for the difference between totalitarian and authoritarian rule and the
working of military and one-party regimes. UPSC and UGC NET papers ask for Linz’s
definition, competitive authoritarianism, regime transitions and the Indian experience of the
Emergency. This note explains all of these in plain language.
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1. Meaning and definitions of authoritarian regimes

The table gives the main writers at a glance. The paragraphs after it explain each idea in
simple words. The wording is a paraphrase, so students should give the idea and not claim it
as a word-for-word quotation.

Writer Work and year Core idea Kind of
regime

Hannah Arendt The Origins of Totalitarianism,
1951

Total domination through terror
and ideology, which destroys
independent social life

Totalitarian

Carl Friedrich
and Zbigniew
Brzezinski

Totalitarian Dictatorship and
Autocracy, 1956

Six features: ideology, single
party, terror, control of media,
control of arms, command
economy

Totalitarian

Robert Dahl Polyarchy, 1971 Regimes are low on contestation,
on inclusion, or on both

All non-
democracies

Juan Linz An Authoritarian Regime:
Spain, 1964; Totalitarian and
Authoritarian Regimes, 1975

Limited pluralism, no guiding
ideology, little mobilisation, a
leader within vague limits

Authoritarian

Adam
Przeworski and
others

Democracy and Development,
2000

A regime is a democracy only if
the ruling party can lose an
election and give up power

Test of regime
type

Barbara Geddes Paradigms and Sand Castles,
2003

Authoritarian regimes are
personalist, military or single-
party, and these work differently

Typology

Steven Levitsky
and Lucan Way

Competitive Authoritarianism,
2010

Elections exist and are contested,
but the field is tilted in favour of
the ruler

Hybrid

Andreas
Schedler

The Politics of Uncertainty,
2013

Electoral authoritarianism:
elections are held without the
freedom that makes them fair

Hybrid
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Milan Svolik The Politics of Authoritarian
Rule, 2012

Dictators face two problems: the
threat from the masses and the
threat from allies

Theory of rule

Authoritarianism in general

The word comes from the Latin auctoritas, meaning authority. In political science, an
authoritarian regime is one in which the rulers are not made accountable to the people
through free competition. The test is simple: can the people remove the ruler through a fair
vote and a peaceful change of power? In an authoritarian regime, the answer is no.
Przeworski and his colleagues gave this idea a plain form: a regime is democratic only if
the party in power can lose an election and gives up power when it does. A regime that does
not meet this test is called a dictatorship or an authoritarian regime.

Dahl’s two dimensions

Robert Dahl said that every regime can be judged on two scales: how far people can
contest for power (public contestation) and how many people can take part (inclusion). A
regime that is low on both he called a closed hegemony. One that allows contest but limits
the right to vote he called a competitive oligarchy. One that includes many but allows no
contest he called an inclusive hegemony. These are three kinds of non-democratic rule,
which helps students to see that authoritarian regimes differ widely.

Linz’s definition

Juan Linz gave the best-known definition, based on his study of Franco’s Spain. He
described an authoritarian regime as a political system with limited, and not responsible,
political pluralism, without an elaborate and guiding ideology but with distinct mentalities,
without extensive or intense political mobilisation (except at certain points in its
development), and in which a leader, or sometimes a small group, exercises power within
formally ill-defined but actually quite predictable limits. This is a very common exam
question, and the four points should be remembered: limited pluralism, mentalities and not
ideology, low mobilisation and a leader within limits.
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Totalitarian regimes

Arendt argued that Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union were a new form of rule, which
aimed at total domination over every part of life through ideology and terror. Friedrich and

Brzezinski listed six features of the totalitarian syndrome: an official ideology, a single
mass party led by one man, a system of terror, a monopoly of mass communications, a
monopoly of weapons and a centrally directed economy. Linz later separated totalitarian
regimes from authoritarian ones on the grounds of ideology, mobilisation and the type of
leadership.

Later approaches

Geddes classified regimes by who holds power: a single party, the military or a personal
ruler. She found that personal dictatorships last the longest in oppressive rule but end more
violently, while military regimes tend to be short and often hand power back to keep the
army united. Levitsky and Way described competitive authoritarianism, in which formal
democratic institutions exist and are real arenas of contest, but the ruler abuses the state to
tilt the field. Svolik argued that every dictator faces two threats: from the masses, and from
the elite insiders who share power.

Note to the student. In an answer, begin with the meaning and the test of Przeworski,

give Linz’s definition, separate the totalitarian from the authoritarian, and end with

Geddes’s types and the hybrid regimes of Levitsky and Way. This order shows both

theory and range.

What the definitions share

All the writers agree that in an authoritarian regime power is concentrated in a few hands,
there is no free and fair competition for office, and rights of speech, assembly and
organisation are limited. They differ on how much control the regime seeks, from limited
control in classic authoritarian rule to total control in totalitarian rule, and on whether
elections are absent, as in a closed regime, or present but unfair, as in a hybrid regime.
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2. Characteristics of authoritarian regimes

Not every authoritarian regime has all the features below, and some are stronger in some
regimes than in others. A student should explain each feature with one example, which is
what examiners reward.

Concentration of power

Power is held by one person, a small group, a party or the army, and is not shared with real
rivals. The ruler may be a president for life, a general, a king or a party chief. The Gulf
monarchies, Franco’s Spain and Pinochet’s Chile show different forms of the same feature.
Concentration of power is the basic difference from democracy, where power is divided and
checked.

No free and fair competition for power

In a closed regime there are no elections, and in a hybrid regime there are elections but the
result is controlled in advance by the use of the state, the media and the courts. Rulers do
not lose power by the vote. Levitsky and Way called this an uneven playing field, where the
contest happens but the ruler holds all the advantages.

Limited political pluralism

Linz placed this first. Some groups, such as the army, the church, business and the civil
service, may be allowed to take part in a limited way, but independent parties and
organisations that challenge the ruler are banned or controlled. The pluralism that exists is
limited and permitted from above, and not a right.

Restriction of civil and political rights

Freedom of speech, press, assembly and association are cut down. Critics may be jailed,
exiled or silenced by laws on sedition or national security. Rulers often argue that order and
security justify these limits. This weakens public debate, which is the means by which
citizens hold rulers to account.
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Use of repression and fear

Police, secret services, informers and the army are used to watch and punish opponents.
The level varies. In totalitarian rule it takes the form of mass terror, such as the Gulag in the
Soviet Union, and in softer regimes it takes the form of selective arrests, surveillance and
threats. Repression is a tool of last resort for many rulers, because it is costly and can cause
a backlash.

Weak rule of law and a dependent judiciary

Courts do not check the ruler, and law is used as a tool of the ruler and not a limit on him.
Judges may be appointed for their loyalty, and cases against the ruler’s friends are not
pursued. This is the difference between rule by law, in which the ruler uses law to rule, and
rule of law, in which the ruler is under the law.

Control of the media and information

Newspapers, television and now the internet are owned, licensed or watched by the state.
Rulers use censorship and propaganda to make their rule look natural and to hide failure. In
the digital age, regimes also use online surveillance and control, as in China’s Great Firewall.

Weak or unreal accountability

The ruler is not answerable to the voters, a free legislature or an independent audit. Where
a parliament exists, it often approves what the ruler decides. Without accountability,
corruption and misuse of resources are easier to hide. This is a reason why many
authoritarian states are seen as less honest in their use of public money.

Legitimation by means other than free consent

Authoritarian rulers justify their rule by other claims: order and security, economic growth,
nationalism, religion, tradition or a revolutionary past. Max Weber’s types of authority,
traditional, charismatic and legal-rational, help to describe these claims. A monarchy uses
tradition, a populist leader uses charisma, and a technocratic regime may use performance.
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Co-optation of elites and the use of patronage

Rulers keep key groups loyal by giving them jobs, contracts, subsidies and privileges. The
military, business owners, ethnic leaders and bureaucrats are tied to the regime by their
gains. This lowers the cost of repression, and it is central to the work of Bueno de Mesquita
and others on the “selectorate”.

Control of the armed forces

Since the army can remove the ruler, regimes pay close attention to it. They may give
officers money and status, create separate guard units loyal to the ruler or put relatives in
command posts. Where the army itself rules, as in Pakistan and Myanmar, the question is
how to manage divisions within the military.

Personalisation and cult of the leader

In many regimes, a single leader becomes the centre of the system. Pictures, slogans, titles
and ceremonies create a cult. Stalin, Mao, Saddam Hussein and Kim Il-sung are examples.
Personalisation helps unity, but it also creates a crisis when the leader dies, which is the
problem of succession.

Limited and selective mobilisation

Classic authoritarian regimes, unlike totalitarian ones, prefer a passive population, and so
they discourage mass political activity. But many use controlled mass organisations, such as
party youth wings and unions, to show support. Mobilisation is called out when needed and
is kept under the ruler’s control.

Unclear and unreliable succession

Rules for the transfer of power are weak or are not followed. Succession may happen by
death, coup, palace plot or family transfer. This is the weakest point of many regimes,
because the fall of the ruler may bring down the system, which is why Geddes found that
regime type affects how long rule survives.
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3. Types of non-democratic regimes at a glance

Non-democratic regimes can be grouped into three families according to how much control
the ruler seeks and whether elections exist. The diagram shows the families and the types
within each. The highlighted family is the main subject of this note, the classic authoritarian
regime, which is later divided into military, single-party, personalist, monarchical and
theocratic types.

Read the diagram from left to right. The first family, totalitarian rule, aims at total control
over politics and society through ideology and terror. It includes the post-totalitarian form, in
which the terror has softened but the party and its ideology remain. The second family,
authoritarian rule, controls politics but leaves part of social life alone, and its types depend
on who holds power: the army, a party, a person, a royal family or religious leaders. The
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third family, hybrid rule, keeps elections but tilts the field so that the ruler is hard to defeat.

For examinations, the diagram is a ready base for any question on types. A student can
name each family, give its main writer (Arendt and Friedrich for the first, Linz and Geddes
for the second, Levitsky and Way and Schedler for the third), and add one example for each
type. Sections 4, 5 and 7 explain these types in detail. Students should remember that real
regimes often mix types and can move from one to another over time.

4. Totalitarian and authoritarian regimes compared

The difference between totalitarian and authoritarian rule is one of the most common
questions in the topic. Both are non-democratic, but they differ in how much of society they
try to control and in how they use ideology and mobilisation.

The totalitarian model

The idea of totalitarianism grew out of the study of Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union.
Hannah Arendt, in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), argued that these regimes were
different from old tyrannies. They did not simply seek to keep power. They wanted to
remake human beings, using ideology that claims to explain all history and terror that
destroys the space between people in which free action is possible. Her key examples were
the concentration camps and the way in which “masses” of isolated, lonely individuals were
mobilised.

Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski (1956) listed six features of the totalitarian
syndrome:

an official ideology that covers all aspects of life and points to a perfect future;

a single mass party, led by one man and usually joined with the state;

a system of terror by the secret police, directed against real and imagined enemies;

a near-complete monopoly of mass communications;

a near-complete monopoly of the means of armed combat;
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central direction and control of the economy.

The authoritarian model

Linz separated this from classic authoritarian rule in 1975. In an authoritarian regime, the
state controls politics but leaves much of society, such as the family, the church, business
and local life, to run on its own. The ruler does not need people to believe in an ideology,
and often prefers them to be passive. The regime of Franco in Spain, who used the slogan of
order and Catholic values, was his model.

Comparison

Basis Totalitarian regime Authoritarian regime

Aim Total control and remaking of
society

Control of politics, with some social freedom

Ideology Detailed, official, compulsory Vague “mentality” such as order, nation or
tradition

Mobilisation Constant, mass, compulsory Low; passivity preferred

Party One mass party that merges with
the state

Weak, absent or one of several tools

Leadership A charismatic leader, with
unlimited power

A leader or small group within vague but
predictable limits

Pluralism None Limited and controlled

Terror Widespread and ideological Selective, for political opponents

Economy and
society

Directed from the centre Mostly private, with state links

Examples Nazi Germany; Stalin’s Soviet
Union; Mao’s China

Franco’s Spain; Pinochet’s Chile; military
regimes; Gulf monarchies
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Linz and Stepan: five types

In Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation (1996), Linz and Stepan listed five
types of regime: democratic, totalitarian, post-totalitarian, authoritarian and sultanistic.

Post-totalitarian regimes are those where the terror and mass mobilisation of the early
totalitarian period have weakened, but the party and ideology remain, as in the Soviet
Union after Stalin or Eastern Europe in the 1970s and 1980s.

Sultanistic regimes are based on the personal rule of a leader, with family and friends,
without the rule of law or an ideology. Examples often given are the Duvalier family in
Haiti, Trujillo in the Dominican Republic and the Marcos regime in the Philippines.

Criticisms of the totalitarian model

Some scholars said that the model was shaped by the Cold War and treated all communist
states as the same as Nazi Germany. Later research found a lot of conflict inside Stalin’s
system, with groups of officials, regional bosses and ordinary people using the state for their
own ends. The model also does not explain how regimes change. Jeane Kirkpatrick, in an
essay of 1979, used the distinction in a different way, arguing that traditional authoritarian
regimes could change into democracies while totalitarian ones could not. Events in Eastern
Europe after 1989 weakened this claim, and her argument was also criticised for justifying
support to friendly dictators.

Why the distinction is still useful

The difference helps in classifying regimes and in studying how much control a state seeks.
It also shows that authoritarian rule can exist in many shapes, and that terror is not the only
way to rule.

5. Types of authoritarian rule

Authoritarian regimes are not all alike. A useful way to classify them is to ask who really
holds the power and how they keep it. Barbara Geddes, using a large body of data on
regimes since 1945, separated three main types: military, single-party and personalist. Later
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writers added monarchies and theocracies. The table gives a summary.

Type Who rules Main source of
strength

Main weakness Examples

Military regime Officers of the
armed forces,
often a junta

Control of arms; claim
to restore order

Splits in the army;
tends to return to
barracks

Pakistan (Ayub Khan, Zia-ul-Haq,
Musharraf); Myanmar; Argentina
1976 to 1983; Chile (Pinochet)

Single-party
regime

A ruling party
that controls the
state

Organisation,
patronage and wide
membership

Rigid; may fail to
adapt

USSR; China; Mexico under the
PRI; Vietnam; Syria under the
Ba’ath

Personalist
regime

One leader and
his circle

Personal loyalty and
control of resources

Succession crisis;
violent end

Mobutu (Zaire); Saddam Hussein
(Iraq); Gaddafi (Libya); Marcos
(Philippines)

Monarchy A ruling family Tradition, religion, oil
wealth

Succession within
the family

Saudi Arabia; Oman; Morocco;
Jordan

Theocracy or
religious
regime

Religious leaders Religious legitimacy Division between
clergy and the
public

Iran since 1979; Afghanistan
under the Taliban

Military regimes

Samuel Finer, in The Man on Horseback (1962), asked why armies, which are meant to serve
the civil government, so often take over. He pointed to the strength of the army and the
weakness of civilian political culture, which gives officers an opening when public support for
the government falls. Eric Nordlinger, in Soldiers in Politics (1977), described three kinds of
military role: the moderator (who vetoes some decisions but does not rule), the guardian

(who rules to fix the system) and the ruler (who rules for long). Military regimes usually say
that they will restore order, end corruption and hold elections. Geddes found that they are
the shortest-lived of the three types, since the officers fear that the army will split if it stays
in politics, and so they often return to the barracks.
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Single-party regimes

In a single-party regime, a party controls the state, recruits supporters, and distributes jobs
and benefits. The Chinese Communist Party, which has ruled since 1949, is the main
example of the model, and the Soviet Communist Party ruled from 1917 to 1991. Beatriz
Magaloni described Mexico under the PRI (1929 to 2000) as a “hegemonic party” regime, in
which the party won regular elections by using the state’s money. Geddes and others found
that single-party regimes are the most durable authoritarian regimes, because the party
builds a network for sharing spoils, handling succession and absorbing new groups.

Personalist regimes

In a personalist regime, the leader has taken control of the army, the party and the state,
and all rely on his favour. These regimes depend on patronage and loyalty to the ruler. They
can last long while the leader is strong, but they have no steady process for succession, and
they often end with the death or flight of the leader and a violent collapse. Mobutu in Zaire
(1965 to 1997) is a clear example, and Linz and Stepan’s “sultanistic” type is a close
relative.

Monarchies

The Gulf monarchies and a few others have lasted when many republics fell, even through
the Arab uprisings of 2011. Scholars explain this through family-based rule that shares
power among relatives, the use of oil income to give benefits to citizens, tradition and
religion as sources of legitimacy, and support from foreign powers. Michael Herb argued that
ruling families which hold all key posts in the state are more secure.

Theocratic regimes

In a theocracy, religious leaders hold final power. In Iran after the revolution of 1979, the
system built by Ayatollah Khomeini gave final authority to the Supreme Leader on the
doctrine of velayat-e faqih, rule by the Islamic jurist, while keeping elected bodies, such as
the presidency and the parliament, under the control of clerical bodies like the Guardian
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Council. Iran is therefore also described as a hybrid regime.

Mixed and changing types

In practice, regimes combine these types. China is a single-party state with a strong leader,
Egypt has been both military and personal, and Pakistan has moved between military and
civilian rule. Geddes herself noted that many regimes are hybrids of the three types, and
that the type can change over time. A good answer will give the types, and then add that
real regimes mix them.

6. How authoritarian rulers stay in power

Since the ruler cannot rely on elections for legitimacy, he must find other ways to survive.
Researchers in recent decades have studied these methods in some detail. This section
explains the main findings.

Three pillars of stability

Johannes Gerschewski, in a 2013 article, said that authoritarian rule rests on three pillars:
legitimation (winning some support or acceptance), repression (punishing those who
resist) and co-optation (tying key people to the regime by rewards). Each one works alone,
but the strongest regimes use all three, and the balance changes with time.

Pillar What it does Tools Example

Legitimation Makes people accept
or support the rule

Propaganda, nationalism, growth,
religion, ideology, a leader’s image

China’s claim to deliver
growth and national
revival

Repression Raises the cost of
opposing the ruler

Police, secret service, jail,
censorship, surveillance

East Germany’s Stasi

Co-optation Gives elites a stake
in the regime

Jobs, contracts, party posts, seats
in a legislature

Mexico under the PRI
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The dictator’s dilemma

Ronald Wintrobe, in The Political Economy of Dictatorship (1998), described a basic
dilemma. A dictator needs two things: loyalty and fear. Repression buys fear but makes the
people hide their true feelings, so he does not know what they really think. Rewards buy
loyalty but cost money. He compared four types of ruler: the tinpot (who wants only to
survive by using little repression), the tyrant (who wants power and uses much repression),
the totalitarian (who wants to change society and uses both loyalty and repression) and
the timocrat (who rules for a mission or honour, with a little repression).

The selectorate theory

Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and his colleagues, in The Logic of Political Survival (2003),
argued that every ruler depends on a small group, the winning coalition, drawn from a
larger group of people with a say, the selectorate. In a democracy, the coalition is large, so
the ruler must provide public goods such as roads and schools. In a dictatorship, the
coalition is small, so the ruler can stay in power by giving private goods, such as money and
favours, to a few key supporters. This explains why many dictators let the people suffer
while rewarding insiders.

Svolik’s two problems

Milan Svolik argued that dictators face two main threats. The first is the problem of

authoritarian control: the danger from the masses, who may rebel. The second is the
problem of authoritarian power-sharing: the danger from the allies and insiders who
may remove the ruler, because those with the power to help him also have the power to
turn on him. Most dictators are in fact removed not by the people but by insiders, through
coups and palace revolts. This is why power-sharing institutions matter.
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Institutions: parties, legislatures and elections

Older writers thought that parties and parliaments in dictatorships were only a show.
Jennifer Gandhi and Adam Przeworski found that they have real uses. A legislature or party
lets the ruler bring opponents into the system, gives them a small share in policy and spoils,
and so turns possible rebels into members. Beatriz Magaloni and others showed that
elections allow a ruler to measure support, to show strength, and to discourage challengers.
For this reason, authoritarian regimes with parties and legislatures survive longer than those
without them.

Propaganda and information

Sergei Guriev and Daniel Treisman, in Spin Dictators (2022), argued that modern autocrats
often use manipulation of information more than terror. They try to look competent and
popular, and use media control, selective news and distraction to shape what people
believe. They found that the rise of this type of regime has followed global changes in media
and the economy.

Control over the military

Coups are the largest danger. Rulers use a number of tactics, which are known as coup-

proofing: creating special guard units loyal to the ruler, placing relatives or members of a
favoured group in command, spreading intelligence agencies to spy on each other, and
paying the army well. Such steps help to keep the ruler safe but may weaken the army in
war.

Economic performance and resource wealth

Regimes that deliver growth, as in the East Asian cases, gain performance legitimacy.
Regimes with rich natural resources, such as oil, may pay for loyalty without heavy taxes,
and so face less demand for accountability. This is the rentier state argument, which links
back to the resource curse in the earlier note on democracy and modernisation.
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Authoritarian resilience

Andrew Nathan, writing on China in 2003, used the term authoritarian resilience for the
ability of the Chinese Communist Party to adapt, through regular leadership changes, ways
for citizens to complain, merit-based promotions and flexible policies. The idea changed the
earlier belief that such systems must either become democratic or collapse. Critics respond
that resilience may hide stored-up weaknesses, such as fear of reporting bad news and
succession problems.

7. Electoral and competitive authoritarianism, and hybrid
regimes

After 1990, the number of states with open dictatorship fell, but many did not become real
democracies. They became a mixture. They hold elections, have parties and newspapers,
and yet the ruler has such control that he almost never loses. Scholars call these hybrid
regimes, and they are now among the most studied topics in comparative politics.

Illiberal democracy

Fareed Zakaria, in an article of 1997, used the term illiberal democracy for regimes in
which leaders are elected, but which ignore constitutional limits and deny rights to citizens.
The idea draws attention to the difference between elections and liberal values such as the
rule of law and the protection of minorities. Critics said the term is confusing, because a
regime that denies rights and fair contest is not a democracy in any sense.

Electoral authoritarianism

Andreas Schedler used the term electoral authoritarianism for regimes in which elections
are held regularly, with several parties and voters, but the conditions are far from
democratic standards. He spoke of a “menu of manipulation” that rulers use: harassing the
opposition, controlling the media, changing electoral laws, buying votes, and, as a last
choice, stuffing ballot boxes. The regime tolerates the contest but makes sure that it cannot
lose.
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Competitive authoritarianism

Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, in a 2002 article and a 2010 book, described competitive

authoritarianism as a regime in which formal democratic institutions are widely seen as
the way to power, and opposition parties use them to compete seriously, but the ruler uses
state power so heavily that the contest is unfair. They found three features of the tilted field:

unequal access to resources: the ruler uses state funds, jobs and public companies for
his side;

unequal access to the media: state or friendly media give the ruler almost all
coverage;

unequal access to the law: courts, police and tax offices are used against rivals, and
the opposition faces harassment.

They stressed that the opposition can still win, as seen in Serbia (2000), Ukraine (2004) and
Kenya (2002), but only through a great deal of effort. They also argued that the survival of
such regimes depends on the closeness of the ties to the West and on the strength of the
ruling party’s organisation.

Typology of regimes

Type Elections Opposition Example often cited

Liberal democracy Free and fair Free, can win Norway; many established
democracies

Electoral democracy Mostly free and fair,
but weak rights or rule
of law

Free, can win Many new democracies

Competitive
authoritarianism

Held, but unfair Legal, but
harassed

Russia in the 2000s (debated);
Turkey and Venezuela in recent
years (debated)

Hegemonic electoral
authoritarianism

Held, but not
meaningful

Weak, tightly
controlled

Mexico under the PRI; Singapore
(often cited)
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Closed
authoritarianism

None or a sham Banned North Korea; Saudi Arabia

Students should note that scholars disagree on how to place particular countries, and that
all of these classifications can change as the situation in a country changes.

Democratic backsliding

Several studies, including the work of Nancy Bermeo, Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt (
How Democracies Die, 2018), and Larry Diamond on a “democratic recession”, have
described how elected governments can slowly weaken democracy from within. They do this
by packing the courts, changing electoral rules, controlling the press, and using the power of
the state against critics, all done through legal methods. Examples that are widely discussed
include Hungary, Turkey, Venezuela and Poland during some periods. Kim Lane Scheppele
has called this autocratic legalism. For students, the point is that democracy now often
ends not through a coup but through a gradual erosion by those who were elected.

Digital authoritarianism

New technology gives rulers new tools: facial recognition, mass surveillance of phones and
social media, internet shutdowns, and troll networks that spread rumours. China’s social
media controls and the “Great Firewall” are well-known examples. At the same time, the
internet has been used by citizens to organise protests, as in the Arab uprisings of 2011.
Scholars are still debating whether technology helps freedom or control more. It is a good
point to include in an answer on the present state of the field.

Why hybrid regimes matter

They break the old division between democracy and dictatorship, and show that regimes lie
along a scale. They also show that the existence of elections is not enough to say that a
country is democratic, and that one has to look at the fairness of the contest, the freedom of
the opposition and the independence of the courts and the media.
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8. Rise, breakdown and transition of authoritarian regimes

Regimes are not permanent. This section explains how authoritarian rule begins, how it ends
and what follows. It brings together some of the best-known writers on transitions.

How authoritarian rule begins

Authoritarian regimes arise in several ways. Some follow the breakdown of a democracy.
Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan, in The Breakdown of Democratic Regimes (1978), argued that
democracies fall when important leaders stop being loyal to the rules, when polarisation
grows, and when elites turn to the army or to an extremist movement. Examples are Italy
(1922), Germany (1933), Spain (1936) and Chile (1973). Others follow revolution, as in
Russia (1917) and Iran (1979), military coup, as in Pakistan (1958) and Myanmar (1962),
or independence from colonial rule under a single party, as in several African states in
the 1960s. Some are self-coups, in which an elected ruler seizes extra power.

Why regimes fall

Barbara Geddes found that, since 1945, authoritarian regimes have ended by several
routes: coups, elections that the ruler loses, popular uprisings, insurgency, the death of the
ruler, and foreign intervention. The common feature is a split in the ruling group that
opens the way for change. Milan Svolik found that most dictators are removed by insiders
and not by the people. Mass protest matters most when it leads some insiders, such as the
army, to desert the ruler. Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan, in Why Civil Resistance

Works (2011), studied campaigns from 1900 to 2006 and found that nonviolent campaigns
were more likely to succeed than violent ones, because they draw in a larger part of the
population and weaken the loyalty of the security forces.

Stages of transition: O’Donnell and Schmitter

Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter, in Transitions from Authoritarian Rule (1986),
based on Southern Europe and Latin America, said that a transition starts when the regime
splits into hardliners (who want to keep rule) and softliners (who accept some opening).
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They made a distinction between liberalisation, which gives some rights and freedoms but
keeps power, and democratisation, which allows free competition for power. A transition
often depends on pacts between regime and opposition leaders, and on a popular upsurge
that gives the opposition force.

Rustow’s model

Dankwart Rustow, in an article of 1970, argued that democracy does not come from one
cause but in stages. First, there must be a sense of national unity, so that people know to
which state they belong. Second comes a prolonged and inconclusive struggle, in which
no side wins fully. Third is a decision phase, in which leaders agree to accept diversity and
set rules. Fourth is habituation, when people and politicians get used to the rules. His
argument is that the causes of the beginning of democracy may differ from those that keep
it.

Modes of transition: Huntington

In The Third Wave (1991), Huntington listed three modes of transition, depending on who
held the power to change the regime.

Mode Who leads Example

Transformation The ruling elite leads the change Spain after Franco; Brazil; Taiwan

Replacement The opposition overthrows the regime,
which collapses

Portugal 1974; Romania 1989;
Argentina 1983

Transplacement Government and opposition act jointly, by
negotiation

Poland 1989; South Africa 1994

Waves of democratisation and reverse waves

Huntington counted three waves of democratisation and two reverse waves, during which
many democracies fell back to authoritarian rule: after 1922 (with the rise of fascism) and
from the 1960s (with military coups in Latin America and Africa). Some scholars have
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spoken of a third reverse wave from about 2006, or a “democratic recession”, though others
argue that the evidence is more mixed.

Waves of protest

The collapse of Eastern European communist regimes in 1989, the “colour revolutions” in
Serbia (2000), Georgia (2003) and Ukraine (2004), and the Arab uprisings of 2011 showed
how protests can spread across countries (the “demonstration effect”). The outcomes were
very different. Tunisia moved to a democratic system, which later weakened in 2021, while
Egypt returned to military rule, Libya and Syria saw civil war, and the Gulf monarchies
survived. Students should use these cases to show that a transition from authoritarian rule
does not automatically bring democracy.

After transition: consolidation or reversal

Linz and Stepan, in Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation (1996), said that a
democracy is consolidated when it becomes “the only game in town”, meaning that no
major group seeks to gain power by other means and that citizens accept democratic rules.
They listed five arenas of support: a free civil society, a political society (parties and
elections), the rule of law, a usable state bureaucracy and an economic society. Many
transitions stop in a grey zone. Thomas Carothers, in an article of 2002, criticised what he
called the “transition paradigm”, arguing that many countries are neither on the way to
democracy nor in full dictatorship but in a stable middle zone.

Resilience and its limits

Some authoritarian regimes, such as China, Vietnam and the Gulf monarchies, have not
changed despite growth and education, and this has challenged the simple modernisation
view. But the history of the twentieth century also shows that regimes thought to be stable,
such as the Soviet Union, the Shah’s Iran and Suharto’s Indonesia, collapsed quickly, often
unexpectedly. It is hard to predict the timing of regime change, which is a key lesson in the
study.
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9. Case studies of authoritarian rule

Examiners like answers that illustrate theory with cases. The table gives a short set that
covers each type. Students should learn at least four cases well, one totalitarian, one
military, one single-party and one hybrid or monarchical.

Case Type Period Main features End or present state

Nazi
Germany

Totalitarian,
personalist

1933 to 1945 Hitler’s rule under the Enabling
Act of 1933; one-party state;
racial ideology; Gestapo and
camps

Ended by defeat in the
Second World War

Soviet Union
under Stalin

Totalitarian,
single-party

1920s to 1953 Party-state; command economy;
the Great Terror of 1937 to 1938;
Gulag

Post-totalitarian after
Stalin; collapsed in 1991

Franco’s
Spain

Authoritarian
(Linz’s model)

1939 to 1975 Limited pluralism; Catholic and
conservative mentality; low
mobilisation

Transition after Franco’s
death, led by the elite

Pinochet’s
Chile

Military,
bureaucratic-
authoritarian

1973 to 1990 Coup against Allende; repression;
market reforms; 1980
constitution

Pinochet lost the
plebiscite of 1988 and
power was transferred in
1990

China Single-party, post-
totalitarian

1949 to present Communist Party rule; market
reforms since 1978; strong
control of media

Continues; term limits for
the president removed in
2018

Singapore Dominant-party,
hybrid

1959 to present People’s Action Party; high
growth; strict laws; elections with
an unlevel field

Continues; a debated
case

Pakistan Military and civil
alternation

Coups in 1958,
1977, 1999

Army as a guardian; martial law;
weak parties

Civilian rule since 2008,
with the army still
influential

Myanmar
(Burma)

Military 1962 to 2011;
again from 2021

Ne Win’s coup in 1962; isolation;
a period of opening 2011 to 2021

Military took power again
in the coup of February
2021

Iran Theocratic, hybrid 1979 to present Supreme Leader; elected bodies
under clerical control

Continues

Saudi Arabia Monarchy 1932 to present Rule by the royal family; oil
wealth; no elected national
legislature

Continues
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Egypt Military,
personalist

1952 to present,
with a break
2011 to 2013

Nasser, Sadat, Mubarak; uprising
of 2011; return to military-
backed rule in 2013

Continues

Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union

Both were central cases for Arendt and for Friedrich and Brzezinski. In Germany, Hitler used
a legal route to power in 1933, then the Enabling Act, the Reichstag fire decree and the
banning of parties to create a one-party state. Ideology, terror and mobilisation were
extreme, and they led to war and the Holocaust. In the Soviet Union, the party-state
controlled the economy, and the terror of the 1930s killed or jailed millions, including many
party members. After Stalin’s death in 1953, the terror was cut back and the regime became
post-totalitarian.

Franco’s Spain

Franco won the civil war in 1939 and ruled until his death in 1975. Linz used it as the model
of the authoritarian regime. Different groups, such as the army, the Catholic Church, the
Falange party and business, shared power under Franco, so there was limited pluralism.
There was no strong ideology, but a mentality of order and Catholic nationalism, and the
population was mostly kept passive. After his death, Spain moved to democracy through
negotiated reform led by elites, which is why it is called a case of transformation.

Pinochet’s Chile and the military

In 1973, General Augusto Pinochet overthrew the elected socialist president Salvador
Allende. The regime killed or disappeared thousands of opponents and used a team of
economists, known as the “Chicago Boys”, to introduce free market reforms. Pinochet gave
Chile a constitution in 1980 and called a plebiscite in 1988 to extend his rule, but he lost,
and he gave way. It shows both the power of an institutionalised military regime and the
way in which rules that the dictator himself set can become a route to transition.
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China

The Chinese Communist Party has ruled since 1949. After 1978, under Deng Xiaoping, it
opened the economy, but kept political control, which was shown in the crackdown on the
Tiananmen protests of 1989. The party has stressed economic performance, nationalism
and a system of regular promotions and retirement. In 2018, the limit of two terms for the
presidency was removed. Scholars debate whether the system is resilient or is storing up
risks, and whether growth will push it to change.

Pakistan and Myanmar

Both are examples of the military as a guardian. In Pakistan, the army has ruled directly for
more than thirty years since independence, and remains powerful when civilians are in
office. In Myanmar, the military ruled from 1962, introduced a limited opening after 2011,
and took power again in February 2021 after an election that its party lost. These cases
show how a strong army, weak civilian institutions and ethnic conflict can keep a state in a
cycle of coups and elections.

Other cases

The Gulf monarchies show how oil income and family rule can last. Singapore shows high
growth and strong order under a dominant party. Egypt shows how an uprising can remove
a ruler, and yet the army, as the strongest institution, can return to power.

10. Authoritarianism, development and the Indian
experience

Two questions follow from the study of authoritarian rule. Does dictatorship help economic
growth? And what has India’s own experience with authoritarian rule been? This section
takes up both.

Page 27 of 43



Do dictatorships grow faster?

Some leaders and writers have argued that poor countries need firm rule to grow. The case
for this is often made from the examples of Singapore, South Korea under Park Chung-hee,
Taiwan and China. The case against is just as strong. The evidence is mixed, as the table
shows.

View Writers Argument

Authoritarian rule
helps growth

Lee Kuan Yew (as an argument for
“Asian values” and order); some
developmental-state writers

A strong state can control
consumption, direct investment and
avoid the delays of politics

No clear
difference on
average

Przeworski and Limongi (1993) Dictatorships do not grow faster on
average, but their results vary widely

Stationary-bandit
argument

Mancur Olson, Power and Prosperity

(2000)
A long-serving ruler has an interest in
the prosperity of those he taxes,
unlike a roving bandit

Democracy helps
growth

Amartya Sen; Acemoglu, Naidu,
Restrepo and Robinson (2019)

Freedom and accountability prevent
disasters, and democracy raises
growth over the long run

Przeworski and Limongi pointed out that for every Singapore there is a dictator who ruined
his country, such as Mobutu in Zaire. Authoritarian rulers have a larger spread of outcomes,
because there are fewer checks to stop bad policy. Sen added that a free press and open
politics prevent famines, because rulers have to answer to the public. The reasonable
conclusion is that regime type alone does not decide growth, and that institutions, the
quality of the state and the aims of the rulers matter more.

India’s Emergency, 1975 to 1977

India has been a democracy since 1950, but it had one clear period of authoritarian rule. On
25 June 1975, President Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed, on the advice of Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi, declared a national Emergency under Article 352 on the ground of “internal
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disturbance”. It lasted until 21 March 1977.

Background. In June 1975, the Allahabad High Court found Mrs Gandhi guilty of electoral
malpractice in her 1971 election and set aside her election to the Lok Sabha (State of Uttar

Pradesh v. Raj Narain, decided in 1975). The movement led by Jayaprakash Narayan, which
demanded her resignation and a “total revolution”, was growing. The Emergency was
declared soon after.

What happened.

The right to move the courts to enforce fundamental rights such as those in Articles 14,
21 and 22 was suspended by presidential orders under Article 359.

The press was censored, and many opposition leaders and activists were jailed under the
Maintenance of Internal Security Act (MISA).

In ADM Jabalpur v. Shivkant Shukla (1976), the Supreme Court held by a majority that
during the Emergency a detained person could not go to court to challenge the detention.
This judgment is seen as one of the lowest points for the Court, and the Court itself later
said that it was wrongly decided (in the privacy judgment of 2017).

The 42nd Amendment (1976) made wide changes in the Constitution, including the
words “socialist” and “secular” in the Preamble, and tried to limit judicial review of
constitutional amendments.

A forced sterilisation drive and slum clearance in several places caused much hardship.

End and lessons. Mrs Gandhi called an election in March 1977, and the Congress lost
heavily, with the Janata Party forming the first non-Congress government at the Centre. The
44th Amendment (1978) tried to prevent a repeat. It replaced “internal disturbance” by
“armed rebellion” as a ground for Emergency, required the written recommendation of the
Cabinet and the approval of Parliament by a two-thirds majority, and made sure that the
rights to life and liberty (Article 21) could not be suspended. In Minerva Mills (1980) and
Maneka Gandhi (1978), the Supreme Court strengthened the basic structure doctrine and
the meaning of liberty.
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Students can use the Emergency in several ways: as an example of the constitutional route
to authoritarian rule (a legal declaration), as a test of institutions (the press, courts and
parties) and as a proof of the strength of Indian democracy, since voters removed the ruler
through an election.

Other areas of debate

Some constitutional provisions and laws are discussed in this context, such as the use of
Article 356 (President’s Rule), which the Court limited in S. R. Bommai v. Union of India

(1994), and preventive detention and security laws. Scholars and courts disagree about how
far these laws are necessary, and students should present both sides with care. More recent
debates in India and abroad about freedom of the press, the independence of institutions
and the treatment of dissent are part of the wider discussion on democratic backsliding.
International indices have given India lower ratings in recent years, which the Indian
government and some scholars dispute. A good answer should state the debate and cite
specific sources.

India’s neighbours

The region shows many forms of authoritarian rule. Pakistan has been through military rule
under Ayub Khan, Zia-ul-Haq and Pervez Musharraf. Bangladesh had military rule between
1975 and 1990, and has had periods of dominant-party rule. Myanmar has seen long
military rule. Nepal’s king took direct power in 2005 and the monarchy was ended in 2008.
Sri Lanka and the Maldives have seen strong executive presidents. This comparison helps
students to explain why democracy in India has been more stable: reasons often given
include the nationalist movement’s democratic commitment, a professional army under
civilian control, a federal structure, and the early adoption of the Constitution and elections.
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11. Importance and limitations of the study of
authoritarian regimes

This section looks at why students study authoritarian regimes and where the existing
theories fall short.

Importance

It shows what democracy is by contrast. One understands accountability, rights and
the rule of law better by studying systems that lack them.

It covers much of the world. A large part of humanity has lived, and lives, under non-
democratic rule, so a study of politics that left them out would be incomplete.

It explains how rulers stay in power. Ideas such as co-optation, repression, the
selectorate and coup-proofing explain why some leaders last for decades.

It helps in understanding transitions. The work of O’Donnell, Schmitter, Rustow and
Huntington explains how regimes fall and what follows, which is vital for policy on
democracy support.

It refines the idea of regime types. The distinctions among totalitarian, authoritarian,
sultanistic and hybrid regimes allow more exact comparison than the simple pair of
democracy and dictatorship.

It explains breakdowns of democracy. The study of how elected leaders erode
democracy helps in recognising the warning signs, which is a key concern today.

It links with other topics. Modernisation, political culture, civil-military relations, the
state and democratisation all connect with authoritarianism.

It guides foreign policy and development aid. Governments and international
agencies must decide how to deal with authoritarian states, on trade, security and human
rights.

It throws light on the Indian experience. The Emergency and the comparison with
neighbours help in understanding the strengths and weaknesses of Indian democracy.
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It teaches the use of cases and data. The literature uses comparative cases, large
data sets and formal models, and so is a good field to learn methods.

It supports civic awareness. Knowing how authoritarianism works helps citizens
defend freedoms in their own country.

Limitations

Classification is disputed. Scholars disagree on where to place countries such as
Singapore, Russia, Turkey or Hungary, and the labels themselves are debated.

Early models were shaped by the Cold War. The totalitarian model grouped different
regimes together and had a political purpose in the contest with the Soviet Union.

Information is poor. Authoritarian regimes hide data, silence critics and falsify
numbers, so research has to rely on limited and sometimes unreliable evidence.

Hard to predict collapse. The fall of the Soviet Union, the Shah of Iran and the Arab
regimes in 2011 surprised most experts.

Over-focus on elites. Many studies concentrate on rulers and ignore the experience of
ordinary people, resistance and everyday forms of consent.

The risk of a fixed idea of resilience. Writers who stressed the stability of
authoritarian rule were sometimes surprised by sudden breakdown, so the idea of
resilience must be used with care.

Western bias. Most concepts come from Western scholarship, and some argue that they
do not capture local forms of rule or the reasons for public support.

Variation within types. The label “military” or “single-party” hides large differences
between countries, such as between Pakistan and Myanmar, or between China and
Vietnam.

Measurement problems. Indices such as Polity, Freedom House and V-Dem differ in
definitions and methods, so a country can be classified differently.

Causes and effects are mixed. It is hard to tell whether poverty causes dictatorship or
dictatorship causes poverty, and the evidence on growth is mixed.
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Moral questions. Study of the working of authoritarian rule can sound neutral, while the
human costs of repression are very large, and students should not lose sight of these.

Illustrations from the world and India

Case What it shows

Nazi Germany A totalitarian regime reached through legal means and driven by
ideology and terror

Soviet Union, before and after
Stalin

The move from totalitarian to post-totalitarian rule

Franco’s Spain Linz’s model of an authoritarian regime with limited pluralism

Pinochet’s Chile A military regime that lost its own plebiscite

Mexico under the PRI A hegemonic party that survived by patronage and managed
elections

China Authoritarian resilience under a single party

Gulf monarchies Family rule and oil income

Russia, Turkey and Hungary
(debated)

Competitive authoritarianism and democratic backsliding

Pakistan and Myanmar The military as a guardian and a cycle of coups

India, 1975 to 1977 A legal route to emergency rule and its reversal by voters

12. Using this topic in examinations

What each examination expects

Examination Typical question What to give

UG university
papers

What is an authoritarian regime? State
its features

Meaning, features, one or two
examples, simple types
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PG university
papers

Distinguish between totalitarian and
authoritarian regimes. Discuss military
rule

Linz, Arendt, Friedrich and Brzezinski,
comparison table, Geddes’s types

OPSC (OAS, OCS) The Emergency of 1975 to 1977. Military
rule in Pakistan

Facts, constitutional provisions,
lessons, regional comparison

UPSC (Civil
Services)

“Democratic backsliding often comes
through legal means.” Discuss

Concept, cases, Indian debate, a
balanced and cautious end

UGC NET Political
Science

Linz’s definition. Levitsky and Way.
Selectorate theory. Modes of transition

Exact names, works, years and
concepts, set out precisely

Practice questions

1. Define an authoritarian regime and explain its main features.

2. Distinguish between totalitarian and authoritarian regimes with examples.

3. Examine Geddes’s typology of authoritarian regimes. Which type lasts longest, and why?

4. How do authoritarian rulers maintain themselves in power? Discuss the pillars of
legitimation, repression and co-optation.

5. What is competitive authoritarianism? How does it differ from electoral democracy?

6. Discuss the modes and stages of transition from authoritarian rule, with reference to
O’Donnell and Schmitter and Huntington.

7. Examine the causes, features and lessons of the Emergency of 1975 to 1977 in India.

Structured answer outline

Take question 2 as the example: “Distinguish between totalitarian and authoritarian
regimes.”

Introduction: say that both are non-democratic, give Arendt’s and Linz’s contributions in
one line, and state that they differ in the extent of control.

Body: give the six features of Friedrich and Brzezinski, and Linz’s four features of
authoritarian rule; set out a comparison on ideology, mobilisation, party, terror, pluralism
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and society; add examples (Nazi Germany, Stalin’s USSR; Franco’s Spain, military
regimes); mention Linz and Stepan’s post-totalitarian and sultanistic types.

Conclusion: say that the distinction is useful but not rigid, since regimes change, and
add the criticism of the totalitarian model.

Sample answer (about 200 words)

Introduction. Both totalitarian and authoritarian regimes deny free competition for power,
but they differ in how far they control society. Hannah Arendt studied totalitarianism in Nazi
Germany and Stalin’s Russia, while Juan Linz defined authoritarianism through the case of
Franco’s Spain.

Body. Friedrich and Brzezinski described totalitarian rule through six features: an official
ideology, a single mass party under one leader, terror, control of media, control of arms and
a directed economy. The regime tries to remake society and keeps people mobilised.

Linz said that an authoritarian regime has limited pluralism, no guiding ideology but a
general mentality, little mobilisation, and a leader who exercises power within vague but
predictable limits. Business, the church and local life are left alone as long as they do not
challenge the ruler.

Thus totalitarian rule is total in aim, ideological and mobilising, while authoritarian rule is
limited, practical and prefers a passive population. Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union
under Stalin are totalitarian examples. Franco’s Spain, Pinochet’s Chile and the Gulf
monarchies are authoritarian examples. Linz and Stepan added the post-totalitarian type,
such as the Soviet Union after Stalin, and the sultanistic type of personal rule.

Conclusion. The distinction helps in classifying regimes, but it is not fixed, because regimes
change over time, and the totalitarian model has been criticised for its Cold War setting.

Quick check

Can you list the six features of Friedrich and Brzezinski and the four features of Linz?
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Can you name Geddes’s three types and one example of each?

Can you explain the three pillars of stability and the dictator’s dilemma?

Can you state the difference between liberalisation and democratisation?

Can you give five facts on the Emergency, with the Article numbers?

Common mistakes

Using “authoritarian” and “totalitarian” as if they meant the same.

Attributing the six features to Linz, or Linz’s four features to Friedrich and Brzezinski.

Saying that all authoritarian regimes have no elections, without mentioning electoral and
competitive authoritarianism.

Giving the Emergency only as a story, without the Article numbers, the court cases and
the 42nd and 44th Amendments.

Naming present governments as dictatorships without any source or index, instead of
presenting the scholarly debate.

Giving cases without a link to a theory.

Ending without a conclusion.

13. Critical analysis

Four questions help a student to judge the study of authoritarian regimes fairly. A PG or
UPSC answer should be ready to discuss each.

Is the line between democracy and authoritarianism sharp?

The older view drew a clear line, but the study of hybrid regimes has shown a long scale.
Elections, parties and courts may exist in a regime where the ruler cannot lose. For this
reason, many scholars now judge regimes on several measures, such as the fairness of
elections, the freedom of the opposition and the independence of the courts and media, and
not on a single test. The cost is that countries can be placed differently by different indices,
which is why the labels should be used with care.
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Are authoritarian regimes stable or fragile?

Two views exist. One, from the work on resilience, says that regimes with parties,
legislatures and flexible policies can last for decades. The other, from the history of sudden
collapses, says that their stability is often a surface and hides fear and false information.
Both have truth. Regimes that fail to manage the succession, the army and the economy are
fragile, while those with strong institutions can adapt. The study cannot predict timing,
which shows the limits of theory.

Do institutions in dictatorships have real effects?

Research by Gandhi, Przeworski and Magaloni shows that parties, legislatures and elections
are not just decoration, since they help to co-opt elites, to collect information and to show
strength. Yet it is also true that they do not make the regime a democracy, because the
ruler writes the rules. A fair answer should say that institutions change how authoritarian
rule works but not what it is.

What does the Indian case teach?

India shows both the risk and the strength of democracy. The Emergency was declared
through a constitutional provision, and institutions such as the courts and the press gave
way for a time. Yet the same Constitution, the voters and the opposition brought it to an end
within 21 months, and the 44th Amendment added safeguards. India’s experience supports
the view that democracy needs strong institutions and active citizens, and that formal rules
alone are not enough. Present-day debates about the freedom of institutions and the press
are best discussed with specific evidence and with both the critics’ and the government’s
views.

Model concluding paragraph

Authoritarian regimes are many-sided and cannot be reduced to a single type. Totalitarian
rule sought total control through ideology and terror, classic authoritarian rule limited its
control to politics, and modern hybrid rule keeps the form of elections while tilting the field.
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Rulers stay in power through legitimation, repression and co-optation, and they fall mostly
when the ruling group splits and the army or the elite withdraws support. The study shows
that elections alone do not make a democracy, and that the quality of institutions, the
freedom of the opposition and the vigilance of citizens decide whether power remains
accountable. India’s own record, with the Emergency and its reversal, is a reminder of both
the danger and the strength of a constitutional democracy.

14. UGC NET: authors, books and a revision tip

UGC NET asks for names, works and ideas. The table gives the usual set for this topic. Check
each year and title against the book itself before using it in a written answer.

Author Work and year Main idea

Hannah Arendt The Origins of Totalitarianism, 1951 Totalitarianism, terror, ideology,
loneliness of the masses

Carl Friedrich and
Zbigniew Brzezinski

Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy,
1956

Six features of the totalitarian
syndrome

Robert Dahl Polyarchy, 1971 Contestation and inclusion; closed
hegemonies

Juan Linz Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes,
1975

Definition of authoritarian regime;
limited pluralism

Juan Linz and Alfred
Stepan

The Breakdown of Democratic Regimes,
1978

How democracies fall

Juan Linz and Alfred
Stepan

Problems of Democratic Transition and
Consolidation, 1996

Five regime types; consolidation

Guillermo O’Donnell Modernization and Bureaucratic-
Authoritarianism, 1973

Military rule in advanced Latin
American economies

O’Donnell and
Schmitter

Transitions from Authoritarian Rule,
1986

Hardliners and softliners;
liberalisation and democratisation

Dankwart Rustow Transitions to Democracy (article), 1970 Four stages of democratisation
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Samuel Huntington The Third Wave, 1991 Waves; modes of transition

Ronald Wintrobe The Political Economy of Dictatorship,
1998

The dictator’s dilemma; four types
of ruler

Bueno de Mesquita
and others

The Logic of Political Survival, 2003 Selectorate and winning coalition

Barbara Geddes Paradigms and Sand Castles, 2003 Personalist, military and single-
party regimes

Levitsky and Way Competitive Authoritarianism, 2010 Hybrid regimes; the uneven
playing field

Andreas Schedler The Politics of Uncertainty, 2013 Electoral authoritarianism

Milan Svolik The Politics of Authoritarian Rule, 2012 Problems of control and power-
sharing

Gandhi and
Przeworski

Cooperation, Cooptation and Rebellion
under Dictatorships (article), 2006

Role of legislatures and parties in
dictatorships

Samuel Finer The Man on Horseback, 1962 Military intervention in politics

Eric Nordlinger Soldiers in Politics, 1977 Moderator, guardian and ruler
roles

Andrew Nathan Authoritarian Resilience (article), 2003 Adaptability of the Chinese regime

Revision tip

Learn the topic in four groups. First, the classical models: Arendt, Friedrich and Brzezinski,
Linz. Second, the types and working of rule: Geddes, Finer and Nordlinger, Wintrobe,
Bueno de Mesquita, Svolik, Gandhi and Przeworski. Third, the hybrid regimes: Zakaria,
Schedler, Levitsky and Way, Levitsky and Ziblatt. Fourth, the transitions: Rustow,
O’Donnell and Schmitter, Huntington, Linz and Stepan. Then add the Indian facts on the
Emergency. Make a card for each with the book, the year and one idea.
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15. Key takeaways, sources, books, FAQ and related topics

Key takeaways

An authoritarian regime concentrates power in a person or small group and lacks free and
fair competition and real accountability. Przeworski’s test is whether the ruling party can
lose an election and leave office.

Linz defined authoritarian rule by limited pluralism, a mentality rather than an ideology,
low mobilisation and a leader within vague limits. Totalitarian rule (Arendt; Friedrich and
Brzezinski) seeks total control through ideology, terror and mobilisation.

Geddes’s types: military, single-party and personalist; monarchies and theocracies are
added by others. Single-party regimes tend to last longest, and military regimes the
shortest.

Rulers survive through legitimation, repression and co-optation, helped by institutions,
propaganda and control of the army. Dictators are mostly removed by insiders, not the
masses.

Hybrid regimes hold elections that are not fair: electoral authoritarianism (Schedler) and
competitive authoritarianism (Levitsky and Way). Democratic backsliding occurs by legal
means.

Transitions: hardliners and softliners, liberalisation and democratisation (O’Donnell and
Schmitter); Rustow’s four stages; Huntington’s modes. Transitions do not guarantee
consolidation.

India’s Emergency (25 June 1975 to 21 March 1977, Article 352) was ended by the voters,
and the 44th Amendment added safeguards.

Official and primary sources

For Indian provisions and cases, use official sources. For regime data, use well-known
indices, and note that their methods differ.

Constitution of India, Legislative Department
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Supreme Court of India

Sansad (Parliament of India)

Election Commission of India

Freedom House: Freedom in the World

V-Dem Institute

Polity Project, Center for Systemic Peace

UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights

Twenty books for further reading

1. Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951).

2. Carl J. Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski, Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy (1956).

3. Juan J. Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes (2000 edition of the 1975 essay).

4. Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation

(1996).

5. Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan (eds.), The Breakdown of Democratic Regimes (1978).

6. Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe C. Schmitter, Transitions from Authoritarian Rule:

Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies (1986).

7. Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century

(1991).

8. Barbara Geddes, Joseph Wright and Erica Frantz, How Dictatorships Work (2018).

9. Ronald Wintrobe, The Political Economy of Dictatorship (1998).

10. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and others, The Logic of Political Survival (2003).

11. Milan W. Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule (2012).

12. Steven Levitsky and Lucan A. Way, Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after

the Cold War (2010).

13. Andreas Schedler, The Politics of Uncertainty: Sustaining and Subverting Electoral

Authoritarianism (2013).
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14. Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, How Democracies Die (2018).

15. Sergei Guriev and Daniel Treisman, Spin Dictators: The Changing Face of Tyranny in the

21st Century (2022).

16. Samuel E. Finer, The Man on Horseback: The Role of the Military in Politics (1962).

17. Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works (2011).

18. Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition (1971).

19. Mancur Olson, Power and Prosperity (2000).

20. Bipan Chandra, Aditya Mukherjee and Mridula Mukherjee, India Since Independence

(2008 edition).

Editions and publishers change, so check the details with your library before citing.

Editorial note

This note is written for students and teachers by PoliPrepHub. It has been prepared from
standard textbooks, academic works and official sources, but laws, case details and country
classifications can change. If you find an error or want to suggest an improvement, please
contact us. Please also read our disclaimer.

Frequently asked questions

What is an authoritarian regime? It is a system in which power is held by a person or a
small group who are not made accountable through free and fair elections, and where rights
and opposition are limited.

What is the difference between totalitarian and authoritarian regimes? Totalitarian
regimes aim at total control of society through ideology, terror and mass mobilisation.
Authoritarian regimes control politics but leave much of social life alone and prefer a passive
population.

How did Linz define an authoritarian regime? He described it as a system with limited
political pluralism, no guiding ideology but distinct mentalities, little mobilisation and a
leader exercising power within vague but predictable limits.
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What are the types of authoritarian regimes according to Geddes? Military, single-
party and personalist regimes.

What is competitive authoritarianism? It is a hybrid regime, described by Levitsky and
Way, in which elections are held and the opposition can compete, but the ruler uses state
power to tilt the field.

What was the Emergency in India? It was a period from 25 June 1975 to 21 March 1977,
declared under Article 352, in which rights were suspended, the press was censored and
many opponents were detained.

Which thinkers should I remember for UGC NET? Arendt, Friedrich and Brzezinski, Linz,
Geddes, Wintrobe, Bueno de Mesquita, Svolik, Levitsky and Way, Schedler, O’Donnell and
Schmitter, Rustow and Huntington.
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