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Abstract 

This paper is a comparative analysis of the current problems pertaining to authoritarian 
regimes, legitimacy and political development. I will begin with a brief survey of the 
main types of justification for authoritarian rule. Then, I proceed to a comparative 
analysis by elaborating and contrasting different theories and histories regarding the 
legitimacy of authoritarian regimes. This comparative perspective allows for the 
identification of fundamental differences in the respective patterns of cooperation and 
conflict at the domestic and international levels. 
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Time is on the side of democracy... History does not move forward in a straight 
line, but when skilled and determined leaders push, it does move forward. 

Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave, 1991, p. 316. 

In this paper I will argue that authoritarian regimes are becoming more sophisticated in 
their rhetoric and language, but they clearly remain undemocratic and potentially a 
threat to world stability. In the past it was tradition, religion, the divine right of kings 
and social deference that provided legitimation for political elites and rulers. Following 
the 18th century Age of Enlightenment in Europe these traditional arguments for an 
authoritarian style of control began to lose their credibility. In our contemporary times 
authoritarianism has been justified by nationalist leaders (Franco in Spain) and by both 
extreme left-wing (the USSR) and right-wing ideologies (Pinochet in Chile). Yet, 
nondemocratic rule depends in large part upon the existence of a credible enemy, be it 
external or internal. As a popular force of mobilisation, nationalism can also be used by 
political elites for the legitimation of their authoritarian rule. Ideology is used in a 
similar way for the authoritarian rule, as was the case with Marxism-Leninism. It 
provided the Communist Party with an excuse for one-party dictatorship and rule by a 
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small bureaucratic elite.1 

After the Second World War people in most western countries came to accept, if 
not to implement, the rhetoric and ideas of democracy. Even those countries whose 
actions were clearly antidemocratic often justified their actions through democratic 
values. An interesting contemporary case of this was Qadhafi’s Libya. Coming to power 
in 1969 Muammar al-Qadhafi initiated the so-called era of jamahiriya—the practice of 
direct democracy. The political theory of Qadhafi as pronounced in his Green Book, 
which deals with the issue of democracy (‘Third Universal Theory’), was proclaimed to 
be the driving force behind the jamahiriya experiment. Libya was officially renamed as 
the Socialist People’s Libyan Arab Jamahiriya. In essence, the ‘Third Universal Theory’ 
in its political expression was supposed to be an organisational arrangement by which 
jamahiriya, direct democracy, was to be exercised.2 In practice, Qadhafi’s Libya was a 
sultanistic style of dictatorship: Qadhafi created, dismantled and re-created chains of 
commands and security structures at will. His sons were emerging as possible dynastic 
successors, and core security posts were in the hands of relatives. It took a civil war and 
massive help for the rebels in the form of a western-led aerial bombing campaign to 
topple him.3 In Cuba, which is an example of charismatic authoritarianism, Fidel Castro 
is the popular symbol of the socialist revolution. The Cuban leadership and Castro in 
particular were seen as ‘blessed and protected by the larger historical movement’ of 
which the revolution was a part. Castro’s famous speech, ending ‘condemn me, it 
doesn’t matter. History will absolve me’, was an articulation of this idea.4 However, the 
failure of the ‘historical movement’ and the loss of revolutionary energy have posed a 
real threat to the Castro regime.5 Thus, the legitimacy problems of the authoritarian 
regimes have varied with the nature of the regime. Ideology and nationalism are jointly 
used for strengthening the regimes.  

Before 1991, the communist Eastern European countries marginalised and 
subordinated ethnic and political nationalism because it had the potential to cause 
social instability and resistance to Moscow.6 The critical weakness that eventually 
toppled apparently strong authoritarian regimes, such as the USSR, was a failure of 
political and economic legitimacy. And in the case of the USSR, the failure to mobilise 
people around a core concept of a utopian society when their economic lives were 
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University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), p. 46. 
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Studies, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Jun. 1980), (Cambridge University Press), pp. 181-6.  
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inferior to those in the capitalist west was also a weakness. 

Legitimacy is not a right in an absolute sense; it is a relative concept that exists in 
people's subjective perception. All regimes which are capable of effective action must be 
based on some principle of legitimacy. There is no such thing as a dictator who rules 
purely by force.7 When we speak of a crisis of legitimacy in an authoritarian system it 
refers to a crisis involving elites whose social, economic, political, ideological and 
cultural vision has failed or else weakened to make it unviable. In the USSR, the 
Communist Party failed to improve the economic lives of the masses, especially during 
the period 1970 to 1991, and could no longer hide the fact that life in the west was 
materially better, thus creating legitimacy crisis for the regime that perestroika and 
glasnost alone could not resolve. 

One useful perspective comes from cultural studies, especially the concepts of 
hegemony and popular authoritarianism by Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937). He 
postulated the categories of consent and coercion.  Gramsci writes:  

The State is the entire complex of practical and theoretical activities with which the 
ruling class not only justifies and maintains its dominance, but manages to win the 
active consent of those over whom it rules… The State does have and request 
consent, but it also ‘educates’ this consent, by means of the political and syndical 
associations; these, however, are private organisms, left to the private initiative of 
the ruling class… Coercion has therefore to be ingeniously combined with 
persuasion and consent.8  

Moreover, Gramsci distinguished between this outer ditch of coercion and an inner 
ditch of consensus and commonsense. To the extent that there is consensus, it becomes 
unnecessary to mobilise repressive state apparatuses to control society; political 
alternatives are sufficiently de-legitimised through the moulding of a commonsense.9  

Since the one-party authoritarian state seems to be the norm in most of the 
Middle East, only politicised Islam has been able to provide the alienated Muslim 
masses with an oppositional voice capable of articulating their political and social 
grievances against state/regime power structures and elites. In applying Gramsci to the 
phenomenon of political Islam some scholars consider the utilisation of Islam (through 
which revolutionary activity might occur) as an instrument of political protest to de-
legitimise the hegemonic powers at both the domestic and international levels.10  

The absence of legitimate authority means that when an authoritarian 
government experiences policy failure, there is no higher principle to which the regime 
could appeal. All governments, democratic and authoritarian, have their ups and 
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downs; but only governments with ‘legitimacy reserve’ are able to survive in times of 
crisis.11 This was the case with the ‘Arab Spring’ revolutions. 

The contemporary problems of democracy in the world, and its ability to deal 
with future challenges, can only be understood in the context of the world system. 
China is an example of an authoritarian regime that challenges western hegemony in 
economics and politics. Fukuyama says ‘a rising China will be an immense problem for 
the international system’.12 Today Russia and China offer themselves as alternative 
models, showing off a combination of authoritarianism and modernisation and offer a 
clear challenge to western liberal democracies. They seem to have plenty of imitators 
(Iran and Venezuela). In 1989 Fukuyama wrote an essay entitled ‘The End of History?’ 
where he argued that liberal ideas had conclusively triumphed at the end of the Cold 
War. But today some scholars have suggested that we are now witnessing a return to 
the Cold War, ‘the return of History’.13  

Yet, China’s development model works well only in those parts of East Asia that 
share certain traditional Chinese cultural values. Chinese values emphasise the group 
over the individual, authority over liberty and responsibilities over rights. Harmony 
and cooperation are preferred over disagreement and competition. The conflict of ideas, 
groups and parties as we know of in the west is viewed as dangerous and destabilising. 
There are no legitimate grounds for limiting the government’s power because power 
and morality are identical.14 That legacy lives on with the leaders of South Korea, 
Singapore and China.  

Today's authoritarian regimes are in actual fact undermining democracy. The 
new class of autocrats poses the most serious challenge to the emergence of an 
international system based on the rule of law, human rights and open expression. The 
new authoritarians also shape international values and views through sophisticated and 
well-funded global media enterprises, and they have adapted their traditional coercive 
mechanisms with more subtle methods. Thus, today’s undemocratic governments are 
smarter and more sophisticated than ever before. Political discourse is managed, rather 
than blatantly dictated, through the selective suppression or reshaping of news and 
public information.15 In one-party systems, such as China and North Korea, the 
ideology of the party defines the identity of the state. Hence, any opposition to the 
authoritarian regime need to establish some other identity for the masses to coalesce 
around, as it happened in case of USSR and Eastern European before 1992 with cultural 
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nationalism.16  

Since the end of the Cold War, supporting the diffusion of democratic values and 
practices around the world has become a priority of many western governmental and 
nongovernmental actors. And the democratisation of the post-communist Eastern 
European countries was successful in part because Washington and European Union 
wished it so. European Union membership has also functioned to inspire democratic 
changes in a number of states. Some of the Eastern European members of the union 
(Poland, Lithuania and Slovakia) began investing in the democratisation after 
independence in 1991.17 

However, the phenomenon of ‘electoral authoritarianism’ or ‘pseudo-democracy’ 
resonates with the contemporary era, in which democracy is the only broadly legitimate 
regime form, and regimes have felt unprecedented pressure (international and 
domestic) to adopt or at least to mimic the western democratic form. Virtually all 
hybrid regimes in the world today are quite deliberately pseudo-democratic, in that the 
existence of formally democratic political institutions, such as multiparty electoral 
competition, mask (often, in part, to legitimate) the reality of authoritarian 
domination.18 The term ‘electoral authoritarianism’ describes regimes that hold 
elections but are in the grip of an authoritarian leader, like Vladimir Putin’s Russia.19  

Selecting rulers through elections is the heart of democracy, and democracy is 
real only if rulers are willing to give up power as a result of elections. Indeed, when 
things go wrong, you change the rulers, not the regime.20 Many scholars view 
authoritarian elections as an institutional tool that dictators can use to co-opt elites, 
party members or larger groups within society. For dictators, elections may be the most 
expedient way to spread the spoils of office broadly among members of the elite. 
Elections also serve to co-opt the opposition. We can say autocracies with elections are 
more durable and legitimate than those without them. Finally, elections help autocrats 
establish legitimacy at home or abroad. Elections may be manipulated, and of limited 
political influence, but they can nevertheless signal to domestic and international 
audiences that the regime is, or is in the process of becoming, ‘electoral authoritarian’. 
By allowing for multiparty elections, electoral authoritarian regimes establish the 
primacy of democratic legitimation.21 Opposition candidates may enter elections for the 
opportunity to gain visibility, express policy positions, and mobilise supporters, but 
their entry, it could be argued, tends to legitimise the authoritarian system.22  

                                                           
16 Huntington, The Third Wave, p. 118. 
17 Petrova, T, ‘The New Role of Central and Eastern Europe in International Democracy Support’, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, Democracy and Rule of Law / June, 2011, p. 3. 
18 Diamond, L, ‘Thinking About Hybrid Regimes: Elections without Democracy’, Journal of Democracy, 
Volume 13, Number 2, April 2002, p. 24. 
19 Fukuyama, F, ‘The Patterns of History: China and East Asian Democracy’, p. 17. 
20 Huntington, The Third Wave, p. 267. 
21 Gandhi, J. and Lust-Okar, E, ‘Elections Under Authoritarianism’, Annual Review of Political Science, 
Volume 12, 2009, p. 405-406. 
22 Gandhi, J. and Lust-Okar, E, ‘Elections Under Authoritarianism’, p. 411. 
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Hence, whatever the mode of legitimacy—legal-rational, charismatic, or 

traditional (Max Weber’s  theory of the three modes of legitimacy)—we can say that 
authoritarian rule today is more legitimate than before, and that the distinction between 
democracy and authoritarianism is more blurred. Pseudo-democracies are increasing 
around the world and are increasingly limiting the freedoms of the people they 
represent. This poses a real threat to international security and stability at both regional 
and global levels. But there are external factors of hope, most notably the efforts of 
democracy promotion by the European Union and the United States. 


