2

Dr Samia Chabouni                                        Bachelor, Political Science, 2025-2026

Authoritarianism and the Politics of Control
Authoritarianism refers to a system of political rule in which power is concentrated in the hands of a narrow elite, while political pluralism, civil liberties, and democratic accountability are systematically restricted. Unlike democratic regimes, authoritarian systems do not rely on popular sovereignty as a genuine source of legitimacy. Instead, they govern through a combination of coercion, manipulation, and selective inclusion.
A central feature of contemporary authoritarianism is its adaptive nature. Rather than openly rejecting democratic institutions, many authoritarian regimes preserve the formal appearance of democracy while emptying it of its substance. Elections are held regularly, political parties exist, and constitutions proclaim rights and freedoms. However, these institutions are carefully managed to ensure that real political competition remains tightly controlled. This strategy allows authoritarian rulers to claim domestic and international legitimacy while minimizing the risks associated with uncertainty.
Control lies at the heart of authoritarian governance. Rulers seek to monopolize key resources of power, including the security apparatus, the judiciary, the media, and economic opportunities. By controlling access to these resources, authoritarian regimes create networks of loyalty and dependence that discourage dissent. Repression, while often selective rather than massive, remains an essential tool. Opposition figures, journalists, and activists may face legal harassment, intimidation, or imprisonment, sending a clear signal to society about the limits of acceptable behaviour.
At the same time, authoritarian regimes invest heavily in managing political uncertainty. In democratic systems, uncertainty is institutionalized: outcomes of elections are unknown in advance. In authoritarian contexts, uncertainty is perceived as a threat to regime survival. As a result, rulers manipulate electoral rules, restrict opposition campaigns, and influence vote counting to ensure predictable outcomes. Elections thus become rituals of confirmation rather than mechanisms of choice.
Ideology also plays a significant role in sustaining authoritarian rule. While some regimes rely on nationalism, religion, or revolutionary narratives, others adopt a pragmatic discourse centered on stability, security, and economic performance. By framing themselves as guarantors of order in a chaotic world, authoritarian leaders justify the limitation of freedoms as a necessary sacrifice. This discourse often resonates in societies marked by conflict, inequality, or weak institutions.
In conclusion, authoritarianism should not be understood as a static or archaic form of rule. It is a dynamic and resilient system, capable of adapting to both domestic pressures and international norms. By combining formal democratic institutions with informal practices of domination, authoritarian regimes blur the boundary between democracy and dictatorship, making their nature more difficult to identify—and more challenging to confront.

I. Literal comprehension (Understanding the text)
1. How does the text define authoritarianism?
2. According to the author, what distinguishes authoritarian regimes from democratic ones in terms of legitimacy?
3. What does the author mean by the “adaptive nature” of contemporary authoritarianism?
4. Which democratic institutions are maintained by authoritarian regimes, according to the text?
5. Why are elections described as “rituals of confirmation” rather than mechanisms of choice?
II. Analytical comprehension (Explaining ideas)
6. Explain how authoritarian regimes use democratic institutions while limiting real political competition.
7. Why is control over the security apparatus, judiciary, media, and economy important for authoritarian rulers?
8. How does selective repression function as a tool of authoritarian control?
9. Why is political uncertainty perceived differently in democratic and authoritarian systems?
10. How does ideology contribute to the sustainability of authoritarian regimes?
III. Critical thinking and interpretation
11. What does the author mean by “emptying democracy of its substance”? Do you find this expression convincing? Why or why not?
12. How do authoritarian regimes attempt to gain international legitimacy?
13. In what ways does authoritarianism blur the boundary between democracy and dictatorship?
14. According to the text, why is contemporary authoritarianism more difficult to identify and confront?
15. Do you think stability and security can justify limitations on political freedoms? Discuss with reference to the text.
VI.  Vocabulary task: Find synonyms in the text for the following words:
power, control, fear, legitimacy, competition.
     




