Important Questions

· How can we define what constitutes the beginning and the end of a political regime in theoretical and comparative terms?

· At what exact point in a historical process of political change can we say a new regime has come into being or ceased to exist?

· What degree of ideological, political, legal, social, economic change can occur and still leave a regime’s identity essentially unaffected?

· How many key features of the totalitarian “syndrome” can a regime lose and still be totalitarian?

· Can we still take the totalitarian model as a reference point for examining what has changed between then and now?

Authoritarianism

1. An authoritarian regime is an elitist rule governed by a single ruler (autocracy, tyranny, or dictator) or an elite ruling group (oligarchy, or a military junta). An authoritarian regime rules in its self-interest and places its self-interest above the interests of people. 

2. Authoritarian rulers justify their self-serving rule on a combination of “myth” (e.g. religious divine right, personal charisma, heredity/royal birth) and “might” (e.g. brutal force, police terror). In contrast to totalitarian regimes, they do not claim to hold a universal truth or have utopian goals or an integrated official ideology. Therefore, they do not attempt to transform human nature and society, leaving private life and personal beliefs untouched. What they want is simply to stay in power and make the society obedient to their rule. 

3. Authoritarian rulers in the modern world usually come to power by force and rule by brutal force. Therefore, they must control the means by which they can maintain their monopolistic power, in particular, control the military and the police. This differs from a totalitarian rule in which party ideology and organizations dominate every sector of the state and penetrate almost every corner of the society in order to bring about conformity of the entire society to the party ideology and goals.  

4. Authoritarian regimes also have other typical nondemocratic features: impose strict press censorship, outlaw political opposition, control the courts, suppress civil and political liberty and rights, no meaningful election, and no checks and balances in the exercise of government. All these measures are undertaken in the name of order and stability, primacy of economic development, or defending the nation from its enemies. 

Totalitarianism

Totalitarianism is not simply the reality of “total control” which means a complete control of everything in detail or every single aspect of social life, but refers to the “totalistic nature” or “totalism” of all major aspects of a totalitarian regime in ideology, politics, economy, society, law, communication, and organization which are dominated and penetrated by the party ideology, organization, and party-state establishment. 

A common misunderstanding of totalitarianism is to equate “totalitarianism” with the concept of the “total control” or the traditional concept of the “total state,” 
 which was mainly used to refer to “oriental despotism” or those traditional tyrannies. These traditional authoritarian regimes of the “total state” were solely based on coercion and might or a combination of might and myth, attempted to maintain the status quo, traditional values and social norms, and required passive subjects, whereas totalitarian regimes were a new and unprecedented modern phenomenon, based on the officially defined goals and absolute ideological doctrine, attempted to break with and even destroy the old traditions in order to institute a process of radical social change, and demanded active participants for achieving its goals. Therefore, totalitarianism, like a political system of any kind, is classified by a complex of characteristics to distinguish itself from others. None of authoritarian regimes exhibit all this combination of features, though they may possess one or another of its constituent traits.

The hard core features defining a totalitarian regime:

(1) Philosophical absolutism and utopian goal are the first distinctive features of Communist totalitarianism. It claims to be the possessor of absolute and universal truth, in command of historical destiny of human society, and therefore to be in the position of completing its course. The only goals are those defined by the paramount leader or the party-state to which the whole society is subject. Unlike totalitarian regimes, authoritarian regimes are rarely inspired by a utopian goal or barely have a pervasive and exclusive ideology, without having to base their legitimacy upon a strong ideological commitment. 

(2) An official, pervasive, and exclusive ideology, which is the second core feature of communist totalitarianism, serves as the legitimate source of the regime and the basis for a new political and social system and a new socialist man. Ideological propaganda and morality education pervade the society in the attempt to convince the population of the infallibility of the party or the paramount leader and the necessity of the social transformation, denying any moral and spiritual authority against the party doctrine. Individual conscience and attitude were subject to the official ideological norms. Unlike totalitarian regimes, authoritarian regimes seek only to control human behavior mainly through denying individuals civil and political rights such as participation in political life or the exercise of free speech, whereas totalitarian regimes aim not only to remold behavior but also to do so through the transformation of human nature, the exercise of extensive thought control, and the interference into personal beliefs. Therefore, even an authoritarian regime with a single-party system need not be totalitarian; it becomes so only when this party claims for itself the historical mission of transforming society and human nature and attempts to subjugate individual consciences and exercise thought control. 

(3) A highly hierarchical and centralized single elitist party is completely intertwined with the state, with an array of party organizational structures that supplement state institutions from top right down to the bottom, forming a set of party-state apparatus and replacing to a large extent the governmental functions. The real sovereign is the party, not the state. The party machine functions as the “hub” of the political system, while the state serves as an instrument of the party dictatorship, and functions as an administrative and bureaucratic apparatus for the party. While “a single official party” may also exist in some authoritarian regimes, the party in authoritarian regimes “generally lacks the political and ideological vanguard status reserved only for totalitarian parties and the single party may have to compete with the state, military and private organizations rather than penetrating and dominating them.”

The operative features and action means that are subject to change:

 (4) The fourth features are action means and methods by which totalitarianism uses to achieve and maintain the former three fundamental and core features. These actions means and methods include repeated, massive use of state terror, mass mobilization, mass violence, control over the state, the information and media, education, culture, economy, means of production, military forces and weapons. These action means and methods are subject to change. In contrast to totalitarian regimes, authoritarian regimes not only depend to a considerable extent on a variety of social forces such as monarchy, church, the army, or business, but also leave whole areas of life untouched by official influence and control, and leave in place existing allocations of wealth, status, social values, and other resources, in particular, with a relatively strong private property as their socioeconomic basis. 
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