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on demonstrators. Interrogation by secret police, impris-
onment, and torture are used to quiet dissenters. Terror 
is used as a tactic to deal with both internal and external 
dissent, but when it is used by the state to control the citi-
zenry or to terrorize those of another nation, it is called 
state terrorism.

During the totalitarian Khmer Rouge regime in 
Cambodia from 1975 to 1979, approximately 1.7 million 
people (21% of the population) were slaughtered for 
minor offenses. The term killing fields is used to describe 
the execution sites (Cambodian Genocide Program 2015). 
The Cambodian government today, while not carrying out 
nationwide purges like the Khmer Rouge, is widely per-
ceived as authoritarian, violent, and corrupt (Cuddy 2015; 
Loy 2012).

Throughout history, most people have lived under 
authoritarian or totalitarian systems. Under certain condi-
tions, totalitarian regimes can turn into democratic ones, 
and of course, democratically elected leaders can change 
or ignore laws to retain their positions of power, as was the 
case for a number of elected leaders who changed the con-
stitutions to allow for them to run again (Venezuela, 
Zimbabwe, and Russia are examples).

Democratic Systems of Government. In contrast to 
totalitarian regimes, democratic governments are char-
acterized by accountability of the government to citizens 
and a large degree of control by individuals over their own 
lives. Democracies always have at least two political parties 
that compete in elections for power and that generally 

A stable economic system is essential to political stability, and 
extreme fluctuations in the economy threaten those in power. Indeed, 
market fluctuations in one country can influence financial stability in 
other countries because of global trade and international markets. 
This man is analyzing the stock market at a brokerage house in 
Hangzhou City, China.
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tion that the entire government may be at risk of a citizen 
uprising. Indeed, in 2009, Dennis Blair, the U.S. director 
of national intelligence, declared the global economic cri-
sis the most serious national security issue facing the 
nation, calling it a “bigger threat than Al Qaeda terrorists” 
(Haniffa 2009). Recession in one country also influences 
other countries around the world because of trade and 
international markets.

Types of Governments.  The major systems of govern-
ment in the world range from fascist totalitarianism to 
democracy. However, each culture puts its own imprint on 
the system it uses, making for tremendous variation in 
actual practice.

Authoritarian Governments. In authoritarian gov-

ernments, power is concentrated in the hands of one 
absolute monarch, dictator, or small group not account-
able to the people. They often have the backing of the 
military to keep them in power. Authoritarian regimes 
are common forms of government. Some are helpful to 
citizens—benevolent dictators—but almost all exert tre-
mendous power and discourage dissent. The Castro 
brothers—Fidel and more recently Raúl—have main-
tained effective political control of Cuba since 1959. 
Although they are despised by many Cuban immigrants 
in the United States, they are admired by many Cubans 
(especially older Cubans) as ruling in the best interests of 
the people, even if autocratically (Clement 2015). For 
example, the literacy rate in Cuba has gone from 17% 
when the Castros took power to 99.8% in 2015, and older 
people have accepted some loss of individual freedoms in 
exchange for universal education and health care (World 
Factbook 2016a).

Totalitarian Governments. A totalitarian govern-

ment is any form of government that almost totally  
controls people’s lives. It differs from authoritarian  
governments in that the political leaders also control  
the social and economic institutions. Totalitarian states 
are often based on a specific political ideology and  
run by a single ruling group or party, referred to as an  
oligarchy. Russia under Joseph Stalin, Germany under 
Adolf Hitler, Libya under Muammar Gaddafi, and North 
Korea under Kim Jong-un are examples. The state typi-
cally controls the workplace, education, the media, and 
other aspects of life. All actions revolve around state-
established objectives. Dissent and opposition are dis-
couraged or forcefully eliminated, with violent crackdowns 


