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Introduction 

In history classrooms across the world, millions of children are shown the terror and 

tyranny that authoritarian governments have unleashed upon their helpless citizens. 

Names such as Hitler, Stalin and Mao will likely send shivers down the spines of those 

who have tentatively read the textbooks detailing their atrocities. However, although 

having seized power and ruled their respective countries by blood and fear for many years, 

such names (and many more) were able to transform the economic fortunes and turn the 

once-backwaters of Germany, Russia and China into the global forerunners that they are 

today. This success nevertheless is often unfortunately (insofar as it does not show the 

total impact of these leaders) skipped over, because such achievement would damage the 

terrifying reputation of these men and authoritarianism as a form of government.  

In fact, this is an appropriate time to clarify what I mean by authoritarianism. The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines authoritarianism as “the enforcement or advocacy of strict 

obedience to authority at the expense of personal freedom.” This would also be the time to 

clarify that I do not, on moral grounds, endorse authoritarian government. 

On the other end of the political spectrum, democracy is “a system of government by the 

whole population or all the eligible members of a state, typically through elected 

representatives”. In our increasingly globalised world, this idea and similar ideas of 

freedom are spreading to traditionally authoritarian regimes and causing huge social 

upheaval.  

Finally, I believe that “Is” is a crucial word in the question. Should we judge both 

democracies and authoritarian regimes on their past successes, or analyse whether they 

can deliver positive results in our globalised 21st century world? After all, the word is “Is” 

and not “Was”. For this essay, I shall be taking the latter stance, although I may delve into 

history for some context.  

(N.B. All figures measured in $ are USD) 

Authority undermined 

From my introduction, one might think that, given the examples, I am arguing that an 

authoritarian government is a simple economic solution for a struggling country. 

Although Germany, Russia and China are economic powerhouses in the 21st century, there 

have been numerous cases of authoritarian regimes failing economically and plunging 

their country into chaos. A recent example of this would be the Venezuelan crisis that has 

reduced the country that used to be the most economically prosperous in South America 

to one in which hyperinflation is on course to reach 10 million percent by the end of 20191. 

Despite abundant supplies of oil, the poor economic decision-making since the 2014 oil 

                                                      
1 https://in.reuters.com/article/venezuela-economy-idINKCN1MJ1YX 

https://in.reuters.com/article/venezuela-economy-idINKCN1MJ1YX
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price crash, which coincided with the death of former president Hugo Chavez (in early 

2013), has left the country not only in economic but also political and humanitarian 

turmoil, with as many as 1 million Venezuelan refugees entering neighbouring Colombia 

since the start of the crisis2. Taking the economic and humanitarian data as indicators, 

this would clearly suggest that authoritarian government in fact destroys a country’s 

economy. 

Although Venezuela did hold elections after Chavez’s death to determine the new 

president (Nicolas Maduro), it still shows characteristics of an authoritarian state and has 

been classified as such by the Economist Intelligence Unit in 2018. I attach below the map 

that displays the 2018 data and will use it as my mark for judging if current governments 

are authoritarian or democratic.  

 

N.B. For future reference, I will be counting “flawed democracies” as democracies in my arguments, as it seems 

ludicrous not to include countries such as France, Italy and the USA as democracies. 

N.B. The Economist states on its website that countries are graded on “electoral process and pluralism; civil 

liberties; the functioning of government; political participation; and political culture. Based on their scores on 

60 indicators within these categories, each country is then itself classified as one of four types of regime.” 

It could be argued that the Venezuelan situation has dramatically worsened since Maduro 

took office, and thus the collapse can be attributed more to the man than the system. 

Nevertheless, Africa (as seen on the map) has a high concentration of authoritarian 

regimes and, out of the 10 lowest ranking nations in GDP per capita for 2019, five are 

African3. All are either authoritarian or hybrid regimes, with the Democratic Republic of 

                                                      
2 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-migration-colombia/four-million-
venezuelans-may-live-in-colombia-by-2021-minister-idUSKCN1MC2NZ 
3 https://www.focus-economics.com/blog/the-poorest-countries-in-the-world 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-migration-colombia/four-million-venezuelans-may-live-in-colombia-by-2021-minister-idUSKCN1MC2NZ
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-migration-colombia/four-million-venezuelans-may-live-in-colombia-by-2021-minister-idUSKCN1MC2NZ
https://www.focus-economics.com/blog/the-poorest-countries-in-the-world
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Congo being the lowest ranking and the most authoritarian. By contrast, the top 10 

countries (in the same category) are almost exclusively democratic, with Qatar being the 

only authoritarian state4. In addition, democracies are able to prolong the productivity of 

the workforce. This is through better healthcare and education, with Finland finishing 

first in both categories. Better education equips citizens with the skills to be at the 

forefront of innovation, whilst better healthcare ensures that workers spends as much 

time as possible working. In short, due to the strength of these two factors, democracies 

are better set up to succeed the long run than authoritarian regimes. 

Democracy is the worst form of government… 

Although we may wish to idealise democracy on account of its moral liberty and criticise 

authoritarianism due to its restriction of freedoms, the truth is that democracy is also 

liable to economic failure. The majority of democracies in the “West” are built on a 

socialist foundation (e.g free healthcare, education etc.), and champion the betterment of 

the lives of all citizens. Hence, I feel it would be appropriate to judge democracies against 

their principles, and thus take GDP per capita, because it indicates (to some extent) the 

quality of life of the average citizen, as a measure of economic success. 

The case of Italy is fascinating in this respect. The country is classified in the map above as 

a “flawed democracy”, but still falls within the parameters of a democracy that I set out 

earlier. It is a member of the G7, and consequentially one of the seven most economically 

developed nations according to the IMF (who discount Russia and China). It posted a 

gross domestic product of $1.935 trillion in 2017. However, none of this data exposes the 

widening problem with Italy’s economy: it is unequal. Incredibly unequal. This economic 

inequality is not apparent so much from person to person but more so geographically. 

                                                      
 
4 https://www.focus-economics.com/blog/richest-countries-in-the-world 

https://www.focus-economics.com/blog/richest-countries-in-the-world


PAGE 4 

5 

As the map above shows, there is a visible disparity between the affluence of the 

traditionally industrial north and poorer agricultural south* of the country, with all 

regions in the south posting per capita income of less than or equal to 20,000 euros. In the 

north, however, estimates from the Bank of Italy suggest that the average GDP per capita 

is as much as 40% higher. If we are to measure economic success as the success of 

individual citizens, rather than the performance of the economy as a whole, then the 

democratic parliamentary republic of Italy fails despite its international standing. The 

conclusion is that although democracies claim to provide economic success, supposedly 

supported by the national GDP, to many citizens it matters more about their individual 

income and quality of life; the two are not always linked.  

Some authoritarian regimes have been able, on the other hand, to find a medium between 

national output and increased GDP per capita. Under the leadership of the CCP since 

1949, China has been the subject of an economic boom the like of which has never been 

seen before. Since World Bank records began in 1960, China’s GDP per capita has 

increased from $89.52 to $9,770.85 (2018)6. Meanwhile, its national GDP has also 

skyrocketed (in approximately the same period from $49.2billion in 1962 to $13.6 trillion in 

2018. Many other reasons can be proposed as the causes of this success: China’s wealth of 

fossil fuel deposits and metals and also the notable fact that it has 1.4 billion inhabitants. 

Nevertheless, as we have already seen with the case of Venezuela, an abundant supply of 

natural resources does not guarantee economic prosperity. Nor does having a large 

population - and hence workforce - ensure a high GDP per capita, as exemplified by 

                                                      
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Southern_Italy 
*I define the south as the “Mezzogiorno”, in other words, any region south of Rome. 
6https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?end=2018&locations=CN&start=
1960 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Southern_Italy
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?end=2018&locations=CN&start=1960
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?end=2018&locations=CN&start=1960
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Pakistan. Despite having a population of 197 million people it only produces a GDP per 

capita of $1,472.897. 

Hence, China must have or have had something that distinguishes it from the rest. I 

believe that this factor is strong, if not ruthless, leadership. With a highly centralised 

government, Xi Jinping and his predecessors have been able to manipulate the country 

into working as a unified force. The country undertook large-scale collectivisation under 

Mao Zedong’s Five-Year Plan and similar nationalisation projects proved fruitful in the 

Soviet Union. In fact, the USSR’s GNP increased under Stalin’s New Economic Policy from 

$282.6 billion (adjusted for inflation) in 1925 to $658.5 billion in 19388. The examples of 

these communist regimes suggest that, despite the failings of some authoritarian 

governments, authoritarianism can succeed economically if enough control is asserted (it 

should probably be mentioned that Stalin’s policy of dekulakisation resulted in the deaths 

of anywhere between 500,000 to 5 million people). Similarly, the “Great Leap Forward” 

famine resulted in the deaths of up to 45 million people9. They might, in stereotypically 

villainous fashion, have argued that prosperity comes at the cost of suffering.  

Conclusion 

So, which system is better? The answer is neither. Both authoritarian governments and 

democracies have succeeded at bringing about economic prosperity for their respective 

countries, however, they have also failed in some cases. Another fact to consider is when 

these governments come to power. Authoritarian governments tend to rise in prominence 

when the economy has crashed or is in a downward spiral (See Nazis, Germany and Great 

Depression), but democracies are more common when the economy is prosperous (See 

Merkel, Germany and 2005-2019). The conclusion to take from this is that authoritarian 

regimes govern on the promise of immediate economic upturn; the distant future does not 

concern them as much. This is why we see regimes such as the Nazis and the Soviets spike 

in economic fortune and then crash after their repressive policies cause unrest. 

Democratic governments operate with the aim of economic stability, and thus while they 

may not provide a short-term boom, tend to secure the aforementioned stability in the 

long term. In some cases, such as France and Germany, a historical combination of 

authoritarianism (Napoleon, Nazism) and democracy (presidential and federal republics 

respectively) have culminated in the prosperity of their citizens today. As we have seen, 

the political system of a country is only a piece of the puzzle to attain economic 

development. Other factors, such as resources, geography, history and population also 

                                                      

7 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=PK 

8https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economy_of_the_Soviet_Union#New_Economic_Policy_(1
921%E2%80%931929) 
9https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/maos-great-leap-
forward-killed-45-million-in-four-years-2081630.html 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=PK
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economy_of_the_Soviet_Union#New_Economic_Policy_(1921%E2%80%931929)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economy_of_the_Soviet_Union#New_Economic_Policy_(1921%E2%80%931929)
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/maos-great-leap-forward-killed-45-million-in-four-years-2081630.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/maos-great-leap-forward-killed-45-million-in-four-years-2081630.html
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contribute to an individual country’s chances of economically developing. To conclude, 

both systems can achieve economic development, but in different ways - authoritarian 

governments have the capacity to provide short-term economic development, whilst 

democracies have the capacity to ensure long term stability. 

 

 

 

 


