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6	 Defeating the authoritarian 
majority
An uneasy agenda

Mark Urnov

In the present climate, a relatively narrow aspect of the transition to democracy 
appears to have assumed overwhelming importance – the threat to the formation 
of a stable democracy posed by that “authoritarian syndrome” which is such an 
integral part of the culture of societies in transition.
	 By “transition to democracy” I mean the transition by a society from an 
authoritarian regime of whatever kind1 to a liberal democracy, that is to a polit-
ical system based on institutionalized and public competition among the political 
elites for the votes of the electorate with the object of achieving power and influ-
ence. Joseph Schumpeter described liberal democracy as a “competition for 
leadership” or “free competition for a free vote”.2
	 The authoritarian syndrome is present to a greater or lesser extent in the cul-
tures of virtually all countries embarking on the path to democracy, and makes 
this path quite thorny. At the same time, in the theory of democratic transition, 
the issue of political culture as a whole and authoritarianism in particular is con-
fined to the periphery of research interests, at least when compared with eco-
nomic and socio-structural issues.
	 This state of affairs appears rather odd. In the theories of social systems and 
behavioral theories,3 political culture is traditionally assigned a substantial, inde-
pendent role. This is also true of the theories of totalitarianism and democracy: as 
far as totalitarianism is concerned, ever since Erich Fromm’s Escape from Freedom 
(1941) and Theodor Adorno’s Authoritarian Personality (1950), and in terms of 
democracy at least since Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba’s Civic Culture (1963).
	 Transitology provides a different picture. There is a series of research works 
on transition in which cultural issues are completely ignored.4 There are works 
in which political culture is treated largely as a function of economic factors and 
social structure.5 Indeed, this appears to be the dominant approach. At times we 
encounter a less simplistic and more appropriate version, according to which 
political culture, although powerfully influenced by economic and social pro­
cesses, is nevertheless capable of determining the specific characteristics of the 
emerging political institutions6 and of facilitating the collapse of unsustainable 
political structures.7
	 However, there is little popular support for the view of political culture as an 
independent factor of transition, capable of playing a decisive role in the course 
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of democratization. The most prominent advocate of this position is Robert 
Dahl,8 but even he pays less attention to culture in his analysis of the emerging 
polyarchy than to social structure, political institutions and economic processes; 
and in what he does say about it, he is extremely circumspect.
	 In my opinion, it is sensible to look at culture, the economy, technology, the 
social structure, and politics as a system of relatively independent but inter-
related and mutually-influencing factors in the transition towards democracy. It 
would be hardly correct to assert a priori a leading role of this or that factor in 
transition. I think that the specificity of transition crucially depends on the spe-
cificity of interconnections of the factors. So the constructing of theoretical and 
empirical models of these interconnections is a complicated and necessary task 
for research studies of transition.
	 At any given moment, culture acts to restrict the range of potential decisions 
and actions of individuals, groups and society as a whole. In this case, in refer-
ring to culture, I mean the multiplicity of personal cultures existing in a given 
society, each of which represents a multitude of subjective thoughts, values, 
positions and stereotypes.9
	 Unlike the normal idea of culture (or collective culture) as representing a set 
of ideas considered by tradition or law as normative in a given society and being 
the subject of regular appeals, personal culture is the immediate regulator of 
behaviour. To adopt a Freudian analogy, one might say that the role of collective 
culture is similar to that of the super ego, while the role of personal culture is 
similar to that of the ego.10

	 For understandable reasons, the sum of the personal cultures existing within a 
society differs from the collective culture in its greater heterogeneity and “vola-
tility” of content (i.e. its capacity for relatively rapid alterations within the hier-
archy of values and meanings).11 Cultural volatility is particularly apparent in 
transitional societies. I would point out that phenomena often observed within 
them such as increased ressentiment12 or, on the other hand, outbursts of “nation-
wide adoption” of new values and rejection of the past, belong to the sphere of 
personal cultures.
	 Permit me to make a few explanatory remarks regarding “authoritarian syn-
drome”. Over the 60 years since the publication of Theodor Adorno’s book 
referred to above, the concept of authoritarian syndrome has undergone substan-
tive change. From an almost exclusively psychological interpretation, political 
science has moved on to a culture-based assessment, including not merely the 
typical psychological features of authoritarian personality but also values, ideo-
logical preferences and also forms of everyday and political behaviour. Along 
with the concept of right-wing authoritarianism, the concept of its left-wing 
“sibling” has appeared.13

	 Numerous empirical research works on the authoritarian syndrome provide 
reasons to suppose that it belongs among phenomena of which the basic com-
ponents vary little from one cultural context to the next.14 Without going into all 
the aspects of authoritarian syndrome here, I shall confine myself to its typical 
attitude towards authorities. Taken as a whole, this attitude is common – albeit 
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to a varying degree – among the cultures of the overwhelming majority of coun-
tries with authoritarian regimes: China, the USSR, the dictatorships which arose 
in the former European colonies, Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, Spain under 
Franco and the contemporary left-wing dictatorships in Latin America.
	 To simplify the situation to the utmost, an authoritarian attitude to power can 
be linked to a willingness to accept the holders of power as father figures or 
“elder brothers”, as those possessing unconditional authority and “more equal” 
than the rest. And this is the most modest way of putting it. At its more extreme, 
it can become the view that the holders of power are superior beings, leaders of 
the nation, of the world proletariat or of humanity as a whole, or even God’s rep-
resentatives on earth.15

	 Clearly, in the case of an authoritarian attitude to power it is difficult to regard 
the government as just a team of civil servants hired by a population, let alone 
retain that “healthy contempt and dislike of power” which is so important to 
liberal culture.16 It follows that the stronger this attitude, the less compatible it is 
with the concepts of the separation of powers, checks and balances, transparency 
of power, the institutionalization of conflicts, political competition and, of 
course, political involvement. All these concepts are likely to be regarded as 
pointless and therefore unnecessary, or as devaluing what is true.
	 More typical of authoritarian culture are ideas of the natural concentration of 
power in the hands of a single person; of the salutariness of the unity of society 
and government, the leaders and the people; of the inadmissibility of public con-
flict17; of the need for each to take care of their own: the leaders to concentrate 
on governing and the ordinary people to putting in an honest day’s work.
	 When describing the authoritarian syndrome in terms of values and ideas, one 
should not forget that they are only the tip of the cultural iceberg. Its “below the 
surface” part represents stereotypes of behavior – subjects difficult to verbalize 
but very important for understanding the mechanisms of influence of culture on 
the formation of political institutions.
	 The threat of “authoritarian syndrome” to a democratic transition may take 
different forms and will depend first on how strong and how widespread its hold 
on society and, second, on the nature of the democratic transition. The first is 
obvious, but the second requires some explanation.
	 Democratization (the transition from authoritarian to democratic rule) repre-
sents a progression towards a significantly more complicated social system, and 
therefore involves a culture clash between the more innovative-progressive and 
the more conservative sectors of society. This conflict is bound to involve the 
elites. The models of exclusively “bottom-up” or exclusively “top-down” demo-
cracy do not match reality. The talk is always of the interaction between the elite 
and the rest of society. But the demands of the cultural situation among the elite 
and society as a whole that are necessary for the success of democratization vary 
enormously depending on the type of transition and its specific conditions.
	 Most “culturally inoffensive” is the transition which Fareed Zakaria calls an 
“unintended political effect”18 of economic liberalization. Such a liberalization 
starts with pragmatic political slogans, which can be far from the ideals of liberal 
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democracy. But it introduces liberal economic practices and provokes its inter-
action with culture, social structure and political institutions. Gradually, this 
interaction may lead (or not lead) to changes in social culture favouring 
democracy.
	 In this version, the incidence of authoritarian syndrome at the outset of eco-
nomic liberalization poses no political threat to future democratization. The 
institutions of political democracy do not appear immediately but after several 
decades, in the course of which society becomes accustomed to the new con-
ditions as authoritarian values, ideas and stereotypes gradually lose (if they lose) 
their dominant position in the social culture.
	 Similarly, the elite do not need to possess a system of consistent liberal values 
and ideas from the very start: liberal innovations in economics do not need to be 
accepted as values (it is sufficient that they are included in the spectrum of 
actions that are culturally acceptable). Thus elites can “allow themselves the 
luxury” of the gradual liberalization of their own consciousness. It is this very 
cultural inoffensiveness which is, in my opinion, one of the main reasons for the 
success – more often than not – of this particular form of democratization.
	 A very different situation arises in cases where democratization begins 
without an economic “overture”, i.e. with the immediate construction of political 
institutions. In the best-case scenario, this involves a social culture which at the 
onset of the transition to democracy is, as a rule, relatively undeveloped in terms 
of liberal values and ideas and, at worst, demonstrates a deep-seated and extreme 
authoritarian syndrome. In the latter case, a successful start to democratization 
requires at least a modest decline in authoritarianism.
	 In a case such as this the demands on the reformist elite are extremely high if 
democracy is to succeed: the elite need to be immersed in liberal values, be able to 
reach agreement with its ideological opponents, resist the likely wave of social 
ressentiment, be aware of the factors which trigger such ressentiment and be able 
to alleviate it. In a word, the elite need the sort of wisdom, knowledge and experi-
ence it is almost impossible to come by. It is hardly surprising that the likelihood 
of failure of the democratic forces in such a situation is extremely high.
	 The destruction of nascent democratic institutions may occur in a number of 
ways. It may happen gradually through the gradual infiltration of authoritarian 
practices into the material of everyday operations of formally democratic institu-
tions. I refer to the growing use of a variety of restrictions on political competi-
tion, media freedom and independence of the judiciary, the spread of 
authoritarian-style relationships within political institutions and between 
members of the public and the authorities, the displacement or departure from 
the structures of power of people who do not fit this style and the growth of pop-
ularity of politicians using authoritarian slogans. As a result, democratic institu-
tions are transformed into institutions of authoritarian power. A little later, the 
changes which have occurred are consolidated in law and other regulations. In 
point of fact, this is what happened in the Russia of the 2000s.19

	 Sometimes the dismantling of democratic institutions may occur relatively 
rapidly – as a result of a coup with active or passive popular support or as a 
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result of the democratic empowerment of those who espouse as their political 
objective opposition to the “pseudo-democratic chaos”.
	 However, regardless of the speed of the retreat from democracy, a necessary 
condition of its success is an occurrence of what, since Max Scheler’s times, 
political science has referred to as ressentiment (resentment, disappointment and 
disenchantment) and which, in the political practice of Spain at the late 1970s, 
and thereafter in Latin America, began to be referred to as “el desencanto”.20

	 In societies in the process of a transition to democracy, ressentiment is 
evident primarily in the triggering of “authoritarian syndrome” (i.e. authoritarian 
syndrome becomes stronger than at the onset of the democratization process and 
some or all of its characteristics become dominant features within the national 
culture). In other words, we are talking about a splash of rejection of democracy 
at numerous levels – cognitive, emotional, and behavioural – and in terms of 
values.
	 Ressentiment is to a greater or lesser degree a virtually universal feature of 
the transition to democracy. Increased ressentiment has been seen in the over-
whelming majority of countries caught up in the “third wave” of democrat-
ization, including those in which the initial steps in the transition to democracy 
encountered a rush of public enthusiasm (the USSR, Spain, Portugal, etc.).
	 The reasons for the triggering of authoritarian syndrome can be many and 
varied – disillusionment and disappointment with ineffective government, rising 
social inequality, corruption, a deterioration in status or material conditions and 
the collapse of the normal fabric of everyday life, along with the need to adapt to 
new, unfamiliar and more challenging conditions. The process by which all these 
circumstances trigger the authoritarian syndrome is a growing dissatisfaction 
with the situation. Taking into account the mechanisms initiating such dissatis-
faction, most of these circumstances can be classed as frustrators, i.e. obstacles 
to the achievement of aims engendering a wish to get around or overcome these 
obstacles.
	 In societies where what Inglehart refers to as “modern culture” is relatively 
undeveloped – and this applies to most of the countries that have embarked on 
the transition to democracy since the beginning of the twentieth century – eco-
nomic growth can play an extremely frustrating role.
	 The frustrating effect of economic growth in such societies is caused by two 
factors. One of them is the rise in social envy against a background of increased 
inequality caused by positive movement in the economy. This phenomenon is 
evident not only in societies in transition but also in societies with stable modern 
and even post-modern cultures. The other factor is specific to societies which are 
only just beginning the process of modernization. This is a tendency to have chi-
merical aspirations,21 which are the result of a lack of development of a type of 
behaviour which I call “achievement behaviour”, and above all – one of key 
components of such behaviour – realistic goal setting.22

	 The tendency towards chimerical aspirations is demonstrated by the fact that 
during periods of economic growth, given growth in the level of performance (“I 
have”, for example, gives the level of income), the level of aspiration (“I want”) 
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increases at a much faster rate than the level of expectation (“I can”). The 
growing gap between aspirations and expectations23 causes frustration and, as a 
result, aggressiveness and, sometimes, social unrest. Incidentally, where an eco-
nomic downturn occurs in these communities, the level of aspiration declines 
sharply, the gap between that and the level of expectation is reduced and frustra-
tion abates. In this respect, these communities differ from those with developed 
modern and even post-modern cultures where frustrations are reduced in times 
of economic growth and increase during economic downturns.24

	 As discussed, waves of ressentiment are common to the overwhelming major-
ity of societies in transition, but their strength varies considerably from one 
country to the next. Apart from anything else, these differences are linked to the 
presence or absence within the national culture of elements working against 
ressentiment.
	 Such elements include identification with the community of successful demo-
cracies. The influence of this factor is easily traceable in the Eastern European and 
Baltic states. The feeling of belonging to the democratic West was manifest there 
to varying degrees throughout the whole period of totalitarian rule, and at the time 
of the collapse of the Soviet empire, it was among the dominant elements of the 
culture. The feeling of identifying with the West and the efforts to institutionalize 
this were, for Eastern Bloc countries, one of the main motivators of democrat-
ization. It is likely that the desire to unite with the West was for them as important 
a factor of democratization as the longing for national independence. The latter is 
understood in two ways – as a way out of the Soviet (Russian) sphere of influence, 
and as a restoration of the institutions of democracy destroyed by the Soviet Union. 
As the process of transition developed and problems arose associated with the 
same, their Western orientation significantly reduced the level of ressentiment and 
prevented the possibility of an authoritarian backlash.
	 In Soviet and post-Soviet Russia, the orientation towards the West also played 
– and continues to play – a role in blocking authoritarian syndrome. According 
to most sociological surveys, “Westernism” is closely associated in the Russian 
public consciousness with democratic values, while Slavophilism, Eurasianism 
and other forms of Russian opposition to the West have positive correlation with 
the elements of authoritarian syndrome.
	 However, the incidence of Westernism in Russia is much lower than in 
Eastern Europe and of a rather different quality – a large proportion of those ori-
ented towards the West regard Russia as less a part and more a partner of the 
West. The relative weakness of Westernism in Russian culture can be explained 
by the fact that here it has traditionally come up against “velikoderzhavnost’ ” 
(“Great power-ness”) – the vision of Russia not as one among a community of 
equals but more as an independent player on the global stage that incites fear and 
therefore respect25 and is in a position to impose its will on others.
	 “Great power-ness” has been an ever-present component of the Russian iden-
tity at least since the eighteenth century.26 The nineteenth century saw the estab-
lishment within Russian culture of a rather close link between “Great 
power-ness” and anti-Westernism. What is more, with time anti-Westernism 
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became increasingly closely identified as a supplementary element of “Great 
power-ness”. It reached its zenith during the Soviet period and the attempt by 
Mikhail Gorbachev to free “Great power-ness” of anti-Westernism ended, as we 
know, in failure.
	 Modern Russian culture retains the interdependence between “Great power-
ness” and anti-Westernism. Thus today, as in earlier times, pro-Western move-
ments and “Great power-ness” play a zero sum game against each other within 
Russian culture; the more widespread “Great power-ness” the less popular West-
ernism becomes, and vice versa. It is no coincidence that the growth in “Great 
power” sentiment evident in Russia in pre-crisis years (until 2008)27 brought 
with it increased anti-Westernism; and in the post-crisis period, when the pathos 
of “Great power” became somewhat weaker, the attitude toward the West 
became a little bit better. According to data from the Institute of Sociology at the 
Russian Academy of Sciences, between 1995 and 2007 the number of Russians 
who reacted positively to the mention of the US fell from 77 to 37 per cent and 
the proportion of those who reacted with animosity to such a mention grew from 
9 to 40 per cent. Western Europe’s image also suffered a blow: between 2002 
and 2007 the average number of negative features of Western Europe referred to 
by respondents grew significantly – from 37 to 45 per cent. Top of these negat-
ive features were: “oppression” – a rise from 19 to 34 per cent; “threat” – from 
43 to 57 per cent; “weakness” – from 12 to 25 per cent; “moral decay” – from 33 
to 45 per cent and “crisis” – from 14 to 24 per cent28. The economic crisis 
2008–10 has weakened the confidence of Russians in the “Great power-ness” 
future of the country. According to VCIOM public opinion polls, the percentage 
of those who believe that in 15–20 years Russia will become a great power has 
declined in this period from 50 to 36 per cent.29 At the same time, the number of 
Russians with a “somewhat positive” attitude to the European Union and NATO 
increased respectively from 48 to 55 per cent and from 12 to 22 per cent30.
	 The presence within the culture of elements capable of counterbalancing 
ressentiment significantly eases – for the reformist elite – the process of demo-
cratic transition.
	 Where there are no such elements or where they are weak, the democratic 
elite needs to think about creating ways of counterbalancing this – in particular, 
of developing systems to transform an authoritarian culture into a democratic 
one. Even Montesquieu and Tocqueville wrote about the particular role the 
deliberate creation of values and behavioural stereotypes plays in the develop-
ment and workings of democracy – though not, of course, in quite those words.31 
Many years later, in 1944, one of the twentieth century’s most brilliant psychol-
ogists, Kurt Lewin, wrote of the need to apply systematic efforts towards the 
transformation of the culture created in Nazi Germany.32

	 I suggest that any series of measures aimed at the cultural “reprogramming” 
of a society in transition should at the very least include the following:

•	 the deliberate destruction of the myths, values, ideas and stereotypes of 
authoritarian culture and the promotion of liberal culture using electronic 
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media, the internet, and secondary and higher education institutions (giving 
society an “injection” of liberal values);

•	 large scale education for democratic management of all levels of govern-
ment (Kurt Lewin considered it a primary tool in the efforts towards move-
ment from a totalitarian to a democratic culture);33

•	 state support for the development of civil society structures and other demo-
cratic practices within public life;

•	 a national policy aimed at increasing (or at least not allowing a decrease in) 
the social status of groups within society having most influence on cultural 
transformation (teachers, lecturers, artists, scientists and journalists) and the 
widest possible involvement by representatives of these groups in working 
with the government.

Of course, the listed measures do not guarantee the absence of ressentiment. 
They can, however, reduce its force.
	 A failure to appreciate the importance and even the rejection of the idea of 
cultural reprogramming is typical of many liberal reformers.34 Ideologically, this 
is linked to the negative attitude typical of liberals towards any form of state 
encroachment upon an area of individual choice.
	 A reminder of culture as a function of economic and socio-structural variables 
serves as the pragmatic basis for this position. One of the common manifesta-
tions of this view today is the claim that the development of the middle class 
represents the best possible guarantee of the irreversibility of the conversion to 
democracy. Numerous references to the fact that the middle class may possess 
different value systems and that, depending on the value system, it is capable of 
being an effective support either for a democratic or for a totalitarian regime35 

are, as a rule, ignored.
	 Whatever the explanation for this underestimation of democratization’s cul-
tural factor, it normally goes punished. For that reason, I fully agree with Kurt 
Lewin when he asserts that:

the democratic leader who wants to transform the atmosphere of a group 
into the democratic one has to be in power and has to use his power for 
active re-education and that the democratic principle of tolerance for others 
has one significant limitation: no less necessary is “a democratic intolerance 
to intolerable.36

	 In any discussion of the substantial aspects of the reconstruction of a culture 
along democratic lines, we should bear in mind that its subject matter is not 
authoritarian culture in its pure form, but a transition-type culture, i.e. a culture 
which is far from being consistent, which contains elements of authoritarian syn-
drome in at times bizarre combinations with elements which are very alien to it.
	 Among the dangerous illusions most frequently encountered in the culture of 
societies in transition is the combination of forms of extreme individualism with 
equally extreme paternalist expectations of the role of the state. In everyday 
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language, this strange hybrid of individualist and collectivist principles can be 
expressed as follows: I have the right to do as I please, I owe society and the 
state nothing – but society and the state are bound to guarantee my well-being.
	 Such “individualist paternalism” is incompatible either with mature authorit-
arian or with mature democratic culture. However, it is easy to find in societies 
with a decaying or, conversely, growing left-wing authoritarian regime, as well 
as in societies that have liberated themselves from the left-wing authoritarian 
regime but have not yet completed the transition to democracy. It was wide-
spread in the USSR prior to the downfall of the Communist regime and predomi-
nates in post-Soviet Russia today.37 It is also typical of the former Soviet 
republics to a greater or lesser degree, as well as of the former Eastern Bloc and 
modern Venezuela.
	 The more ingrained “individualist paternalism” is within a society in the 
process of democratization, the starker the choice facing that society: a rejection 
of simplistic ideas of the rights of the individual and the social role of the state, 
the creation of an effective market economy, and a stable democratic political 
system, or the return to an authoritarian regime, possibly even more corrupt and 
significantly less effective than the regime which existed prior to the attempt to 
democratize.
	 The answer to the question of how many failed attempts at democratization a 
country is able to endure before it falls apart largely depends on the state of its 
culture.

Notes
  1	 In the most general of terms, it is possible to divide such regimes into “traditional” 

authoritarian and totalitarian regimes (see, for example: Samuel Huntington, The 
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