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INTRODUCTION  

Lack of political pluralism, a concentration of power in the hands of one person or small 
group, and restrictions on individual liberties are common characteristics of authoritarian 
regimes. Democratic states, on the other hand, have numerous centres of authority, a more 
equitable distribution of power, and legal safeguards for people's liberties and rights. 
Because of these essential distinctions, citizens who criticize the government in an 
authoritarian state are more likely to be killed, silenced, beaten, arrested, imprisoned, or 
exiled. Using instances from North Korea, Cameroon, Amin's Uganda, Museveni's Uganda, 
Putin's Russia, Mao Zedong's China, Xi Jinping's China, Soviet-Russia and Maduro's 

Venezuela, this essay will analyze these dynamics and compare them with situations in 
Western nations, such as Julian Assange's predicament.  

Let us now examine how silencing of government critics has been practiced in the 
authoritarian states around the world. 

Soviet-Russia 

The Soviet Union was well-known for its ruthless suppression of political dissent under 
Joseph Stalin. Millions of people were executed or imprisoned during the Great Purge 

(1936–1938), with dissidents frequently being sent to labor camps (Gulags) where they 
endured cruel treatment. The historical records on human rights violations committed by 
Stalin's government are made available by the UN Human Rights Office. These records 
emphasize the severity of the purges and the atmosphere of terror that engulfed Soviet 
society. In its discussion of the long-term effects of Stalin's purges, Human Rights Watch 
highlights the suppression of political freedom and the trauma that persists.  

Putin's Russia 

There have been noticeable crackdowns on political dissent in modern Russia under 
Vladimir Putin. Prominent critics like Alexei Navalny have suffered repression in the form of 
poisoning, incarceration, and other measures, which ultimately resulted in his death in 
detention. Assassinations, acts of violence, and harassment are commonplace for journalists 
and activists. Concerns concerning the treatment of political prisoners in Russia have been 
brought up by the UN Human Rights Council, and Amnesty International has published 
information about the persecution of political activists and human rights defenders in 
Putin's government. 

Mao Zedong's China 

China under Mao Zedong's rule was known for its harsh tactics used to get rid of political 
rivals and alleged enemies. Widespread persecution, including public humiliations, torture, 
and executions, resulted from the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). The Cultural Revolution 
was marked by widespread violations of human rights, as the UN has documented. Human 
Rights Watch offers in-depth assessments of Mao's regime's institutionalized repression, 
highlighting its disastrous effects on Chinese society. 
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Xi Jinping's China 
 

China's efforts to quell dissent have accelerated under Xi Jinping. Repression of pro-
democracy demonstrations in Hong Kong, attacks on the Uyghur minority in Xinjiang, and 
intimidation of human rights attorneys and activists are a few prominent examples. Reports 
regarding the situation in Xinjiang and the decline of freedoms in Hong Kong have been 
released by the UN Human Rights Office. As evidence of Xi Jinping's authoritarian rule, 
Amnesty International has drawn attention to his regime's growing control and censorship. 

North Korea 

Under Kim Jong-un and his predecessors, North Korea has one of the world's most 
oppressive regimes. Every aspect of life is governed by the government, and any opposition 
is met with harsh penalties like torture, forced labor camps, and execution. Comprehensive 
reports on human rights violations in North Korea, which describe the country's 
institutionalized oppression, have been released by the UN Commission of Inquiry on 
Human Rights in the DPRK. The harsh reality of living under North Korean rule, where 
political dissent is all but impossible, is also documented by Human Rights Watch. 

Cameroon 

Political dissent has been severely suppressed in Cameroon under Paul Biya, especially in 
the Anglophone regions. There have been reports of extrajudicial killings, arbitrary 
detentions, and arrests. Concerns regarding violations of human rights in Cameroon have 
been brought up by the UN, and Amnesty International has reported on the crackdown on 
political opposition and activists, exposing the authoritarian strategies used by Biya's 
government. 

Amin's Uganda 

The brutality of Idi Amin's rule in Uganda (1971–1979) included arbitrary arrests, torture, 
and mass murders. Under a violent campaign of repression, ethnic groups and political 
opponents who were seen as threats were specifically targeted. Human Rights Watch 
maintains historical records of the atrocities carried out under Amin, offering a horrifying 
account of his dictatorship. The UN also records violations of human rights during Amin's 
rule. 

Museveni's Uganda 

Yoweri Museveni's long reign in Uganda, which was initially viewed as reformist, has 
progressively become authoritarian due to reports of intimidation, detention, and torture of 
activists and political opponents. Under Museveni's rule, democratic norms have 
deteriorated, as evidenced by the UN Human Rights Office's concerns regarding political 
repression in Uganda and Human Rights Watch's documentation of abuses and harassments 
of opposition figures and journalists. 
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Maduro's Venezuela 

Widespread human rights violations, such as extrajudicial killings of political opponents, 
torture, and arbitrary arrests, have been attributed to the Maduro administration in 
Venezuela. Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have both released in-depth 
reports on the state-sponsored repression in Venezuela, highlighting the authoritarian 
nature of Maduro's government. The UN Human Rights Council has also reported on the 
crisis in Venezuela, highlighting grave violations. 

 

CONTRASTING CASES IN WESTERN DEMOCRACIES 

Western democracies, as opposed to authoritarian ones, typically guarantee government 
accountability, preserve the rule of law, and offer protections for individual liberties. The 
way that political dissent is handled in democracies frequently reflects these ideals, despite 

their share of controversy. 

Julian Assange and the UK 

The founder of WikiLeaks, Julian Assange, has generated controversy because of his 
disclosure of secret information. Significant legal and ethical discussions, particularly in 

relation to press freedom and government transparency, have been sparked by Assange's 
case. Since 2012, Assange has been living in the United Kingdom. He sought asylum in the 
Ecuadorian embassy in London until 2019, when British authorities detained him. The British 

legal system has given Assange the chance to challenge his extradition on human rights 
grounds, even in the face of US efforts to extradite him to face charges linked to the 
publication of classified documents. The case serves as an example of how democratic 

systems can provide due process and legal protections to people who are accused of serious 
crimes. 

Edward Snowden and Asylum 

Edward Snowden, who exposed sensitive data from the National Security Agency (NSA) in 
2013, is another noteworthy example. With his revelations, Snowden exposed widespread 
surveillance programs and ignited a global conversation about invasions of privacy and 
government power. Snowden, facing accusations under the Espionage Act, applied for 
asylum in multiple nations while in Russia before settling in Russia after Russia’s 
government gave him asylum. Even though his case is complicated and involves several 
different legal systems, it illustrates the difficulties and safeguards democratic systems 
provide for government critics and whistleblowers.  
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CONCLUSION 

Because of the concentration of power and the absence of checks and balances, 
governments in authoritarian states find it simpler to repress dissent with violence. More 
defenses against such abuses are offered by democratic states because of their safeguards 
for individual rights and the separation of powers. To guarantee that rights are upheld and 
dissent is accepted, however, alertness is required even in democracies. In spite of their 
imperfections, Western democracies preserve the rule of law and offer channels for legal 
recourse and protection. This is demonstrated by the opposing cases of Julian Assange and 
Edward Snowden, underscoring the significance of preserving democratic values in order to 

safeguard individual liberties. 
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ATTRIBUTIONS 

Photo of Edward Snowden by Unsplash Artist: Random Institute, published on 7th November 
2019 on Unsplash.com under the Unsplash License. Find the image here: 
https://unsplash.com/photos/mens-black-suit-on-screen-JN0eKkCpiC4. 
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