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Preface to the paperback edition

AUTOCRACY, INC. was first published in July 2024. In the months that followed, its central subject, the network of dictators who share common interests, not a common ideology, changed very little. Vladimir Putin, the Russian dictator, continued his illegal assault on the sovereign nation of Ukraine. Nicolas Maduro, the Venezuelan dictator, stayed in power even after Venezuelans voted overwhelmingly to remove him. The Syrian regime fell, but its prime allies, Iran and Russia, continued to try to influence its successors. Dictators from Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe, all members of the network I am calling Autocracy, Inc, continued to promote authoritarian narratives and opaque financial schemes, inside their own countries and around the world.

But during those same few months, the democratic world changed profoundly. In November 2024, the United States of America, for eighty years the leader of a powerful set of democratic alliances and an important promoter of democratic ideas around the world elected a president who was no longer interested in democracy, or democracies, at all. Instead, Donald Trump began to align American foreign and domestic policies with the values and practices of the autocratic world described in this book.

This dramatic shift was most visible in the new administration’s relationships with America’s historic allies. From his first days in office, President Trump attacked and berated Ukraine, Canada and the European Union, placing inexplicably high tariffs on goods coming from those countries, as well as from Japan and South Korea. He shouted at the Ukrainian president in the Oval Office, discussed the annexation of Greenland and Canada, and said that the EU had been created to “screw” the U.S. At the same time, he had few words of criticism for Russia, China, Iran or any of the other countries that have long colluded to undermine American political and economic power, as this book describes, and who have continued to do so during his presidency. His top aides agreed. “I fully share your loathing of European freeloading,” American Secretary of Defense, Pete Hegseth texted other cabinet members in a leaked message: “It’s PATHETIC.”

This realignment away from the democratic world was accompanied by an equally revolutionary shift in official American attitudes to both domestic corruption and foreign kleptocracy. Perhaps no one should have been surprised: From the beginning of his career, well before he expressed much interest in politics, Donald Trump participated enthusiastically in the opaque, offshore world of shell companies and anonymous bank accounts, a milieu where the autocratic world thrives. From the 1980s onwards, anonymous investors were an important source of funding for Trump’s real estate business. In that era, money from the former Soviet Union was pouring into opaque property investments, as Trump’s son acknowledged in 2008: “In terms of high-end product influx into the US,1 Russians make up a pretty disproportionate cross-section of a lot of our assets.” As of 2018, more than one out of every five condos2 in Trump-branded buildings was purchased by a shell company whose true owner is unknown. Anonymous owners continued to buy into his businesses3 even during his first term as president.

During that first term, Trump dodged or evaded conflict-of-interest rules designed to stop politicians from using political power to enrich themselves. During his second term he began to defy them with what can only be described as insouciance, immediately making clear that he and his family would both expand lucrative business relationships with the autocratic world and use their political influence for financial gain at home. In the weeks after the election,4 the Trump Organization announced construction of a Trump Tower in Saudi Arabia, an investment that created a clear conflict of interest for the president. Trump’s family also created a crypto currency business,5 World Liberty Financial, that could, in practice, serve as a vehicle for anyone to pay him indirect bribes. Ominously, his administration did indeed6 suspend a civil investigation into Justin Sun, a Chinese entrepreneur7 and adviser to World Liberty Financial, who had also invested at least $75 million into the company.

In keeping with the new atmosphere, the inauguration itself became an ostentatious display of the new administration’s kleptocratic values. American tech company CEOs8 were the most prominent guests, but several foreign business partners of the Trump Organization also attended inauguration-related events, posed for photos with Trump, and referenced their connections to his presidency in promotional materials. Several lesser-known companies9 involved in ongoing regulatory and other negotiations with the US government quietly donated hundreds of thousands to Trump’s inauguration too. Soon afterwards, in a late-night purge,10 Trump fired seventeen inspectors-general, all people who are responsible for monitoring corruption and ethical violations inside the government.

Wealthy people have, it is true, always played an outsized role in American politics, as they do almost everywhere. But from the beginning of the second Trump term, one wealthy person was given a role that seems to have no precedent in American history. Elon Musk, who had no mandate other than the personal blessing of the president, was given enormous influence over the very same government institutions that had long subsidized and regulated his companies. Musk’s so-called Department of Government Efficiency slashed jobs at the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration,11 the federal agency that oversees auto safety and crash investigations, including those involving his own company, Tesla. Musk oversaw mass firings12 at other regulatory agencies that had launched over 30 investigations into his companies, including SpaceX, Tesla, and Neuralink as well. Major government agencies, including the General Services Administration and the Federal Aviation Authority, began using or considering the use of Starlink,13 a product of SpaceX, while the State Department planned to buy14 armored Teslas.

Federal policy also made a sudden shift, in favor of opaque business practices and against ordinary Americans. The Treasury Department announced15 it would no longer penalize U.S. businesses and individuals that fail to disclose ownership information under the Corporate Transparency Act, hampering anti-money laundering efforts. Trump ordered a full work stoppage16 at the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, which had been created to protect consumers from manipulation by banks and other financial institutions. He also fired top officials17 overseeing ethics, whistleblower protections, and labor rights, including the heads of the Office of Government Ethics, Office of Special Counsel, and the Merit Systems Protection Board.

A toxic combination of transactionalism and imperialism began to shape American foreign policy in ways that also have no precedent in contemporary history. During negotiations with President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine, Trump’s representatives handed Zelensky’s team a memorandum of understanding, proposing that Ukraine hand over half of its mineral wealth,18 indefinitely. Trump’s negotiations with Russia, meanwhile, were from the start dominated not by a desire to create a just and lasting peace in Ukraine, but by a desire to help American businesses, and perhaps his family’s businesses, profit from the lifting of Russian sanctions. Trump’s erratic tariffs, meanwhile, offered him the opportunity to negotiate individual deals with other countries, as well as with American and foreign businesses, giving him unprecedented power. 

Trump’s domestic policies reflected the same reorientation: Away from the rule of law, away from institutions  created by Congress, and towards the personalization of power. Under the false flag of cost-saving, Musk’s DOGE carried out mass firings and program cuts, making no attempt to audit or even understand many of the institutions affected. Among them were America’s foreign broadcasters,19 including Voice of America, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Radio Free Asia and other media which have for decades practiced independent journalism in parts of the world that don’t have it. Musk slashed funding for organizations who campaign for democracy and voting rights. He destroyed USAID, the aid organization whose humanitarian programs provided food and medicine to the poorest people on the planet. All of these programs had long provided a counterweight to the Russian, Chinese, Iranian and other influence campaigns which the Trump administration, clearly, was no longer interested in fi ghting.

Musk claimed he cut these programs because he wanted to save money. But that explanation, given that they represent a tiny fraction of the U.S. budget, was insufficient. Instead, their destruction, alongside the damage done to domestic departments and agencies overseeing education, scientific research, health and social security, seemed deliberately designed to alter the behavior and values of the civil service. Since the late nineteenth century, federal workers in America had been trained to respect the rule of law, venerate the Constitution, maintain political neutrality, and uphold lawful policy changes whether they come from Republican or Democratic administrations. They were supposed to measure objective reality—evidence of pollution, for example—and respond accordingly. The non-partisan values of this system had long been accepted by everyone, from Republican-voting FBI agents to Democratic-voting environmental officers.

During their early weeks in office, Trump’s cabinet began plotting to replace these civil servants with loyalists chosen not by merit tests, but by purity tests. Already in the first weeks of the administration, at least two candidates for higher positions at the FBI were told to state who the “real patriots” were on January 6, 2021. They were asked, in other words, not just to demonstrate their fealty to Trump, but also to repeat outright falsehoods, violating the old civil-service ethos which required people to make decisions based on objective realities, not myths or fictions.

The impact of this change was rapid, and harsh. Suddenly, and not accidentally, people who worked for the American federal government had the same experience as people who find themselves living under foreign occupation. In March of 2025, I received a letter from a woman who had worked for much of her career at major universities and as a government scientist. She had read an article I had written about the experience of living through regime change, and found it touched a chord. She too, she said, “will soon face a choice about whether to allow myself to get fired, to resign, or to be considered complicit in the current regime.” These are not choices that Americans are used to making. But they would sound very familiar to the inhabitants of the autocratic world described in this book.

So too would Trump’s use of lawsuits to intimidate the media. Or his attempts to browbeat Republican congressmen and Senators, using financial threats to their future campaigns. Or his administration’s selective targeting of foreign students, some of whom were picked up on the street by plain clothes officers. Or his threats to law firms who defend clients he doesn’t like. Or the deportation without due process of immigrants, including immigrants with legal status, to prisons in El Salvador.

Put all these changes together, and there is a pattern. A personalized, even patrimonial foreign policy, one designed not to benefit America’s allies, or even America itself, but rather to benefit the American president, his friends and his family. A political system designed to reward people for loyalty, not for merit. A drumbeat of propaganda directed against judges, journalists, whistleblowers, anyone who stands in the way of the regime. These are the features of the states that comprise Autocracy, Inc., and they now describe the political system that the Trump administration is trying to build in the United States.

Americans who believe in the rule of law, European and Asian allies who have long argued in favor of American leadership, democratic activists around the world who admired what America stood for – all of them, all of us, need to rethink how we approach the world in light of these dramatic changes. Yet the advice I give at the end of this book still holds. Broad, powerful, carefully focused coalitions are still the only way that the democratic world can resist the influence of autocratic propaganda, and autocratic corruption. Now we will simply have to form them, at least temporarily, without the leadership of the United States.

Anne Applebaum

April 2025




Introduction

Autocracy, Inc.

ALL OF US have in our minds a cartoon image of an autocratic state. There is a bad man at the top. He controls the army and the police. The army and the police threaten the people with violence. There are evil collaborators, and maybe some brave dissidents.

But in the twenty-first century, that cartoon bears little resemblance to reality. Nowadays, autocracies are run not by one bad guy but by sophisticated networks relying on kleptocratic financial structures, a complex of security services—military, paramilitary, police—and technological experts who provide surveillance, propaganda, and disinformation. The members of these networks are connected not only to one another within a given autocracy but also to networks in other autocratic countries, and sometimes in democracies too. Corrupt, state-controlled companies in one dictatorship do business with corrupt, state-controlled companies in another. The police in one country may arm, equip, and train the police in many others. The propagandists share resources—the troll farms and media networks that promote one dictator’s propaganda can also be used to promote another’s—as well as themes: the degeneracy of democracy, the stability of autocracy, the evil of America.

This is not to say that there is some secret room where bad guys meet, as in a James Bond movie. Nor is our conflict with them a black-and-white, binary contest, a “Cold War 2.0.” Among modern autocrats are people who call themselves communists, monarchists, nationalists, and theocrats. Their regimes have different historical roots, different goals, different aesthetics. Chinese communism and Russian nationalism differ not only from each other but from Venezuela’s Bolivarian socialism, North Korea’s Juche, or the Shia radicalism of the Islamic Republic of Iran. All of them differ from the Arab monarchies and others—Saudi Arabia, the Emirates, Vietnam—which mostly don’t seek to undermine the democratic world. They also differ from the softer autocracies and hybrid democracies, sometimes called illiberal democracies—Turkey, Singapore, India, the Philippines, Hungary—which sometimes align with the democratic world and sometimes don’t. Unlike military or political alliances from other times and places, this group operates not like a bloc but rather like an agglomeration of companies, bound not by ideology but rather by a ruthless, single-minded determination to preserve their personal wealth and power: Autocracy, Inc.

Instead of ideas, the strongmen who lead1 Russia, China, Iran, North Korea, Venezuela, Nicaragua, Angola, Myanmar, Cuba, Syria, Zimbabwe, Mali, Belarus, Sudan, Azerbaijan, and perhaps three dozen others2 share a determination to deprive their citizens of any real influence or public voice, to push back against all forms of transparency or accountability, and to repress anyone, at home or abroad, who challenges them. They also share a brutally pragmatic approach to wealth. Unlike the fascist and communist leaders of the past, who had party machines behind them and did not showcase their greed, the leaders of Autocracy, Inc., often maintain opulent residences and structure much of their collaboration as for-profit ventures. Their bonds with one another, and with their friends in the democratic world, are cemented not through ideals but through deals—deals designed to take the edge off sanctions, to exchange surveillance technology, to help one another get rich.

Autocracy, Inc., also collaborates to keep its members in power. Alexander Lukashenko’s unpopular regime3 in Belarus has been criticized by multiple international bodies—the European Union, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe—and shunned by its European neighbors. Many Belarusian goods cannot be sold in the United States or the EU. The national airline, Belavia, cannot fly to European countries. And yet, in practice, Belarus is not isolated at all. More than two dozen Chinese companies have invested money in Belarus, even building a China-Belarus Industrial Park, modeled on a similar project in Suzhou.4 Iran and Belarus exchanged high-level diplomatic visits5 in 2023. Cuban officials have expressed solidarity with Lukashenko at the UN. Russia offers markets, cross-border investment, political support, and probably police and security services too. In 2020, when Belarusian journalists rebelled and refused to report a false election result, Russia sent Russian journalists6 to replace them. In return, Belarus’s regime has allowed Russia to base troops and weapons on its territory and to use those assets to attack Ukraine.

Venezuela is also, in theory, an international pariah. Since 2008, the United States, Canada, and the European Union have ramped up sanctions on Venezuela in response to the regime’s brutality, drug smuggling, and links to international crime. Yet President Nicolás Maduro’s regime receives loans from Russia,7 which also invests in Venezuela’s oil industry, as does Iran. A Belarusian company assembles tractors8 in Venezuela. Turkey facilitates the illicit Venezuelan gold trade.9 Cuba has long provided security advisers and security technology to its counterparts in Caracas. Chinese-made water cannons,10 tear-gas canisters, and shields were used to crush street protesters in Caracas in 2014 and again in 2017, leaving more than seventy dead, while Chinese-designed surveillance technology11 is used to monitor the public too. Meanwhile, the international narcotics trade keeps individual members of the regime, along with their entourages and families, well supplied with Versace and Chanel.

The Belarusian and Venezuelan dictators are widely despised12 within their own countries. Both would lose13 free elections, if such elections were ever held. Both have powerful opponents: the Belarusian and the Venezuelan opposition movements have been led by a range of charismatic leaders and dedicated grassroots activists who have inspired their fellow citizens to take risks, to work for change, to come out onto the streets in protest. In August 2020, more than a million Belarusians, out of a population of only ten million, protested in the streets against stolen elections. Hundreds of thousands of Venezuelans repeatedly participated in protests across the country too.

If their only enemies had been the corrupt, bankrupt Venezuelan regime or the brutal, ugly Belarusian regime, these protest movements might have won. But they were not fighting autocrats only at home; they were fighting autocrats around the world who control state companies in multiple countries and who can use them to make investment decisions worth billions of dollars. They were fighting regimes that can buy security cameras from China or bots from St. Petersburg. Above all, they were fighting against rulers who long ago hardened themselves to the feelings and opinions of their countrymen, as well as the feelings and opinions of everybody else. Autocracy, Inc., offers its members not only money and security but also something less tangible: impunity.

The conviction, common among the most committed autocrats, that the outside world cannot touch them—that the views of other nations don’t matter and that no court of public opinion will ever judge them—is relatively recent. Once upon a time the leaders of the Soviet Union, the most powerful autocracy in the second half of the twentieth century, cared deeply about how they were perceived around the world. They vigorously promoted the superiority of their political system, and they objected when it was criticized. They at least paid lip service to the aspirational system of norms and treaties set up after World War II, with its language about universal human rights, the laws of war, and the rule of law more generally. When the Soviet premier14 Nikita Khrushchev stood up in the United Nations and banged his shoe on the table, as he famously did in the General Assembly in 1960, it was because a Filipino delegate said that Soviet-occupied Eastern Europe had been “deprived of political and civil rights” and “swallowed up by the Soviet Union.” Khrushchev felt it was important to object. Even in the early part of this century,15 most dictatorships hid their true intentions behind elaborate, carefully manipulated performances of democracy.

Today, the members of Autocracy, Inc., no longer care if they or their countries are criticized or by whom. Some, like the leaders of Myanmar and Zimbabwe, don’t stand for anything beyond self-enrichment and the desire to remain in power, and so can’t be embarrassed. The leaders of Iran confidently discount the views of Western infidels. The leaders of Cuba and Venezuela treat criticism from abroad as evidence of the vast imperial plot organized against them. The leaders of China and Russia have spent a decade disputing the human rights language long used by international institutions, successfully convincing many around the world that the treaties and conventions on war and genocide—and concepts such as “civil liberties” and “the rule of law”—embody Western ideas that don’t apply to them.

Impervious to international criticism, modern autocrats feel no shame about the use of open brutality. The Burmese junta does not hide the fact that it has murdered hundreds of protesters, including young teenagers, on the streets of Rangoon. The Zimbabwean regime harasses opposition candidates in plain sight during farcical fake elections. The Chinese government boasts about its destruction of the popular democracy movement in Hong Kong and its “anti-extremist” campaign—involving mass arrests and concentration camps for thousands of Muslim Uighurs—in Xinjiang. The Iranian regime does not conceal16 its violent repression of Iranian women.

At the extremes, such contempt can devolve into what the international democracy activist Srdja Popovic has called the “Maduro model”17 of governance, after the current leader of Venezuela. Autocrats who adopt it are “willing to see their country enter the category of failed states,” he says—accepting economic collapse, endemic violence, mass poverty, and international isolation if that’s what it takes to stay in power. Like Maduro, Presidents Bashir al-Assad in Syria and Lukashenko in Belarus seem entirely comfortable ruling over collapsed economies and societies. These kinds of regimes can be hard for the inhabitants of democracies to understand, because their primary goal is not to create prosperity or enhance the well-being of citizens. Their primary goal is to stay in power, and to do so, they are willing to destabilize their neighbors, destroy the lives of ordinary people, or—following in the footsteps of their predecessors—even send hundreds of thousands of their citizens to their deaths.

In the twentieth century, the autocratic world was no more unified than it is today. Communists and fascists went to war with each other. Sometimes communists fought communists18 too. But they did have common views about the political system that Lenin, the founder of the Soviet state, referred to sneeringly as “bourgeois democracy,” which he called “restricted, truncated, false, and hypocritical, a paradise for the rich and a snare and deception for the exploited, for the poor.”19 “Pure democracy” he wrote, was “the mendacious phrase of a liberal who wants to fool the workers.” As the leader of what was originally a tiny political faction, Lenin was, unsurprisingly, dismissive of the idea of free elections too: “Only scoundrels and simpletons can think that the proletariat must first win a majority in elections carried out under the yoke of the bourgeoisie …. This is the height of stupidity.”20

The founders of fascism, although bitterly opposed to Lenin’s regime, were equally dismissive about their democratic opponents. Mussolini, the Italian leader21 whose movement coined the words “fascism” and “totalitarianism,” mocked liberal societies as weak and degenerate. “The liberal state is destined to perish,” he predicted in 1932. “All the political experiments of our day are anti-liberal.” He also flipped the definition of “democracy,” defining the Italian and German dictatorships as “the greatest and soundest democracies which exist in the world today.” Hitler’s critique of liberalism followed the same pattern. He wrote in Mein Kampf22 that parliamentary democracy is “one of the most serious signs of decay in mankind” and declared that it is not “individual freedom which is a sign of a higher level of culture but the restriction of individual freedom,” if carried out by a racially pure organization.

As early as 1929,23 Mao Zedong, who later became the dictator of the People’s Republic of China, also warned against what he called “ultra-democracy,” because “these ideas are utterly incompatible with the fighting tasks of the proletariat”—a statement later reproduced in his Little Red Book. One of the founding documents of the modern Myanmar regime, a 1962 memo titled “The Burmese Way to Socialism,” contains a tirade against elected legislatures: “Burma’s ‘parliamentary democracy’ has not only failed to serve our socialist development but also, due to its very inconsistencies, defects, weaknesses and loopholes, its abuses and the absence of a mature public opinion, lost sight of and deviated from the socialist aims.”24

Sayyid Qutb, one of the intellectual founders of modern radical Islam, borrowed both the communist belief in a universal revolution and the fascist belief in the liberating power of violence. Like Hitler and Stalin, he argued that liberal ideas and modern commerce posed a threat to the creation of an ideal civilization—in this case, Islamic civilization. He built an ideology around opposition to democracy and individual rights, crafting a cult of destruction and death. The Iranian scholars and human rights activists Ladan and Roya Boroumand have written that Qutb imagined that an “ideologically self-conscious, vanguard minority”25 would lead a violent revolution in order to create an ideal society, “a classless one where the ‘selfish individual’ of liberal democracies would be banished and the ‘exploitation of man by man’ would be abolished. God alone would govern it through the implementation of Islamic law (shari’a).” This, they write, was “Leninism in Islamist dress.”

Modern autocrats differ in many ways from their twentieth-century predecessors. But the heirs, successors, and imitators of these older leaders and thinkers, however varied their ideologies, do have a common enemy. That enemy is us.

To be more precise, that enemy is the democratic world, “the West,” NATO, the European Union, their own, internal democratic opponents, and the liberal ideas that inspire all of them. These include the notion that the law is a neutral force, not subject to the whims of politics; that courts and judges should be independent; that political opposition is legitimate; that the rights to speech and assembly can be guaranteed; and that there can be independent journalists and writers and thinkers who are capable of being critical of the ruling party or leader while at the same time remaining loyal to the state.

Autocrats hate these principles because they threaten their power. If judges and juries are independent, then they can hold rulers to account. If there is a genuinely free press, journalists can expose high-level theft and corruption. If the political system empowers citizens to influence the government, then citizens can eventually change the regime.

Their enmity toward the democratic world is not merely some form of traditional geopolitical competition, as “realists” and so many international relations strategists still believe. Their opposition rather has its roots in the very nature of the democratic political system, in words like “accountability,” “transparency,” and “democracy.” They hear that language coming from the democratic world, they hear the same language coming from their own dissidents, and they seek to destroy them both. Their own rhetoric makes this clear. In 2013, as Xi Jinping was beginning his rise to power, an
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