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TOP TEN TIPS FOR TYRANTS
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Join the army

Dictators frequently have military backgrounds. Obviously, having access to weapons and a force able to use them is crucial if you intend to threaten or enact violence. Another reason is that the army takes up much of the budget of a small country, so senior members have a political interest in the government because it maintains their own positions. If you have been part of the military, it is more likely to stay loyal to you, too. Once you gain power, put yourself in charge of the military or they will plot against you.

Show no mercy

Early on, butcher as many as you wish, and spread the word; fear is a powerful way of suppressing dissent. The slightest glimmer of mercy is seen as weakness.

If you must have elections, rig them

Even if you gain power legitimately (unlikely, but possible), either get rid of elections or rig them. Dictators have a habit of doing very well in elections they organise: only 169 brave souls voted against Somoza, apparently disagreeing with 107,000 fellow citizens keen to see him top the poll, while Stroessner, Mugabe and Suharto all won dubious ‘elections’.

Position yourself as a saviour

Dictators often claim to be the only salvation from some terrible prospect that will destroy the nation, such as Communism, or a dispensable group generally viewed with suspicion, such as the Jews in Germany or the Ugandan Asians. Opponents are then branded as traitors. This gives you licence to deal with them ruthlessly, which leads us to…

Kill, torture, imprison or exile your opponents

A whole set of people will by their nature pose a threat, be it the military, intellectuals, trade unions, a religious group or a rival tribe. Make them suffer: it stops them attacking your position, and is a warning to others who might be tempted into opposition.

Control the media

Free expression provides an avenue for dissent. Stifle any forms of freedom such as the free press, a representative parliament or independent trade unions.

Have a powerful foreign supporter

Isolation often breeds vulnerability, so have at least one powerful foreign supporter. Then you can ignore everybody else. Claim that your country is threatened by a powerful enemy to justify your rule. The US, for example, gladly supported many dictators with appalling records because they were seen as bulwarks against Communism. Foreign support comes in many guises, such as money, weapons or even humanitarian aid, which you can then use to suppress your own people.

Put family members or highly-trusted friends in key positions

A dictator cannot retain power without joining or destroying the old order. You could ingratiate yourself by, say, nationalising foreign-owned industries and handing them over to powerful friends. Or you could boot out the old order, (Peter the Great destroyed the boyar elite and Peron set up a fish market near an exclusive club to show his contempt for the old order). Setting up a new top drawer is a popular move for those at the bottom of the heap, who will smell advancement. Establishing a new elite clique (of which you are the ruler) ensures that the rich and powerful will not plot against you.

Centralise power

Kick out the foreigners you don’t need, preferably denouncing them as colonialists. This makes you the champion of the people. Take control of essential industries and the military so that no one can mount a threat. When you are in charge of the economy, others cannot easily build a rival powerbase. If the economic position worsens, buy loyalty by directing all resources to keeping your friends rich (for example, Marcos and Somoza). They won’t mind the nation being impoverished as long as they keep all their trappings.

Start a personality cult

Assign yourself god-like qualities, such as a unique vision of the future (you can even publish your thoughts in a little book, like Mao and Gaddafi). Put up portraits and statues in your honour. Give yourself a title such as ‘Only Defender of the People’ and get children to recite it at every school assembly. It will help if you have a terrifying reputation for evil-doing, such as voodoo magic (‘Papa Doc’ Duvalier), cannibalism (Bokassa), cold-blooded murder (Saddam Hussein, Stalin) or horrible violence (Vlad the Impaler).

It will all end in tears

Many dictators become so convinced of their unique value that they make themselves ‘President for Life’. The problem with this is that the only way anyone else can achieve power is by killing or exiling you – i.e. doing just what you did to get on the throne. Dictators live in an unreal world, completely out of touch with their own people and often become paranoid: they’re (often rightly) afraid someone is going to do to them something similar to what they did to get the keys to the presidential office in the first place. Actually, very few dictators have died in office.
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VLAD THE IMPALER (1431–1476)
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In a nutshell

Vlad the Impaler ruled the kingdom of Wallachia in southeast Europe on three separate occasions. He is best known for his love of impalement and as the inspiration for the character of Dracula.

Rise and rule

Fifteenth-century Wallachia was caught between two aggressive neighbours: the Ottoman Empire and the Kingdom of Hungary. Its insecure crown was not inherited, but people of noble blood were elected to it by the boyars. This was clearly a recipe for instability, and explains in part how Vlad (also known at the time as Dracula, meaning ‘son of Dracul’) ruled in 1448, from 1456 to 1462 and again in 1476.

When he was in power he strove to limit the influence of the nobility, who could get rid of him by appointing allies to positions of power. He reduced the economic importance of the nobles and killed anyone who posed a threat. His favourite among many cruel and humiliating methods of execution was impalement: he skewered people In various ways and left them to die slowly and painfully in public. The bodies would be left to rot for months, still pinned to the ground, as a warning to others.

Mass impalements of thousands of people were common and during his rule Vlad killed more of his own people — about 40,000 — than any other ruler until the twentieth century.

Downfall

He was killed after regaining power in 1476 and there are disputes as to how he actually died. However, once he was dead, the Turks decapitated him and sent his head to Constantinople, where it was preserved in honey. The sultan displayed it on a stake, to prove he really was dead.

What was he like?

At the age of eleven, Vlad was sent with his younger brother as a Turkish hostage. His more handsome brother was feted, but the stubborn, unbiddable Vlad witnessed torture, and was subjected to terrible cruelty himself in an underground dungeon, which seems to have warped his personality.

Although he did not invent the idea of impalement, he seems to have become its most devoted practitioner. During a later imprisonment, he captured and skewered birds and mice. Vlad had a strong, if rather twisted, sense of morality and used his favourite punishment on adulterous women, crooked merchants and anyone he decided was lazy (including a woman he chanced across who didn’t make her husband’s shirts long enough).





Today’s take

Vlad’s alternative name and elements of his character appear in Bram Stoker’s book Dracula. The numerous accounts of his sadistic cruelty were exaggerated in tabloid style throughout the Middle Ages, but enough exist from different sources to verify that he was a particularly horrible ruler. Bizarrely, he is apparently something of a folk hero in Romania and Moldova.
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IVAN THE TERRIBLE (1530–1584)
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In a nutshell

Ivan the Terrible is one of the most notorious tyrants in history, famed for his relish of violence and life of depravity.

Rise and rule

Ivan was introduced to the manipulations and deals that surround power from a very early age: he inherited the throne of Russia at the age of three when his father King Vassily III died, but watched others compete for it as he grew up. Isolated, often imprisoned, and generally badly treated by Russia’s hereditary nobility, the boyars, he witnessed and was a victim of plots and violence throughout his childhood (Including the poisoning of his mother by nobles at court).

By the time he was crowned czar in 1547, he had grown into a sensitive, disturbed, heavy-drinking sixteen-year-old used to seeing opponents sadistically dispatched. His early rule was characterised by modernising reforms that unified his country. However, in 1553, seriously ill with a high fever and fearful that the throne would not be passed to his son Dmitri on his death, he demanded that the boyars swear fidelity to the child. He viewed their reluctant response as treachery and the reprisals he took were immensely brutal.

His instinct for vicious suppression of any threat was tempered by the advice of his first wife, Anastasia, but after her death in 1560, Ivan could not hold back. Taking complete control of the state in 1564, he established Russia’s first secret police, the Oprichniki, a black-clad bodyguard sworn to protect him. The Oprichniki spent much of its time killing, torturing or terrorising anyone of whom Ivan disapproved (which frequently included former friends and advisors).

He took a leading part in the Oprichniki’s orgies of rape and torture, often ending the debauched sessions with prayers of repentance. Victims were boiled or skinned alive, impaled, blown up on barrels of gunpowder, drowned or simply beaten to death. Ivan himself wielded a metal-tipped staff, not the most reassuring accessory when its owner is subject to wild mood swings. In 1581, he killed his own son with this weapon, apparently by accident, during an argument.

Downfall

Ivan died in 1584, most probably poisoned by his closest advisors with mercury, although he may have been taking it himself to treat his syphilis. Before his death, he was re-christened as a monk called Jonah, and was buried in his monk’s habit.

What was he like?

After persecuting animals in his youth (he was known to pitch cats and dogs from high windows of the Kremlin, and to slice open still-twitching birds he had captured), Ivan practised his fascination with sick violence on his own people. He wallowed in the subsequent guilt at his actions, harming himself and leading long prayers of repentance that belied his total lack of compassion for his victims.





Today’s take

Ivan the Terrible changed Russia into a multiethnic state by conquering the Tartars and Siberia. He initiated the beginnings of serfdom for the peasantry by restricting their movement, although many of them still abandoned their lands under the terror of the Oprichniki. Admired by Stalin for his ambition and total lack of compromise, he is still regarded as a national hero by many Russians.
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