
The Authoritarian Playbook 
Authoritarian leaders across history often use similar tactics to gain and keep power. Below is a 
simple checklist you can use to see where countries fall on the dictatorship spectrum.  

 
 
 
Sources: 
This checklist is adapted from widely used academic frameworks on authoritarianism, most notably: 

●​ Levitsky, Steven & Ziblatt, Daniel. How Democracies Die. Crown, 2018.​
(Provides the foundational “warning signs” of authoritarian behavior used in most civics versions of this list.) 

●​ Freedom House. Freedom in the World Reports.​
(Offers criteria on civil liberties and political rights that inform the commonly taught “tactics of 
authoritarianism.”) 

 

 



 

 



 

 

Name_________________________________________​ ​ Date__________________ 

Directions: 
Read your assigned country and compare its events and laws to the 10 signs in the 
Authoritarian Playbook. For each sign, list specific evidence, laws, or behaviors. ​
 

Authoritarian Sign Your Country 
Evidence & Examples 

1. Scapegoating Enemies 

 

2. Demonizing or Targeting 
Political Opponents 

 

3. Controlling the Media 

 

4. Encouraging Paramilitary 
Groups 

 

5. Attacking the Courts 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Big Picture Questions: 

1. Which actions or laws do you think did the most to weaken democratic institutions, and why? 

 

 

 

2. What early warning signs appeared before full authoritarian control took hold? 

 

 

 

 

3. How did authoritarian leaders use crises (economic, political, or social) to justify gaining more 
power? 

 


