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By The Editorial Board

The editorial board is a group of opinion journalists whose views are
informed by expertise, research, debate and certain longstanding values.
It is separate from the newsroom.

Countries that slide from democracy toward
autocracy tend to follow similar patterns. To
measure what is happening in the United
States, the Times editorial board has compiled
a list of 12 markers of democratic erosion, with
help from scholars who have studied this
phenomenon. The sobering reality is that the
United States has regressed, to different
degrees, on all 12.

Our country is still not close to being a true
autocracy, in the mold of Russia or China. But
once countries begin taking steps away from
democracy, the march often continues. We
offer these 12 markers as a warning of how
much Americans have already lost and how
much more we still could lose.

AN AUTHORITARIAN STIFLES
DISSENT AND SPEECH. TRUMP HAS
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STARTED T0.

DEMOCRACY AUTOCRACY

Authoritarian takeovers in the modern era often do not start
with a military coup. They instead involve an elected leader
who uses the powers of the office to consolidate authority and
make political opposition more difficult, if not impossible.
Think of Vladimir Putin in Russia, Nicolas Maduro in
Venezuela and, to lesser degrees, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in
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In addition to restricting speech and dissent, autocrats use the
immense power of law enforcement to investigate and
imprison people who have fallen out of favor. Mr. Trump’s
Justice Department has become an enforcer of his personal
interests, targeting people for legally dubious reasons while
creating a culture in which his allies can act with impunity.

Following the president’s demands, his appointees have
secured indictments of a few critics (including Attorney
General Letitia James of New York and the former E.B.I.
director James Comey) and ordered investigations of others
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Even democracies occasionally use their militaries on home
soil. The military can keep order and protect citizens after a
devastating storm. In extreme and rare circumstances, troops
can enforce the law when local authorities refuse to do so, as
happened in the segregated South in the 1950s and 1960s.

Authoritarians use the military much more frequently and
performatively — to suppress dissent, instill fear and convey
supreme power. Mr. Trump deployed the National Guard in
Los Angeles to crack down on protests, despite local officials’
insistence that they had the situation under control. He

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/10/31/opini...

10/31/25, 15:36


https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/16/us/trump-national-guard-california.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/16/us/trump-national-guard-california.html

Opinion | In Trump’s America, Are We Losing Our De... https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/10/31/opini...

11 of 28 10/31/25, 15:36


https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/10/27/us/us-national-guard-deployments.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/10/27/us/us-national-guard-deployments.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/21/us/politics/trump-fires-cq-brown-pentagon.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/21/us/politics/trump-fires-cq-brown-pentagon.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/30/us/politics/trump-hegseth-military-officers.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/30/us/politics/trump-hegseth-military-officers.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/28/us/politics/trump-japan-national-guard-us-cities.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/28/us/politics/trump-japan-national-guard-us-cities.html

Opinion | In Trump’s America, Are We Losing Our De... https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/10/31/opini...

12 of 28 10/31/25, 15:36


https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/17/us/politics/timeline-trump-deportation-flights-el-salvador.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/17/us/politics/timeline-trump-deportation-flights-el-salvador.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/17/us/politics/timeline-trump-deportation-flights-el-salvador.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/17/us/politics/timeline-trump-deportation-flights-el-salvador.html

Opinion | In Trump’s America, Are We Losing Our De... https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/10/31/opini...

13 of 28 10/31/25, 15:36


https://www.nytimes.com/live/2025/10/05/us/trump-news
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2025/10/05/us/trump-news
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/28/opinion/supreme-court-emergency-rulings.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/28/opinion/supreme-court-emergency-rulings.html

Opinion | In Trump’s America, Are We Losing Our De... https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/10/31/opini...

Authoritarians often curtail democracy by declaring an
emergency and arguing that the threat requires them to
exercise unusual degrees of power.

Mr. Trump’s recent predecessors were not perfect on this
issue. They sometimes declared questionable emergencies.
He has gone to another level. He has used manufactured
emergencies to sidestep Congress and impose tariffs,
deregulate the energy industry, intensify immigration
enforcement and send the National Guard into Washington.
Chillingly, he has claimed that a Venezuelan gang invaded the
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Authoritarians tend to demean minority groups, trying to turn
them into a perceived threat that provides a justification for a
leader to amass power. Mr. Trump has repeatedly suggested
that marginalized groups are responsible for the nation’s
problems.

Immigrants have topped his list. Mr. Trump has blamed them
for destroying communities and his administration has tried
to dehumanize them by posting mocking videos of shackled
immigrants. In response, many Latinos have stopped
speaking Spanish in public and started carrying their
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Democratic governments prize accurate information as a
guide to decision-making. Authoritarians seek to suppress
inconvenient truths.

Mr. Trump has sought to manipulate government information
in several ways. He fired the head of the Bureau of Labor
Statistics after the agency reported disappointing job growth
this summer. He shut down federal data collection efforts
related to climate change, presumably because the
information might encourage people to take action.
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Authoritarians, recognizing that universities are hotbeds of
independent thought and political dissent, often single them
out for repression. Mr. Putin and Mr. Erdogan have closed
universities. Mr. Modi’s government has arrested dissident
scholars, while Mr. Orban has appointed loyalist foundations
to run universities.

A signature policy of Mr. Trump’s second term has been his
attack on higher education. He has cut millions of dollars of
research funding, tried to dictate hiring and admissions
policies and forced the resignation of the University of
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Emperors and kings often glorified themselves by displaying
their portraits everywhere. The American tradition has
rejected that kind of hagiography for living presidents. Our
leaders haven’t needed to puff themselves up this way, until
now.

Huge banners with Mr. Trump’s face hang from government
buildings. He posts memes in which he wears a crown,
including an A.l.-generated video that depicted him defecating
on protesters. He held a lavish military parade on his birthday.
At televised meetings, members of his cabinet gush
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Authoritarians often turn the government into a machine for
enriching themselves, their families and their allies. Mr.
Trump glories in his administration’s culture of corruption.

He openly uses the presidency as an opportunity to pad his
bottom line, in ways that range from the comically petty (like
charging the Secret Service up to $1,200 per night for rooms at
his hotels) to the shamelessly greedy (like the $40 million that
Amazon paid for the rights to a Melania Trump documentary
or his recent demand that the government pay him $230
million because he was investigated for breaking the law). He
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solicits favors from foreign governments, including an
airplane from Qatar. His children also profit from their father’s
position, through real-estate deals, crypto, a private club in
Washington and more. And he rewards those who enrich
them, recently pardoning the head of a cryptocurrency firm
who worked with the Trump family.

In the first six months of this year, the Trump Organization’s
income soared to $864 million, up from just $51 million a year
earlier, according to a recent Reuters analysis. It’s worth
noting that recent Supreme Court decisions have made
corruption harder to police.

THE BOTTOM LINE

Mr. Trump’s culture of corruption may resemble the behavior
of foreign autocrats more closely than any other category on
this list. He is using what rightly belongs to American citizens
— the power and resources of our democratic government —
to enrich himself, and he is not trying to hide it.

AN AUTHORITARIAN MANIPULATES
THE LAW TO STAY IN POWER.
TRUMP HAS STARTED T0.

DEMOCRACY AUTOCRACY
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Authoritarians change election rules to help their party, and
they rewrite laws — or violate their spirit — to ignore term
limits.

Mr. Trump’s biggest attempt to follow this playbook failed,
when he was unable to undo his election defeat to Joe Biden in
2020. But that effort showed Mr. Trump’s willingness to break
the law to remain in power.

In his second term, he has shown worrisome signs of using his
power to entrench the Republican Party’s hold on the
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government. He has pressed Republicans to take
gerrymandering to a new extreme. He issued an executive
order in March that seeks to interfere with how states run
their elections. These moves increase the chances that
Republicans will keep control of Congress even if most voters
want to oust them.

Mr. Trump has not taken concrete steps to remain in power
for a third term, which the 22nd Amendment of the
Constitution was written to forbid. He has alternated between
floating the idea and suggesting he understands that he must
leave the presidency for good on Jan. 20, 2029.

THE BOTTOM LINE

Even if he backs away from any scheme to serve more than
two presidential terms, Mr. Trump’s attempts to tilt the
electoral field in favor of Republicans is anti-democratic and
could pervert American elections for years.

The clearest sign that a democracy has died is
that a leader and his party make it impossible
for their opponents to win an election and hold
power. Once that stage is reached, however, the
change is extremely difficult to reverse. And
aspiring authoritarians use other excesses, like
a cowed legislature and judiciary, to lock in
their power.

The United States is not an autocracy today. It
still has a mostly free press and independent
judiciary, and millions of Americans recently
attended the “No Kings” protests. But it has
started down an anti-democratic path, and
many Americans — including people in
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