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The Landscape of Freedom 
 

By Dr. Rachel Kleinfeld, Vice Chair, Freedom House Board of Trustees 
 

In 1942, there were only 12 democracies left on the planet. Some former democracies, such 
as Germany, had voted in authoritarian leaders. Others, like France, had self-destructed 
under the weight of their own polarization. Some had fallen to war. Even the stalwart 
dozen were wobbly: a fifth of the United States had laws preventing Black Americans 
from voting in order to maintain single-party state governments. From those dark days, 
democracy spread until, at its apex in 2006, most of the world’s population lived in 
freedom.  
 
And then, the momentum shifted. First, authoritarian countries such as China began 
deepening their grip on their populations through surveillance, force, and transnational 
repression. Next, countries that had been weak democracies began sliding backward—
some. like Myanmar and Mali, fell to military coups, while the elected leaders of others 
began to crack down on protests, arrest opponents, and rig elections until it was no longer 
possible for opponents to fairly contest elections, and they slid from Partly Free to Not 
Free as assessed by Freedom House’s annual Freedom in the World studies. Finally, fairly 
elected leaders in full and stronger democracies began to alter election rules suppress civil 
society, and curb free speech and other rights until their countries slipped from Free to 
Partly Free, as with Hungary, India, and Turkey. By 2024, only about 20% of the global 
population lived in full democracies. 
 
Four critical challenges now confront the effort to preserve and expand freedom: 

1) The world’s strongest autocracies have hardened and are helping other 
authoritarian countries fend off domestic discontent, as well as undermining 
free societies. In the 1990s, authoritarian countries were impoverished and largely 
absent from the geopolitical playing field. Today, global exporters of 
authoritarianism are: 
• Using their economic, diplomatic, military, and intelligence capabilities to 

help regimes that once would have been toppled by people power 
movements retain control. Nonviolent campaigns for freedom have been 
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declining in efficacy since around 2000. (Violent campaigns are even less 
successful, and their efficacy has been declining since the early 1980s).1 

• Supporting politicians, parties, and organizations friendly to authoritarian 
states, such as pro-Russian parties in Europe2 and pro-Chinese politicians in 
Five Eyes countries and in Latin America.3 

• Undermining democracy’s appeal and deepening polarization in democratic 
countries to make them less governable: Massive information operations 
pursued primarily by Russia, China, and Iran are advancing narratives that 
paint democratic countries as violent, ungovernable, undesirable places to live, 
while portraying their own policies as fair and courageous.4 At the same time, 
these countries are targeting polarizing messages at democratic populations, 
supporting separatist movements in the U.S. and other democracies, and even 
backing violent domestic groups within democracies.5  

 
2)  Elected leaders are increasingly harming their own democratic institutions, 

often with support from polarized populations. While democracies used to 
collapse largely through coups and warfare, now the most common global method 
of democratic loss is at the hands of a fairly elected executive who uses the powers 
of law to undermine democratic norms and institutions. From India to Turkey. 
democracies have slipped from Free to Partly Free after legitimately elected 
leaders pressured courts and prosecutors and used legal means to concentrate 
power, reduce executive oversight, diminish freedom of speech, and curb free 
association and organization.  

 
3) Democratic societies are weakened by a lack of cultural and social support for 

freedom. In the 20th century, “useful idiots” who supported authoritarian ideas 

 
1 Erica Chenoweth, “The Future of Nonviolent Resistance,” Journal of Democracy 31, no. 3 (July 2020): 69–
84, https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/the-future-of-nonviolent-resistance-2/. 
2 Rachel Ellehuus, “Mind the Gaps: Russian Information Manipulation in the United Kingdom,” Center for 
Strategic & International Studies (CSIS), January 31, 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/mind-gaps-russian-
information-manipulation-united-kingdom; Jeffrey Mankoff, “Russian Influence Operations in Germany and 
Their Effect,” CSIS, February 3, 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/russian-influence-operations-germany-
and-their-effect. 
3 Amy Searight, “Countering China’s Influence Operations: Lessons from Australia,” CSIS, May 8, 2020, 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/countering-chinas-influence-operations-lessons-australia; Diana Roy, “China’s 
Growing Influence in Latin America,” Council on Foreign Relations, updated June 6, 2025, 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/china-influence-latin-america-argentina-brazil-venezuela-security-
energy-bri. 
4 “Mapping a Surge of Disinformation in Africa,” Africa Center for Strategic Studies, March 13, 2024, 
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/mapping-a-surge-of-disinformation-in-africa//. 
5 Rachel Kleinfeld, “U.S. Secession Is a Great Idea—for Russia,” The Hill, February 22, 2023, 
https://thehill.com/opinion/national-security/3869319-us-secession-is-a-great-idea-for-russia/. 
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existed in free societies, but they were generally on the fringes and never in power. 
Today, illiberal movements on both the right and left have shown themselves 
willing to use state power to stop speech they do not like. Young people are 
particularly uncertain that democracy is the best way to organize political life.6 
These groups are more easily swayed by authoritarian propaganda. In Latin 
America, where the advent of democracy too often coincided with the rise of 
organized crime capturing political power, many countries no longer have 
majorities who favor democracy, according to Latinobarómetro surveys.7 

 
Finally, businesses and wealthy individuals who have dealings with kleptocratic and 
authoritarian governments are often loathe to speak against these governments for fear of 
business repercussions. Such was the case with German car manufacturers facing 
Hungary’s declining democracy,8 HSBC and other international banks operating in Hong 
Kong as China tightened the screws in 2020,9 and Hollywood’s refusal for years to make 
movies in which China is the enemy10 for fear of being cut off from that market and losing 
revenue. 
 

4) The spread of conflict and geopolitical destabilization creates a vicious cycle. 
The spread of democracy brought considerable peace to the planet, because 
democracies rarely make war on each other and face fewer internal conflicts. 
However, democracies with failing institutions or authoritarian executives are 
even more likely to spark conflict than authoritarian states—a reality known as 
“more murder in the middle.” Thus, as democracies erode, conflict has increased—
with incidents doubling from 2020 to 2024, according to Armed Conflict Location 
and Event Data (ACLED), and an  almost 40 percent rise in deaths in 2024 
compared to the previous year.11 Meanwhile, as violence grows, populations are 
more likely to support military coups and strongmen, and democracies are 

 
6 Christopher Claassen and Pedro C. Magalhães, “Public Support for Democracy in the United States Has 
Declined Generationally,” Public Opinion Quarterly 87, no. 3 (Fall 2023): 719–32, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfad039. 
7 Latinobarómetro Corporation, “Latinobarómetro 2024,” accessed October 8, 2025, 
https://www.latinobarometro.org/latinobarometro-2024. 
8 Sebastian Shehadi, “How German Automotive Investment in Hungary Exposes the Dark Reality of 
Globalization,” October 8, 2021, https://www.investmentmonitor.ai/features/german-automotive-
investment-hungary-orban/. 
9 Kalyeena Makortoff, “How HSBC Got Caught in a Geopolitical Storm over Hong Kong Security Law,” 
Guardian, September 30, 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/30/how-hsbc-got-caught-in-
a-geopolitical-storm-over-hong-kong-security-law. 
10 Taryn Priadko and Nick Baker, “Hollywood and China Have a Checkered History of Shared Cinema. Here’s 
What Might Be Next,” July 31, 2023, Rear Vision, ABC News (Australia), https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-
08-01/the-history-of-cinema-shared-between-china-and-hollywood/102603432. 
11 Clionadh Raleigh and Katayoun Kishi, “ACLED Conflict Index: December 2024,” Armed Conflict Location & 
Event Data (ACLED), accessed October 8, 2025, https://acleddata.com/series/acled-conflict-index. 
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increasingly willing to partner with nondemocratic geostrategic allies in a more 
dangerous world.12 

 
5) Funding and diplomatic support for democracy has plummeted. Supporting 

democracy has become much harder in recent years, exposing a need for 
organizations seeking to support freedom to update their strategies. Just as that 
need was become more acute, the United States under President Donald Trump’s 
second administration instead slashed its funding for programs fostering 
democracy,13 and many European countries moved funding from democracy to 
security.14 

 
In addition to the sudden gutting prodemocracy funding, the United States has given both 
implicit and explicit backing to antidemocratic forces around the world. Countries from 
Serbia15 to Peru16 have followed the its example at home in curbing speech and civic 
space, passing laws to curb their own publics while citing the U.S. example. Even more 
worrisome is the fact that the United States seems to be identifying with nondemocratic 
strongmen and tactics. Vice President JD Vance said that the days of “America telling 
other countries how to live their lives is OVER,”17 but in fact he lent his support to 
Alternative for Germany (AfD), that country’s most illiberal party and one with white 
supremacist characteristics, and met with its leader.18 Meanwhile, Homeland Security 
Secretary Kristi Noem flew to Poland and spoke in favor of Karol Nawrocki, a presidential 
candidate supported by Poland’s undemocratic Law and Justice (PiS) party, on the eve of 

 
12 Katarzyna Sidło, "Calibrated Engagement: Evolving Relations between the EU and the Gulf Region," 
European Union Institute for Security Studies, July 10, 2025, 
https://www.iss.europa.eu/publications/briefs/calibrated-engagement-evolving-relations-between-eu-and-
gulf-region; Thomas Carothers and Benjamin Feldman, “Examining U.S. Relations with Authoritarian 
Countries,” (working paper, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, December 13, 2023), 
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2023/12/examining-us-relations-with-authoritarian-
countries?lang=en 
13 Frank Langfitt, “Trump Funding Freeze Halts Decades of U.S. Democracy Work Around the World,” 
National Public Radio (NPR), https://www.npr.org/2025/02/16/nx-s1-5297844/trump-musk-democracy-
usaid-authoritarian-human-rights-funding-freeze. 
14 Ricardo Farinha, “The EU Common Security and Defense Policy: Moving Away from Democracy Support,” 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 4, 2025, 
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2025/03/the-eu-common-security-and-defense-policy-moving-
away-from-democracy-support. 
15 Andrew Higgins, “Emboldened by Trump, Serbia’s Leader Cracks Down on Activist Groups,” New York 
Times, March 12, 2025, https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/12/world/europe/serbia-usaid-vucic-
trump.html.  
16 Dan Collyns, “Fears for Human Rights as Peru Passes ‘Simply Brutal’ Anti-NGO Law,” Guardian, March 14, 
2025, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/mar/14/peru-human-rights-anti-ngo-law. 
17 Glenn Beck, host, “JD Vance: America Is DONE Telling Other Countries How to Live,” May 15, 2025, 
YouTube video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a1hH0JahEvU. 
18 Michael C. Bender, “Vance Shocks Europe with a Message That He Has Long Promoted at Home,” New 
York Times, February 14, 2025, https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/14/us/politics/vance-far-right-germany-
munich-afd.html. 
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elections.19 The United States has used Magnitsky sanctions against the judge who 
prosecuted the case of Jair Bolsonaro’s coup in Brazil20 and applied enormous tariffs to the 
country as a whole.21 And Elon Musk, though no longer in government, addressed a rally 
in London via video link in September 2025, where he called for the “dissolution of 
Parliament” and warned that “violence is coming for you. You either fight back or you 
die.”22 
 
The landscape of freedom looks daunting. And yet it was in circumstances not so 
dissimilar that an entirely new strategy for supporting democracies abroad was born. In 
the 1970s, at the height of the Watergate scandal in America, as Europe lay mired in 
détente and Soviet apologetics, a bold set of thinkers, members of Congress, and activists 
created the Helsinki Accords and an accompanying democratic strategy. The pact created 
international language laying out principles of freedom that activists could use to hold 
their governments to their word, while members of Congress and their international 
counterparts created an international organization to raise the alarm, and local 
nongovernmental organizations in a variety of countries to speak out about the conditions 
on the ground. For the first time, dissidents had an international voice with which to fight 
against their regimes—and they used their new tools to delegitimize authoritarian rule. 
Ultimately, these new institutions played a major role in the collapse of the Soviet empire 
and its totalitarian regime.  
 
We need such bold new thinking again today. Those convened at Freedom House’s 
Global Democracy Summit could be the spark that kindles the next major strategy for 
changing global momentum. Let us make 2025 the pivot point on which democracy starts 
to build again. 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
19 Luke Barr, “Noem Blasts ‘Weak” European Leaders, Stumps for Conservative Candidate in Poland,” ABC 
News, May 27, 2025, https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/noem-blasts-weak-european-leaders-stumps-
conservative-candidate/story?id=122244872. 
20 Matt Spetalnick and Ismail Shakil, “U.S. Imposes Sanctions on Brazilian High Court Judge,” Reuters, July 30, 
2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/us-imposes-sanctions-brazilian-high-court-judge-2025-07-
30/. 
21 Hussein Kalout, “Trump’s Collision Course With Brazil,” Foreign Affairs, September 2, 2025, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/trumps-collision-course-brazil.  
22 Aneesa Ahmed, “Elon Musk Calls for Dissolution of Parliament of Far-Right Rally in London,” Guardian, 
September 13, 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2025/sep/13/elon-musk-calls-for-
dissolution-of-parliament-at-far-right-rally-in-london. 
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