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Introduction 
A decade has passed since the Third

Wave of democratization brought an av-
alanche of new, relatively unstable
democracies into being, raising the
question, “How solid is support for
democracy in these countries?” In the
intervening years, public support for
democracy has faded in some countries,
many of which are democratic in name
only. It is unclear how long even the
pretense of electoral democracy will
survive in the Soviet successor states,
apart from the Baltics (Brzezinski
2001).  The prospects for democracy in
Islamic countries seem particularly poor,
with some writers arguing that the basic
values of Islamic publics may be in-
compatible with liberal democracy
(Huntington 1993, 1996). This article
examines this claim, using the
1999–2001 wave of the World Values
Survey, which includes 10 Islamic coun-
tries, making it possible for the first
time to compare the Islamic world with
other major cultural zones. We find sur-
prisingly widespread support for democ-
racy among Islamic publics—at least by
conventional measures.

Several major empirical research pro-
grams are monitoring public support for
democratic institutions, including the
New Democracies Barometer, the New
Russia Barometer, the LatinoBarometer,
the AfroBarometer, the European Values
Survey, and the World Values Survey.
Some degree of consensus has devel-
oped concerning which items are most
effective, so that certain questions,
measuring overt support for democracy,
are regularly utilized in these surveys.
These questions seem well designed,
and they demonstrate internal consis-
tency: people who support democracy
on one indicator, tend to support
democracy on other indicators. But our
faith in these measures rests primarily
on their face validity: no one has
demonstrated that a high level of mass
support for these items is actually con-
ducive to democratic institutions.

Conceivably, other factors could be
even more important than overt support
for democracy. A massive literature ar-
gues that interpersonal trust plays a cru-
cial role in democracy (Putnam 1993;
Warren 1999; Norris 1999). Furthermore,
Gibson (1998) has argued convincingly
that tolerance of outgroups is essential
to democracy: civil liberties and legiti-
mate opposition require tolerance and
forbearance toward groups with whom
one disagrees and dislikes. Moreover,
three decades of time-series data demon-
strate an intergenerational shift toward
Postmaterialist values, linked with rising
levels of economic development (Ingle-
hart 1977, 1997; Inglehart and Abram-
son 1999). Since Postmaterialists give
high priority to protecting freedom of
speech and to participation in making
important government decisions, this
trend should bring growing mass de-
mands for democratization. Finally, eco-
nomic success seems to help legitimate
democratic institutions. The fall of Ger-
many’s Weimar Republic was linked
with its failure to provide economic se-
curity during the Great Depression; con-
versely, the success of democracy in
Germany after World War II was linked
with the postwar economic miracle,
causing democratic institutions to be as-
sociated with economic and social well-
being. Accordingly, high levels of sub-
jective well-being among the public are
closely correlated with democracy (In-
glehart 1997). 

All of these qualities—tolerance of
outgroups, interpersonal trust, the Post-
materialist emphasis on civil rights and
political participation, and a sense of
subjective well-being—may contribute
to the emergence and flourishing of
democracy, but the questions that meas-
ure them make no explicit reference to
democracy. By contrast, questions that
measure overt support for democracy
have an obvious face validity, which
may be one reason why the various
programs that monitor support for
democracy focus mainly on measuring
overt support. Until now, no one has
determined whether the various indica-
tors of mass attitudes are actually linked
with democracy at the societal level.

This article examines that question.
We will measure how strongly the indi-
vidual-level responses to given survey

items are linked with high (or low) lev-
els of democracy. The World Values
Survey/European Values Survey
(WVS/EVS) now provide data from
more than 70 societies, ranging from
authoritarian regimes to established
democracies, enabling us to analyze the
empirical linkages between individual-
level survey responses within each soci-
ety, and a society’s level of democracy,
as measured by the Freedom House po-
litical rights and civil liberties scores.

Our findings are unambiguous. Al-
though overt lip service to democracy is
almost universal today, it is not neces-
sarily an accurate indicator of how
deeply democracy has taken root in a
given country. The extent to which a
society emphasizes a syndrome of toler-
ance, trust, political activism, and Post-
materialist values is a much stronger
predictor of stable democracy. This syn-
drome has been labeled “Self-expression
values:” a society that ranks high on
one of these qualities tends to rank high
on all of them; societies that rank low
on all of them, emphasize “Survival
values.” The Survival vs. Self-expression
dimension is a major axis of cross-
cultural variation, and it is closely
linked with economic development,
which brings a shift from emphasis on
Survival values to growing emphasis on
Self-expression values (Inglehart and
Baker 2000). This helps explain why
economic development is conducive to
democracy: by themselves, high levels
of wealth do not necessarily bring
democracy (if they did, Kuwait would
be one of the world’s leading democra-
cies). But in so far as economic devel-
opment brings rising levels of tolerance,
trust, political activism, and greater em-
phasis on freedom of speech (the compo-
nents of Self-expression values) it leads
to growing mass demands for liberaliza-
tion in authoritarian societies, and to ris-
ing levels of direct mass participation in
societies that are already democratic.

The Survival/Self-expression dimen-
sion was not developed for analysis of
democracy; it emerged as one of two
major dimensions in an analysis of cross-
national cultural variation, and is closely
linked with the rise of post-industrial so-
ciety. Although Inglehart and Baker
(2000) present strong evidence that eco-
nomic development brings a shift from
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Survival to Self-expression values, they
are silent about an important aspect of
this shift: it is—to a remarkable de-
gree—linked with the extent to which a
society has democratic institutions. 

Overt support for democracy seems a
necessary but not sufficient condition for
democratic institutions to emerge. Unless
mass pressures for democracy are pres-
ent, power-hungry elites are unlikely to
give publics the power to remove them
from office. Today, overt support for
democracy is widespread among publics
throughout the world. But favorable atti-
tudes toward the general idea of democ-
racy are not sufficient. For democratic
institutions to survive in the long term,
they need a mass culture of tolerance,
trust, participatory orientations, an em-
phasis on self-expression, and reasonably
high levels of subjective well-being. To
a striking degree, societies whose
publics rank high on self-expression val-
ues show high levels of democracy.

Empirical Evidence
In country after country throughout

the world, a clear majority of the popu-
lation endorses democracy. This is the
good news that emerges from the latest
wave of the WVS/EVS surveys, cover-
ing over 80% of the world’s population.1

In the 1995–97 and 1999–2001 surveys,
an overwhelming majority of the popula-
tion in virtually every society described
“having a democratic political system”
as either “good” or “very good,” as
Table 1 demonstrates. In the median
country, fully 92% of those interviewed
gave a positive account of democracy.
The Russian public ranked lowest, with
62% expressing a favorable opinion of
democracy. The next lowest figure was
found in Pakistan, where 68% favored
democracy. Though Pakistan ranks rela-
tively low, most of the Islamic countries
surveyed rank relatively high: in Alba-
nia, Egypt, Bangladesh, Azerbaijan, In-
donesia, Morocco, and Turkey from 92
to 99% of the public endorses demo-
cratic institutions—a higher proportion
than in the U.S. Islamic publics may be
anti-Western in many respects but, con-
trary to widespread belief, the demo-
cratic ideal has powerful appeal in the
Islamic world.

At this point in history, democracy
has an overwhelmingly positive image
throughout the world. This has not al-
ways been true. In the 1930s and
1940s, fascist regimes won overwhelm-
ing mass approval in many countries;
and for many decades, communist
regimes had widespread support. But in
the past decade, democracy has become

virtually the only political model with
global appeal. Although Francis
Fukuyama may have exaggerated in
calling this “The End of History,” we
do seem to be living in a genuinely
new era in which the main alternatives
to democracy have been discredited.

Today almost everyone gives lip serv-
ice to democracy. But when one probes
deeper, one finds disturbing evidence that
mass support is not nearly as solid as
Table 1 suggests—especially in the new

democracies. Table 2 shows the re-
sponses to whether rule by “a strong
leader who does not have to bother with
elections or parliament” is a good way
of governing one’s country. In none of
the stable democracies (continuously un-
der democratic government for the past
30 years) did a majority endorse this op-
tion. But in 18 other societies, a majority
supports this authoritarian option.

In many of the new democracies,
peoples’ first-hand experience with
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Table 1
Support for Democracy

(Percentage saying a democratic system is a “Very good,” or “Fairly good” way of
governing this country; predominantly Islamic societies in bold face type)

Question: “I’m going to describe various types of political systems and ask what you
think about each as a way of governing this country. For each one, would you say it is a
very good, fairly good, fairly bad or very bad way of governing this country? ...Having a
democratic System?”

Albania 99 99 Belgium 99 91
Egypt 01 99 Peru 96 91
Denmark 99 98 Dominican Rep 96 91
Iceland 99 98 New Zealand 98 91
Greece 99 98 Argentina 00 90
Bangladesh 00 98 Georgia 96 90
Croatia 99 98 France 99 89
Italy 99 97 U.S. 00 89
Netherlands 99 97 South Africa 00 89
Sweden 00 97 Slovenia 99 89
Azerbaijan 96 97 Romania 99 89
Norway 96 96 Zimbabwe 00 89
China 01 96 Finland 99 88
Austria 99 96 Belarus 99 88
Uruguay 96 96 Latvia 99 88
Tanzania 01 96 Britain 99 87
Indonesia 01 96 Canada 01 87
Morocco 01 96 Mexico 00 87
Germany (W.) 99 95 Hungary 99 87
Spain 00 95 Australia 95 87
Nigeria 00 95 Bulgaria 99 87
Vietnam 01 95 Estonia 99 87
Jordan 01 95 Lithuania 99 86
Uganda 01 94 Iran 01 86
Malta 99 94 S. Korea 00 85
Serbia 00 94 Brazil 96 85
N. Ireland 99 93 Chile 00 85
Switzerland 96 93 Ukraine 99 85
India 00 93 El Salvador 99 85
Czech 99 93 Moldova 96 85
Taiwan 95 93 Armenia 95 85
Venezuela 00 93 Colombia 97 85
Bosnia 97 93 Poland 99 84
Ireland 99 92 Macedonia 97 84
Japan 00 92 Slovakia 99 84
Puerto Rico 01 92 Philippines 01 82
Germany (E.) 99 92 Pakistan 96 68
Turkey 01 92 Russia 99 62
Luxemburg 99 92

Source: Latest available WVS/EVS survey  



democracy has been unfavorable. In the
former Soviet Union, the emergence of
democratic government was accompa-
nied by economic collapse. There, and
in many other new democracies, a large
share of the public say that under
democracy the economic system runs
badly. Ethnic conflict, rising crime rates
and widespread corruption have accom-
panied the transition to democracy in
many countries. Support for democracy
is low in Russia, and the last two

waves of the WVS/EVS surveys show
dramatic declines in pro-democratic atti-
tudes in Nigeria, Romania, Turkey,
Bangladesh and much of Latin America.
Here again, most Islamic societies rank
relatively high: among the publics of
Azerbaijan, Egypt, Bangladesh, Mo-
rocco, and Indonesia, rule by a strong
leader who doesn’t have to bother with
elections, is endorsed by less than 20%,
as compared with 30% in the U.S.
Overall, most people have a positive

image of democracy today, but the so-
lidity of their support varies a great
deal—and different questions convey
different impressions of how solidly
democracy is entrenched. Which indica-
tors should we take most seriously? 

Does Political Culture
Matter?

The early research on political culture
was motivated by the assumption that
pro-democratic attitudes are conducive
to democratic institutions. If this is true,
democracy should be most prevalent in
countries where pro-democratic attitudes
are widespread. But is this the case?
Most previous research on political cul-
ture was done in single countries or
small numbers of countries, making it
impossible to carry out statistically sig-
nificant tests of the impact of mass atti-
tudes on democracy. The WVS/EVS
surveys now cover over 70 societies,
providing enough cases for statistically
significant analyses of the linkages be-
tween mass attitudes and a society’s ac-
tual level of democracy. The results in-
dicate that mass responses to the
questions just examined are correlated
with democracy at the societal level, but
they are relatively weak predictors.

Table 3 shows how strongly given re-
sponses are correlated with societal-level
democracy, as measured by the Freedom
House ratings of political rights and
civil liberties. Overwhelming majorities
agree that “Having a democratic politi-
cal system is a good way of governing
this country,” but this item turns out to
be a weak predictor of societal-level
democracy, showing correlations of only
.072 and .224 with the short-term and
long-term measures of actual democracy
in Table 3.  The Albanians are more
likely to agree with this item than are
the Swedes or the Swiss.

We cross-validated each of the vari-
ables in Table 3 by two separate crite-
ria: the society’s level of democracy in
1995 (other recent years produce similar
results), and its level of democracy dur-
ing the period from 1981 to 2000 (the
last year for which ratings were avail-
able at this writing). The correlations
between mass attitudes and democracy
are systematically higher when we use
the longer period because political cul-
ture is a better predictor of the long-
term stability of democracy than it is of
a society’s level of democracy at any
given point in time. A society’s level of
democracy can fluctuate dramatically
from year to year, for reasons unrelated
to its underlying political culture: a mil-
itary coup can bring sudden changes in
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Table 2
Support for Rule by a Strong Leader

(Percentage saying rule by a strong leader would be “very good” or “good;”
predominantly Islamic societies in bold face type)

“I’m going to describe various types of political systems and ask you about each one as
a way of governing the country. For each one, would you say it is a very good, fairly
good, fairly bad or very bad way of governing this country?” ... “Having a strong leader
who does not have to bother with parliament and elections?”

Azerbaijan 96 7 Tanzania 01 29
Egypt 01 8 U.S. 00 30
Greece 99 9 Uganda 01 31
Iceland 99 11 Belgium 99 32
Croatia 99 11 PuertoRico 01 33
Bangladesh 00 12 France 99 35
Denmark 99 14 Peru 96 35
Norway 96 14 South Africa 00 37
Germany (W.) 99 16 Iran 01 39
Italy 99 16 Belarus 99 40
Austria 99 16 Taiwan 95 41
Czech 99 17 Jordan 01 41
Morocco 01 18 Argentina 00 42
Spain 00 19 Nigeria 00 43
N. Ireland 99 19 Chile 00 43
China 01 19 Albania 99 43
Estonia 99 19 Bulgaria 99 45
Indonesia 01 19 Luxemburg 99 45
Malta 99 19 Venezuela 00 48
Serbia 00 19 Russia 99 49
Hungary 99 20 Armenia 95 53
Slovakia 99 20 Colombia 97 53
New Zealand 98 20 Bosnia 97 53
Sweden 00 21 Mexico 00 54
Poland 99 22 Lithuania 99 54
Germany (E.) 99 23 Moldova 96 57
Canada 01 24 Latvia 99 58
Slovenia 99 24 India 00 59
Australia 95 25 Ukraine 99 59
Finland 99 25 El Salvador 99 59
Britain 99 26 Brazil 96 61
Netherlands 99 27 Georgia 96 61
Ireland 99 27 Pakistan 96 62
Uruguay 96 27 Philippines 01 62
Zimbabwe 00 27 Macedonia 97 62
Japan 00 28 Romania 99 67
S. Korea 00 28 Turkey 01 72
Dominic Rep 96 28 Vietnam 01 99
Switzerland 96 29

Source: Latest available WVS/EVS survey



a society’s level on the Freedom House
scales. But a society is unlikely to
maintain democratic institutions over the
long term, unless democracy has solid
support among the public.

The Freedom House scores for any
one year do not reflect the solidity of
democracy in a given society. In the
1997 Freedom House ratings, Slovenia,
Hungary, Poland, Latvia, South Africa,
and Uruguay all got exactly the same
scores as Britain, France, Germany, and
Belgium—but no informed observer
would consider democracy in the first
group to be as firmly established as in
the second. Political culture consists of
relatively deep-rooted and enduring ori-
entations. It cannot explain short-term
fluctuations in a society’s level of
democracy, but it is important in deter-
mining whether democracy survives over
the long term. Consequently, a society’s
level of democracy over a relatively
long period such as 1981–2000 reflects

the impact of political culture on democ-
racy far more faithfully, than do the
scores for any one year. Thus, the pro-
portion of the public saying “democracy
is better than any other form of govern-
ment” is not significantly correlated with
the society’s level of democracy in
1995—but it is significantly linked with
the society’s level of democracy during
the period from 1981 to 2000. 

Public support for rule by experts
shows a similar pattern. It is negatively
correlated with a society’s level of
democracy in 1995, but not at a statisti-
cally significant level. But it does show
a statistically significant correlation with
a society’s long-term level of democ-
racy. If a high proportion of the popula-
tion endorses rule by experts, or rule by
a strong leader, that country’s level of
democracy tends to be low, and the
linkage is relatively strong. 

Moreover, a well-designed multi-item
index has stronger explanatory power

than any one item, as the Democracy/
Autocracy index (shown in bold face)
demonstrates. Based on the first four
items in Table 3, it is a stronger predic-
tor of a society’s long-term level of
democracy than any of its constituent
items, showing a .506 correlation with
long-term democracy. Countries that
rank high on support for democracy and
rejection of authoritarian rule tend to be
stable democracies.

But certain other items that do not
explicitly mention democracy at all, are
even stronger predictors of stable
democracy. The bottom half of Table 3
deals with five components of the Sur-
vival/Self-expression values dimension.
The extent to which a society has an
underlying culture of tolerance, trust,
political activism, well-being, and the
extent to which its people value free-
dom of speech and self-expression is an
even more powerful predictor of stable
democracy than is overt support for
democracy. Materialist/Postmaterialist
values (a key component of the Sur-
vival/Self-expression dimension) are a
strong predictor of how democratic a
society is. Postmaterialists value demo-
cratic freedoms highly, and do not sup-
port democracy only in so far as it is
linked with prosperity and physical se-
curity. Thus, Materialist/Postmaterialist
values show a .750 correlation with a
society’s level of democracy from
1981–2000—a far stronger linkage than
any of the items that measure explicit
support for democracy, including the
four-item Democracy/Autocracy index.

And surprising as it may seem, toler-
ance of homosexuality is a considerably
stronger predictor of stable democracy
than any of the items that tap overt
support for democracy. Gibson (1998)
argues that tolerance is a crucial prereq-
uisite of democracy. The very essence
of democracy is that the government
tolerates the opposition and allows it to
advocate its views; and the crucial test
of democracy is when one tolerates
views one heartily dislikes. Conse-
quently, Gibson ascertained which group
was most disliked in a given society,
and then asked whether members of
that group should be allowed to hold
public meetings, teach in schools, and
hold public office. Today, homosexuals
constitute the most-disliked group in
most societies. Relatively few people
express overt hostility toward other
classes, races, or religions but rejection
of homosexuals is widespread—making
attitudes toward them an effective lit-
mus test of tolerance.  

Many writers have argued that inter-
personal trust plays a crucial role in
democracy. Democratic institutions de-
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Table 3
How Well do Mass Attitudes Predict a Society’s Actual Level
of Democracy?

Correlations with:

Society’s
Society’s cumulative
score on score on
1995 1981–2000
Freedom Freedom
House House
Indices Indices

A. Having a democratic political system is a good way 
of governing this country .072 .224

B. Democracy may have problems but it’s
better than any other form of government .204 .315**

C. Having experts, not the government, make decisions
according to what they think is best for the country �.201 �.322**

D. Having a strong leader who does not 
have to bother with parliament and elections �.313** �.360**

Democracy/Autocracy Index (A�B)�(C�D) .351** .506**

Generally speaking, would you say that most people can 
be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing
with people? .100 .251*

Taking all things together, would you say you are:
Very happy, Quite happy, Not very happy or Not
at all happy? .246* .540**

Do you think homosexuality can always be justified,
never be justified, or something in between? .729** .804**

Have you have ever signed a petition, do you think you
might do it or would you never, under any circumstances,
do it? .678** .761**

Materialist/Postmaterialist values (4-item index) .570** .750**

Survival/Self-expression factor scores .589** .830**

*significant at .05 level 
**significant at .01 level

Source: Latest available WVS/EVS survey in 77 societies and Freedom House ratings 



pend on trust that the opposition will
accept the rules of the democratic
process. One must view political oppo-
nents as a loyal opposition who can be
relied on to govern within the laws, and
to surrender power if they lose the next
election. Trust is indeed linked with the
survival of democratic institutions,
showing a modest but statistically sig-
nificant correlation with long-term
democracy.

High levels of subjective well-being
are also closely linked with stable
democracy, the indicator used here be-
ing the individual’s reported happiness
level. Political economy research
demonstrates that if the economy is
good, support for the incumbents in-
creases. Support for a democratic
regime reflects deeper long-term
processes. When people feel that life
has been good under a given regime,
they develop feelings of legitimacy and
diffuse support for that regime. Legiti-

macy is helpful to any regime, but au-
thoritarian systems can survive through
coercion; democratic regimes must have
mass support or, like the Weimar Re-
public, they can be voted out of exis-
tence. Thus, societies with happy
publics are relatively likely to remain
democratic in the long term (r = .540).

The “Survival vs. Self-expression val-
ues” syndrome including tolerance of
out-groups, Postmaterialist values, politi-
cal activism, trust, and subjective well-
being is an even more powerful ex-
planatory variable than overt support for
democracy. The Democracy/Autocracy
index shows a correlation that would
explain about 25% of the variance in
levels of democracy from 1981 to 2000.
But a society’s mean score on Sur-
vival/Self-expression values accounts for
almost 69% of the variance in democ-
racy. While overt support for democracy
is a good thing, self-expression values
seem even more crucial.

Figure 1 illustrates the relationship
between scores on the Survival/Self-
expression dimension, and the levels of
democracy found in given countries
from 1981 to 2000.  The levels of
democracy in the 76 countries analyzed
are very closely linked with their scores
on the Survival/Self-expression dimen-
sion, with only a few outliers. China,
Vietnam, and Iran have lower levels of
democracy than their publics’ values
would predict: a determined elite, in
control of the military, can repress mass
aspirations. And Hungary, India, and
Portugal show higher levels of democ-
racy than their publics’ values would
predict: pro-democratic elites can some-
times accelerate the pace of democrati-
zation. But overall, the linkage between
political culture and political institutions
is remarkably strong, producing a .83
correlation. 

The global trend of the past several
centuries has been toward economic de-

velopment. Economic develop-
ment tends to give rise to
growing mass emphasis on
self-expression values—provid-
ing social and cultural condi-
tions under which democracy
becomes increasingly likely to
emerge and survive. The evi-
dence in Figure 1 suggests
that a number of societies may
be closer to democracy than is
generally suspected. For exam-
ple, Mexico’s position on the
Survival/Self-expression values
axis is only slightly lower than
that of Argentina, Spain, or
Italy. Probably by no coinci-
dence, Mexico made the tran-
sition to democracy in 2000,
shortly after the Mexican sur-
vey was carried out. A number
of other societies are also in
this transition zone, including
Turkey, the Philippines, Slove-
nia, South Korea, Taiwan,
Poland, Peru, Chile, and South
Africa. Both China and Viet-
nam are experiencing rapid
economic growth, which tends
to bring a shift toward Self-
expression values. The com-
munist elites of these countries
are committed to maintaining
one-party rule, and as long as
they retain control of the mili-
tary they should be able to re-
main in power. But their peo-
ple show a cultural predis-
position toward democracy
that is inconsistent with their
political institutions’ very low
rankings on the Freedom
House ratings. In the long run,
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Figure 1
Self-expression Values and Democratic Institutions.
r = .83, N = 76, p < .000

Source: World Values Surveys/European Values Surveys, latest available survey. Polarity of Freedom House rating
has been reversed to make high scores indicate high levels of democracy.



repression of a people’s aspirations for
self-expression is likely to exert grow-
ing costs.

Authoritarian rulers of some Asian
societies have argued that the distinc-
tive “Asian values” of these societies
make them unsuitable for democracy. In
fact, the position of most Asian coun-
tries on Figure 1 is about where their
level of economic development would
predict. Japan ranks with the estab-
lished Western democracies on both the
Self-expression values dimension, and
on its level of democracy. And Taiwan
and South Korea’s positions on both di-
mensions are similar to those of other
relatively new democracies such as
Poland, the Philippines, Chile or Slove-
nia. The publics of Confucian societies
may be more ready for democracy than
is generally believed.

Despite the strong overt support for
democracy found among Islamic publics
in Tables 1 and 2, all of the Islamic so-
cieties rank below the midpoint on the
Survival/Self-expression dimension. The
goal of democracy may be attractive,
but their levels of tolerance, trust, and
well-being, and the priority they give to
self-expression and political participa-
tion, fall short of what is found in all
established democracies. But we do not
find an unbridgeable chasm between Is-
lamic societies and the rest of the
world. The belief systems of these Is-
lamic countries fall roughly where one
would expect, on the basis of their level
of economic development. The most de-
veloped Islamic country, Turkey, is now
in the transition zone along with such
countries as South Africa and Slovenia;
and the public of the second richest of
these Islamic countries, Iran, shows a
surprisingly pro-democratic political cul-
ture: in the last two national elections,
overwhelming majorities of the Iranian
public voted for reform-oriented govern-
ments, only to have their aspirations
thwarted by a theocracy that controls
the army and secret police. 

What Comes First—a Demo-
cratic Political Culture or
Democratic Institutions?

The extent to which people emphasize
self-expression values is closely linked
with the flourishing of democratic insti-
tutions. But what causes what? We sug-
gest that economic development and
other historical factors lead to growing
emphasis on Survival/Self-expression val-
ues. These values, in turn, shape a soci-
ety’s prospects for democracy. Thus, we
postulate the following causal sequence:

economic development 
higher levels of self-expression values 

higher levels of democracy

To demonstrate that these causal link-
ages hold true empirically would require
a complex analysis that is beyond the
scope of this article. But some work has
already been done. Burkhart and Lewis-
Beck (1994) analyzed the direction of
the causal relationship between economic
development and democracy, using em-
pirical data from 131 countries. On the
basis of Granger tests, they conclude
that economic development causes
democracy, but that democracy does not
cause economic development. Helliwell
(1993) reaches similar conclusions. 

Building on these findings, Welzel,
Inglehart, and Klingemann (2003) exam-
ine why economic development goes
with democracy, hypothesizing that cul-
tural changes provide the link between
development and democratization. They
first test the impact of self-expression
values at Time 1, on subsequent levels
of democracy at Time 2. They find that
a society’s mean score on the Sur-
vival/Self-expression dimension has by
far the most powerful influence on its
level of democracy. Although economic
development is at the root of this causal
sequence, it is important mainly in so
far as it contributes to the emergence of
Self-expression values.

They then test the reverse causal
model: that democratic institutions
cause a shift from Survival values to
Self-expression values.  Since these
values show a .83 correlation with
democracy, if one used democracy
alone as a predictor of these values, it
would “explain” most of the variance.
But when economic development is
also included in the regression, they
find that democratic institutions explain
only an additional 2% of the variance
in Self-expression values, beyond what
was explained by economic develop-
ment and religious heritage. Culture
seems to shape democracy far more
than democracy shapes culture. 

Theoretical considerations also sug-
gest that the strong linkage between
self-expression values and democracy
shown in Figure 1 reflects, at least in
part, the impact of political culture on
democracy. One way to explain the
strong linkage we have observed be-
tween political culture and democracy,
would be to assume that pro-democratic
attitudes are caused by the presence of
democracy, emerging through “habitua-
tion” or “institutional learning” from the
use of democratic institutions. Con-
fronted with the evidence in Figure 1,

proponents of this view would argue
that democratic institutions give rise to
the self-expression values that are so
closely linked with them. In other
words, democracy makes people toler-
ant, trusting, and happy, and instills
Postmaterialist values. This interpreta-
tion is appealing and suggests that we
have a quick fix for most of the world’s
problems: adopt a democratic constitu-
tion and live happily ever after.

Unfortunately, the experience of most
Soviet successor states does not support
this interpretation. Since their dramatic
move toward democracy in 1991, the
people of most of these societies have
not become more trusting, more toler-
ant, happier, or more Postmaterialist: for
the most part, they have moved in ex-
actly the opposite direction, with the
sharp decline of their economy and so-
ciety (Inglehart and Baker 2000). Evi-
dence of declining support for democ-
racy is also striking in Latin America.
From 1995 to 2001, support for democ-
racy declined among the publics of all
17 Latin American countries surveyed,
with an average decline of 12 % (Lati-
noBarometer report, July 2001). Clearly,
sheer experience with democratic insti-
tutions does not necessarily bring them
growing acceptance and legitimacy. 

A related school of thought argues
that democratization is mainly a matter
of elite bargaining: if the elites are suffi-
ciently skillful, they can establish
democracy in virtually any setting. This
is an appealing thought, since it assumes
that democratization is really pretty
easy—all you need to do is persuade the
elites to adopt the right constitution. This
approach has difficulty coping with the
fact that democratic institutions are not
equally likely to emerge in rich and poor
countries. Today, almost all rich coun-
tries have democratic institutions; but
among the 64 “low-income” countries
(as classified by the World Bank), India
is the only one in which democratic in-
stitutions have survived continuously for
more than a decade. Shall we assume
that the elites of rich countries are al-
most always skillful bargainers who de-
sign good institutions—while low-income
countries almost always have incompe-
tent elites?  It seems unlikely.

Our interpretation of Figure 1 is that
economic development leads to growing
emphasis on self-expression values, a
syndrome of tolerance, trust, a participa-
tory outlook, and emphasis on freedom
of expression. Again, we will not at-
tempt to prove causality here, but the
correlation between per capita GDP and
Self-expression values is extremely
strong (r = .78). The emergence of the
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Self-expression syndrome is conducive
to democratic institutions—the institu-
tions that offer the widest opportunities
for self-expression. Although the extent
to which this syndrome is present varies

greatly from one society to another, no
cultural zone seems immune. Despite a
tradition of “Asian values,” or an Is-
lamic cultural heritage, the emergence

of post-industrial society is conducive to
rising emphasis on self-expression,
which in turn brings rising mass de-
mands for democracy.
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Note
1. The World Values Surveys and European

Values Surveys are available from the ICPSR
survey data archive and other survey data
archives. For more detailed information about
the World Values Surveys, see the WVS web

sites, <http://wvs.isr.umich.edu> and <http://
worldvaluessurvey.com>. For further informa-
tion about the European Values Surveys, see the
EVS web site, <http://evs.kub.nl> and the EVS

sourcebook: Loek Halman (2001), The Euro-
pean Values Study: A Third Wave. Sourcebook
of the 1999/2000 European Values Study Sur-
veys. Tilburg: EVS, WORC, Tilburg University.
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