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Introduction 

Yilmaz Esmer and Thorleif Pettersson 
This volume brings together nine essays examining the significance of hu-
man values for the international system. The articles are based mostly, but 
not exclusively, on the findings of the World and European Values Surveys. 
It may be worth repeating here that WVS is the most comprehensive and 
longest running social science project on the comparative study of values 
and of socio-cultural change. Carried out in some European countries in 
collaboration with the European Values Study,1 WVS has been providing 
researchers and policy makers around the globe with a wealth of compara-
tive data since 1981. Many authors of this collection have also made liberal 
use of this social science treasure. The outcome has been a rich combination 
of theory, data and academic expertise. 

The four parts of the volume cover four topical and challenging fields of 
inquiry. Part I tackles the relatively less studied subject of the United Na-
tions and the UN Millennium Development Goals from the perspective of 
values. Parts II, III and IV focus on the topic of democracy, first providing a 
general framework for analyzing public conceptions and support of democ-
ratic governance, and then moving into the two hotly debated and controver-
sial areas of our times: democracy in the Islamic world and in Latin Amer-
ica.  

Chapter 1 by Pippa Norris draws on data from WVS/EVS collected over a 
quarter of a century from some 80 nations for analyzing the public response, 
both at the individual and aggregate level, to the expanding role of the Uni-
ted Nations. After all, the UN is an organization of individual nations and is 
dependent on the member states’ support. On the other hand, all states to 
some extent, but particularly democratic states, must rely on their respective 
publics’ attitudes and feelings about the UN and its mission. Therefore, pub-
lic confidence, or the lack thereof, is crucial in assessing the performance, 
both actual and expected, of this organization. While important in and of 
itself, as put by Norris “Analysis of attitudes towards the UN also illumi-
nates broader issues, in particular whether nationalism has weakened, if the 
public has become increasingly cosmopolitan in orientation, whether gener-
                               
1 www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu 
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ally, or just within particular countries, or among the younger generation.” 
Having carried out extensive analyses of massive amounts of data, Norris 
concludes that there is limited evidence at best that public opinion has been 
“moving in a more cosmopolitan direction.” At least, for the moment, a trend 
in that direction is not discernable. 

The first official document that enumerates the most pressing global prob-
lems of our age is the UN Millennium Declaration. The eight Millennium 
Development Goals (further elaborated into 18 targets and 48 indicators) 
were agreed upon by the leaders of the world who met at the “United Na-
tions Millennium Summit” in September 2000. All 189 United Nations 
member states have agreed to achieve these goals by the year 2015. In retro-
spect, this seems to have been a laudable but overoptimistic declaration. 
Presently, many observers feel it is highly unlikely that the MDGs will be 
achieved in their totality and the progress to this date seems to confirm the 
skepticism. The global economic and financial crisis has further fueled the 
already existing pessimism. It would not be inaccurate to state that, from the 
very beginning, the wider publics in many, if not all, countries have not been 
aware of even the existence of MDGs. Second, it is doubtful that the major-
ity of even national elites are well-informed of these goals let alone having 
internalized them. Consequently, there seems to be neither elite nor mass 
mobilization behind these goals in a number of countries. Third, our under-
standing of the mechanisms for the successful implementation of the MDGs 
is scant given the fact that there is very little research on the subject. Espe-
cially missing are studies that combine a theoretical framework with empiri-
cal data. 

Thorleif Pettersson’s chapter is an important contribution towards filling 
this gap. Pettersson finds significant value conflicts in many parts of the 
globe that may present a serious obstacle for the realization of the Millen-
nium Development Goals. Lack of public support, at the level of both atti-
tudes and deeper values, is not likely to help those working for the achieve-
ment of these goals. 

The two chapters in Part II present an analysis of public support for de-
mocracy and the meaning of this support. Both chapters regard citizen sup-
port as essential for the long term sustainability of democracy. Chapter 3 by 
Ola Listhaug and Bernt Aardal focuses on the comparison between Western 
Europe and post-communist countries. The authors raise the uncomfortable 
but important question about the prospects for the survival of democratic 
systems at least in some post-communist countries of Eastern Europe. With a 
weak civil society and the absence of a “rule of law tradition,” the threats to 
the regime can be more than hypothetical. A viable counterbalance to these 
institutional weaknesses could be the presence of a political culture that is 
robustly supportive of democratic governance. Listhaug and Aardal test mul-
tivariate models of support using sophisticated statistical techniques and  
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conclude that the support for democracy is significantly lower in the new 
democracies of Europe compared to the established ones. 

In Chapter 4, Esmer argues that it is important to know the meanings that 
people attach to the concept of democracy when analyzing their support for 
this system of government. Starting with Aristotle, philosophers and political 
scientists have identified different types of democracy and have developed a 
number of typologies. It turns out that these theoretical classifications are not 
always supported by data. Masses are somewhat confused about the meaning 
of democracy and have a tendency define it as a “wish list” rather than a 
concept with specific attributes. So much so that, in many parts of the devel-
oping world, sizeable minorities can regard army rule as compatible with a 
democratic system of government. 

The compatibility or incompatibility of Islam with democracy is the subject 
of intense debate and controversy among academics as well as policy makers. 
The number of international conferences held on this topic during the last dec-
ades (and especially in the aftermath of September 11) has been staggering 
and the issue is still far from being settled. In Part III of the present volume, 
the authors approach this complicated and divisive issue from three illuminat-
ing and thought-provoking perspectives. In Chapter 5, Ingmar Karlsson, a 
diplomat and a scholar of Islam with numerous publications on the subject, 
draws both on theory and his rich experiences and observations in the Islamic 
world. Concentrating on Europe’s attitudes towards Islam, Karlsson argues 
that the Islamic culture is not nearly as strange and foreign to Europe as many 
would have us believe. His conclusion is that Islam is already in Europe and 
has the potential of positively contributing to its well-being and strength. Fur-
thermore, he emphasizes the importance of the Turkish membership of the EU 
as “a necessary integration process” which will “counteract a development 
fraught with momentous consequences for Europe.” 

Malaysia, a multi-ethnic and multi-religious society with a Muslim major-
ity, is an extremely interesting case for exploring the compatibility of Is-
lamic values with democracy. Eduard J. Bomhoff does exactly that in his 
meticulously documented and arduously detailed chapter on Islam and de-
mocracy in Malaysia which, we believe, will serve as an indispensable refer-
ence to those interested in the subject. The article analyzes the developments 
of half a century and concludes that the nation’s values are not only com-
patible but also supportive of a transition to a full democracy. 

An ongoing debate on the subject of Islam and democracy is about the 
differences between the Arab and non-Arab Islamic world. One noteworthy 
argument is that it is the Arab values rather than Islamic values that seem to 
be incompatible with democracy. This argument is based on the empirical 
fact that, so far at least, even the bare minimums of a democratic system has 
not been able to flourish in the Arab world. Does this empirical observation 
have a cultural foundation? In Chapter 7, Hennie Kotze and Carlos Garcia-
Rivero analyze this question in the context of Africa. They compare Arab 
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Africa with Sub-Saharan Africa while adding a vital dimension to these 
comparisons. They rightly point out that analyses based solely on mass val-
ues miss a vital piece: elite values. Thus, Chapter 7 is enriched by the addi-
tion of this critical dimension to the comparison. 

The two chapters in Part IV focus on two Spanish speaking countries, Ar-
gentina and Mexico. The consolidation and sustainability of democracy has 
been as much an issue in Latin America as in the Islamic world –at least 
until very recently. In Chapter 8, Marita Carballo gives a very useful sum-
mary account of Argentine values especially related to politics, religion, 
social capital, family and work.  

Chapter 9, by Alejandro Moreno, is another case study, this time on Mex-
ico. The author informs us that the increased electoral competition in Mexico 
in the last decade is accompanied by a parallel change in value orientations 
of Mexicans. Of particular interest are the remarkable changes in ideology 
and the salience of the self-definition of citizens on the left-right continuum. 
Not only has there been a shift in the distribution of voters along this contin-
uum, but also a noticeable change in the very definitions of the left and the 
right. 

All in all, we believe to have put together an informative and interesting 
collection of essays on values, the international system and democracy. We 
hope the readers will agree. 

Finally, we would like to mention that the first drafts of some the chapters 
included in this volume were presented at the WVS Conference Society, 
Politics and Values: 1981-2006 that met on 3-4 November 2006 in Istanbul, 
Turkey. 
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PIPPA NORRIS: 
 
1. 
Confidence in the United Nations:  
Cosmopolitan and Nationalistic Attitudes2 

The expansion in the mission, scope and role of the United Nations raises 
important questions about how far public opinion supports these develop-
ments and expresses confidence in this institution, within donor states and 
developing nations. Analysis of attitudes towards the UN also illuminates 
broader issues, in particular whether nationalism has weakened, if the public 
has become increasingly cosmopolitan in orientation, whether generally, or 
just within particular countries, or among the younger generation. Part I 
establishes the theoretical framework and the evidence available from previ-
ous studies. Part II explores the evidence drawing upon survey data from the 
World Values Survey 1980-2006, covering more than 80 nations. Three re-
lated indicators of public opinion are compared: confidence in the UN as an 
organization; support for multilateral solutions and agencies on issues such 
as refugees and human rights; and the expression of national identities. Part
III presents the main findings at individual and aggregate levels. The conclu-
sion considers their implications for understanding public support for the UN 
and for broader trends in public opinion. 

The mission, role, and responsibilities of the UN have expanded substan-
tially in recent decades. The organization seeks to confront the issues which 
Kofi Annan has identified as the three great challenges of our age: to ensure 
that globalization benefits the human race as a whole, not only its more for-
tunate members; to heal the disorder of the post-cold war world, replacing it 
with peace and freedom; and to protect the rights and dignity of individuals, 
particularly women.3 Contemporary concerns about development, security, 
and human rights involve diverse complex and intractable problems. These 
                               
2 It should be noted that the opinions expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not 
represent the official views of the UN. The author is most grateful to all the Principal Investi-
gators and the collaborators on the World Values Surveys for early release of the fifth wave of 
this dataset for analysis in this chapter. 
3 Kofi Annan. 200 6. Secretary General address to the 61st UN General Assembly. 19th Sep-
tember. 
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are exemplified most dramatically by the humanitarian refugee crisis in Dar-
fur, the immense logistical challenge of conducting elections in the Democ-
ratic Republic of Congo, the plagues of poverty, hunger and AIDS afflicting 
Africa, and the threats to collective security and stability posed by nuclear 
weapons in North Korea. The scope of the UN has gradually widened over 
the years in attempts to eradicate poverty and hunger, to prevent war and 
ease strife, to rectify injustice, and to restore failed states.4 The growing role 
of the UN has generated new multilateral conventions, treaties, and regula-
tions on issues ranging from terrorism and security, to migration and refu-
gees, crime, trade, human rights, and environmental protection.5  

At the same time, many vocal critics have questioned the performance of 
the UN, highlighting cases such as the failure of the Security Council to 
intervene effectively in Rwanda and Somalia, the breakdown of other initia-
tives such as peace building in East Timor, and the Oil for Food scandal 
concerning Iraq.6 In response, the organization is in the process of undergo-
ing new internal reforms aimed at improving its impact and effectiveness, 
including the High Level Panel on UN Coherence, as well as changes in 
leadership under Ban Ki-Moon, the new Secretary General. 

Paralleling these developments, the broader context of international aid 
and multilateral assistance through bilateral agencies has also expanded. In 
2000, governments pledged to achieve the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) by 2015, establishing basic target for development. Donor nations 
promised to increase financial support for international aid, notably at the G8 
summit at Gleneagles in July 2005, when countries agreed to rising levels of 
overseas development aid, especially funds targeted for Africa.7 Donors 
have agreed to devote 0.7% of Gross National Income to official develop-
ment assistance, although only five countries (Norway, Sweden, Luxem-
bourg, the Netherlands and Denmark) currently meet this target (see Table 
1.1). 

                               
4 For a historical overview of these developments, see Paul Kennedy. 2006. The Parliament of 
Man. New York: Random House and Craig N. Murphy. 2006. The United Nations Develop-
ment Programme: A Better Way? Cambridge University Press. For an overview of the con-
temporary role and powers of the UN, see also Sven Bernhard Gareis and Johannes Varwick. 
2005. The United Nations. London: Palgrave; Peter R. Baehe and Leon Gordenker. 2005. The 
United Nations: Reality and Ideal. 4th edition. London: Palgrave. 
5 For a discussion, see David Held, Anthony McGrew, David Goldblatt and Jonathan Perra-
ton. 1999. Global Transformations: Politics, Economics and Culture. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press. 
6 See, for example, Eric Shawn. 2006. The U.N. Exposed: How the United Nations sabotages 
America’s security. New York: Sentinel books. 
7 www.g8.gov.uk 
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Table 1.1: Overseas Development Aid as a Percentage of Gross National 
Income, 2001-2005 

  2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 Chg 

Norway 0.80 0.89 0.92 0.87 0.93 0.13 

Sweden 0.77 0.84 0.79 0.78 0.92 0.15 

Luxembourg 0.76 0.77 0.81 0.83 0.87 0.11 

Netherlands 0.82 0.81 0.80 0.73 0.82 0.00 

Denmark 1.03 0.96 0.84 0.85 0.81 -0.22 

Belgium 0.37 0.43 0.60 0.41 0.53 0.16 

Austria 0.34 0.26 0.20 0.23 0.52 0.18 

United Kingdom 0.32 0.31 0.34 0.36 0.48 0.16 

Finland 0.32 0.35 0.35 0.37 0.47 0.15 

France 0.31 0.37 0.40 0.41 0.47 0.16 

Switzerland 0.34 0.32 0.39 0.41 0.44 0.10 

Ireland 0.33 0.40 0.39 0.39 0.41 0.08 

Germany 0.27 0.27 0.28 0.28 0.35 0.08 

Canada 0.22 0.28 0.24 0.27 0.34 0.12 

Italy 0.15 0.20 0.17 0.15 0.29 0.14 

Spain 0.30 0.26 0.23 0.24 0.29 -0.01 

Japan 0.23 0.23 0.20 0.19 0.28 0.05 

New Zealand 0.25 0.22 0.23 0.23 0.27 0.02 

Australia 0.25 0.26 0.25 0.25 0.25 0.00 

Greece 0.17 0.21 0.21 0.23 0.24 0.07 

United States 0.11 0.13 0.15 0.17 0.22 0.11 

Portugal 0.25 0.27 0.22 0.63 0.21 -0.04 

Mean 0.40 0.41 0.41 0.42 0.47 0.08 
 

Source: DAC online OECD Statistics: Net Disbursements data extracted on 
2006/10/15 19:43 from OECD.Stat 
http://stats.oecd.org/wbos/default.aspx?DatasetCode=TABLE1 
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The growth in the scope and role of the multilateral actors raises important 
questions about how far the public supports these changes. Is there confi-
dence in the UN, among the public within both donor states providing the 
primary financial support for the institution, as well as within developing 
nations as the primary recipients of the international aid and technical assis-
tance? Analysis of attitudes towards the United Nations, as well as the 
broader context of public approval of development aid and the MDGs, is 
important from a policy perspective, for the actors engaged in this process. 
Governments need to know whether these issues are of concern among the 
electorate and whether levels of overseas aid are running ahead of, or be-
hind, the optimal contribution which citizen’s support. Understanding these 
issues also illuminates broader theories of value change, notably those pre-
dicting the direction of cultural shifts in public opinion. In particular, do 
attitudes towards the UN suggest that nationalism has weakened as the pub-
lic has become increasingly cosmopolitan in orientation? Is there evidence of 
a culture shift on this issue among the general public? Is this trend particu-
larly evident among affluent post-industrial nations or among societies 
which are the main recipients of official development assistance? And is 
support for multilateral organizations and policies fostering international 
cooperation especially evident among the younger generation, as the cohort 
most exposed during their formative years to contemporary forces of global-
ization? 

To start to explore these important issues, this study focuses upon three 
indicators of public opinion derived from the World Values Survey 1981-
2006 (WVS). Evidence for cosmopolitan orientations is understood to in-
clude support for specific multilateral initiatives, with the UN playing the 
lead role in peacekeeping, environmental protection, development aid, refu-
gees and human rights. Cosmopolitan attitudes are also indicated by confi-
dence in the UN as an organization, and, at the most abstract level, cosmo-
politan identities are also evident through a sense of belonging as citizens of 
a world community, beyond the traditional boundaries of a nation-state. Al-
ternatively, evidence that public opinion has become more isolationist and 
nationalistic in recent years, as a possible backlash against globalization, will 
be established if the public is found to prefer bilateral solutions and foreign 
policies decided by each nation state, rather than a strong UN role in these 
matters, if the public expresses little confidence in the UN, and if they retain 
strong nationalistic identities. This study remains a preliminary examination 
of the empirical evidence for these issues, and further work will be possible 
once more countries are included in the 5th wave of the WVS. 

I. Theoretical Framework and Review of the Literature 
Theorists offer several plausible reasons why public opinion may have 
shifted in a more cosmopolitan direction. At the broadest level, many ob-
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servers argue that globalization has led towards the ‘end of the nation state’. 
Hence, Ohmae observes that the modern period represents a new historical 
era dominated by the growth of agencies of global governance, world mar-
kets forces, and Western consumerism, a tide against which national gov-
ernments and economies have become increasingly powerless (Ohmae, 
1995). Anthony Giddens claims that contemporary globalization is histori-
cally unprecedented, reshaping modern societies, economies, governments, 
and the world order (Giddens, 1990). This process, has gone furthest within 
the European Union, Held suggests, where the future of sovereignty and 
autonomy within nation-states has been most strongly challenged by Euro-
pean integration, but Held argues that all of the world’s major regions are 
affected, producing overlapping ‘communities of fate’.  

Despite these claims, it remains unclear from the empirical survey evi-
dence whether globalization has actually fostered more cosmopolitan orien-
tations among the general public in many countries. Skeptics doubt whether 
identification with the nation state has been seriously weakened among the 
mass public, and whether an emerging ‘cosmopolitan identity’ is sufficiently 
powerful to replace the visceral tribal appeals of nationalism. In Anthony 
Smith’s view, we are witnessing the growth of regional blocs, where nation-
states remain the primary actors, not the emergence of a new world order 
that transcends states. The expanding role of the UN in development, peace-
keeping and human rights has occurred, Smith suggests, without fundamen-
tally eroding, indeed perhaps even strengthening, deep-rooted attitudes to-
wards nationalism and the nation-state: “We are still far from even mapping 
out the kind of global culture and cosmopolitan ideals that can truly super-
sede the world of nations.” (Smith, 1995). Mann also argues that a popular 
backlash against the forces of globalization may have served to strengthen 
national identities (Mann, 1997). Observers suggest this is also evident from 
burgeoning new social movements, exemplified by eco-gastronomy, ‘slow 
food’ groups, which embrace traditional local products. This movement has 
deplored the loss of distinct cultural communities to the homogenizing cul-
tural embrace of globalization. If these developments reflect a widespread 
cultural phenomenon, rather than a minority, this could indicate that the pub-
lic has reacted against attempts at international cooperation, multilateral 
regulation, and global governance fostered by the UN and related agencies. 

Many of these theories are developed in international relations without 
examining survey data. What is the empirical evidence concerning public 
opinion in previous studies which could help to evaluate these arguments? 
Existing cross-national and time-series survey analyses for public opinion 
towards these issues, and, in particular, attitudes towards the role of the UN 
remain somewhat patchy and limited at best. Some of the most systematic 
empirical time-series survey analysis has examined whether nationalism has 
declined since the early-1970s within the European Union. This provides a 
good context to test the claims since the process of European integration has 
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been gradually strengthening, deepening, and widening the European Union. 
The process of economic and political integration, with people working, 
living, studying and traveling in different member states, can be expected to 
have dissolved some of the traditional cultural barriers between member 
states, particularly among citizens from the early joiner nations. EU member 
states are also relatively affluent, post-industrial societies, with well-
educated populations, characteristics which are expected to strengthen cos-
mopolitan attitudes. Public opinion towards Europe and towards interna-
tional organizations has been closely monitored in the Eurobarometer time-
series representative surveys conducted since the early-1970s. 

Yet, far from the steady spread of cosmopolitan attitudes, successive stud-
ies based on this survey evidence have reported that the public’s identifica-
tion with Europe has fluctuated over time, often in response to specific po-
litical events like the Maastricht agreement and the launch of the euro under 
EMU. At least by the mid to late-1990s there is little evidence that this proc-
ess has generated a steadily growing sense of European identity and commu-
nity among its citizens, even among the public in longstanding member sta-
tes and affluent post-industrial societies such as Germany8 (Duchesne and 
Frognier, 1995; Scheuer, 1999). Related attitudes also display a pattern of 
trendless fluctuations since the early 1970s, rather than growing public affec-
tion for the European project, including approval of EU policies, satisfaction 
with the performance of the Union, and confidence in the European Com-
mission and European Parliament.9 Persistent cross-national differences are 
evident, dividing states such as Ireland, the Netherlands, and Belgium, where 
the public proves relatively positive across most indicators, from deep-seated 
Euro-skeptics such as Austria, Sweden and Britain10 (Norris, 2003). For ex-
ample, during the 1990s, British public opinion drifted in an ever more Euro-
skeptic direction, with almost half the public opting for complete withdrawal 
in recent years (Evans, 1998; 1999). 

If there is little systematic comparative evidence of growing cosmopolitan 
identities based on cross-national time-series trends since 1970 within EU 
member states, what is the situation elsewhere? One of the most thorough 
studies of attitudes towards international organizations, by Evert, suggests a 
similar pattern to that already observed towards the EU. Evert reported that 
support for NATO and the UN is essentially multi-dimensional, with atti-
                               
8 See also B. Nelson, D. Roberts and W.Veit. (eds). The Idea of Europe: Problems of National 
and Transnational Identity. Oxford: Berg. 
9 The most thorough empirical work on orientations within Europe from 1973-1990 using the 
Eurobarometer surveys can be found in Oskar Niedermayer and Richard Sinnott. 1995. Public 
Opinion and Internationalized Governance. Oxford: Oxford University Press. For more recent 
updates of trends see, for example, European Commission. July 2006. Eurobarometer 65: 
Public Opinion in the European Union. First Results (F/w Spring 2006) 
//ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb65/eb65_first_en.pdf 
10 See also Mattei Dogan. 1994. ‘The Decline of Nationalism within Western Europe.’ Com-
parative Politics. 281-305. 
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tudes influenced by responses to specific issues and events, rather than being 
arrayed on a general continuum stretching from nationalism to international-
ism. Fluctuations over time in the public’s approval of NATO displayed no 
secular trends, although there were also persistent differences in support 
between member states (Evert, 1995). The pattern seems to fit what we 
know about the public’s reaction towards the EU. Moreover, a succession of 
studies of longitudinal trends in public opinion within the United States sug-
gests that, over time, there have been waves of support for unilateralism and 
internationalism for America’s role in the world and towards international 
organizations (Page and Shapiro, 1992; Luck, 1999; Sobel, 2001; Holsti, 
2004). These waves have often occurred in response to specific foreign pol-
icy events such as military action in Vietnam, Somalia and Iraq, rather then 
consistently shifting in a secular trend towards a more internationalist per-
spective. In the United States, a series of polls have confirmed that the gut 
appeal of nationalism and patriotism, such as pride in America, remains ex-
tremely strong. 

Therefore, despite plausible reasons why globalization may be expected 
to have encouraged growing cosmopolitan orientations in public opinion, it 
seems fair to conclude that most of the available empirical studies lean to-
wards a skeptical perspective. At least within Europe, national publics vary 
significantly in their support for the institutions and policies of the EU, and 
the last thirty years has not seen the rise of more European identities. Similar 
observations can be made in American public support for international or-
ganizations. Nevertheless cross-national survey evidence remains limited, 
particularly systematic comparative studies to understand trends occurring in 
many parts of the world. We need to examine this issue since cosmopolitan 
orientations may also have progressed further and fastest among some coun-
tries than others. If levels of official overseas aid spending by the govern-
ment reflect underlying sentiments in public opinion, then cosmopolitan 
orientations and support for multilateral solutions may be stronger among 
the affluent, smaller welfare states in Western Europe, such as Sweden, 
Norway, Belgium and the Netherlands, rather than in the United States or 
some of the nations of Mediterranean Europe. Poorer countries, which have 
been the primary recipients of overseas assistance, development aid, and 
peace-keeping operations, may also express more positive feelings towards 
multilateral agencies and policies than larger and richer states. It also re-
mains possible that any fundamental transformation of national identities is a 
lagged process which will only become apparent over successive genera-
tions. Cultural theories of value change suggest that the younger generation 
may be most favorably leaning towards cosmopolitanism as an ideal, since 
they have been most exposed in their formative years to the late twentieth 
century wave of globalization, whether in terms of popular culture and 
travel, economic interdependence and job mobility, or international organi-
zations and multinational corporations. Accordingly, the existing evidence is 
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by no means settled, and it is important to examine these issues, both politi-
cally and theoretically. It should be stressed that this study represents merely 
the first cut at some of these questions, with some strictly preliminary re-
sults, and further research can be conducted once more countries are avail-
able in the 5th wave of the World Values Survey. 

II. Evidence, Concepts and Indicators 
Before proceeding to analyze the survey evidence surrounding these issues, 
it is important to clarify the underlying concepts of ‘cosmopolitanism’ and 
‘nationalism’, which are particularly complex to define and operationalize. 
In this chapter, the concept of ‘national identity’ is understood to mean the 
existence of communities with bonds of ‘blood and belonging’ arising from 
sharing a common homeland, cultural myths, symbols and historical memo-
ries, economic resources, and legal-political rights and duties.11 Nationalism 
can take ‘civic’ forms, meaning ties of soil based on citizenship within a 
shared territory and boundaries delineated by the nation-state, or it may take 
‘ethnic’ forms, drawing on more diffuse ties of blood based on religious, 
linguistic, or ethnic communities (Smith, 1991). National identities are usu-
ally implicit and inert, and they may only rise to the surface in response to an 
‘other’, where we know what we are by virtue of what we are not. In the 
modern world, national identities underpin the state and its institutions exer-
cising political authority within a given territory, although there are obvi-
ously many multinational states such as the United Kingdom, as well as 
stateless nations exemplified by the Kurds and the Roma. 

The classic typology of support for the political system within the nation-
state, which was developed by David Easton, identified three distinct dimen-
sions: whether citizens identify with their national community, whether they 
express confidence in core regime institutions, and whether they support 
specific authorities or leaders (Easton, 1965; 1975). Reflecting this typology, 
the concept of cosmopolitanism can also be understood to operate at three 
different levels. First, at the most abstract level of core identities, cosmopoli-
tans represent those who see themselves broadly as citizens of the world, or 
even as autonomous individuals who reject the notion of belonging to a par-
ticular country, producing a sense of commonality with neighboring coun-
tries, citizens, and regions of the world. At the institutional level, cosmopoli-
tans express relatively high levels of confidence and trust in the multilateral 
organizations and agencies of global governance, including the EU and the 
UN. Lastly, at the most specific level, cosmopolitans are expected to support 
                               
11 There is a large literature on the concepts of nationalism and national identity. See, for 
example, Michael Ignatieff. 1993. Blood and Belonging. London: Chatto and Windus; Bene-
dict Anderson. 1996. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Natio-
nalism. London: Verso; Michael Billig. 1995. Banal Nationalism. London: Sage; Earnest 
Gellner. 1983. Nations and Nationalism. Oxford: Blackwell. 
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public policies designed to address global concerns, including (in donor na-
tions) approving relatively high levels of overseas aid contributions, giving 
priority to achieving the Millennium Development Goals, and establishing 
global standards and regulatory bodies on issues such as human rights and 
environmental protection. Cosmopolitans prefer multilateral solutions, so 
that the UN assumes primary responsibility on tackling issues which cross 
national borders, such as peacekeeping, human rights, arms control, and 
protecting the environment, rather than leaving decisions to be determined 
by each nation state. Conversely, nationalists are understood here as those 
who identify strongly with their nation state, who express minimal confi-
dence in the UN, and who remain skeptical of multilateral solutions and 
policies.  

What survey evidence allows us to examine claims to see whether cos-
mopolitan orientations are becoming more widespread, whether among the 
general public, or within particular countries, or among the younger genera-
tion? National and cross-national surveys help to illuminate these issues, 
notably occasional studies conducted by the Program on International Atti-
tudes at the University of Maryland, the Pew Global Attitudes Project, the 
BBC World Service, and the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations.12 Sur-
veys of American and European public opinion often monitor foreign policy 
attitudes within specific nations, and studies have compared attitudes among 
some of the major donor countries, for example by Kohut and Stokes13 (Ko-
hut and Stokes, 2006). Nevertheless, consistent comparisons over time and 
across nations are limited using these resources. As mentioned earlier, previ-
ous comparative analysis has often relied upon the Eurobarometer monitor-
ing public opinion towards these issues since the early-1970s within EU 
member states. Modules on nationalism have also been included within the 
annual International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), covering almost two 
dozen countries.14 These are all invaluable sources; yet systematic cross-
national time-series analysis of attitudes towards the UN remains limited, 
especially systematic studies comparing public opinion across a wide range 
of developing nations and for an extended period of time. 

This study utilizes the most comprehensive comparative data available 
from the World Values Surveys 1981-2006. The current release of the sur-
vey covers more than 80 nations worldwide during the whole period, includ-
ing many developing, post-communist and post-industrial societies (see the 

                               
12 Pew Global Surveys http://pewglobal.org/; Chicago Council on Foreign Relations 
http://www.ccfr.org/publications/opinion/main.html  
See also Benjamin I. Page and Jason Barabas. 2000. ‘Foreign policy gaps between citizens 
and leaders.’ International Studies Quarterly 44: 339-364. 
13 See also http://www.americans-world.org/index.cfm 
14 For an earlier study based on the ISSP module on nationalism, see, for example, Pippa 
Norris. 1999. ‘Global Communications and Cultural Identities.’ The Harvard International 
Journal of Press/Politics. 4(4):1-7. 
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nations listed in technical appendix B).15 The preliminary results from the 
fifth wave of surveys, conducted in 2005-6, are integrated into this analysis, 
allowing the comparison of 18 nations currently available, although not all 
items measuring all dimensions selected to monitor cosmopolitan orienta-
tions were included for all these societies or waves. The World Values Sur-
vey contains long-established democracies, consolidating democracies, and 
authoritarian states, and includes societies ranging in annual per capita in-
come from US$300 to well over US$30,000. This study remains the only 
comparative survey that aims at comprehensive global coverage, including 
more than 80 out of 193 contemporary independent nation-states in the 
world, in countries containing the majority of the world’s population. All the 
surveys used face-to-face interviews based on a multi-stage random sample. 
The analysis weights the data to compensate for obvious deviations from 
national populations. Utilizing the World Values Surveys, public opinion 
was monitored at the three levels conceptualized earlier, distinguishing 
among confidence in the UN as an institution, approval of multilateral solu-
tions and policies, including growing support for the role of the UN and for 
overseas development aid; and identification with the global community. 
Appendix A provides the specific questionnaire items selected for analysis. 
For time-series comparisons, comparisons were available for items carried 
since 1981 on the UN role on refugees and human rights, as well as on na-
tional identities, and since the mid-1990s for items on confidence in the UN 
as an organization.  

III. Results and Analysis 

Confidence in the United Nations 1995-2006 
One dimension of cosmopolitan orientations concerns support for the UN, 
monitored by the proportion who expressed ‘a great deal’ or ‘quite a lot’ of 
confidence in this institution. This item has been asked in the same way in 
each wave of the WVS since the mid-1990s, allowing comparisons in some 
societies over the last decade, as well as comparisons among a broad range 
of nations. The results of the pooled comparison are illustrated in Figure 1.1, 
showing the wide range of public opinion on this item. There was over-
whelming confidence in the UN in some of the Least Developed Nations 
(LDCs), notably in Bangladesh, Uganda, Tanzania, as well as in moderately 
developed nations such as Albania and the Philippines. But gross national 
income was not consistently associated with confidence in the UN, since the 
publics living in some of the most affluent smaller welfare nations in north-
ern Europe also displayed considerable support for the UN, notably Norway, 
Sweden, Iceland and Portugal. The high levels of Official Development Aid 
                               
15 For more details, see http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
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contributed by governments in the Nordic states to the UN and developing 
countries, appears to be in accordance with these indicators of public atti-
tudes. At the same time, societies found among those ranked as displaying 
minimal confidence in the UN include many Middle Eastern states sharing a 
common Muslim heritage, whether rich or poor in national GDP, including 
Jordan, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan, Iraq, Algeria and Morocco. The 
national contrasts are striking; hence, while almost nine out of ten citizens 
has confidence in the UN in Bangladesh, only one in ten expresses these 
sentiments in Morocco. 
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Figure 1.1: Confidence in the United Nations 
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Note: The proportion of the population in 94 societies expressing ‘a great deal’ or 
‘quite a lot’ of confidence in the United Nations, national average from all available 
waves 1995-2006. Data weighted by weight (v259)  
Source: World Values Survey 1995-2006 

Many plausible reasons could be suggested for some of these contrasts, in 
particular the specific role of the UN in each country, whether the organiza-
tion is seen as providing development assistance, enforcing peacekeeping 
and security, or even supporting democratic governance and human rights. 
Many other important factors could possibly shape broader attitudes and 
orientations towards the role of multilateral organizations, such as cultural 
traditions in the strength of nationalism within each society; the international 
role and military/economic power of each nation-state; and levels of interna-
tional development aid received in recipient states. It is particularly difficult 
to disentangle broader and more enduring factors which may contribute to-
wards secular shifts in cosmopolitan orientations from the impact of specific 
events arising from UN interventions in security and defense, such as the 
UN’s peace-keeping operations role in the Balkans, Haiti, Somalia and An-
gola, the Security Council resolutions after 9/11 authorizing the use of force 
in the Afghanistan war, and the role of the international community and the 
Security Council in the Iraq war, Palestine, and conflict in the Middle East. 
One way we can start to explore this is by comparing time-series data for 
confidence in the UN in those countries where this has been monitored in 
successive waves of the WVS. 

Table 1.2: Confidence in the UN, 1995-2006 

  1995-97 1999-2000 2005-6 Chg 

Vietnam  58 61 85 27 

Croatia  27 41  14 

Sweden  66 73 78 12 

China  56 69 66 10 

South Africa  52 62  10 

Bangladesh  83 93  10 

Venezuela  43 52  9 

Finland  55 46 64 9 

India  55 72 64 9 

Serbia  23 17 27 4 

Japan  60 61 64 4 
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Table 1.2: (Continued) 

  1995-97 1999-2000 2005-6 Chg 

Jordan  35 38  4 

Philippines  75 77  2 

Mexico  51 47 53 2 

East Germany  34 47 35 1 

Turkey  48 48  0 

Spain  50 49  -1 

Nigeria  74 70  -4 

Georgia  59 54  -5 

Australia  50  46 -5 

West Germany  47 53 42 -5 

Canada   66 61 -5 

Italy   68 61 -5 

New Zealand  56  51 -5 

Slovakia  58 52  -5 

Slovenia  39 49 33 -6 

Hungary  67 60  -7 

Uruguay  57  48 -9 

Lithuania  58 48  -10 

U.S.  50 58 39 -11 

Egypt  43 32  -11 

Bulgaria  73 42 61 -13 

Russia  61 26 47 -14 

Czech Republic  62 48  -14 

The Netherlands  54 38 -16 

Great Britain   61 44 -16 

Latvia  65 48  -17 
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Table 1.2: (Continued) 

  1995-97 1999-2000 2005-6 Chg 

Argentina  39 41 22 -18 

Romania  53 44 35 -18 

Chile  63 57 45 -18 

Belarus  71 53  -18 

Poland  68 58 50 -18 

Iran  56 36  -20 

Brazil  70  50 -21 

South Korea  81  60 -21 

Ukraine  68 55 47 -22 

Estonia  70 44  -26 

Moldova  76   48 -28 

Note: % ‘a great deal’ or ‘quite a lot’ of confidence in the UN within nation 
Source: World Values Survey 1995-2006 

As shown in Table 1.2, the change in the proportion of those who express ‘a 
great deal’ or ‘quite a lot’ of confidence in the UN varies quite considerably 
among different nations. The comparison is hampered by the fact that differ-
ent time periods are under comparison, depending upon which countries 
were carried in successive waves of the WVS. In some nations, confidence 
strengthens by more than 10-points in successive waves, notably in the large 
developing societies of India, China, South Africa, and Bangladesh, as well 
as in Croatia. Yet, far from a consistent trend, in others confidence falls, for 
example by more than 20 percentage points in Bulgaria, Estonia, South Ko-
rea and Iran. The overall pattern strongly suggests that, rather than a steady 
expansion of cosmopolitan orientations and support for the UN as a multilat-
eral organization, fluctuating shifts are occasioned by more specific events 
and activities. The precise reasons for these changes (and their timing) needs 
to be related more closely to changes in UN operations which may be asso-
ciated with the image and activities of the UN in different countries, a matter 
for further investigation. 

The role of the United Nations 1981-2001 
Confidence in international institutions represents only one dimension of 
cosmopolitan orientations; what is the evidence for support for multilateral 
solutions and policies, including the role of the UN? The battery of items 
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contained in successive waves of the WVS since 1981 monitors whether 
respondents preferred certain problems, such as refugees and human rights, 
to be handled primarily by each nation state, by the UN, or by national gov-
ernments with UN coordination. 

“Some people believe that certain kinds of problems could be better handled 
by the United Nations than by the various national governments. Others 
think that these problems should be left entirely to the respective national 
governments; while others think they would be handled best by the national 
governments working together with coordination by the United Nations. 

I’m going to mention some problems. For each one, would you tell me 
whether you think that policies in this area should be decided by the national 
governments, by the United Nations, or by the national governments with 
UN coordination?” 

  National  
Government 

United  
Nations 

National Go-
vernments, 
with UN  

coordination 

V180 Refugees 1 2 3 

V181 Human Rights 1 2 3 

It should be noted that the two items (on refugees and human rights) in-
cluded in the first and second waves were subsequently expanded in the third 
wave to a broader range of activities, which were carried again in the fourth 
wave. The 2005-6 wave modified the coding scheme (see Appendix A), so 
that the results are not directly comparable with previous versions. To main-
tain the cross-national and time-series comparison this study focused only 
upon the indicators concerning refugees and human rights, since these items 
were asked since 1981. 
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Figure 1.2: The role of the UN on refugees and human rights 

 

Source: World Values Study 1995-2001

Table 1.3: Role of the UN vs. national government on refugees and 
human rights 

 NatGov both UN  
Nat-
Gov both UN 

UN 
Mean

Tanzania  28 7 66  64 6 29 48 
Albania  43 15 43  46 6 48 45 
Slovakia  31 20 49  31 33 36 43 
Egypt  18 32 50  32 38 31 40 
Japan  21 27 53  20 61 18 36 
Uganda  19 34 47  45 31 25 36 
Iran  19 45 36  13 55 32 34 
Zimbabwe  23 31 46  52 29 19 32 
S.Korea 36 7 57  25 70 5 31 
Bulgaria  44 20 36  38 38 24 30 
Bangladesh  31 29 40  32 48 19 30 
Montenegro  17 44 39  30 50 20 29 
Belgium  30 21 48  33 57 10 29 
Slovenia  38 14 47  25 64 11 29 
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Table 1.3 (Continued) 

 NatGov both UN  
Nat-
Gov both UN 

UN 
Mean

France  40 11 48  23 69 8 28 
Netherlands  29 21 51  26 69 5 28 
Taiwan  33 16 51  28 67 5 28 
W.Germany 32 21 47  25 66 8 28 
China  32 24 43  45 43 12 28 
Austria  34 17 49  24 71 5 27 
N.Zealand 45 13 42  42 46 12 27 
India  33 20 47  43 51 6 27 
Switz. 46 12 42  25 65 10 26 
Czech 30 24 45  23 70 6 26 
Bosnia  36 21 44  52 41 8 26 
E.Germany 39 17 44  25 68 8 26 
Croatia  34 19 47  37 58 5 26 
Spain  27 29 44  29 64 7 26 
Vietnam  33 34 33  55 27 18 25 
Ireland  34 22 44  40 54 6 25 
Luxembourg  38 20 42  23 69 8 25 
Jordan  19 50 32  30 51 19 25 
Denmark  34 21 45  10 85 5 25 
Finland  39 15 46  27 69 4 25 
Latvia  41 16 42  34 59 7 25 
Sweden  29 26 45  20 76 4 25 
Norway  31 24 45  30 66 3 24 
Nigeria  42 19 40  57 34 9 24 
Italy  49 10 41  37 55 8 24 
Estonia  40 19 42  28 66 6 24 
Poland  37 21 42  40 54 5 24 
N.Ireland 34 23 43  47 48 4 24 
Uruguay  44 15 41  34 60 6 23 
Lithuania  42 15 42  31 65 4 23 
Serbia  34 31 35  40 49 12 23 
Peru  43 17 40  44 50 6 23 
Argentina  58 12 31  42 43 15 23 
Portugal  47 12 41  35 60 5 23 
Iceland  39 18 43  10 87 3 23 
Belarus  43 18 40  31 63 6 23 
Morocco  36 31 34  57 31 12 23 
South Africa  44 20 36  51 40 9 23 
Turkey  49 7 43  31 69 1 22 
Mexico  38 28 34  36 53 11 22 
Romania  51 16 33  32 59 9 21 
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Table 1.3 (Continued) 

 NatGov both UN  
Nat-
Gov both UN 

UN 
Mean

Britain  37 24 39  35 62 3 21 
Australia  43 17 40  42 56 3 21 
Canada  38 29 33  31 60 9 21 
Azerbaijan  43 21 36  57 37 6 21 
U.S.  45 20 35  42 51 7 21 
Russia  48 16 36  39 57 4 20 
Dom.Republi
c 57 10 33  36 56 8 20 
Hungary  47 19 34  16 78 6 20 
Macedonia  52 14 34  51 43 6 20 
Ukraine  48 18 35  47 49 5 20 
Venezuela  61 11 28  40 50 11 20 
Philippines  49 21 30  63 28 8 19 
Chile  45 26 29  41 50 9 19 
Brazil  50 13 37  47 52 1 19 
Armenia  60 9 30  41 53 6 18 
El Salvador  57 13 30  49 45 6 18 
Moldova  51 17 32  40 57 2 17 
Colombia  72 6 22  38 59 3 13 
Georgia  71 8 22  59 38 3 12 
Greece   16 78 6  
Malta   49 48 3  
Total 40 20 40   35 56 9 49 

Q: “Some people believe that certain kinds of problems could be better handled by 
the United Nations than by the various national governments. Others think that 
these problems should be left entirely to the respective national governments; while 
others think they would be handled best by the national governments working to-
gether with coordination by the United Nations (both). I’m going to mention some 
problems. For each one, would you tell me whether you think that policies in this 
area should be decided by the national governments, by the United Nations, or by 
the national governments with UN coordination?” Source: WVS 1995-2001 

The scatter-gram in Figure 1.2 displays the cross-national variations in the 
pooled waves 1995-2001, representing the national mean in support for the 
UN role on the issues of refugees and human rights. The results show con-
siderable cross-national variations, and that, overall, countries often gave 
considerably greater priority to the UN role in tackling the problems of refu-
gees and displaced persons migrating across national borders, rather than 
human rights issues. Table 1.3 illustrates the full responses for each country. 
Many countries, such as Tanzania, Albania, Slovakia and Egypt, expressed 
far greater confidence in the UN’s role on these issues (especially on dealing 
with problems of refugees) compared with the role of their national govern-
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ment. By contrast the publics in many other countries had more confidence 
in the nation-state rather than the UN, particularly on human rights where the 
role of the UN received relatively little support. Indeed it is quite striking 
how a plurality of opinion expressed greater support for the role of their 
national governments on human rights, or the national governments in com-
bination with the UN, rather than seeing the UN role as acting alone on this 
issue. This pattern was found even in countries which international observers 
and human rights commissions have frequently cited for abuses of human 
rights. While people may have general confidence in the UN as an institu-
tion, on the human rights issue, the public seems to have some serious 
doubts about the independent global leadership role of the UN. 

Table 1.4: Support for the UN role on the issues of refugees and human rights 
1981 1990 1995 2001 

France 3.96 3.88   
Britain 3.78 3.62  3.75 
West Germany 4.04 4.02 3.87 3.99 
Italy 3.77 3.53  3.62 
Netherlands 4.05 3.99   
Denmark 4.12 4.08  3.98 
Belgium 3.96 3.93   
Spain 4.02 3.93 3.87 3.99 
Ireland 3.83 3.67   
Northern Ireland 3.76 3.53   
U.S. 3.48 3.39 3.50 3.89 
Canada 3.80 3.71  3.71 
Japan 4.30 4.33 4.23 4.31 
Mexico 3.72 3.66 3.73 3.67 
South Africa 3.66 3.25 3.25 3.82 
Hungary 3.79 3.76 3.72  
Norway 3.95 3.81 3.88  
Sweden 4.07 4.07 3.95 3.90 
Iceland 3.97 3.96   
Argentina 4.01 3.29 3.41 3.19 
Finland 3.94 3.88 3.73 3.83 
South Korea 4.03 3.99   

Note: For the question see Table 3. This represents the mean response on a 6-point 
scale ranging from low (support for the nation state on these issues) to high (support 
for the role of the UN on these issues). Source: WVS 1981-2001

To compare trends over time in support for the UN role, the items on human 
rights and refugees were combined, for a scale ranging from low (where the 
greatest support was expressed for the role of the nation state on these is-
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sues) through moderate to high (where the greatest support was expressed 
for the UN acting alone on these issues). The mean results per nation were 
compared over the successive waves of the WVS 1981-2001, as shown in 
Table 1.4. The results again suggest no secular shift towards growing sup-
port for the role of the UN acting independently of national governments on 
these issues; if anything, there is a slight movement over the last two dec-
ades away from this position. 

The Erosion of National Identities 1981-2001 
Lastly, the strength of national and cosmopolitan identities can be gauged by 
people’s attachment to different territorial areas, an approach commonly 
used in previous studies.(Duchesne and Frognier, 1995) The WVS 1981-
2001 monitored identities as ‘trade-off’ items, where people had to specify 
their first and second geographic identity. In the World Values Surveys, 
people were asked the following: 

“To which of these geographical groups would you say you belong first of 
all? And the next? 
 

� The locality or town where you live 
� The state or region of the country in which you live 
� Your country (The U.S, France, etc) as a whole* 
� The continent in which you live (North America/Europe/Asia/Latin 

America, etc)* 
� The world as a whole* 

*[Each specific nation and continent substituted for these labels.] 

People could give two responses, allowing overlapping and multiple identi-
ties if, for example, people felt that they belonged most strongly to their 
local community and then with their country, or if they identified with their 
country and then with their continent, and so on. The replies can be com-
bined to provide a 10-point cosmopolitan identity scale ranging on a contin-
uum from the most localized identities up to the most cosmopolitan.  
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Table 1.5: Cosmopolitan identities scale, 1981-2001 
1981 1990 1995 2001 Chg 

Mexico 4.32 4.97 5.04 5.27 0.95 
U.S. 4.37 5.03 4.93 5.21 0.84 
Belgium 4.41 4.77  5.01 0.60 
Sweden 4.11 4.43 4.51 4.60 0.49 
Canada 4.60 4.99  4.79 0.19 
Netherlands 4.70 4.90  4.86 0.16 
Iceland 4.62 4.64  4.51 -0.11 
Northern Ireland 3.97 4.24  3.85 -0.12 
France 4.82 5.00  4.68 -0.15 
Spain 4.61 4.53 4.36 4.43 -0.19 
South Africa 5.17 4.93 4.96 4.98 -0.20 
Japan 4.49 4.43 4.22 4.20 -0.28 
Hungary  4.42 4.80 4.08 -0.34 
Britain 4.71 4.63  4.35 -0.35 
Italy 5.09 5.34  4.69 -0.40 
Finland 4.81 5.01 4.84 4.39 -0.43 
Denmark 4.64 4.44  4.20 -0.45 
Ireland 4.40 4.49  3.95 -0.45 
Argentina 5.74 4.87 5.50 5.02 -0.72 
Poland  4.79 4.73 4.02 -0.77 
West Germany 4.66 4.69 4.97 3.78 -0.88 
South Korea 4.01  4.38    
Norway 4.05 4.13 4.18   

Note: See text for details of the scale construction 
Source: WVS 1981-2001 
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Figure1.3: The strength of cosmopolitan identities scale 

 

Source: WVS pooled 1981-2001 
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How do attitudes vary over time and by type of society? Perhaps the most 
common explanation for differences the rise of cosmopolitan identities re-
gards the process of human development as one of the primary driving for-
ces. Traditional developing societies have faced financial volatility and eco-
nomic insecurities produced by opening up markets to global forces, illus-
trated by the East Asian financial crisis in 1997-99, throwing millions into 
unemployment and slowing down investments in Latin America. During the 
1990s the majority of countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, some in Latin Amer-
ica, and many in Central and Eastern Europe experienced failures in eco-
nomic growth, with setbacks in human security and growing poverty. In a 
situation of growing insecurities, societies may be expected to experience a 
resurgence of nationalism and hence stronger identification with the nation-
state. In contrast, in post-industrial societies, experiencing greater prosperity 
and comfortable levels of economic growth, nationalism may have weak-
ened, as shown by the tendency to transfer authority from the nation-state 
simultaneously downwards towards more local and regional communities, as 
in Quebec, Scotland and Catalonia, and also upwards towards broader multi-
lateral alliances. If this explanation is correct, then nationalist identities sho-
uld have eroded most in affluent post-industrial societies. Arguably econo-
mies such as those in the United States, Germany, and the UK have been 
transformed most radically by the process of technological change, new 
communications, and open markets in goods and services, as well as by high 
levels of education and affluence produced by socioeconomic development. 
Nationalism can be expected to remain stronger in less secure and poorer 
societies, such as those in South-East Asia and Africa, as well as in post-
Communist states struggling with the disruptive process of economic and 
political transitions in Central and Eastern Europe.  

Figure 1.3, based on the 1999-2001 wave of the WVS, shows how na-
tional identities varied across different countries. The results show a mixed 
pattern, with few consistent variations in the strength of cosmopolitan identi-
ties which could be clearly attributed to the type of society or patterns of 
economic development. Nationalism proved relatively strong in many devel-
oping states, such as Jordan, Morocco, Uganda, and Zimbabwe, but also in 
the United States. By contrast, more cosmopolitan orientations were also 
evident in Germany (East and West), Hungary, Poland and Ireland, as well 
as the Philippines. Table 1.5 shows the trends in the cosmopolitan scale from 
1981-2001 in the nations which were available for comparison across this 
period. The results suggest that, in some nations there has been a rise in na-
tionalism, while in others these feelings have weakened, rather than a consis-
tent pattern across all nations. 

 40 



Figure 1.4: Cosmopolitan identities scale by cohort 

 

Source: WVS Pooled 1981 – 2001

At the same time, this initial analysis remains limited, and it could well be 
the case that broader cultural changes only become evident on a long-term 
basis, requiring exploration through other techniques such as cohort analysis. 
In this regard, any shifts in cosmopolitan and nationalistic orientations may 
be understood to reflect each generation’s distinctive experiences of the ma-
jor developments in international affairs and globalization in the twentieth 
century, as cohorts acquire their attitudes and identities during their forma-
tive years prior to the Great War, the interwar era, and the post-war decades. 
To examine these issues, cosmopolitan identities were compared among 
cohorts, subdividing the pooled 1981-2001 sample by decade of birth. The 
results in Figure 1.4 reveal a steady and significant rise in cosmopolitan 
identifiers by cohort. While the time-series data suggests grounds for skepti-
cism about the erosion of nationalism, the preliminary cohort analysis sug-
gests stronger evidence of an underlying shift among the mass publics. 
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Conclusion 
The issue of how far there has been a steady shift in support towards the UN, 
and whether this represents a broader transformation of feelings towards the role 
of the nation state and national identities, raises important issues. This chapter 
represents the first preliminary analysis to see how far attitudes have become 
more cosmopolitan in orientation, as indicated by confidence in the UN as an 
institution, support for an active role for this institution on issues such as human 
rights and refugees, and weakening identification with the nation state. 

The overall results presented here from the time-series data provide only lim-
ited support for the arguments that public opinion has moved in a more cosmo-
politan direction. Instead, the evidence considered for longitudinal changes more 
strongly suggests that public opinion is responding to specific shifts in the role 
of the UN, associated with dramatic events, rather than secular changes. Never-
theless the cohort analysis suggests a different interpretation, with generational 
shifts evident in orientations. The next steps in the research are to examine this 
issue in more detail and to explore further the underlying root causes of support 
for both the institution and role of the United Nations. 

Technical Appendix A � The Role of the United Nations 

1995-2001 
“Some people believe that certain kinds of problems could be better handled 
by the United Nations than by the various national governments. Others think 
that these problems should be left entirely to the respective national govern-
ments; while others think they would be handled best by the national govern-
ments working together with coordination by the United Nations. I’m going to 
mention some problems. For each one, would you tell me whether you think 
that policies in this area should be decided by the national governments, by 
the United Nations, or by the national governments with UN coordination?” 

  
National  

Governments United Nations 

National  
governments, 

with UN  
coordination 

V177 International 
peacekeeping 

1 2 3 

V178 Protection of the 
environment 

1 2 3 

V179 Aid to developing 
countries 

1 2 3 

V180 Refugees 1 2 3 

V181 Human Rights 1 2 3 
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2005-6  
“Some people believe that certain kinds of problems could be better handled by 
the United Nations or regional organizations rather than by each national gov-
ernment separately. Others think that these problems should be left entirely to the 
national governments. I’m going to mention some problems. For each one, would 
you tell me whether you think that policies in this area should be decided by the 
national governments, by regional organizations, or by the United Nations?” 
(Read out and code one answer for each problem): 

  National  
governments 

Regional  
organizations 

United  
Nations 

V179 Peacekeeping 1 2 3 

V180 Protection of the 
environment  

1 2 3 

V181  Aid to develo-
ping countries  

1 2 3 

V182 Refugees 1 2 3 

V183 Human Rights  1 2 3 

Institutional Confidence 
“I am going to name a number of organizations. For each one, could you tell me 
how much confidence you have in them: is it a great deal of confidence, quite a 
lot of confidence, not very much confidence or none at all?” (Read out and code 
one answer for each):  

  A great deal Quite a lot Not very  
much 

None at all 

V147 The United Nations 1 2 3 4 

Cosmopolitan vs. Nationalistic Identities 

1981-2001 
“To which of these geographical groups would you say you belong first of 
all? And the next? 

 
� The locality or town where you live
� The state or region of the country in which you live
� Your country [The U.S, France, etc.] as a whole*
� The continent in which you live [North America/Europe/Asia/Latin 

America, etc] *
� The world as a whole”

*[Each specific nation and continent substituted for these labels.] 
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2005-6 
“People have different views about themselves and how they relate to the 
world. Using this card, would you tell me how strongly you agree or dis-
agree with each of the following statements about how you see yourself?” 
(Read out and code one answer for each statement): 

 
1. Strongly agree 
2. Agree  
3. Disagree  
4. Strongly disagree  

V210. I see myself as a world citizen.  
V211. I see myself as part of my local community.  
V212. I see myself as part of the [French]* nation.  
V213. I see myself as part of the [European Union]**  
V214. I see myself as an autonomous individual.  
 
* [Substitute your country’s nationality for “French”] 
** [Substitute appropriate regional organization for “European Union”] 

Technical Appendix B  � Countries Currently in The World Values 
Survey 

  Wave 
1

Wave 
2

Wave 
3

Wave 
4

Wave 
5

  

RefNo Nation 1981-
83

1989-
91

1995-
97

1999-
2001

2005-
2006

Total 

8 Albania  0 0 999 1 0 1,999 

12 Algeria  0 0 0 1,282 0 1,282 

32 Argentina  1,005 1,002 1,079 1,28 0 4,366 

51 Armenia  0 0 2 0 0 2 

36 Australia  1,228 0 2,048 0 0 3,276 

40 Austria  0 1,46 0 1,522 0 2,982 

31 Azerbaijan  0 0 2,002 0 0 2,002 
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Countries Currently in The World Values Survey (Continued) 

  Wave 
1

Wave 
2 

Wave 
3

Wave 
4

Wave 
5

  

RefNo Nation 1981-
83

1989-
91 

1995-
97

1999-
2001

2005-
2006

Total 

 50 Bangladesh  0 0 1,525 1,5 0 3,025 

112 Belarus  0 1,015 2,092 1 0 4,107 

56 Belgium  1,145 2,792 0 1,912 0 5,849 

70 Bosnia  0 0 800 1,2 0 2 

76 Brazil  0 1,782 1,149 0 0 2,931 

100 Bulgaria  0 1,034 1,072 1 0 3,106 

124 Canada  1,254 1,73 0 1,931 0 4,915 

152 Chile  0 1,5 1 1,2 0 3,7 

156 China  0 1 1,5 1 0 3,5 

170 Colombia  0 0 6,025 0 3,025 9,05 

191 Croatia  0 0 1,196 1,003 0 2,199 

203 Czech  
Republic  

0 3,499 1,147 1,908 0 6,554 

208 Denmark  1,182 1,03 0 1,023 0 3,235 

214 Dominican 
Republic  

0 0 417 0 0 417 

901 East  
Germany  

0 1,336 0 1,914 1,076 4,326 

818 Egypt  0 0 0 3 0 3 

222 El Salvador 0 0 1,254 0 0 1,254 

233 Estonia  0 1,008 1,021 1,005 0 3,034 

246 Finland  1,003 588 987 1,038 0 3,616 

250 France  1,2 1,002 0 1,615 1,001 4,818 

268 Georgia  0 0 2,008 0 0 2,008 

826 Great  
Britain  

1,167 1,484 1,093 1 1,041 5,785 

300 Greece  0 0 0 1,142 0 1,142 

 45 



Countries Currently in The World Values Survey (Continued) 

 Wave 
1

Wave 
2 

Wave 
3

Wave 
4

Wave 
5

  

RefNo Nation 1981-
83

1989-
91 

1995-
97

1999-
2001

2005-
2006

Total 

320 Guatemala  0 0 0 1,001 0 1,001 

348 Hungary  1,464 999 650 1 0 4,113 

352 Iceland  927 702 0 968 0 2,597 

356 India  0 1,163 2,04 2,002 0 5,205 

360 Indonesia  0 0 0 1,004 0 1,004 

364 Iran  0 0 0 2,532 0 2,532 

368 Iraq  0 0 0 4,65 2,701 7,351 

372 Ireland  1,217 1 0 1,012 0 3,229 

376 Israel  0 0 0 1,199 0 1,199 

380 Italy  1,348 2,018 0 2 2,023 7,389 

392 Japan  1,204 1,011 1,054 1,362 1,096 5,727 

300 Jordan  0 0 0 1,223 0 1,223 

417 Kyrgyzstan  0 0 0 1,043 0 1,043 

428 Latvia  0 903 1,2 1,013 0 3,116 

440 Lithuania  0 1 1,009 1,018 0 3,027 

442 Luxem-
bourg  

0 0 0 1,211 0 1,211 

807 Macedonia  0 0 995 1,055 0 2,05 

470 Malta  0 393 0 1,002 0 1,395 

484 Mexico  1,837 1,531 2,364 1,535 1,56 8,827 

498 Moldova  0 0 984 1,008 0 1,992 

912 Montenegro 0 0 240 1,06 0 1,3 

504 Morocco  0 0 0 2,264 0 2,264 

528 Nether-
lands  

1,221 1,017 0 1,003 1,05 4,291 

554 New  
Zealand  

0 0 1,201 0 954 2,155 
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Countries Currently in The World Values Survey (Continued) 

 Wave 
1

Wave 
2 

Wave 
3

Wave 
4

Wave 
5

  

RefNo Nation 1981-
83

1989-
91 

1995-
97

1999-
2001

2005-
2006

Total 

566 Nigeria  0 1,001 1,996 2,022 0 5,019 

578 Norway  1,051 1,239 1,127 0 0 3,417 

586 Pakistan  0 0 733 2 0 2,733 

604 Peru  0 0 1,211 1,501 0 2,712 

608 Philippines  0 0 1,2 1,2 0 2,4 

616 Poland  0 1,92 1,153 1,095 1 5,168 

620 Portugal  0 1,185 0 1 0 2,185 

642 Romania  0 1,103 1,239 1,146 1,776 5,264 

643 Russia  0 1,961 2,04 2,5 2,033 8,534 

682 Saudi Ara-
bia  

0 0 0 1,502 0 1,502 

911 Serbia  0 0 1,28 1,2 0 2,48 

702 Singapore  0 0 0 1,512 0 1,512 

703 Slovakia  0 1,136 1,095 1,331 0 3,562 

705 Slovenia  0 1,035 1,007 1,006 1,037 4,085 

710 South Afri-
ca  

1,596 1,478 2,935 3 0 9,009 

310 South Ko-
rea  

970 1,251 1,249 1,2 1,2 5,87 

724 Spain  2,303 4,147 1,211 2,409 1,201 11,271 

752 Sweden  954 1,047 1,009 1,015 1,003 5,028 

756 Switzerland 0 1,4 1,212 0 0 2,612 

158 Taiwan  0 0 780 0 0 780 

834 Tanzania  0 0 0 1,171 0 1,171 

792 Turkey  0 1,03 1,907 3,401 0 6,338 

800 Uganda  0 0 0 1,002 0 1,002 

804 Ukraine  0 0 2,811 1,195 0 4,006 
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Countries Currently in The World Values Survey (Continued) 

 Wave 
1

Wave 
2 

Wave 
3

Wave 
4

Wave 
5

  

RefNo Nation 1981-
83

1989-
91 

1995-
97

1999-
2001

2005-
2006

Total 

840 United Sta-
tes  

2,325 1,839 1,542 1,2 1,493 8,399 

858 Uruguay  0 0 1 0 0 1 

862 Venezuela  0 0 1,2 1,2 0 2,4 

704 Viet Nam  0 0 0 1 0 1 

900 West Ger-
many  

1,305 2,101 0 2,148 988 6,542 

716 Zimbabwe  0 0 0 1,002 0 1,002 

  Total samp-
le 

30,48 60,176 82,861 105,31
8 

28,51 307,34
5 

Note: Contemporary nation-states (83) excluding regional samples except for East 
Germany. 
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THORLEIF PETTERSSON: 
 
2.  
Will the World’s Biggest Promise Be Broken?  
� Orientations in Rich and Poor and Countries 
towards the Millennium Development Goals 

On 8th September, 2000, the UN General Assembly adopted the so called 
Millennium Declaration where all member states pledged to achieve eight 
carefully defined goals relating to global development by the year 2015. 
These goals, usually referred to as the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), include targets such as reducing overall global child mortality by 
two thirds, reducing maternal mortality by three quarters, stopping the fur-
ther spread of HIV/AIDS, malaria and other serious illnesses, providing ba-
sic education for all children, improving equality between men and women, 
ensuring environmentally-development and establishing global cooperation 
in order to promote development in poor countries. Thus, the MDGs are far 
reaching in nature and, if realized, would result in radically improved living 
conditions, especially for people living in poor countries. 

In order to grasp the MDG program, it should be seen in a historical per-
spective with antecedents such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
from 1948, the UN Development Decade pronounced in 1961, and a series of 
UN global summits and conferences since 1970 and onwards. Thus, the MDG 
program rests on an elaborated historical basis. A new feature of the program 
is however that it is based on a combination of two key concepts. One is the 
multi-dimensional concept of human development in which human beings are 
seen as the ends as well as the means of development. The other is the so 
called results-based management approach in which public sector performance 
is thought to be best achieved by setting precise goals, monitoring them and  
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using goal achievement as an incentive structure. A full list16 of the various 
MDGs and their sub-goals are given below. 

Seen from the perspective of a rich donor country as e.g. Sweden, it can 
be noted that in 2003, the Swedish Parliament adopted a bill called A Com-
mon Responsibility - Swedish Policy for Global Development. The resolu-
tion meant that Swedish policy for global development would influence all 
areas of policy and that Sweden’s responsibility for global development wo-
uld not just involve the level set for foreign aid. This new policy strategy 
would be Sweden’s contribution to achieving the MDGs. In autumn 2007, 
the Swedish government presented guidelines for a new foreign aid policy. 
One of the results of this was that Sweden would pursue a more concentrated 
collaboration with the most vulnerable countries in Africa – in those places 
where the need to fight poverty is most acute and the MDGs are most diffi-
cult to attain. This includes countries such as: Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Mali, 
Rwanda and Zambia, which are countries which will be discussed later in  
 

                               
16 List of the Millennium Development Goals: 
1-Eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger 

Reduce by half the proportion of people living on less than 
a dollar a day and to halve the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger 

  
2-Achieve universal primary 
education 

Ensure that all boys and girls complete a full course of 
primary schooling 

  
3-Promote gender equality and 
empower women 

Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary edu-
cation preferably by 2005, and at all levels by 2015 

  
4-Reduce child mortality Reduce by two thirds the mortality rate among children 

under five 
  
5-Improve maternal health Reduce by three quarters the maternal mortality ratio 
  
6-Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria 
and other diseases 

Halt and begin to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDSHalt and 
begin to reverse the incidence of malaria and other major 
diseases 

  
7-Ensure environmental sustain-
ability 

Integrate the principles of sustainable development into 
country policies and programs; reverse loss of environ-
mental resources. Reduce by half the proportion of people 
without sustainable access to safe drinking water. 
Achieve significant improvement in lives of at least 100 
million slum dwellers, by 2020 

  
8-Develop a global partnership 
for development 

Develop an open trading and financial system that ad-
dresses the least developed countries’ special needs. In 
cooperation with the developing countries, develop decent 
and productive work for youth. 

Further information on the MDG program can be found at e.g. 
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/. 
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this paper. Each of these poor receiver countries have implemented specific 
programs for how to achieve the MDGs17. 

The MDG program has been called “the world’s biggest promise ever”, 
and the international collaboration between the donor and receiver states in 
order to realize the MDGs has been going on for eight years now. There is 
not that much time left until the goals should have been reached. However, 
the conditions for achieving these goals by 2015 are not always advanta-
geous, to put it mildly. The UN writes in its Millennium Reports that some 
progress has indeed been made but that much still remains to be done. Ma-
ternal mortality remains at far too high a level, the number of malnourished 
children is still unacceptably high, the number of people dying of AIDS is 
increasing rather than decreasing, efforts to bring acceptable hygienic condi-
tions to the large slum areas are progressing too slowly, income disparities in 
parts of the world are widening rather than closing, and climate change 
seems to be reducing the chances of attaining the MDGs. In other words, the 
overall picture contains a whole series of pessimistic evaluations. There are, 
of course, many factors contributing to this negative situation.  

In this short paper, there is only space to discuss one of the many factors 
that could jeopardize efforts to achieve the MDGs. In other words, this paper 
will deal with a limited aspect of a very complex and pressing global issue. 
At the same time, one can certainly ask whether there is indeed one united 
over-all answer to the question of how the MDGs are to be achieved or if, 
instead, there are several partial answers to this question and that these might 
lead in different directions. If the latter case were true, then it would also be 
justified to ask if the Millennium Declaration and the solemn commitments 
to achieve the goals should primarily be seen as ceremonious international 
political rhetoric or if the declaration is actually a realistic program for glo-
bal development.  

Personally, I confine myself to saying that my own starting points in this 
difficult question are ‘naively optimistic’. In other words, I choose to work on 
the premise that one should approach the MDGs with the optimistic “as-if” 
assumption that they can be realized. However, at the same time, one should 
be cautious not to rise to high expectations among the mass publics on the 
realization of the MDGs. Frustrated expectations might cause negative views 
on international collaboration. For instance, in the United Nations Report on 
the Millennium Goals from 2007, the UN secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon 
stated that even if some progress had been made, there is nevertheless a clear 
need for political leaders to take urgent and concerted action. Otherwise, the 
Secretary-General fears that millions of people will not realize the basic prom-
ises of the MDGs in their lives. In short, there is a noticeable lack of both elite 
and mass mobilization behind these goals in a number of countries.  

                               
17 For country details, see e.g. http://www.aidharmonization.org/ah-cla/secondary-pages/cla-
countries). 
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Against this background, I will discuss culture as a factor that may help 
mobilize support for the MDGs. This factor concerns the popular value 
based support for such policies which are needed in order to reach the 
MDGs. Favorable attitudes towards the MDGs can of course be little more 
than mere lip service to goals that seem desirable to each and everyone. Such 
“rhetoric” attitudes would obviously not provide any sustainable basis of 
mass support of the MDGs. In order to conclude whether favorable mass 
attitudes to the MDGs can do so, one has to know how firmly these attitudes 
are anchored in people’s basic belief systems and deeply engrained values. 
For instance, one should note the massive empirical value research which 
has demonstrated that deeply inculcated value orientations are far more rele-
vant to people’s actual behavior than their more momentous attitudes 
(Kluckhohn, 1962; Inglehart, 1997; Inglehart and Welzel, 2005; Schwartz, 
2006). This insight is particularly relevant for sustainable development poli-
cies. Since these policies require behavioral changes, they cannot be simply 
ordained. Rather, they require people’s deliberate willingness to follow them 
(Roller, 1995). 

The Millennium Declaration as an international regime according to the 
so called Paris Declaration of 2005, the efforts made to achieve the MDGs 
should be based on a small number of basic principles. These stipulate, for 
example, that receiver countries should take greater responsibility for their 
own development, implement economic and political reforms to strengthen 
their own systems, improve the fight against poverty and also promote de-
mocracy. For their part, the donor countries should adapt their assistance to 
the current conditions in the respective developing countries, which might 
require that the donor countries change their development policies. Both 
donor and receiver countries must also better communicate what results are 
achieved in their development efforts, and donor countries must improve the 
coordination between their respective efforts. According to an organization 
for human development such as SIDA (Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency), these principles constitute a ‘groundbreaking revolu-
tion’ for development cooperation.  

The Millennium and Paris Declarations constitute an international regime, 
i.e. an agreement via which states and international organizations have 
agreed on common “principles, norms, rules, and decision making proce-
dures around which actors´ expectations converge in a issue-area” (Kras-
ner,1982: 4) in order to achieve specified goals. Such international regimes 
improve international cooperation within specific problem areas. Interna-
tional regimes need not be legally binding or define sanctions for those who 
break the agreements. For example, the Millennium and Paris Declarations 
contain no such elements. Some examples of international regimes are the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, the International Ban on Whaling, the 
Kyoto Protocol, the International Monetary Fund, the Chemical and Biologi-
cal Weapons Convention and the European Convention on Human Rights. 
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There are, in other words, a whole series of different international regimes 
and, at first glance, it might seem difficult to evaluate them all using a single 
standard when it comes to how they work in practice.  

The work carried out within international regimes has of course in many 
cases generated considerable success. However, in other instances, this type 
of work has encountered significant difficulties and setbacks. A very inter-
esting issue in this respect is, therefore, determining to what extent there 
may be general factors that explain why some regimes are successful, 
whereas others do not proceed according to plan. To discuss this issue, I 
have chosen to refer to a detailed study titled Environmental Regime Effec-
tiveness Confronting Theory with Evidence (Miles et al., 2002). The goal of 
the study was to assess why certain regimes within the environmental sphere 
are more successful than others. As several of the MDGs deal with environ-
mental issues in one way or another, there is good reason to refer to this re-
cent report.  

The initial basis for the study of environmental regimes was a simple mo-
del in which three factors were assumed to affect how successful a certain 
international regime would be. The first factor was the degree of complexity 
and difficulty of the issue to be resolved. The more difficult a problem is to 
resolve, the less successful the regime. The second factor concerned the re-
sources allocated to resolving the prevailing problems. Fewer resources avai-
lable, including knowledge about problem solving, the less successful the 
regime. Finally, the third factor concerned the degree of cooperation be-
tween the players within the international regime. The less cooperation there 
is between partners, the less successful the regime. These three factors 
showed to be of importance for the success of the 15 international regimes 
analyzed.  

However, the research group also found that a fourth factor, which they 
had not foreseen, was equally important as the other three factors. This di-
mension referred to the impact of value conflicts in relation to the regimes. 
The most obvious deficiency of three-factor model was that it did not cap-
ture conflicts over values. Such conflicts were said to be “a salient feature of 
the problem and an important determinant of processes and outcomes” (Mi-
les et al., 2002: 474). In the case of the MDG program, recent findings sug-
gest that value conflicts do actually exist and that furthermore such value 
conflicts are related to both problem malignancy, which concerns how diffi-
cult a given developmental problem is to solve, and problem solving capac-
ity, which relates to the available means to solve the problem in question 
(Miles et al., 2002: 474). Thus, value conflicts over the MDGs are likely to 
render the various problems both more severe and more difficult to solve. In 
short, value based conflicts over the MDGs are likely to block the implemen-
tation of successful MDG policies. One factor behind the slow progress in 
reaching the MDGs might therefore be value conflicts over MDG policies. 
This short paper is devoted to the discussion of such value conflicts. 
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Thus, the greater the differences in the basic values held by the parties 
within a certain regime, the less successful the regime. When applied to the 
work of achieving the MDGs one can, in other words, assume that the more 
diverging views there are between the parties involved with regard to how 
the MDGs should be realized, and the more these diverging views are rooted 
in the parties’ basic values, the more difficult the ultimate attainment of the 
MDGs will be. This assumption is completely in line with the so called 
‘cognitivistic school’ within research on international relations. According to 
this school, basic value orientations and cultural factors have a larger rele-
vance to international cooperation than is commonly assumed. According to 
this view, one must, take into account what possible conflicts in basic values 
are involved in the efforts of reaching the MDGs, not least when it comes to 
obtaining the support from the population that must be mobilized in order to 
help achieve these goals.  

At first glance, it might seem far fetched to assume that the opinion of in-
dividual citizens with regard to international agreements would have much 
relevance on the effectiveness of international cooperation. The dominant 
theory formation that focuses on the realistic political interests of states gen-
erally ignores issues relating to culture and moral aspects. However, the so 
called interdependence theory is more inclined to assign high significance to 
individual citizens, particularly in terms of how their interests and values are 
manifested in different types of social movements. Even if public opinion 
would not be of immediate consequence for international processes, it is 
thought to have an indirect effect by influencing who is elected to handle 
such issues. The school of thought known as post-international or cognitivis-
tic attaches as already mentioned even greater importance to the value sys-
tems and knowledge of citizens, in terms of international policy making. The 
increased interest in this perspective has meant that cultural factors are 
granted more importance when addressing such issues. Religious factors 
have also been given more attention. Thus, studies of international policy 
now attach greater significance than was previously the case to cultural fac-
tors as well as to activities within social movements (Lapid and Kratochwil, 
1996; Rosenau, 1997; Dark, 2000; Rosenau and Durfee, 2000).  

The hypothesis that individual value structures have become more important 
for international events and global issues is based on three premises. Firstly, 
citizens are assumed to have obtained increased knowledge with regard to rec-
ognizing and being able to influence various types of international issues. Sec-
ondly, it is claimed at the same time that the international system has become 
more unstable due to new challenges and tensions. And thirdly, this in turn has 
made the system more exposed to various attempts to influence it. 

With respect to such theoretical considerations, one could claim that the 
basic values held by citizens, as well as their views of the MDGs, have de 
facto relevance for the work necessary to achieve the goals. The more peo-
ple’s opinions on how to work with global development are motivated by 
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their basic values, the more likely it is that their opinions will matter, and the 
less likely it is that the political elites can influence and/or manipulate their 
opinions with regard to these issues. However, stating that people’s basic 
values appear to have increased in importance with regard to international 
issues, it follows that differences in these values make it more difficult to 
work with such issues. Hence, I am back at the hypothesis that conflicts in 
values could make it more difficult to realize the MDGs. 

The World Values Survey, an international research project focusing on 
values The World Values Survey (WVS) is in combination with the Euro-
pean Values Study (EVS) the largest comparative interview based survey of 
people’s basic value systems ever carried out. The material from the 
WVS/EVS describes, to name but a few of the categories, how citizens in a 
large number of countries view financial, political and social issues, as well 
as their attitudes towards religious and moral issues, the views they have on 
working and family life, their opinions on equality between men and women, 
their perspectives on environmental and developmental issues, and how they 
perceive international relations and global leadership. Hitherto, data has been 
collected in five surveys, carried out with large representative population 
samples in 1981, 1990, 1995, 2000 and 2006. The extensive interview forms 
used in the surveys contain approximately 300 questions, and the personal 
face-to-face interviews usually take 1 – 1.5 hrs to complete. In all, data has 
been collected in about 80 countries representing approximately 85% of the 
world’s population. The WVS/EVS is indeed a huge research project. 

The material from WVS18 has provided the basis for a large number of 
analyses and research reports. Several of the reports that have been pub-
lished as part of the project can be downloaded from the website. Many of 
these reports have, in different ways, touched on two basic value dimensions 
(Inglehart, 1997; Pettersson and Riis, 2002; Inglehart and Welzel, 2005; 
Pettersson, 1988; 2006; 2008). Such basic value orientations can be defined 
as” the ultimate, most frugal, and yet most meaningful basic set of axes with 
which to explain the broad range of attitudes, beliefs, life styles and the di-
versity of practices among large populations across societies” (Vinken et al., 
2004: 8). In other words, basic value orientations can be seen as a kind of 
ideological shortcuts or “glue” that holds together people’s views and opin-
ions on various issues into reasonably stable packages (Kumlin, 2001; Kin-
der, 2006). Psychologically, ideological shortcuts or schemas as they are also 
called can be seen as mental schemas or structures which summarize peo-
ple’s previous knowledge and experiences of a given sub-class of social 
issues. These shortcuts function as frameworks for their understanding and 
interpretation of the social issues they meet and they are said to “aid in the 
recognition, interpretation, and labeling of stimuli; and generally lead to 
efficient processing of schema-related material” (Schneider, 2004: 122). 
                               
18 Information about the project can be found on its website at www.worldvaluessurvey.org 
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The first value dimension is usually called the emancipative and self-
expressive values. These values are based on factors such as a strong trust in 
others, active participation in civil society, tolerance and openness to diverse 
social minorities and a greater focus on the common good. The other values 
dimension is often called rational secular values and manifests itself in the 
form of a stronger openness to change and less interest in retaining existing 
structures, including traditional religious and national value authorities. Both 
these value dimensions have proved to be of considerable significance for 
social, economical and political development.  

The latest WVS round contained a number of questions about the MDGs 
and global development. Using the answers to these questions, I will discuss 
how the populations in a set of donor and receiver countries view different 
aspects of the work with MDGs and to what extent their potentially different 
opinions stem from the fact that they have different value orientations. To 
conclude, I would like to mention that I do not have the possibility in this 
short paper to go into all the methodological challenges and difficulties that 
WVS throws up. I will therefore simply state that it is not particularly likely 
that my conclusions in this paper would simply be a result of such methodo-
logical problems and flaws. 

Considerable differences in political cultures between donor and receiver 
countries in the next part of this paper, I will discuss the views about devel-
opment and the MDGs held by the populations in five donor and five re-
ceiver countries, as well as to what extent their basic values influence their 
opinion on these issues. The five donor countries are Australia, Spain, Swe-
den, Germany and the USA. These five countries are amongst the most eco-
nomically developed countries in the world. The five receiver countries are 
Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Mali, Rwanda and Zambia, which are all poor de-
veloping nations. The average GDP for the five receiver countries is ap-
proximately 870 USD per capita. The corresponding figure for the five do-
nor countries is 30 times higher or approximately 26,000 USD per capita. 
Each of the donor countries can be described as a free democracy, whilst the 
five receiver countries can, at best, be described as partially free according to 
the well-known Freedom House rankings. Life expectancy at birth is about 
twice as long in the donor countries (approx. 79 years) as in the receiver 
countries (approx. 40 years). In the donor countries about 0.2% of the popu-
lation aged 15 - 40 is affected by HIV / AIDS. The corresponding figure in 
the receiver countries is about 50 times higher (5.8%). If one looks at the 
average number of years of school education received by the population 
aged over 25, the figures for donor countries double those in the receiver 
countries. One can look in this way at a number of parameters defining liv-
ing standards in the donor and receiver countries one by one; as expected, a 
dramatic difference in the average standard of living emerges. This, how-
ever, does not exclude the existence of minor groups that are well-off in the 
receiver countries, or the existence of groups of people living in poverty in 
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the donor countries, but this is a completely different issue that I will not 
address here. 

In light of the large differences in the average standard of living, it is not 
particularly unexpected that the receiver and donor countries exhibit signifi-
cant differences in the two aforementioned basic value orientations. As a 
group, the five receiver countries have considerably lower emancipative and 
self-expressive freedom values and less secular rational openness to change. 
In other words, the receiver countries display less trust between citizens, less 
tolerance to social minority groups, weaker participation in civil society, a 
greater focus on preserving the existing situation and a stronger commitment 
to religion. This is clearly demonstrated in Figure 2.1 below. When looking 
at individual donor countries, some interesting details can also be seen. For 
instance, Sweden is farthest removed in terms of values from the five re-
ceiver countries, whilst Spain, Australia and the USA have similar relatively 
low scores for the secular rational openness to change as Ethiopia and Zam-
bia. For the sake of clarity it should be noted that both axes in Figure 2.1 are 
calculated in such a way that a difference of one step between countries re-
presents a statistically significant difference in the values dimension in ques-
tion. Differences in basic values, both within and between the two groups of 
countries are, in other words, statistically significant and quite considerable. 
At the same time, these countries are expected to pursue efforts to achieve 
the MDGs on the basis of the same basic values, as stipulated in the Paris 
Declaration. When considering the substantive cultural differences displayed 
in Figure 2.1, this will not be an easy task.  
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Figure 2.1: Basic values in five donor and five receiver countries 

 

Also, when considering the large differences in the standard of living and the 
basic values held in the various countries, one can also see that it would not 
be particularly unexpected if perceptions of the MDGs and related issues 
were to differ between the donor and receiver countries. This issue will be 
addressed in the next part of this paper.  

Differences in support for the MDGs and the UN in donor and receiver 
countries thus, there is good reason to assume that there are variations in 
public support for the MDGs between the receiver and donor countries, and 
that people’s understanding of the goals correlates to the basic values they 
hold. An initial test for this hypothesis could be to firstly compare how im-
portant citizens of the respective donor and receiver countries consider the 
MDGs to be and, secondly, to assess what confidence they have in the UN. 
Regarding the MDGs, the respondents were asked to rate what priority the 
various goals should be given. The answers were given using a scale ranging 
from 1 (low priority) to 4 (high priority). The goals stated in the questions 
were: reducing poverty by 50%, giving all children a basic education, reduc-
ing child mortality by two thirds, containing the spread of HIV/AIDS and 
other serious diseases, and improving the conditions for those living in 
slums. In order to provide the respondents information on these goals for 
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global development, each question was preceded by a short description of 
the current situation and what potential consequences the respective goals 
could have. Regarding the question about confidence in the UN, answers 
were given using a scale ranging from 1 (no confidence at all) to 4 (a lot of 
confidence). Figure 2.2 summarizes the results for the 10 countries. As with 
Figure 2.1, one step on the scale step between two countries represents a 
statistically significant difference with regard to the dimension being meas-
ured.  

Figure 2.2 Support for the MDGs and confidence in the UN in five 
donor and five receiver countries 

 

Not unexpectedly, the results show support for the MDGs to be stronger 
amongst the receiver countries than the donor countries. Some exceptions 
should be noted though. Spain has the largest support amongst the donor 
countries, whilst Australia and Sweden are on the same medium level as 
Zambia and Burkina Faso. One can speculatively assume that the strong 
Spanish support could relate to the country’s geographical closeness to Af-
rica, and that Spain has had considerable problems with large groups of 
refugees coming from African countries. The USA and Germany display the 
lowest support for the MDGs, and both these countries also display rela-
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tively low confidence in the UN. The latter aspect might be related to the 
fact that both these countries, in their capacity as major world powers, have 
the least ‘need’ for the multi-lateral UN in order to safeguard their interests. 
It may seem ironic that the USA, which is a permanent member of the UN 
Security Council, shows the least confidence in the UN and the least support 
for the MDGs. This relationship illustrates some of the difficulties with 
which the UN system has to contend. Apart from these details, Figure 2.2 
also shows that there are considerable differences between the populations in 
the donor and receiver countries regarding both their support of the MDGs 
and their confidence in the UN. These differences can hardly help to realize 
the common commitments which the Millennium and Paris Declarations 
demand by the receiver and donor countries, at least if one works on the 
basis of the theoretical perspectives about international regimes I described 
earlier in the paper. 

Two basic value dimensions affecting support for the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals there are, of course, a number of factors that affect people’s 
attitudes towards the MDGs and the UN system. In terms of the theoretical 
perspective I described earlier in this paper, basic values are one such factor, 
and I stressed that the views and understandings of the MDGs associated with 
people’s basic values are of particular interest when it comes to the chances of 
realizing the MDGs. The greater the difference between how people view the 
MDGs and the more these differences are related to their basic value orienta-
tions, the greater difficulties the international regime will meet.  

I will conclude by discussing this issue by looking at the results for two 
cultural factors that affect how people view the MDGs. The first factor is 
related to the self-expressive and emancipative freedom values that I de-
scribed earlier in the paper. The second factor relates to what possibilities 
one believes one has to affect one’s current situation and the level of control 
one feels over one’s life. The measurement of the second factor is obtained 
by responses to a 10 point scale ranging from 1 (no freedom of choice or 
self-determination at all) to 10 (considerable freedom of choice and self-
determination). The relevance of this factor in this context is i.a illustrated 
by the Paris Declaration’s statement that receiver countries should take more 
responsibility for their own development. 

Figure 2.3, below, shows the significance of these two factors with regard 
to how the MDGs are viewed. As there are considerable differences between 
countries with regard to the levels of self-expressive emancipative freedom 
values (see Figure 2.1 above) and there are also similar differences between 
countries in terms of what possibilities people believe they have with regard 
to affecting their own situation, the results in Figure 2.3 are calculated so 
that they are not influenced by the actual differences in levels between the 
donor and receiver countries. The results thus illustrate the ‘net effect’ of 
how these two factors impact on support for the MDGs, disregarding the 
differences between the countries in this respect.  
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Figure 2.3. Emancipative self transcendent values and subjective 
freedom of choice and self determination in three groups with different 
support for the MDGs 

 

The results displayed by Figure 2.3 demonstrate that those who that gave the 
most support to the MDGs in the respective countries are also at the top in 
their respective countries with regard to self-expressive freedom values and 
their subjective experiences of self-determination and freedom of choice for 
their own life. Conversely, those that have stated the lowest levels of support 
for the MDGs have also reported the lowest levels for self-expressive free-
dom values and subjective self-determination and control over one’s life. 
The support for the MDGs in terms of values held by people within each of 
the countries is, in other words, strongest among those that have the greatest 
belief in their own ability to influence their own situation and who trust other 
people most, as well as among those that show the greatest tolerance for 
social minorities and who are most actively engaged in civil society etc. (the 
self-expressive emancipative values). One can thus say that support for the 
MDGs is most strongly pronounced among ‘strong’ groups and is sparser 
among those that feel powerless and detached from the wellbeing of others. 
Paradoxically, one can at the same time say that it is the latter category that 
is most in need of the MDGs being realized. So, those that are most in need 
of the MDGs being achieved are actually those that would give them the 
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least support. In this regard, it should be noted that more detailed regression 
analyses country by country show similar results, also after controls for vari-
ous social back-ground variables. 

However, another aspect of the results in Figure 2.3 is equally interesting. 
Thus, the results show that the respondents’ support for the MDGs correlate 
with their basic value orientations. Consequently, differences in basic value 
orientations would correspond to differences in the support for the MDGs. 
According to the theoretical model which is the basis for this analysis, dif-
ferences in value-based support for the MDGs make people’s orientations 
towards the MDGs more heterogeneous. This would in turn make it more 
difficult to realize the MDGs. This argument is of course a pessimistic one 
for the MDG program.  

Against this background one might therefore ask whether active efforts to 
increase the value-based support for the MDGs and confidence for the UN 
would be a possible strategy to facilitate the work with the MDG program. 
Since it is difficult to believe that people’s basic value orientations are car-
ved in stone, a positive attitude towards this issue can be maintained, al-
though with the important proviso that such changes are likely to require 
long and sustained strategic action programmes. This touches however upon 
a completely different set of issues than is the subject of this paper.  

Another kind of potential value conflicts in relation to the MDG program 
is that the set of goals should be seen as one package, where all goals are 
equally important and one can not be replaced by another. The underlying 
assumption is that none of the goals can be realized in isolation. The reduc-
tion of people living in slum areas cannot be achieved without reducing se-
vere poverty; the reduction of child mortality depends on the prevalence of 
HIV/AIDS and other severe diseases. However, when asked about this, the 
respondents do differentiate between the importance of the various MDGs. 
The halt of HIV/AIDS and other severe diseases are seen as the most impor-
tant goal, and the reduction of people who live in slum areas as the least 
important. In this regard, there are no differences – or value conflicts – be-
tween the poor and the rich countries. The only difference is that people in 
the poor countries see each of the goals as more important than people in the 
rich countries (cf. Figure 2.2). 

However, if one looks at the variation within each country, some interest-
ing value conflicts can be found in the differentiation between the MDGs. 
Among the poor countries, people from the lowest social strata give higher 
priority to reducing slum areas than people from higher strata. Among the 
rich countries, no such differences are found. When it comes to the fight 
against HIV/AIDS and other severe diseases, people from the lower social 
strata in the poor countries give this goal higher priority, whereas in the rich 
countries, the pattern is opposite. There, it is people from the upper strata 
who are most concerned. Such patterns indicate that within both poor and 
rich countries, value conflicts on the priority of the MDGs can be found 
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among different parts of the population. 
In summary, it can therefore be concluded that data from the latest WVS 

round indicates that the many and difficult efforts to realize the MDGs can 
be hindered by people’s different social positions and differences in their 
basic value orientations. In other words, there seems to be some justification 
for the claim of the paper’s title that value conflicts may constitute an obsta-
cle to sustainable development. However, it must also be strongly empha-
sized that more detailed analyses are needed in order to demonstrate that 
these conflicts really have had this negative effect, independent of other fac-
tors that may have worked in the same direction. Such detailed analyses 
must however be postponed to future studies.  
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PART II � Citizens and Democracy 
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OLA LISTHAUG AND BERNT AARDAL 
 
3. 
Support for Democracy:  
A Comparative Study of Western Europe and Post-
communist Countries19 

When we try to assess the state of democracy in the new Europe, we must 
pay attention to the support for democracy among the mass publics. Democ-
racy can rarely survive if citizens do not feel that they can support the prin-
ciples of democracy and respect democratic institutions. 

So, how strong is mass support for democracy in Europe? A little more than 
ten years ago, this question could only be meaningfully asked for Western 
Europe; and it was not even clear that it was an important question to ask 
there, as many observers would argue that democracy was not threatened, 
although trust in specific political actors and institutions was under some pres-
sure. The relevance of the question is much greater in the new Europe, which 
is divided into two groups of countries: mature democracies, and post-
communist countries. Not all European countries are covered by this dichot-
omy; Turkey, for example, is a European democracy that has followed a dis-
tinct path of development, but is not covered by the analysis in this chapter. 

The question of democratic support is obviously highly relevant for post-
communist countries as most observers agree that the transition from dicta-
torship to democracy has met with serious problems. The magnitude of the 
problems is so severe that one may ask if democracy is sustainable in all of 
the countries. Rose and Shin (2001) see the problems of third-wave democ-
racies (including countries in Eastern Europe) as resulting from a lack of 
institutions that democracy needs to build on, including the rule of law and 

                               
19 Earlier versions of the paper were presented at the Institut d’Études Politiques de Paris de 
Dijon, November 13-16, 2003. the Center for the Study of Democracy, University of Califor-
nia, Irvine, February 13-16, 2003, and at the TMR Conference on Political Representation in 
the European Union, Cadenabbia, April 5-7, 2002.  
I thank Loek Halman for giving me access to the data and Lars Grønflaten for research assis-
tance. The paper includes a small section from Listhaug (2002) and draws on Listhaug and 
Ringdal (unpublished). 
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civil society. The weak institutional foundation for democracy may lead 
countries into dictatorship or a form of quasi-democracy, or they may over-
come their problems and complete the process of democratization. 

Problems of democratic governance have also been strongly affected by 
the economic transition to a market economy, which have led to a decline in 
economic productivity, rising unemployment, and inflation. The economic 
troubles have not been equally serious in all countries, but it is fair to con-
clude that the developments in the real economy have strongly frustrated the 
optimism that accompanied the first phase of the democratic revolution. 

The question of democratic support in Europe cannot be limited to post-
communist countries. Concerns for the state of mature democracies continue 
to be asked in new waves of books and articles. The tone of recent scholarly 
concerns is more relaxed than in some of the crisis volumes of the seventies 
(Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki, 1975), but the research questions con-
tinue to be framed in terms that are pessimistic to some degree. This is true 
for the Beliefs in Government project (Kaase and Newton, 1995), and the 
Harvard Visions of Governance study (Nye, Zelikow, and King, 1997; Nor-
ris 1999), to mention just two of the larger research projects. Contributing to 
the negative tilt to the discussion is the linking of problems of democracy to 
trends in society and politics. Some of the students of democratic support 
tend to argue that strong societal trends create problems for democracy. 
Among such trends are the growth of the welfare state and the increasing 
demands that are put on government to deliver services to citizens, the rise 
of a post-industrial issue politics, the weakening of traditional political clea-
vages, the decline of political parties, and the unresolved problems of supra-
national governance. 

While most of the theoretical arguments are negatively framed, the answers 
that follow from a review of relevant empirical studies are neither pessimistic 
nor optimistic. In the review chapter of the recent edited volume by Pharr and 
Putman (2000), their conclusion is formulated in the following way: 

This chapter has reviewed a large body of evidence to demonstrate that 
over the quarter century since Crozier and his colleagues issued their report, 
citizens’ confidence in governments, political parties, and political leaders 
has declined significantly in most of the Trilateral democracies …. But these 
criticisms of governments and leaders do not necessarily translate into a 
“crisis of democracy” that threatens constitutional representative government 
(Putnam, Pharr, and Dalton, 2000: 27). 

This conclusion rests on empirical studies that show that the more gen-
eral, and abstract, support for regime performance, and especially, regime 
principles, are not on the decline. 

The distinction between support of regime performance and regime prin-
ciples is part of an Eastonian conceptual framework that was set up most 
recently by Norris (1999a). The two categories are at the heart of democratic 
support. Public support for democratic performance includes evaluations of 
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how democracy is functioning; is democracy solving problems, producing 
outcomes and results that meet the expectations of citizens? It is obviously a 
good thing for a society if citizens feel that democracy functions well, but 
negative assessments of performance may not necessarily signal that democ-
racy is threatened. Citizens who are frustrated by a failing democratic per-
formance may still adhere to democratic principles, although, in the longer 
run, support for principles may suffer if negative performance evaluations 
accumulate in the citizenry. 

Research on democratic performance has typically relied on a single 
question, which for a long time has been asked in the Eurobarometers. This 
question asks about satisfaction about how democracy works in the country 
of the respondent. It is clearly not ideal to have a single question to tap this 
dimension. On the other hand, this question has been included in the Euro-
barometers since the 1970s to yield a series of repeated measurement across 
all EU countries. In addition, the question has been asked in other surveys as 
well. In a detailed analysis, Fuchs, Guidorossi, and Svensson (1995) con-
clude that the trend from 1976 to 1991 is slightly positive for the EU coun-
tries as a group. Only for Greece and Portugal, which are measured for parts 
of this period, is there a statistically downward trend, and, for these coun-
tries, the authors find so many problems of measurement and interpretation 
that they do not find much reason to put much weight on them. Huseby 
(2000: 124-125) has extended the analysis to 1995 for eight of the countries. 
She finds that satisfaction declined from 1991 to 1993, but recovered to 
about average levels in 1995.  

Published analyses of trends for regime principles in Western Europe are 
relatively scarce. The main reason for this is probably the fact that support 
levels are quite high for the countries that we are interested in. This means 
that most of them are solid democracies. If we ask questions about which 
form of government one would ideally prefer, if having a democratic system 
is good or bad, if democracy is preferable to other forms of government, or 
other similar questions, we often find that the statistical distributions are 
very skewed in favor of a positive rating of democracy, which does not give 
us much leverage for statistical analyses of trends. As an example, we men-
tion the analysis of preference for democracy or dictatorship by Huseby 
(1999: 135). She uses Eurobarometer data from eight countries and com-
pares the level of support for democracy in 1988 and 1992. 1992 was near a 
low point in public assessment of how democracy works. But this did not 
have an impact on beliefs in the principles of democracy. In fact, the mean 
support levels increased from 1988 to 1992. In 1988, 79% said that democ-
racy was the best political system in all circumstances, 12% said it did not 
make any difference for a person like me, and 9% said that a dictatorship 
could be good under certain circumstances. In 1992, 82% preferred democ-
racy, and 9% opted for each of the two remaining alternatives.  

In a broad sweep of World Values Survey data for 1995, Klingemann 
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(1999) finds that support for democratic ideals are strong in all regions, but 
slightly stronger in Western Europe than in the other parts of the world. Dal-
ton (1999) finds that support for democratic principles is strong in advanced 
industrial democracies, and that only tiny minorities see revolutionary action 
as a viable alternative. Listhaug (1997) limits his analysis of Values Study 
data from 1995 to Norway, Sweden, Finland, West Germany, Switzerland, 
Spain, Australia, and the United States. Support for democratic principles is 
high in all these countries, but support is somewhat higher in Norway than in 
the other countries.  

There is every reason to believe that the study of support for democratic 
principles should take on a higher degree of urgency and relevance in post-
communist countries. These are countries where one would expect that sup-
port for principles are difficult to build and maintain based on the legacy of 
the authoritarian past and the problems that these countries have met in mov-
ing into their new status. Mishler and Rose (2001) question the usefulness of 
what they see as “idealist” measures of democracy, for example based on 
agreement or disagreement with the statement: “Having a democratic politi-
cal system is a good or fairly good way of governing this country”. The 
thrust of their argument is that citizens in new or incomplete democracies 
have little knowledge of democratic principles since they have not had ex-
perience with democracy; support for democracy in such countries cannot be 
taken at face value. They contrast this to evaluations of the current regime 
with the past: “While citizens may have little knowledge of democratic prin-
ciples they have a life time experience with undemocratic regimes. At the 
start of a new regime the natural tendency is evaluate the new regime by 
comparisons with the regime it has replaced.”(Mishler and Rose, 2001: 306). 
Interesting as this argument may be, it is not very satisfying to analyze the 
question of support for democracy based on questions that are void of direct 
measures of the concept. We will argue that ten years of experience with 
post-communist governance should be enough to achieve a more realistic 
appraisal of democracy, and we should now begin to take judgments of de-
mocratic principles and associated variables more seriously. This might be in 
line with the argument of Mishler and Rose (2002) who find that citizens’ 
appraisals of the current regime is increasingly affected by political perform-
ance evaluations. 

Empirical Analysis 
The first part of the empirical analysis answers the simple descriptive ques-
tion about the strength of support for democracy in the two parts of Europe. 
In the second part, we make an attempt to explain variations in democratic 
attitudes. 
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Dimensions and Description 
We introduce a comprehensive approach to the measurement of democratic 
support. Based on conceptual discussions and dimensional analysis, we ana-
lyze four aspects of democratic support: satisfaction with how democracy is 
developing, rejection of alternatives to democracy, rejection of criticism of 
democracy, and support for democracy as principle. Satisfaction with de-
mocracy is based on one question with a scale from 1 to 4, where 4 is very 
satisfied, and 1 is not at all satisfied. The scale is reversed from the original 
question so that high values indicate a high level of support. This procedure 
has been followed for all indicators. Questions are listed in the appendix. 
Rejection of alternatives to democracy is an additive index based on three 
questions on what people think about the ideas of having a strong leader, 
experts, or the army to run the country (scale 3 – 12). Rejection of criticism 
of democracy is constructed by adding items that see democracy as having 
economic systems that run badly, as indecisive, or as not being good at 
maintaining order (scale 3 – 12). Support for democracy as a principle is an 
additive index of two items. The first is an assessment of whether having a 
democratic political system is a good or bad way of governing the country. 
The second is agreement-disagreement with a statement that democracy may 
have its problems but is better than any other form of government. The scale 
of this index runs from 2 – 8. 

In addition, we include the Mishler and Rose measure of relative realistic 
support, which is the difference of the rating of the current regime minus the 
rating of the communist system (or, for stable democracies, with the system 
as it was ten years ago). This measure ranges from – 9 to + 9. A positive 
number indicates that the current system is rated higher than the past.  

The data are from the 1999-2000 European Values Study, which includes 
33 countries. Following the earlier work of Klingemann (1999) and Mishler 
and Rose (2001), we divide the countries into three groups: stable democra-
cies, new democracies, and transitional regimes. The classification is based 
on two criteria: experience of regime change during the last twenty years, 
and the rating of democracy based on the Freedom House index (Freedom 
House, 2000-2001). Countries are counted as free when the rating is 2.5 and 
lower. Table 3.1 gives the classification of the countries. 18 countries are 
classified as stable democracies, 11 countries are counted as new democra-
cies, and four are transitional democracies. All countries that have experi-
enced regime change were previously communist countries of Eastern 
Europe.  
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Table 3.1: Classification of countries by change of regime and freedom 

  Free  Partly free / not free 

  Freedom House index le 2.5  Freedom House index gt 2.5 

  Stable democracies  Stable non-democracies 

France   

Great Britain   

West Germany   

Austria   

Italy   

Spain   

Portugal   

The Netherlands   

Belgium   

Denmark   

Sweden   

Finland    

Iceland   

Ireland    

Northern Ireland   

Greece   

Luxembourg   

N
o 

re
gi

m
e 

ch
an

ge
 la

st
 tw

en
ty

 y
ea

rs
 

Malta    

This two-dimensional table is continued on next page.  
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Table 3.1 (Continued) 

  Free Partly free / not free 
  Freedom House index le 2.5  Freedom House index gt 2.5 

New democracies  Transitional regimes 

East Germany Croatia 

Estonia Russia 

Latvia Ukraine 

Lithuania Belarus 

Poland   

Czech Republic   

Slovakia   

Hungary   

Romania   

Bulgaria   

R
eg

im
e 

ch
an

ge
  

Slovenia   

Note: The classification is based on Klingemann, 1999; Mishler and Rose, 2001; and 
the freedom scores for appropriate years as published by Freedom House, 2000-
2001.

We start with evaluations of current regime versus the past system. For the 
countries that have changed regime, the comparison is with communism. 
The comparison in stable democracies is with the situation ten years ago. For 
the latter group, comparisons are between democratic governments. A nega-
tive difference cannot be takes as an indicator that democracy is in trouble, 
but may simply indicate that the current government is performing worse 
than a government in the past. If the balance across the 18 democratic coun-
tries is markedly negative, we may find reason to be concerned that the di-
rection of democratic politics is moving in direction that will put pressure on 
satisfaction with the democratic process and, perhaps, principles too.  

For post-communist countries, the situation is different. A negative dif-
ference in these countries rates a non-democratic regime higher than the 
current non-communist alternative. This should not be taken as an endorse-
ment of communism over democracy since the evaluation does not contain 
direct information about the specific content of the comparisons. But we 
may at least be willing to see negative balance as a strong sign that the cur-
rent version of democracy is in trouble. 

The results (Figure 3.1) show that stable democracies are evenly distrib-
uted around a mean of zero. Ten countries have a positive rating, and eight 
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countries have negative values. New democracies are also fairly balanced, 
but with a negative tilt. Seven countries have minus signs, and four have a 
positive balance. Among new democracies, East Germany stands out with a 
clear preference for the current system (difference rating +1.2). In transi-
tional regimes, the balances are negative. Russia has a difference rating of –
3.2, Ukraine –1.6, Belarus –9, and Croatia –5. 

Figure 3.1: Difference of current political system vs. previous regime 

A. STABLE DEMOCRACIES 

 

B. NEW DEMOCRACIES 
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C. TRANSITIONAL REGIMES 

 

Note: Data are weighted. See appendix for information about coding. 

Relative regime support does not contain any direct information about eva-
luations of democracy. If we apply the distinction between support for re-
gime processes and regime principles (Norris, 1999a), the question about 
how democracy works fits in the process category, not as an indicator of 
principle, although this has been hotly debated (Fuchs, Guidorossi, and 
Svensson, 1995). The question asked in the 1999-2000 EVS is a slight varia-
tion on the standard Eurobarometer question (see appendix for exact word-
ing), and should be interpreted as assessments of the success or failure of an 
actual democratic regime, and not as an endorsement or rejection of democ-
ratic governance as such.  
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Figure 3.2: Satisfaction with how democracy is developing 

A. STABLE DEMOCRACIES 

 

B. NEW DEMOCRACIES 

 

C. TRANSITIONAL REGIMES 
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Note: Data are weighted. See appendix for information about coding.

There is considerable variation of satisfaction with democracy in the three 
categories. In stable democracies, satisfactions are highest in Luxembourg, 
Malta, and Portugal, and lowest in Northern Ireland, Italy, and Belgium. 
Obviously, one would agree that the countries in the low group have had 
continuous trouble in running their democratic system over many decades. 
New democracies tend to score lower than stable democracies, with the ex-
ception of East Germany. With a satisfaction score of 2.7, this country would 
have placed above the middle among stable democracies, and not much be-
low West Germany. Three of the transitional regimes � Russia, Ukraine, and 
Croatia � show extremely low satisfaction with democracy, with Belarus a 
touch higher. If we translate the means back to percentages of citizens who 
say they are satisfied (very satisfied or rather satisfied), we observe some 
astonishing ranges. In Luxembourg, 82% are satisfied, in Northern Ireland 
29%, and in Italy 36%. The range for new democracies goes from 63% in 
East Germany, to 21% in Romania. In the last group, Russia records 7%, 
Ukraine 16%, and Croatia 18%, while 33% in Belarus say that they are satis-
fied with how democracy develops. 

Support for democracy is stronger if one rejects alternatives: a strong lea-
der, experts, the army. In the EVS survey, each of these alternatives was 
rated on a four point scale, where 1 means very good and 4 very bad. Sum-
med over the three alternatives, a score of 12 signals the strongest rejection. 
The distribution is clearly skewed towards the rejection end of the scale 
(which means support for democracy), with Greece, Denmark, and Northern 
Ireland on top among stable democracies. In this group, the weakest rejec-
tions of non-democratic alternatives are in Portugal, Luxembourg, and Fin-
land. New democracies and transitional regimes tend to have lower rejection 
scores than stable democracies, and, consequently, lower support for democ-
racy. 

 77 



Figure 3.3: Rejects alternatives to democracy 

A. STABLE DEMOCRACIES 

 

B. NEW DEMOCRACIES 
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C. TRANSITIONAL REGIMES 

 

Note: Data are weighted

Support for democracy is weakened if citizens become overly critical of the 
system. Offering criticism may not be as serious for support as is offering 
support for alternative forms of governance, and it is also difficult to define a 
threshold when criticism becomes a threat to democracy. Figure 3.4 presents 
the distribution of the rejection of criticism index. The theoretical range of 
this index is equal to the index for rejection of alternatives to democracy in 
figure 3.3. We note that the means are lower on rejections than on rejection 
of alternatives. This supports the hypothesis that more people offer criticism 
than openly say that they favor alternative systems of government.  

Figure 3.4: Rejects criticism of democracy 

A STABLE DEMOCRACIES 
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B. NEW DEMOCRACIES 

 

C. TRANSITIONAL REGIMES 

 

Note: Data are weighted. See appendix for information about coding.

Among stable democracies rejection of criticism is strongest in West Ger-
many, Iceland, Austria, and Malta, and is weakest in France, Greece, and 
Portugal. Rejection of criticism is less prevalent in new democracies and 
transitional regimes. Again, East Germany has the strongest support level 
among new democracies, followed by Estonia and Bulgaria. Poland and 
Romania are the low end of support in this group. Citizens in transitional 
democracies do not offer stronger criticism of democracy than citizens in 
new democracies, and Croatia is even less critical on this dimension than 
East Germany. Besides these two exceptions, the rest of the countries rank 
either in the lower quartile of mature democracies, or below this level. 

We have presented empirical evidence for four variables that are relevant 
to understanding support for democracy: the difference between the current 
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system of government and communism, satisfaction with democracy, rejec-
tion of alternatives to democracy, and rejection of criticism of democracy. 
We conclude by investigating support for democratic principles. The range 
of this index is from 2 to 8, where a perfect 8 means that one says having a 
democratic system is a very good idea, and agreeing strongly that democracy 
may have problems but it is better than any other form of government. 

Figure 3.5 shows that seven of 18 stable democracies have means of 7 
and above, with Denmark highest with a score of 7.5. The rest of the mature 
democracies are at 6.5, or higher. 11 of the 15 post-communist countries 
have lower scores, and none are above 7. Croatia is again a positive outlier 
and scores higher than any of the new democracies. With a mean of 5.4, 
Russia is at the bottom. 

Figure 3.5: Support for democracy as principle 

A. STABLE DEMOCRACIES 
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B. NEW DEMOCRACIES 

 

C. TRANSITIONAL REGIMES 

 

Note: Data are weighted. See appendix for information about coding. 

Going back to percentages, we find that 63% of Russians show positive sup-
port on the two indicators of democratic principles. This contrasts to 99% of 
Danes. Democratic principles receive support in all camps, but it is hardly of 
equal strength in mature democracies and post-communist societies. 

To sum up the findings, we have computed the means on all indices, in-
cluding the difference measure, for the three groups of countries (see Table 
3.2). On all indicators, stable democracies are doing better than post-
communist countries. In the latter group, transitional regimes (which have 
the least favorable rating on the Freedom House index), are receiving less 
support for democracy on some of the indicators, but not on all.  
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Table 3.2 Indices of democratic support by type of democracy. Means 
 DEMALT DEMPRI DEMCRI SYSDIFF DEMSAT 
Stable  
democracies 

9.6 
(N=15403) 

7.0 
(N=16336) 

8.4 
(N=14837) 

.0 
(N=15647) 

2.6 
(N=16700) 

New  
democracies 

8.6 
(N=8635) 

6.4 
(N=8901) 

7.5 
(N=8359) 

-.4 
(N=9832 

2.2 
(N=10272) 

Transitional  
regimes 

8.3 
(N=2849) 

6.3 
(N=2980) 

7.8 
(N=2895) 

-1.5 
(N=3515) 

1.8 
(N=3566) 

Eta 
 

.304 
 

.251 
 

.209 
 

.166 
 

.340 
 

Note: Data are weighted and N for each country is set to 1000. Eta coefficients are 
significant at the .001-level. See appendix for information about coding. 

SYSDIFF: Difference of current political system vs. previous regime 
DEMSAT: Satisfaction with how democracy is developing 
DEMALT: Rejects alternatives to democracy 
DEMCRI: Rejects criticism of democracy 
DEMPRI: Support for democracy as principle 

The finding that post-communist countries are doing less well on cultural 
indicators and not only on realist measures should lead us to critically exam-
ine the argument that the study of support for principles is of little value for 
the understanding of the status and future of democracy in third-wave de-
mocracies. It must be of some concern that only four of 15 post-communist 
nations rate the current system of governing higher than the system under 
communism. The country with the largest positive difference, East Germany, 
is, of course, in a unique situation as part of a mature democracy. Despite the 
differences between the groups of countries, there is a lot of variation be-
tween countries that goes unexplained by this classification. The partial 
overlap of countries across the main divide of the new Europe should also 
hold some promise for the future. 

Multivariate Analysis 
Democratic attitudes are dependent on a multitude of factors. When compar-
ing new and old democracies, two factors are of particular relevance: eco-
nomic performance evaluations, and left-right attitudes. Economic hardship 
has characterized the first ten years of post-communism in most of the coun-
tries. This has put the focus on questions of political responsibility for the 
state of the economy. The question of responsibility may go beyond the in-
cumbents and possibly also be used to judge the democratic system. Besides 
economic problems of the transition, the transfer of political power from the 
left to a more diverse political constituency could also create a challenge for 
the support of the new political system. 
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Table 3.3 presents the empirical results for a regression model which in-
cludes economic variables, left-right attitudes, demographic controls, and 
dummy variables for new democracies and transitional democracies (with 
stable democracies as the reference category). The dummy variables are 
negative, with one exception (new democracies are not significantly differ-
ent from stable democracies in relative support for current regime when 
compared with the past), which means that factors outside the model are 
important in explaining cross-national variations in democratic support. 

The model includes three performance related variables: income, life sat-
isfaction, and concerns for the living conditions of the respondent’s immedi-
ate family. We find the expected relationship for income and, somewhat 
stronger, for life satisfaction: Higher income leads to support for democracy 
as does a higher level of life satisfaction. One’s concern for the living condi-
tions of the immediate family is not systematically related to democratic 
support. 

The transition from communism to democracy was also a change in ideo-
logical hegemony. Under communism, leftist thought was dominant. State 
ownership of firms and government control and regulation in all spheres of 
society were dominant ideological principles. After the revolution, much 
more weight was given to individual freedom, personal responsibility, and 
competition. The loss of hegemonic dominance for the left may have conse-
quences for support for democracy. Previous research on mature democra-
cies has found that political support is weakest on the political extremes – 
left or right. According to the political distance hypothesis (Miller, 1974; 
Miller and Listhaug, 1993, 1998; Listhaug, 1995) political support will be 
lowest on the ideological and political extremes because citizens who hold 
such positions normally will find themselves in opposition to the ideological 
goals that are pursued by governments. Most democratic governments steer a 
political course to the center-left or center-right, thus alienating those further 
out on the ideological spectrum. Since new democracies and transitional 
regimes have moved away from hegemonic leftism, we expect that the nega-
tive impact on support for democracy will be stronger among those who hold 
leftist positions in these countries than the comparable group in stable de-
mocracies. 

We use two measures of ideology: left-right self-placement, and a left-
right ideology scale. We observe that the main effect of self-placement or 
ideology on the left or right as compared to the center is not systematically 
related to democratic support across the dimensions. The interaction effects 
of ideology and left-right self-placement are much clearer. 18 of the 20 signs 
are negative for interactions with the dummy variables for new democracies 
and transitional democracies, giving support to the hypothesis that loss of 
ideological hegemony in these countries has created frustrations on the left 
and undermined support for democracy. The effects on the right point in the 
opposite direction, as 19 of 20 interaction effects have a positive sign. Some 
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of the coefficients are small and not significant. The overall pattern is, how-
ever, important. Ideological divides play a greater role for support of democ-
racy in new democracies than in stable democracies. Ideally, we would not 
like support for democracy not to be too strongly dependent on ideological 
positions, but this is difficult to avoid in countries that have moved away 
from communism. 

Table 3.3: Support of Democracy. OLS regression 

 SYSDIFF DEMSAT DEMALT 

 B Beta B Beta B Beta 

Constant -1.790  2.234  8.587  

New democracies .006 .001 -.310 -.190** -.958 -.246** 

Transitional regi-
mes 

-.774 -.085** -.605 -.253** -.1223 -.207** 

Ideology: left -.200 -.028** -.138 -.073** .080 .018 

Ideology: right -.135 -.019* .030 .016 -.033 -.008 

Self placement:left -.041 -.005 -.085 -.041** .373 .076** 

Self placement: 
right 

-.398 -.050** -.012 -.006 -.291 -.059** 

Household’s in-
come 

.031 .026** .005 .015* .035 .049** 

Life satisfaction .197 .155** .060 .182** .042 .052** 

Concerned with 
immediate family 

.067 .023** -.013 -.017** .093 .053** 

Gender .112 .019** .004 .003 -.002 .000 

Age -.004 -.023** -.000 -.005 .003 .025** 

Education .175 .052** -.011 -.012 .146 .070** 

New democracy * 
Ideology: left 

-.609 -.058** .024 .009 -.186 -.028** 

New democracy * 
Ideology: right 

1.060 .087** .138 .043** .037 .005 

Trans. regime * 
Ideology: left 

-.645 -.037** .054 .012 -.283 -.024** 

Trans. regime * 
Ideology: right 

.340 .017* -.031 -.006 .057 .005 
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Table 3.3: Support of Democracy. OLS regression (Continued) 

 SYSDIFF DEMSAT DEMALT 

 B Beta B Beta B Beta 

New democracy * 
Self placement: 
left 

-1.938 -.149** -.100 -.029** -.407 -.049** 

New democracy * 
Self placement: 
right 

2.259 .184** .151 .047** .254 .032** 

Trans. regime * 
Self placement: 
left 

-1.775 -.085** -.171 -.031** -.326 -.023** 

Trans. regime * 
Self placement: 
right 

1.324 .061** .040 .006 .329 .023** 

R² .144 .171 .120 

( N = ) 18768 19375 18032 

Table 3.3 (Continued) 

 DEMCRI DEMPRI 

 B Beta B Beta 

Constant 7.158  6.065  

New democracies -.711 -.171** -.552 -.218** 

Transitional regimes -.230 -.038** -.481 -.126** 

Ideology: left -.295 -.061** -.045 -.015 

Ideology: right .113 .024* .133 .047** 

Self placement:left .193 .037** .145 .045** 

Self placement: right -.217 -.041** -.063 -.020* 

Household’s income .065 .084** .023 .049** 

Life satisfaction .086 .102** .031 .060** 

Concerned with immediate 
family 

.021 .012 .004 .004 

Gender .026 .007 .043 .018** 

Age -.004 -.031** .006 .076** 

Education .222 .099** .148 .109** 
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Table 3.3 (Continued) 

 DEMCRI DEMPRI 

 B Beta B Beta 

New democracy * Ideolo-
gy: left 

-.018 -.003 -.159 -.036** 

New democracy * Ideolo-
gy: right 

.307 .038** .200 .040** 

Trans. regime * Ideology: 
left 

-.403 -.034** -.406 -.053** 

Trans. regime * Ideology: 
right 

.223 .017 .094 .012 

New democracy * Self 
placement: left 

-.598 -.067** -.312 -.057** 

New democracy * Self 
placement: right 

.416 .050** .315 .063** 

Trans. regime * Self pla-
cement: left 

-.698 -.049** -.552 -.059** 

Trans. regime * Self pla-
cement: right 

.334 .023** .199 .022** 

R² .104 .112 

( N = ) 17616 18646 

Note: * p < .05 ** p < .01 
Data are weighted. See appendix for the coding of variables. The dummy variable 
for stable democracies is the reference category for dummy variables for new de-
mocracies and transitional regimes. The interaction terms are the product of the 
dummies and one of the other variables in the model by the label.  

Conclusion 
European democracies are now divided into two groups of nations; one 
which has been stable for so many years that we rarely question their democ-
ratic status, and one set of relative newcomers who have entered the democ-
ratic family from a legacy of communism. We have subdivided the newcom-
ers into two categories: new democracies, and transitional regimes. Judged 
by the standards of Freedom House, the latter group has the weakest founda-
tion for democracy. Support for democracy is multidimensional. Using data 
from the 1999-2000 Values Study, we examine public support along five 
dimensions: how the current system is rated relative to the communist re-
gime, satisfaction with how democracy is developing, rejection of non-
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democratic forms of government, rejection of criticism of democracy, and 
support for democracy as principle.  

On all these dimensions, new democracies and transitional regimes have 
lower support levels than stable democracies, and in most cases transitional 
democracies have lower support levels than new democracies. Some comfort 
may be found in the fact that there is a considerable overlap of the support 
distributions across categories of countries. On the other hand, some observ-
ers could become pessimistic when they observe that 11 of 15 post-
communist states rate the current system of government more negatively 
than the communism that they left behind. 

The differences between the countries do not disappear when we control 
for economic performance evaluations and political attitudes. Post-
communist countries have a much lower level of life satisfaction than stable 
democracies, but this is only a partial explanation of the variation in democ-
ratic attitudes. We find that support for democracy is more strongly related 
to ideological polarization under post-communism than in stable democra-
cies, with the left holding negative views, and the right being more favor-
able. In an extension of the analysis in this chapter, we studied more closely 
how political support varies between political winners and losers, defined as 
those who vote for parties in or out of government. Building on the idea that 
losers in post-communist countries have not yet learned to lose, we found 
that losers’ negative gap was larger across all dimensions of political support 
in new democracies when compared to established democracies, and that the 
negative gap was especially large for the “big losers” of the communist par-
ties that held power in the old regime (Listhaug 2003; Anderson, Blais, 
Bowler, Donovan, and Listhaug 2004).These findings add a further compli-
cation to the foundation of public support for democracy in post-communist 
states. 

However, the transition from totalitarian regimes to democracy was re-
markably peaceful in most countries as the losers accepted the new order. 
Civil war over the new rules of the game was avoided; the big exception of 
course was Yugoslavia, but, here, violence was caused by other factors than 
the transition from communism to democracy. 
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Appendix: Coding of variables 

Dependent variables20: 

Difference of current political system vs. previous regime 

People have different views about the system for governing this coun-
try. Here is a scale for rating how well things are going: 1 means very 
bad, 10 means very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Where on this scale would you put the political system as it was… 

[in former communist countries: under communist regime] 
[in countries where recently a change of regime xx has taken place: under xx 
regime] 
[in countries where no regime change has taken place: ten years ago]? 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Satisfaction with how democracy is developing 

On the whole are you very satisfied, rather satisfied, not very satisfied 
or not at all satisfied with the way democracy is developing in our 
country? 
Very satisfied 1 
Rather satisfied 2 
Not very satisfied 3 
Not at all satisfied 4 

Support for democracy as principle 

Would you say that having a democratic political system is a very 
good, fairly good, fairly bad or very bad way of governing this coun-
try? (1 = very good … 4 = very bad) 

Could you please tell me if you agree strongly, agree, disagree or dis-
agree strongly: 
Democracy may have problems but it’s better than any other form of 
government 
(1 = agree strongly … 4 = disagree strongly) 

                               
20 Some of the political support items are reversed such that high values mean positive politi-
cal support 
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Rejects criticism of democracy 

I’m going to read off some things that people sometimes say about a 
democratic political system. Could you please tell me if you agree 
strongly, agree, disagree or disagree strongly, after I read each of 
them. (1 = agree strongly … 4 = disagree strongly) 

In democracy, the economic system runs badly 

Democracies are indecisive and have too much squabbling 

Democracies aren’t good at maintaining order 

Rejects alternatives to democracy 

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? (1 = very good … 4 = very bad) 

Having a strong leader who does not have to bother with parliament 
and elections? 

Having experts, not government, make decisions according to what 
they think is best for the country? 

Having the army rule the country? 

Independent variables 

New Democracies 
See Table 3.1 

Transitional Regimes 
See Table 3.1 

Left-Right: Ideology21

Now I'd like you to tell me your views on various issues. How would 
you place your views on this scale? 

                               
21 This is an additive index with values from 4–40, constructed from the four items under 
ideology. The index is recoded into three dummies, left (values 25–40), centre (values 14–24) 
and right (values 4–13). Center is the reference category. 
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Individuals should take The state should take  
 more responsibility more responsibility to for  
 providing for themselves ensure that everyone is  
  provided for 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 People who are unemployed People who are  
 should have to take any unemployed should have  
 job available or lose the right to refuse a  
 their unemployment benefits  job they do not want 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Competition is good. Competition is harmful,  
 It stimulates people to work it brings out the worst in  
 Hard and develop new ideas people  
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 The state should give more The state should control  
 Freedom to firms firms more effectively  
 

Left-Right: Self placement22

In political matters, people talk of `the left' and the `the right'. How 
would you place your views on this scale, generally speaking? 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Left         Right 

Household’s income 

Here is a scale of incomes and we would like to know in what group 
your household is, counting all wages, salaries, pensions and other in-
comes that come in. Just give the letter of the group your household 
falls into, after taxes and other deductions. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 (In Portugal, the scale goes from 1 to 6.) 

                               
22 The scale is recoded into three dummies; left (values 1-3), center (values 4-7) and right 
(values 8-10). Center is the reference category.  
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Life satisfaction 

All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole 
these days?  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Dissatisfied        Satisfied 

Concerned with immediate family 

To what extent do you feel concerned about the living conditions of 
your immediate family? Very much, much, to a certain extent, not so 
much, not at all? (1 = very much … 5 = not at all) 

Gender

1 = Male 
0 = Woman 

Education (coded from education in years) 

 1 = Low education 
 2 = Middle education 
 3 = High education 

Age in years
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4.  
Defining Democracy:  
Public Conceptions of Democratic Governance 

Students of democracy generally, if not overwhelmingly, agree that a certain 
degree of citizen support for the regime is essential to sustain a democratic 
system of government. It is clear that democratic institutions are built not by 
the masses but rather by the elites. In fact, many have argued that, histori-
cally speaking, democratic regimes emerged as a consequence of a consen-
sus among competing groups of elites on the rules of the game. Support at 
the grassroots level, according to this approach, only followed the elite con-
sensus. Rustow (1970) and Dahl (1971), both writing around the same time 
in the early 1970s, argued that political participation by the masses follow, 
rather than precede, an agreement among the political elites –i.e. the ruling 
classes- to abide by the set of rules that exclude violence from political com-
petition. O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) further elaborated “the elite con-
sensus approach” in explaining the transition to democracy. Thus, according 
to this view, democratic transition succeeds when the elites are resolved to 
play the power game according to democratic rules.  

We concur with Rustow, Dahl, Lijphart (1977) and others about the cru-
cial (and in some cases even the exclusive) role played the elites in establish-
ing the democratic institutions as well as the rules of the game. Institution 
building is not a task performed by the masses. Nevertheless, for long term 
survival, democracy, more than any other form of government, is dependent 
on the support of its citizens who, it is hoped, share the basic values that are 
conducive to its sustainability. Such a constellation of values is commonly 
referred to as political culture. Thus, elites establish the institutions and the 
legal framework of a democratic regime while its sustainability is –to an 
appreciable extent- dependent on the existence of a democratic culture. In 
Lijphart’s words, “it is clear that a consensus oriented culture often provides 
the basis for and connections between the institutions of consensus democ-
racy.” (Lijphart, 1999:306) Inglehart and Welzel express the idea more di-
rectly, at the same time minimizing the role of the elites in the establishment 
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of democracy: “Democracy is not simply the result of clever elite bargaining 
and constitutional engineering. It depends on deep-rooted orientations 
among the people themselves. (Inglehart and Welzel, 2005:2) In a later arti-
cle, however, the same authors argue that those who think of democracy as 
“a product of elite agreements and concessions” and those who view it more 
as a reflection of the “orientations of the general public,” are both right de-
pending on the definition of democracy. (Welzel and Inglehart, 2008) And it 
is the definition of democracy that is the subject of this chapter. We agree 
that long-term sustainability of democracy is very much dependent on citi-
zen support. However, we argue that to measure the level of this support, 
one must know what attributes the public associates with a democratic re-
gime. Concluding that the level of support is high through direct questions 
could be seriously misleading. An analyst has to go beyond the “I love de-
mocracy” type of responses and must ask what exactly what the object of 
this support is. A related and vital question is whether or not the political 
culture is supportive of democracy. 

The culturalist approach to politics dates back to ancient Greece and par-
ticularly to the teachings of Plato and Aristotle. Ever since, “habits of the 
heart” have been an important independent variable in explaining the charac-
ter and performance of political institutions and particularly democratic insti-
tutions. Thus, “public adherence to democratic values is usually regarded as 
a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for the long-term stability of de-
mocracies, to tide regimes over bad times.” (Norris, 1999:27)  

A review of the political culture literature is beyond the scope of this 
chapter.23 Suffice it to note the vital link between values and the political 
regime. However, for our purposes it is essential to distinguish between ba-
sic abstract values conducive to democracy (such as but not limited to toler-
ance, rejection of violence, interpersonal trust, respect for others’ rights, 
empathy, valuing freedom, etc.) and direct support for a democratic system 
of government (such as believing that democracy is better then any other 
form of government). According to the findings of various international sur-
veys, the former is a rather rare commodity in many parts of the world while 
the latter more or less universal. 

Direct Support for Democracy 
Chapter 3 of this volume by Listhaug and Aardal provides an excellent 
analysis of support for democracy in Europe. The authors use two questions 
from the World Values Surveys as indicators of direct support for democ-
                               
23 It would be impossible to cite even the most major works in this field. Limiting ourselves to 
contemporary authors, among others one could refer to Almond and Verba (1965; 1980), 
Dalton (2004), Diamond (1994; 1999), Gerhards (2007), Inglehart and Welzel (2005), Kaase 
and Newton (1995), Klingemann and Fuchs (1995), Klingemann, Fuchs and Zielonka (2006), 
Norris (1999), Putnam and Pharr (2000). 
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racy. The two questions measure the agreement with the statements that a) it 
is good for the country to have a democratic system of government, and b) 
despite its problems, democracy is the best form of government.24 Measuring 
popular support for democracy using these or similar questions, one is easily 
led to the conclusion that support for a democratic system of government is 
ubiquitous.  

Summing up the massive amount of comparative international data on the 
levels of regime support, Norris notes that high levels of support is observed 
globally for the principles of the regime (Norris, 1999:10, esp. Fig. 1.2) but 
rather low levels of support for regime performance and regime institutions. 
Referring to this fact, Klingemann (1999) explains that even those citizens 
who express dissatisfaction with democracy or the way it works in their 
countries are supportive of the core principles of a democratic system of 
government. Thus, Klingemann rejects the idea that such dissatisfaction can 
be interpreted as a “crisis of democracy.” Rather, he labels these complainers 
and protesters as “dissatisfied democrats” --true, they are dissatisfied but 
they are democrats nevertheless. They are significant in number and are 
“spread around the world.” However, “they clearly approve of democracy as 
a mode of governance, but they are discontented with the way their own 
system is currently operating. The dissatisfied democrats can be viewed as 
less a threat to, than a force for, reform and improvement of democratic pro-
cesses and structures as the third wave continues to flow.” (Klingemann, 
1999:32) 

Inglehart and Welzel (2005) observe a correlation between the high levels 
of support for democracy and the perception that the democratic regime 
leads to economic growth and prosperity. Thus, even when the basic democ-
ratic values that we have referred to above are not visible, masses can never-
theless be supportive of democracy, hopeful that it will bring about eco-
nomic prosperity. They write: “During the Third Wave of democratization, a 
widespread public belief –often reinforced by elite discourse- that democ-
racy not only provides liberty but also improves economic well-being was a 
crucial factor in raising overt mass support for democracy to unprecedent-
edly high levels, even in societies with low levels of self-expression values.” 
(Inglehart and Welzel, 2005:119) Consequently, “the contemporary world is 
no longer divided between those who favor and who oppose democracy.” 
(2005:270) 

When confronted with the direct question of whether or not it is a good 
thing to be governed by democracy, the levels of support continue to be very 
high. The latest round of the World Values Surveys25 shows that what Ingle-
hart and Welzel refer to as “overt support” is still rampant. Indeed, of the 

                               
24 See Chapter 3 in this volume for the exact wordings of these questions. 
25 Data are available at www.worldvauessurvey.org. The latest round of surveys were conduc-
ted between 2005 and 2009. 
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73,821 respondents from 55 societies from all parts of the globe who an-
swered the question, 91.6% said that having a democratic system of govern-
ment would be either a “very good” or a “good” thing. Furthermore, there 
were hardly any countries where this proportion was below 80% (the only 
two exceptions are Russian Federation with 78.9% and S. Korea with 
77.2%). It is remarkable that, in not a single one of the 55 countries surveyed 
by WVS in recent years, less than three fourths of the citizens think that it is 
good to have a democratic system whereas in a good many of them the pro-
portion is well over 90%. The proportions for all 55 societies are given in 
Appendix 1. If the figures in Appendix 1 were taken at face value, we would 
conclude that Egyptians, Georgians, and Ethiopians are just as keen for and 
desirous of democracy as Swedes or Norwegians, for example. Or perhaps 
there is a validity problem with this question (and with similar questions). 
We will argue for the latter.  

Survey researchers have known for a long time that certain attitudes are 
much better measured by indirect rather than direct questions. Thus, “would 
you be willing to buy such and such a product if it were available at such and 
such price?” type of questions almost invariably overestimate the number of 
potential buyers. We believe that direct questions such as “is democracy 
good?” or “would you prefer a democratic system of government to a non-
democratic one?” tend to produce a similar bias and overestimate the popular 
support for democracy. 

To underline the validity problems associated with this and similar ques-
tions (assuming, of course, that they are meant to measure support for a de-
mocratic regime) we can take a very brief glance at the contradictions they 
produce. Indeed, some of the associations we observe around the world are 
rather difficult to believe. For instance, 59% of the almost 70,000 respon-
dents from 55 societies think that it would be very good or good to have 
experts rather than (presumably elected) governments rule the country.26 
Furthermore, those who say having a democratic regime is good (as given in 
Appendix 1) are no less supportive of expert rule then those who do not 
think democracy is such a good thing. Reading the percentages in reverse, 
92% of those who are in favor of expert rule would also like a democratic 
system of government. But the findings summarized in Table 4.1 are even 
more surprising. If these 55 countries for which we have data are fairly rep-
resentative of the world’s population as we tend to assume, citizens every-
where are rather confused about the meaning of democracy. It is remarkable 
that, of those who say it would be very good or good to have a democratic 
government, fully 36 percent approve of having a “strong leader who does 
not have to bother with parliament or elections.”27 And it is even more aston-

                               
26 Calculations are made using design weights within countries but no weights are applied to 
equalize country samples. would be good (sum of good and very good) 
27 This is exactly how the question was worded. 
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ishing that one out of four persons in that group thinks that it would be good 
(sum of good and very good) to have the army rule the country. Looking at 
the percentages for individual countries, we observe that 36% of Chinese 
and Indian, 35% of Iranian 33% of Brazilian, 32% of Turkish “democrats” 
think that “army rule would be a good thing.” Even in some EU countries the 
percentages are not easily ignorable: Romania 19%, Bulgaria 14%, France 
and Spain 10%. 

Table 4.1: Percentage of those who Favor Army Rule or Strong Leader 
According to Support for Democracy 

 Democratic govern-
ment would be good 

Democratic gov-
ernment would not 

be good 

Strong leader who does not have to 
bother with elections would be good 36.2 % 50.5 % 

Army rule would be good 24.4 % 27.9 % 

A democracy with army rule! Clearly, this calls for further explanation. Ho-
wever, it would be unfair to accuse the masses for their confusion and con-
tradictory conceptions of democracy. Almost all contemporary political lea-
ders claim to be democrats regardless of their views which can be miles 
apart from each other? (Held, 2006). 

The key to the puzzle is suggested, among others, by Rose (1997) who 
contends that democracy is a symbol and expressing support for it in the 
abstract is not very meaningful in and by itself. In other words, democracy, 
when used in the abstract, has become the “only game in town” in the minds 
of overwhelming majorities in every country. In Held’s words (2006:1) 
“democracy appears to legitimate modern political life.” Thus, the response, 
both by the general public and the ruling elites, to whether it is a good thing 
or not is positive almost automatically. Yet, they may have radically differ-
ent conceptions of the term and some may even be thinking of regimes 
which do not fulfill the bare minimums of democracy as being democratic 
nevertheless. It is therefore imperative that a study of citizens’ support for 
democracy must pay close attention to citizens’ definition of democracy. 
Pointing out to this very need, Thomassen (1995:384) writes that “In order to 
understand what people mean when they say they support democracy we 
should know more about what they understand by ‘democracy.’” Thomassen 
states that the best way to understand what people mean by democracy is to 
ask them directly and by means of an open-ended question. He complains 
that [as of 1995] such a question had never been asked in comparative re-
search. As Thomassen himself notes in a later publication and as we will 
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have occasion to discuss in the coming sections of this chapter, that deficit 
was later remedied to some extent. 

Conceptions of Democracy 
The question of what people mean by democracy is closely linked to the 
conceptions of democracy that exist in the relevant theoretical literature al-
though, as is almost always the case, empirical data may not be as neat and 
sharply definable as theory. 

Inkeles (1997:219) states that the idea that there have not been any ad-
vances in the study of politics during the two thousand plus years since the 
times of Plato and Aristotle is “perhaps an exaggeration, but not a great 
one.” Almond endorses the idea with enthusiasm: “Indeed, a few diagrams 
with causal arrows would turn Aristotle’s theory of constitutional govern-
ment, and its cultural components, into a model that would meet the contem-
porary standards of the American Political Science Review, though the great 
philosopher might have thought that the delivery of these ideas as lectures in 
the Lyceum in Athens was a sufficient honor.” (Almond, 1980:4) This au-
thor has also been amazed time and again to observe that any social science 
topic that has been of interest to him was, in one way or another, dealt with 
Plato or Aristotle or –more probably- with both. In this context, types or 
different conceptions of democracy is not an exception.  

It will be appropriate, then, to start our discussion of the types of democ-
racy with the grand master. “As things are, we find people believing that 
there is only one sort of democracy or oligarchy. This is an error.” (Barker, 
1962:156) Aristotle is very lucid and specific about why there are not one 
but many types of democracy. “There are two reasons why there are several 
types of democracy.” (Barker, 1962:256) First, different states have peoples 
of different characters. So different combinations of farmers, mechanics and 
day laborers, for example, will result in different democracies. Second, dif-
ferent combinations of the characteristics or attributes of democracy will 
again produce different varieties. We will not discuss here the attributes of 
democracy as enumerated by Aristotle but the one attribute he treats as sine 
qua non of democracy is very relevant to our analysis in the following sec-
tion. “The underlying idea of democracies is liberty” declares Aristotle. 
(Barker, 1962:257) Liberty has two major forms: political and civil. The 
latter simply means “living as you like.” Here, then, are the philosophical 
roots of what is known to us as liberal democracy.  

On the other hand, the roots of social democracy can as well be traced to 
Aristotle who devoted much attention to social (distributive) justice both in 
Nicomachean Ethics (particularly Book V) and in Politics. In Politics (Bar-
ker, 1962:203 ff.) he points to [social] inequalities as the major cause for 
revolutions. He also remarks that, at least in democracies based on farming 
populations, laws “forbidding absolutely the acquisition of property in land 
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beyond a certain amount, or, at any rate, forbidding it within a fixed distance 
from the city center or the city boundaries” will be useful. (Barker, 1962: 
264)  

Theoretical literature on the types of democracy is vast. Two major crite-
ria, however, emerge in forming the bases of the proposed classifications. 
These can be broadly labeled as i. the formal rules of the regime, and ii. the 
actual functioning of the regime which may include its performance, its ob-
jectives, its effectiveness, etc. In one of the most comprehensive efforts to 
arrive at a meaningful classification of democracies, Held presents the fol-
lowing list: 

“…the classical idea of democracy in ancient Athens; the republican concep-
tion of a self-governing community (elaborated in two variants: protective 
and developmental republicanism); liberal democracy (again, elaborated in 
two variants: protective democracy and developmental democracy); and the 
Marxist conception of direct democracy. […] five more recent models that 
have spawned intensive political discussion and conflict [are]: competitive 
elitist democracy, pluralism, legal democracy, participatory democracy and 
deliberative democracy.” (Held, 2006:3) 

Then, there are much simpler constitutional classifications such as parlia-
mentary vs. presidential or semi-presidential democracies; or direct vs. rep-
resentative democracies. Fuchs and Klingemann (2006:30) present a 2x2 
table of the types of a democratic community with “responsibility for one’s 
own fate” and “relationship with others” as the dimensions of their table. 
According to this typology, there are four major varieties: libertarian, liberal, 
socialist and republican/communitarian. A relatively recent but very promis-
ing approach makes distinctions between formal, effective and façade de-
mocracies (Welzel, 2003). 

From our perspective, what is of interest is the choice of attributes associ-
ated with the various types of democracies by the general publics. Put differ-
ently, how does the ordinary citizen define democracy? Which formal rules, 
principles or performance criteria does our citizen think are most characteris-
tic of a democratic system of government? And which of these attributes are 
given more weight relative to others? More specifically, if we can come up 
with a list (by no means exhaustive, we hasten to add) of attributes derived 
from the various conceptions and classifications of democracy, some exam-
ples of which is mentioned above, what would be the priority list of general 
publics?  

We can begin to compose such a list of attributes starting with Aristotle. 
Thus, liberty will be the first item on the list. Continuing with the character-
istics of liberal democracy, basic freedoms should be followed by equality 
before law. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine a contemporary democracy 
without these two attributes. The third principle of the French Revolution, 
solidarity, is much more controversial. Nevertheless, many will regard basic 
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welfare services and a fair and equitable income distribution as indispensa-
ble for a well functioning democracy. To these, we must add a procedural 
aspect: free, fair and competitive elections for major public officers. 

More modern conceptions of democracy have expanded the notion of 
equality to all minority groups and, of course, to women. There would be no 
disagreement today (but certainly not six or seven decades ago) that in a 
democracy, no citizen should be discriminated against on the basis of gen-
der, race, color, creed, religion, or sexual orientation. 

The causal association between democracy and economic development 
(more specifically the income level and perhaps also the income distribution 
of a society) is the subject of much controversy. But since Lipset (1959) told 
us that “The more well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances that it will 
sustain democracy,” we have been aware of the strong correlation between 
the two, albeit the existence of few examples such as India. Later, Fuchs and 
Klingemann (1995: 441) observed that “citizen support for democracy was 
increasingly dependent on performance.” We may, therefore, ask whether or 
not citizens regard economic success as a dimension of democracy. 

The relationship between religion and democracy is a very much con-
tested subject. Is separation of the state and the church a prerequisite of de-
mocracy? The late Ernest Gellner’s (1994) response was an emphatic ‘yes’ if 
one is in need of distinguished company. On the other hand, there are con-
vincing refutations of this stance. Indeed, some of the most advanced democ-
racies, including some EU members, cannot claim to have separated the state 
from the church. Returning to our main question, what is the position of the 
masses on this controversial issue? 

Very often, conservative ideology regards democracy as an instrument to 
defend and preserve certain traditional values and institutions. This is par-
ticularly, but not exclusively, true of the United States where many think 
tanks and civil society organizations view democracy from such a perspec-
tive. Those who agree with this definition of democracy would be likely to 
regard the protection and preservation of the family, for example, as being 
associated with democracy. National symbols such as the flag, the national 
anthem as well as religion would also be among the values that a true de-
mocracy would defend and conserve. 

At least since September 11, there has been intensified defense of what 
we might call a “law and order democracy.” Thus, many now think that rig-
orous law enforcement has to be included in the definition of democracy. 

Finally, the tendency to associate a military rule with democracy by no 
less than a fourth of the world’s population is worth further exploration. Are 
these people (who also claim to be democrats) in favor of a permanent mili-
tary regime or do they see the armed forces as a sort of necessary check on 
politicians –somewhat like the Supreme Court in the United States?  

We have already referred to the open-ended question about the definition 
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of democracy in regional barometers.28 Thomassen (2007) observes that the 
basic value that people associate democracy with is liberty. Having a voice 
in government, fair elections and equality are distant followers.  

In our analyses, we use survey questions that ask directly whether or not a 
certain characteristic is part of the definition of democracy. It is to the find-
ings of these surveys that we now turn our attention to. 

Data and Analysis 
In this chapter we analyze data from the last round of World Values Sur-
veys.29 The WVS battery includes ten 10-point scales that tap most of the 
attributes that we have discussed in the previous section. The exact wording 
of the question is: 

“Many things may be desirable, but not all of them are essential characteris-
tics of democracy. Please tell me for each of the following things how essen-
tial you think it is as a characteristic of democracy. Use this scale where 1 
means ‘not at all an essential characteristic of democracy’ and 10 means ‘an 
essential characteristic of democracy.” 

And the items in the battery are: 
� Governments tax the rich and subsidize the poor (social democracy) 
� Religious authorities interpret the laws (religion and politics) 
� People choose their leaders in free elections (procedural democracy) 
� People receive state aid for unemployment (social democracy) 
� The army takes over when the government is incompetent (role of 

the military) 
� Civil rights protect people’s liberty against oppression (liberal de-

mocracy) 
� The economy is prospering (economic performance) 
� Criminals are severely punished (law and order) 
� People can change the laws in referendums (direct democracy) 
� Women have the same rights as men (gender equality and democ-

racy) 

A factor analysis of these 10 items indicates that people do not fit neatly into 
the theoretical boxes that are pre-defined for them. At least when the whole 
sample (close to 60,000 valid answers) is considered, we do not find clusters 
of pure liberals or social democrats or law and order types. In fact, with an 
eigenvalue of 1 as the cutting point, only two factors are extracted with se-
ven items loading on the first, and the remaining three on the second factor 

                               
28 For a summary account of the findings, see Thomassen (2007) upon which this brief ac-
count is based. 
29 The methodological details of WVS surveys are available at www.worldvaluessurvey.org.  
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(Table 4.2). It is difficult to interpret a factor to which liberty, law and order, 
welfare, economic development items are all loaded. Disappointing as it may 
be to the analyst, many citizens seem to have confusing and contradictory 
views of democracy and defy tidy typologies. 

Table 4.2: Factor Analysis of WVS Meaning of Democracy Battery 

(Unweighted whole sample, n=59,454, varimax rotation) 

 Factor 1 Factor 2 

People choose their leaders in free elections .719 -.072 

Civil rights protect liberty against oppression .715 .053 

People can change laws in referendums .671 -.004 

Women have the same rights as men .666 -.245 

Economy is prospering .622 .367 

People receive state aid for unemployment .553 .207 

Criminals are severely punished .549 .361 

Religious authorities interpret the laws -.056 .789 

Army takes over when government is incompetent -.055 .735 

Governments tax the rich and subsidize the poor .364 .435 

Looking at the mean scores (on the 10-point scales) of the items, we get an 
idea about the relative importance of the various attributes and the outcome 
of this simple ranking seems to be more sensible then factor analysis. The 
attributes that are most closely associated with democracy are procedural 
(free elections, mean=8.56) and gender equality (mean=8.47). These are 
followed by civil liberties (mean=7.99), direct democracy (mean=7.90), and 
economic performance (7.87). It is interesting to note that the two social 
democracy items are behind all liberty, equality and procedural items as well 
as the law and order item. Finally, with mean scores of 4.50 and 4.36, re-
spectively, religion and army involvement are the items that are least associ-
ated with democracy. However, before jumping to conclusions, it may be 
worth our while to take at the frequency distributions of these two questions 
(Table 4.3).  
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Table 4.3: Involvement of Religious Authorities and Armed Forces in 
Politics as a Characteristic of Democracy 

(Worldwide Frequencies) 

 Religious authorities inter-
pret the laws (%) 

Army takes over when gov-
ernment is incompetent (%) 

Score Frequency Cum. Fre-
quency 

Frequency Cum. Fre-
quency 

10 (Essential 
Characteristic 
of Democracy) 

10.6 10.6 12.8 12.8 

9 3.8 14.4 4.5 17.3 

8 5.9 20.3 6.3 23.6 

7 5.8 26.1 6.2 29.8 

6 6.9 33.0 6.5 36.3 

5 12.5 45.5 11.1 47.4 

4 6.9 52.4 5.6 53.0 

3 9.0 61.4 7.2 60.2 

2 9.6 71.0 8.9 69.1 

1 (Not a char-
acteristic of 
democracy) 

28.8 99.8 30.9 100.0 

N 67,404  66,135  

Around 13 percent of over 66,000 respondents from all over the world think 
that army takeover when the government is “incompetent” is an absolutely 
essential characteristic of democracy (top score of 10). If we consider 7, 8, 9 
and 10 as high scores on this scale, the proportion reaches 30 percent. The 
percentages for religious authorities interpreting the law are somewhat –but 
not much- lower. Some may find these figures surprising and others shock-
ing. But there will be little disagreement that they ought to be seriously taken 
into account when interpreting the responses to questions measuring overt 
support for democracy. Furthermore, it is clear that “democracy education” 
has a very long distance to cover in many parts of the world. An appropriate 
question at this point is “which parts of the world?” 

In Appendices 2a and 2b, we give the mean rankings of both questions 
(religious authorities and army) for countries for which data are available. 
However, before interpreting Appendix 2, one word of caution is in order. In 
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a previous section, we discussed the survey question asking whether or not 
“it would be a good thing for the country if the army took over the govern-
ment.” This question measures something quite different from the question 
we are presently discussing and asks about associations with democracy. Put 
differently, this set of questions is after a definition of democracy. To con-
tinue with the armed forces example, it is clear that a respondent might favor 
army rule while being aware that this is not a characteristic of democracy at 
all. 

Examining the rankings in Appendix 2, we observe a divide between the 
consolidated democracies of Europe and the Third World with respect to the 
conceptions of democracy of their publics. Ten of the eleven societies (with 
Australia as the sole exception) that are in least agreement that the interpre-
tation of laws by religious authorities is a characteristic of democracy are all 
European democracies, with the list being led by Sweden. (This is rather 
interesting in view of the fact that the Swedish state had an official religion 
and had formal ties to the Church of Sweden until very recently.) On the 
other hand, at the lower end of the table are societies attaining the highest 
mean scores for this variable (indicating that they are the ones that are in 
most agreement with the statement). The Islamic dominance in most of these 
societies will not escape the attention of the reader although there are excep-
tions such as Viet Nam, Zambia, S. Africa and Ethiopia. Figure 4.1 demon-
strates the close association between Islam and the tendency to see the reli-
gious interpretation of laws as a characteristic of democracy. It is clear from 
Figure 4.1 that the relationship between the two variables is not linear. Nev-
ertheless, it may be worth noting that the Pearson Correlation coefficient is 
0.62 and if one excludes Viet Nam, which seems to be the most obvious 
exception, the coefficient goes up to 0.70. Clearly, Islam plays a significant 
role in this relationship. 
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Figure 4.1: Religious Interpretation of Laws is a Characteristic of 
Democracy and Percent Islam 

 

Appendix 2b gives the ranking of countries (that is, of aggregated mean sco-
res) for the “military intervention is a characteristic of democracy” variable. 
Once again, the three countries with the highest mean scores (again, hi sco-
res indicate agreement with the statement that “army takeover when gov-
ernment is incompetent is a characteristic of democracy”) are all predomi-
nantly Islamic although, on the whole, the association with Islam is some-
what more subdued. None of the consolidated democracies in the sample 
have mean scores of 5.0 or greater on this variable. However, Romania, an 
EU member state, comes rather close to it. The United Kingdom, United 
States of America and Canada also attain somewhat surprising values which 
are in need of further investigation and explanation. 

Conclusion 
Asked directly, a great majority of the world’s population as well as the po-
litical leaders and elites of almost all countries claim to support a democratic 
form of government. How can leaders with such diverse and opposing politi-
cal views be supporting the same form of government? And considering the 
fact that support for democracy (as measured by direct survey questions) by 
the general publics is over 90 percent in most countries and almost never 
below 80 percent, are we to conclude that democratic regimes have solid and 
unswerving blessings of their citizens ensuring their sustainability?  
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It turns out that such direct questions have very low validity and do not 
measure what they are intended to measure. The reason for this is that people 
attach very different meanings to democracy. Therefore, support for democ-
racy in the abstract can mean support for very diverse regimes including 
those with blatantly non-democratic characteristics. In short, everyone has 
his/her own favorite conception of democracy. So much so that, appreciable 
minorities believe that military takeover when governments are incompetent 
or interpretation of laws by religious authorities are essential characteristics 
of democratic regimes. Such confusion is relatively infrequent in consoli-
dated democracies and particularly in the consolidated democracies of 
Europe. However, publics of developing and especially Islamic societies 
seem to suffer from rather high degrees of misunderstanding about the nature 
of democracy. 

It is most probably due to this confusion that theoretical typologies of 
democracy are not reflected in survey data. When probed about the charac-
teristics of democracy, citizens do not form neat clusters which can be con-
veniently labeled. Therefore, factor analysis, for example, does not help us 
delineate, say, libertarian democrats, liberal democrats and social democrats. 
Considerable numbers of citizens can associate attributes of all these types –
and more- with democracy.  

The findings lead to two major conclusions, one methodological and one 
policy related. Methodologically, it is clear that support for democracy re-
quires more creative and valid measures. From a policy perspective, democ-
racy education has much room for improvement in a great majority of coun-
tries. 

Appendix 1 
Percentage of those who say it would be a very good thing or a good thing to 
have a democratic government (WVS data, 2005-08). 

South Korea 77.2 
Russian Federation 78.9 
Serbia 80.0 
Ukraine 80.8 
Poland 84.3 
United States 85.6 
Colombia 86.8 
Bulgaria 87.0 
Slovenia 87.2 
Guatemala 87.3 
Moldova 88.2 
Iraq 88.4 
Mali 88.5 
Japan 88.5 
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Australia 89.0 
Peru 89.2 
Hong Kong 89.5 
Trinidad and Tobago 89.7 
France 90.1 
South Africa 90.2 
Finland 90.3 
Brazil 90.4 
Great Britain 90.6 
Uruguay 91.2 
India 91.7 
Netherlands 91.7 
Malaysia 91.8 
Canada 91.8 
Zambia 92.0 
Iran 92.4 
Chile 92.5 
Thailand 92.6 
Vietnam 93.0 
Taiwan 93.0 
Turkey 93.1 
China 93.8 
New Zealand 94.1 
Romania 95.0 
Germany 95.0 
Argentina 95.1 
Italy 95.4 
Burkina Faso 95.5 
Cyprus 95.6 
Switzerland 95.9 
Ghana 96.2 
Jordan 96.2 
Spain 96.3 
Morocco 96.4 
Andorra 96.5 
Indonesia 96.8 
Norway 97.4 
Ethiopia 97.7 
Sweden 98.0 
Georgia 98.2 
Egypt 98.3 
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Appendix 2a 
Religious Authorities Interpret Laws 
Ranking of Mean Scores (minimum 1, maximum 10) 

Sweden 1.63 
Andorra 1.80 
Switzerland 2.07 
Norway 2.08 
Germany 2.16 
Netherlands 2.53 
Finland 2.67 
Australia 2.73 
Bulgaria 2.74 
Slovenia 2.78 
France 2.87 
Japan 2.88 
Canada 2.97 
Spain 3.08 
USA 3.17 
S Korea 3.17 
Russia 3.28 
Cyprus 3.47 
Britain 3.53 
Taiwan 3.54 
Uruguay 3.58 
Brazil 3.78 
Burkina Faso 3.81 
China 3.89 
Moldova 3.96 
Serbia 3.99 
Poland 4.16 
India 4.17 
Trinidad and Tobago 4.23 
Rwanda 4.30 
Peru 4.33 
Chile 4.37 
Mexico 4.39 
Thailand 4.48 
Ukraine 4.48 
Argentina 4.58 
Ghana 4.60 
Romania 4.74 
Turkey 4.93 
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Zambia 5.00 
Iran 5.31 
Mali 5.59 
Ethiopia 5.64 
Morocco 5.69 
S Africa 5.79 
Malaysia 5.95 
Iraq 5.95 
Indonesia 6.06 
Jordan 7.34 
Vietnam 7.83 
Egypt 8.07 
Total 4.36 
n 67,398 

Appendix 2b 
Army Takes Over when Government is Incompetent 
Ranking of Mean Scores (minimum 1, maximum 10) 

Germany 2.04 
Japan 2.22 
Andorra 2.24 
Switzerland 2.34 
Norway 2.40 
Sweden 2.65 
Spain 2.70 
Finland 2.95 
Ghana 3.06 
Uruguay 3.11 
S Korea 3.15 
Poland 3.31 
Netherlands 3.32 
Chile 3.36 
Argentina 3.39 
Slovenia 3.39 
Australia 3.40 
France 3.42 
Cyprus 3.43 
Taiwan 3.58 
Ukraine 3.92 
USA 3.92 
Canada 3.96 
Moldova 4.16 
Britain 4.16 
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Morocco 4.17 
Bulgaria 4.18 
Zambia 4.24 
Serbia 4.25 
Romania 4.70 
Iran 4.91 
Brazil 4.91 
Thailand 4.92 
Trinidad and Tobago 5.00 
Malaysia 5.10 
S Africa 5.12 
Burkina Faso 5.14 
Peru 5.15 
Russia 5.26 
Turkey 5.44 
Mexico 5.46 
India 5.47 
Indonesia 5.63 
Ethiopia 5.91 
Mali 6.19 
Vietnam 6.22 
China 6.25 
Iraq 6.69 
Egypt 6.90 
Jordan 7.40 
Total 4.50 
n  66,141 
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PART III � Islam and Democracy 

 111 



 

 



INGMAR KARLSSON 
 
5.  
Europe, Islam and Democracy 

Islam and Christianity have lived side by side for almost 1,400 years, always 
as neighbors, mostly as rivals, and far too often as enemies. In fact, they may 
be regarded as co-religionists since they share the same Jewish, Hellenistic 
and Oriental heritage. At one and the same time, they have been old ac-
quaintances and intimate hereditary enemies, and their conflicts have been 
particularly bitter precisely because of their common origins. Both sides 
have been divided more by their similarity than by their differences. 

As a result, the Islamic culture is not as strange as it would appear to be 
given our prejudices and clichés. One of the most widespread myths is that 
Charles Martel, the ruler of the Franks, saved the West from destruction by 
his victory over the “Saracens” at Poitiers in 732. The Saracens were driven 
back over the Pyrenées and returned to southern Spain, where a Muslim state 
then continued to flourish for almost 800 years. This Islamic presence on the 
European continent did not lead to a collapse of the Western civilization, but 
to a unique and fruitful symbiosis between Islam, Christianity and Judaism, 
which resulted in an unparalleled boom in science, philosophy, culture and 
art. 

At the close of the Middle Ages, both Islam and Judaism were constitu-
tive elements in the formation of Europe. As a result, Islam is at the same 
time an alien, an original and – due to growing migration – a new element in 
the Europe of today. A Europe that is increasingly populated – just like 
Moorish Spain – by the once called “enanciados”, that is to say by people 
who live in a no-man’s land between the different cultures. There are already 
about 20 million Muslims in Europe, and their numbers will increase further 
as a result of the continuing migration; estimates speak of about 60 million 
in 25 years. The European Union is therefore no longer conceivable without 
the “Islamic green” component. Whether it will be possible to construct the 
“European house” based on the model of the Alhambra – the symbol of the 
multicultural Moorish Spain – is therefore a decisive question for the future 
of Europe. Racism, intolerance, and a narrow nationalism have gained 
strength throughout Europe in reaction to a level of immigration which is 
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insignificant compared with what we are likely to encounter in the future. 
These problems are already so serious that they can only be solved by joint 
European endeavors and a consistent European immigration and refugee 
policy. There are several questions which need to be faced. 

For example, to what extent should European countries be opened up to 
non-European immigration, including the reception of refugees? Similarly, 
what religious, cultural and linguistic elements in the identity of immigrants 
are to be furthered, tolerated or resisted? Multiculturalism has become a 
prestigious concept, but it has a broad spectrum of meanings, ranging from 
the question of whether the genital mutilation of girls should be tolerated, or 
whether girls should be allowed to wear veils in schools, to the issue of 
home-language training and multicultural curricula. 

One essential prerequisite for successful integration is that we build up 
our knowledge of the diversity of Islam and the varied nature of Muslim 
immigration. Now that the ‘red peril’ has disappeared, we are often urged to 
believe that it has been replaced by a green Muslim threat. There is clearly a 
risk that this image will be exploited to reinforce a feeling of European unity 
by depicting a scenario of uniform, fanatical Muslim masses preparing to 
storm the bastions of the West’s welfare system under the green banners of 
Islam, with scimitars in one hand and the Koran in the other. 

The Muslims in Europe are, however, not a featureless Third World mob, 
but consist of people from all classes in society and with varying degrees of 
religiosity. The majority has a relaxed relationship to religion, and only a 
minority is organized members of a religious or political community. 

As a result, Europe is not currently facing the threat of a fundamentalist 
fifth column of Muslim immigrants. Instead, Islam’s internal splits are clear-
ly reflected in the Diaspora. Muslims in Europe are not only divided by their 
different languages, cultures and skin coloring, but also by the various bran-
ches and sects of Islam which, in addition, are often in bitter competition 
with each other for Islamic souls. Perhaps the greatest problem currently 
faced by Muslim immigrants is that their diversity has meant that they often 
lack a common spokesman or a representative organization which can pre-
sent their case. 

A policy designed to facilitate the integration of Muslim immigrant 
groups must be based on the following prerequisites: 

 
1. There are already large Muslim communities in most West-European 

states. These communities will not only expand, but they will also demand 
greater political influence as increasing numbers of Muslims become 
naturalized citizens and become enfranchised in their new home countries. 

 
2. Muslims are not as easy to integrate, and not as willing to be integrated, as 

previous immigrant groups. An Islamic identity encompasses customs and 
traditions which deviate from those which are regarded as normal in the 
societies in which many Muslims are now living. Demands will be made 
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for special rights and for a special status, in addition to the entitlements 
enjoyed by the native population. In many cases, these demands will not 
only be difficult to satisfy, but impossible, and this will lead to tensions. 

Undesirable and undemocratic political tendencies in their countries of ori-
gin may be channeled into their new home countries by Muslim communi-
ties. Both the governments of Muslim states and the various sects and or-
ganizations will attempt to exploit the immigrants for their own purposes. In 
the light of these factors, what is the best way to integrate Muslim immi-
grants? 

Although Jews and Christians are accepted as “peoples of the book”, in 
historical terms, Islam has always, with some exceptions like India, been a 
dominant and hegemonistic religion. In Europe, Muslims must learn to live 
as a minority and to accept the fundamental pillars of modern European so-
cieties, that is to say pluralism and a secular social system characterized by 
tolerance of people with a different political or religious viewpoint. 

The objective must be an integration which is as rapid as possible, taking 
into account and respecting those who, while respecting our values, wish to 
maintain their own cultural and religious identity. 

Most Muslims consider that they must comply with laws and regulations in 
their new home countries, but this willingness is undermined in many quarters 
by external appeals by organizations which prefer a “pure” Islam, without 
compromise. As a result, we must not tolerate the establishment of parallel 
political institutions, like the attempts of Kaplan to create “a caliphate state” in 
Germany or Siddiquis creation of a separate Muslim parliament in Britain. 

We must not be too easy-going in dealing with religious and political fa-
natics who utilize their exile in Europe for subversive activities directed 
against their home countries or for internal disputes. Under no circumstances 
should tolerance be extended to totalitarian views or ideas. While we should 
demonstrate sympathy for Islam as a religion and ensure that the prerequi-
sites for the exercise of religion are as favorable as possible, we must also 
demonstrate firmness as regards compliance with our own laws.  

At the same time, we must beware of regarding all religious expressions 
as signs of fundamentalism, or unwillingness to adapt and to become inte-
grated into our societies. A process of Islamization amongst immigrants is 
only dangerous if it comes into conflict with the norms of a pluralistic soci-
ety and a democratic state. For many immigrants from Muslim countries, 
religion and a general sense of piety are one way of counteracting the feeling 
of rootlessness which they experience. Thus, religion may be a by-product of 
the break with people’s own cultural background and not necessarily a pro-
test against the new society in which they are living. Hence, greater religios-
ity is not the same thing as suspicion and intolerance of a secularized Euro-
pean environment but may, instead, create an inner tranquility which pro-
motes tolerance and hence integration. 
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Individuals who devote themselves to preaching a doctrine of hatred di-
rected against Europe and against Christianity, and who, like the Hizb at-
Tahrir in Denmark abuse our pluralistic societies, must be dealt with firmly 
and rejected. But, at the same time, we must not regard radical Muslim 
groups as an expression of an overall campaign to attack the Western World 
from within. Antagonism and enmity between different sects are often 
stronger than hatred of the Western World. Apparently, only 6% of the Ar-
abs in France regularly visit a mosque, and only a few of the 60-70,000 Mus-
lims in Sweden who practice their religion are fundamentalists. As far as the 
vast majority is concerned, the cultural and identity-supportive aspects of 
their religion are the most important factors. 

Only a depoliticized and liberal Islam can be integrated into Europe, and 
such an integration is only possible if it is paralleled by economic and social 
integration. In its turn, one prerequisite for a development of this kind is 
controlled immigration and a common European immigration policy de-
signed to create a liberal and tolerant Islamic community in Europe. If this is 
to be achieved, those who are willing to become integrated must feel that 
they are welcome and that they belong here. The feeling of “where do I be-
long?” is one of the primary breeding grounds for fundamentalists who want 
to create and exploit a spiritual ghetto under the banner “you have no affini-
ties either here or with your corrupt and morally decadent government in 
your home country - you have to fight against both of them.” 

If Muslim immigrants are to be able to feel that they belong, it is essential 
that: 

 
1. Islam is recognized and regarded as a European religion. There is nothing 

which intrinsically indicates that a Muslim cannot be as good a Swede as a 
member of the Pentecostal Brethren or an adherent of the Jewish faith, or 
that mosques cannot be as natural a feature of Swedish cities as churches 
have always been in Aleppo, Damascus, Mosul or Cairo. 

 
2. Education in the Islamic faith is not only improved, but is made mandatory 

in our schools. The demonic factor needs to be eliminated on a mutual 
basis. Ignorance breeds prejudice and hatred. As a result, the media must 
also rectify the stereotyped and oversimplified view of Islam which is 
currently conveyed. 

 
3. Society protects everyone who wants to be integrated into European 

society, but who is under threat and under pressure not only from local 
extremists and groups which are hostile to immigrants, but also from 
Muslim extremist groups. 

 
4. Immigrants are given an opportunity to formulate and articulate their views 

and wishes. 
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5. We pursue development cooperation and foreign policies which are 
designed to reduce the pressure of immigration and to make immigration 
more manageable in human and political terms. 

A future Europe with a flourishing Muslim presence and an open European 
identity must be based on self-criticism, a permanent and open dialogue, and 
a respect for diversity. 

We must realize that Muslims can make a positive contribution in the 
construction of a new Europe. Their presence should be seen as a source of 
enrichment and not as a problem.  

The Muslim immigrants for their part should regard themselves as full ci-
tizens and participate in the social, economic, organizational and political 
life of the countries where they live.  

Muslims themselves must strive to give the young generations which 
grow up in Europe a cultural background of their own, while, at the same 
time, integrating them socially into their European environment. The Muslim 
communities must cooperate with each other and avoid fighting out their 
theological and political disputes on European territory. 

As a result, a “domestic” European Muslim leadership will have to emer-
ge, thus permitting the elimination of the label attached to Islam as an alien 
and dangerous cult. This domestic leadership will not only consist of Mus-
lims born in Europe, but also of native converts.  

Problems of discrimination should not be seen as “attacks on Islam” but 
as the effects of social policies that can be changed by political means when 
Muslim citizens demand equal rights. The Muslim communities must as-
sume their responsibilities and engage in a dialogue with their own commu-
nities and with the European environment and reject simplistic visions of “us 
against them”. The Muslim communities must not shut themselves off and 
become isolated minorities. Such a policy would only encourage extremist 
groups with their message “You are more Muslim if you are against the 
West.”  

The Muslims must also place stress and value on civic education and citi-
zen participation, which are necessary steps to achieve their legitimate 
rights. 

For the first time in their history, Muslims are living as minorities in secu-
lar societies. Traditional Islamic theology divides the world into two zones; 
dar al-Islam (the house of Islam) and dar al-Harb (the house of war). This 
world view assumes that Muslims will never be able to practice their religion 
properly in non-Muslim lands and therefore should not settle there.  

A crucial question, therefore, is how the Muslims in Europe should relate 
to the national legal systems in the countries where they live. Thus far  
Islamic legal experts have not given any detailed global answers to these 
questions, but some basic principles have emerged from debates between 
ulema from the Islamic world and intellectuals living in Europe: 
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� A Muslim in Europe should see him- or herself as involved in a contract 

both moral and social with the country in which he or she lives and sho-
uld respect that country’s laws. 

� European secular legislation should allow Muslims to practice the basics 
of their religion. 

� The concept of dar al-Harb is not Koranic and is not part of the pro-
phetic tradition and should therefore be seen as outdated.  

Fresh ideas are therefore necessary such as dar ash- shahada (“the house of 
testimony”), a new concept referring to any place where Muslims can live 
according to the precepts of their religion. 

Tariq Ramadan, grandson of Hassan al Banna, the founder of the funda-
mentalist Muslim Brotherhood and one of the most prominent spokesmen of 
this new thinking, has said, “[a]s a Muslim I can be at home anywhere I am 
safe and where the rule of law protects my freedom of conscience and my 
freedom to worship. In this new environment my responsibility is to bear 
witness of my faith.” 

Young Muslims are now going back to the text of the Koran and asking 
themselves whether what their parents used to do is really part of their faith, 
or a part of their cultural tradition. When the cultural surrounding changes, 
interpretations will necessarily change. 

With the widespread availability of mosques and religious instruction, 
strictly religious problems are becoming more marginal. Instead, young peo-
ple are more concerned with resolving the social and political issues facing 
Muslims such as employment, equality in the labor market, political repre-
sentation, and the way in which Muslim history and religion are taught at 
schools. Muslims are going to make their voices heard more and more on 
these issues. They want to take part in government at the local, national, and 
European level. 

Young Muslims now mobilize for recognition, identity and survival. They 
often look upon themselves as a new force, distancing themselves from tra-
ditional and international bonds, wanting to be a European face of Islam. 
They are not only born in the West of Muslim parents; some of them have 
grown up in mixed marriages, and they know both a Muslim and a Christian 
way of living. They speak the languages and are born citizens of European 
states. 

They are using Islam as a way of establishing the universal values they 
have in common with those around them. Defining their own identity as 
Muslim in this manner is a way of interacting with the rest of society. 

With the sociological change there will also be an ideological change. In 
Islam, law and ethics are identical. If you change the ethics you thus change 
the law. Through the principle of "idjtihad" there will be a new interpretation 
of Islam. The integration of Europe’s Muslims depends on the adoption of a 
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form of Islam that embraces the principal Western political values; plural-
ism, tolerance, the separation of church and state, democratic civil society 
and individual human rights.  

We are already today witnessing the emergence and creation of several 
European Muslim identities, German, French, British, Swedish, Dutch, Dan-
ish etc. Interviews with Swedish Muslims show that, more and more, they 
are focusing on their presence, role and future in Sweden: what kind of mul-
ticultural Sweden do we as Muslims want to have in the future? What kind 
of multicultural state do we think is necessary to safeguard the long-term 
survival of the Muslims as a cultural, ethnic and religious minority group in 
Sweden, and what can we, as Muslims, do to bring this about? 

Thus, they want to draft a new brand of Islam, one that aims to reconcile 
the basic tenets of the faith - such as the five pillars, social justice and sub-
mission to the will of God - with the realities of contemporary European life. 

For this new generation, “Euroislam” is not a zero sum game. They see no 
contradiction in being Muslim and European at the same time. In a report 
from the Swedish Muslim Youth Association you can read that “the goal for 
young Muslims should be to accept, understand and respect differences, but 
also to understand common values and goals and try to implement them. 
Young Muslims should form a bridge between the European and the Muslim 
countries.” 

A European Islam could thus provide young Muslims with a way of re-
specting inherited traditions, while living in a different world than their par-
ents. It could also give them the confidence to practice their religion more 
openly, unlike their parents or grandparents who saw their stay as temporary 
and were content to express their faith in private. The new generation sees 
Europe as its home and sees no reason not to worship more publicly. 

If immigrants are integrated in this way, the Islamic communities in Eu-
rope can become a bridge between Europe and the immigrants’ countries of 
origin. This would enable a fruitful triangular relationship to develop be-
tween the Islamic communities, their native countries and their new home 
countries, since many people living in the Diaspora want to maintain close 
contacts with their countries of origin. 

Let me conclude by stressing the importance Turkish membership in the 
EU will have in the efforts to integrate the Muslim immigrants. A “no” to 
Turkey on religious and cultural grounds would be disastrous for Europe 
since it would send an immediate and strong message to the fastest growing 
segments of the European population that they will always be considered 
unwelcome and also, if they chose a secular way of life, second-class citi-
zens . 

Sending such a message could, before we know it, lead to the emergence 
of a ghetto Islam in Europe instead of a modern tolerant European Islam. 
Radical mullahs all over Europe are already doing their best to exploit Mus-
lim immigrants’ psychological, cultural and material problems for their own 
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purposes, and this message would only make their work easier. If this hap-
pens, we might soon witness a ‘clash of civilizations’ in Western Europe, not 
in the form of a military showdown between the West and the Islamic world, 
as envisaged by Samuel Huntington, the proponent of the clash of civiliza-
tions theory, but in the form of a continuous guerrilla warfare in ghettoized 
suburbs of our cities. 

Turkish membership of the European Union will facilitate a neces-
sary integration process and thus counteract a development fraught 
with momentous consequences for Europe.  
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EDUARD J. BOMHOFF 
 
6.  
Islam and Democracy:  
Malaysia after 50 years30  

“Tunku Abdul Rahman has an overwhelming Parliamentary majority, the lo-
cal forces and police are largely Malay, and for his own ends he will keep le-
gal powers to detain without trial...he gives the impression of aiming at an 
old-fashioned Muslim dictatorship, with some democratic trappings...”(Bayly 
and Harper, 2007:532-533) 

Cable to Sir Anthony Eden from Britain's last supremo in South-East Asia, 
Sir Robert Scott, a few weeks before Malaya's independence. 

“These moguls transmuted to be merely British Advisers wrote privately to 
each other: ‘They’ll never be able to cope. Within a month or two, it will all 
be back in our hands.’ But it wasn’t. The Malay menteris [state and national 
ministers] were quite determined about that”. (New Sunday Times, 26 August 
2007: 31) 

J.M. Gullick, the foremost chronicler of colonial Malaya, looking back in 
2007 with a smile at the sentiments among his fellow-Britons just prior to 
independence in 1957. 

Malaysia, as a nation, has turned out to be somewhat of a surprise to its Brit-
ish colonizers, but also to those in the West who are skeptical about balanced 
development in the Islamic world and to social scientists concerned about a 
clash of civilizations and irreconcilable values. Malaysia seems to be a hap-
py anomaly. A “flawed democracy”, in the words of the Economist Intelli-
gence Unit (see Section III), but no “Muslim dictatorship”; a country where 
the colonial administration had forgotten to provide Tunku Abdul Rahman, 
the first chief minister (after independence in 1957, the country’s first prime 
                               
30 With many thanks to Mary Man-Li Gu for data management and research assistance; Eng 
Chooi Ling for assistance with the calculations in section 4 and Lisa Ho for useful discussions 
and editorial help.  
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minister), with an office when he reported for work in the run-up to inde-
pendence (Bayly and Harper, 2007: 534) 

Independent Malaya (renamed Malaysia in 1963) managed to survive 
continuous insurgent rumblings and consequent low economic growth in its 
first decade; overcame terrible ethnic riots and racial unrest in 1969, but then 
joined the second group of Asian tigers, so that in August 2007 it had much 
to celebrate about its fifty years of independence. 

The results from the first World Values Survey (WVS) for Malaysia, con-
ducted at the end of 2006, serves as a gauge whether all Malaysians are as 
happy as the recent independence anniversary pageantry would suggest. Are 
Malaysians proud of their country? Do the Malays, who dominate politics 
through their political party UMNO (United Malays National Organization), 
assess democracy in Malaysia more positively than their fellow-citizens of 
Chinese and Indian descent, or are all Malaysians comfortable?31 Section I 
has the answers.  

Commentaries from the international media on Malaysia’s 50th anniver-
sary celebrations were both sweet and sour. The International Herald Trib-
une, the Financial Times and the Economist all combined praise for eco-
nomic progress and social peace with serious criticism. In the International 
Herald Tribune, Philip Bowring admitted that Malaysia can be “deemed an 
example to the wider Muslim world”, but at the same time pointed to “arro-
gant assumptions about the primacy of Islam”, as well as to pervasive cor-
ruption flowing from the continuous stay in power of one political coalition 
(International Herald Tribune (New York Times), 29 August 2007: 7). In the 
Financial Times, Singapore correspondent, John Burton wrote about the 
“growing influence of Islamic religious authorities” and the risk of “racial 
and religious polarization.” (Financial Times, 31 August 2007: 6) The 
anonymous leader-writer in The Economist had a different emphasis. She 
mentioned religion only in passing (“worries about creeping ‘Islamization’ 
among the Malay Muslim majority”) but attacked Malaysia for its social and 
economic preference policies: ‘state racism’. In addition, she criticized the 
economic chasm among the Bumiputera (sons of the soil): between the rich 
and politically connected Malays who benefit from government largesse, and 
the greater majority who do not. (The Economist, 30 August 2007, Leaders 
section) 

One view of Malaysian democracy is that of the New York Times and the 
Financial Times: so far, so good but with the twin risks of increasing tension 
between the religious communities and intolerant, Islamist politics. The al-
ternative view is that of The Economist: a prosperous country that could 
have been even more prosperous and admirable if race-based politics had 
been abolished earlier. 

                               
31 From hereon, when the context refers to Malaysia, “Chinese” refers to “Malaysians of 
Chinese descent” and “Indians” refers to “Malaysians of Indian descent”. 
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Again, the WVS results can assist in examining the issue related to toler-
ance for which there have been many survey questions. Whether Malaysians 
– Muslim and non-Muslim – show tolerance in their answers, and how that 
compares to answers from other countries is the topic of Section II. 

I shall argue against the view that Islamism is a risk to democracy in Ma-
laysia (Sections III-V). One institutional reason is that Malaysia’s religious 
authority is decentralized. Religious figures are appointed by state govern-
ments; there is no national religious leader, and different muftis compete for 
national attention. The country’s electoral dynamics make dangerous Islam-
ism highly unlikely. Moreover, the evidence is there: a conservative Islamic 
party, PAS, (Pan Malaysian Islamic Party) has governed one state (Kelantan) 
almost continuously, and has shown pragmatism in its policies – when the 
voters were not keen on separation of the sexes in the check-out lines at the 
supermarkets, the idea was quickly given up. PAS, in this state, has to de-
fend a small majority, and continues to harbour national ambitions: two 
strong reasons for being cautious and pragmatic.  

On the standard indices of democracy, Malaysia lies near the worldwide 
average; a good score for an Asian country and an excellent score for a ma-
jority-Muslim nation. However, such a ranking fails to account for the prin-
cipal reason why Malaysian elites defend a form of democracy that is flawed 
on standard measures: the determination to avoid the communal violence 
that blighted Malaysia in 1969. It is this same communal violence that con-
tinues to haunt Sri Lanka today and remains a risk in Gujarat and other states 
in India. Of course, the newspapers in Mumbai make for a better read than 
the Kuala Lumpur New Straits Times (although The NST is not as tepid as its 
Singapore twin, The Straits Times), but its readers run a greater risk of get-
ting killed in religious violence. The British-University-in-Malaysia, where I 
work, has a large number of students from Nigeria who are sent to this coun-
try by their oil-rich provincial governments, because Nigeria remains mired 
in chaos. A subjective description of some features of Malaysian politics in 
Section III tries to connect some of these points. Section IV has a brief inter-
national comparison.  

The coupling of the words, “Democracy” and “Islam”, is itself significant. 
In the early post-war period, the British colonizers combated “terrorists” in 
Malaya – not only Chinese but also Malays who fought against them for 
independence – and the worry then was “Democracy and Communist insur-
rection”. When Japan, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan exhibited eco-
nomic growth that had never before been experienced in the history of the 
world, the West became concerned about the culture of consensus and about 
Asian, non-Western values: “Democracy and Asian values” became the is-
sue of the day. After 9/11, the focus is on “Democracy and Islam”, even 
though this may not be the most insightful way at looking into Malaysian 
politics.  
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Worries about Islam and politics in the US and in other Western countries 
tend to be focused on the Middle East, Pakistan, Afghanistan and North Af-
rica regions (except for the terrorist horrors in Bali which affect Australia). 
Thus, most commentary by non-Muslims about political Islam often neglects 
Islam in South-East Asia, even though almost as many Muslims live in In-
donesia, Malaysia and elsewhere in South-East Asia as in Turkey, Iran and 
the Arab Middle East combined. Malaysia is an imperfect but peaceful Mus-
lim-majority country, and provides an interesting, but quite different, model 
from better-known Turkey. Section V tries to offer some general comments 
about Islam and democracy. 

I. The First World Values Survey for Malaysia 
The Survey was conducted in late 2006 and forms part of the fifth “wave” in 
a series that was started in the 1980’s by Ronald Inglehart, a political scien-
tist at the University of Michigan. At the time of writing, other country sur-
veys are not yet available. Therefore, all international comparisons in this 
paper will be based on the previous survey, conducted in 1999/2000. After a 
trial with some 200 undergraduate students, the Malaysian survey was con-
ducted by a professional marketing firm, using home interviews with 1200 
Malaysians. The sample was stratified according to State (province), urban-
rural residence and gender of the respondents. The distributions over age, 
ethnic groups and religions correspond to national figures.  

V 209: How proud are you to be Malaysian 
1. Very proud 
2. Quite proud 
3. Not very proud 
4. Not at all proud 

It would be nice if people could be proud of their nationality in a peaceful 
manner. However, a look at the answers to the same question in other coun-
tries shows that some economically successful countries cannot boast of 
many proud citizens. As an example, only 17 percent of Germans have a 
sense of being “very proud” of their nationality. That shows a healthy dis-
tance from the excessive nationalism that has blighted German history. In 
Malaysia, by contrast 69 percent answered “very proud”, thus showing that 
Malaysians are more attached to their country than the worldwide average of 
56 percent. In the same South-East Asia region, 44 percent of Singaporeans 
and 48 percent of Indonesians state that they are “very proud” to be citizens 
of their countries, but in the Philippines, with a score of 87 percent, almost 
everyone is “very proud” to be a citizen. 

Due to the large differences between national averages, looking in detail 
at a single country is more useful. In Malaysia, the Malays and the Indians 
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are comparatively more proud of their nationality than their Chinese coun-
terparts. Only half the Chinese say they are “very proud” to be Malaysians, 
against three quarters of the Indians and the Malays. The Chinese, especially 
the poor and rural, are significantly less proud of their nationality than the 
national average; but adding the responses “1-very proud” and “2-quite 
proud”, three out of four poor Chinese can still say that they are at least “qui-
te proud” of their nationality. The different views of the Chinese could be 
due to certain aspects of Malaysia which they do not like so much, or it 
could be that the Chinese, as a race in general, are not particularly nationalis-
tic – which, (remember Japan and Germany in the Second World War) may 
be a good thing.  

The second explanation is supported if we look around in the region. In 
China as well as in Taiwan (as it happens, also in Korea and Japan), only one 
out of every five citizens says that he or she is “very proud” to be citizens of 
those countries. Thus, Chinese Malaysians have views which are in between 
the not-so-proud- sentiments of Chinese in China and Taiwan and the quite 
proud feelings of the Malay and Indian Malaysians. By contrast, in India, 71 
percent of the citizens are “very proud” of their country, underlining that 
Indians are more comfortable at expressing pride in the country of which 
they are citizens. 

If we scrutinized further at Singapore, we find again that Singaporean 
Chinese are also not very nationalistic. 39 percent of the Chinese in Singa-
pore are “very proud” of their nation, as against 55 percent of the Malays 
who live there. If we went on the assumption that people were more enthusi-
astic and proud of their nationality because the prime minister and other 
important leaders came from the same ethnic group, the Chinese should then 
be very proud in Singapore; likewise, the Malays in Malaysia. This is not the 
case: in Singapore as well as in Malaysia, the Malays are more comfortable 
than the Chinese in stating that they are “very proud” of their country, and 
the Malaysian Chinese are happier by far in being Malaysian citizens than 
the Singapore Chinese in being Singapore citizens.  

The score for the Malays (74 percent being “very proud”) matches the an-
swers of Muslims in other Islamic societies. Worldwide, Muslims are com-
fortable in stating that they are “very proud” of their nationality: this is true 
also in poor Islamic countries, for instance Bangladesh (73 percent), Paki-
stan (81 percent) and Egypt (82 percent).  

Malaysia is one of the few countries in the world where graduates are no 
less proud of their citizenship than people with less education. World-wide, 
all seven Islamic countries in North Africa or West Asia which participated 
in the WVS showed that highly educated people are less proud of their coun-
try – that is a significant pattern. On average, people with higher education 
score 11 percentage points lower on the question “Are you very proud of 
being a citizen of your country?” than people with lower education; no dif-
ference by education shows up in the Malaysian answers.  
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V 164 How much respect is there nowadays for individual
human rights? Do you feel there is
1. A great deal of respect 
2. Fairly much respect 
3. Not much respect 
4. No respect at all 

Differences between the ethnic groups also appear in this related question. 
69 percent of all Malaysians feel that human rights receive “fairly much” or 
even “a great deal” of respect in their country, but again the Chinese are 
somewhat less positive with 61 percent agreeing (Malaysian Buddhists, al-
most all of which are Chinese, also score 61 percent). As with the previous 
question, the Malaysian Indians give answers that are more in line with the 
Malays and are less critical than the Chinese. The differences become sig-
nificant when we look at the less affluent Chinese: they are distinctly less 
happy about human rights in Malaysia. Christians and non-Muslims gener-
ally do not deviate from the national average, which means that Malaysians 
are considerably more positive in their judgment than the world average. 
This question was not asked in 2000 in Singapore; answers for other Islamic 
societies have enormous variations with Iran and Egypt at above 70 percent, 
Algeria and Turkey at the bottom of the world ranking with 36 and 26 per-
cent respectively. Answers to this question in some of these countries differ 
a lot from assessments by outsiders who perhaps are freer to speak.  

With the Chinese and the Malays, the degree of satisfaction with human 
rights depends on income. Richer people are happier with the degree to 
which human rights are respected; poorer people are less convinced. Income 
levels make a large difference; education levels do not. This makes the re-
sults for Malaysia somewhat different from those in other countries: in Wes-
tern countries the satisfaction with human rights increases with income and 
education; by contrast in many Islamic countries (for example Egypt, Iran, 
Jordan, Pakistan and Turkey), highly educated people are more displeased 
with the human rights situation. In all seven participating Islamic nations in 
the MENA region (Middle East and North Africa), people with higher edu-
cation are less likely to agree that human rights get at least a fair amount of 
respect in their country – that is a significant pattern. By contrast, well-
educated Malaysians are not necessarily more critical about human rights.  

Women are a little less positive in their answers, but this is true in most 
countries. Overall, the answers on this question about respect for human 
rights are a little better than the world average, and place Malaysia in the 
same category as Great Britain (66 percent) and with many other European 
countries. The Scandinavian countries, the US and Canada, however, have a 
higher score than Malaysia on respect for individual human rights.  

V131-146 Confidence in institutions 
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Since the practice and assertion of human rights are upheld by the govern-
ment, the courts, parliament, the police and the press, the Chinese Malay-
sians exhibit skepticism for these guarantors of human rights. Their answers 
show that they hold similar views about parliament and the press as with 
other Malaysians, but that they are a little more critical of the government 
and the courts, and a lot more critical of the police. A further analysis shows 
that it is the Chinese on below-average incomes who have little trust in the 
police. With Malays and Indians, both rich and poor hold similar views of 
the police, but in the Chinese community, it is the poor who have very little 
trust in the police force. Many Chinese from the lower-income bracket work 
in small businesses that may be troubled by extortionists for protection mo-
ney or by the local authorities through harassment over licenses, opening 
hours, permits and the like. It is also possible that Chinese with lower dis-
posable income have concluded from bad experience that the police are not 
impartial when dealing with the different ethnic groups. Such issues could 
have a greater impact on lower-income households than on Chinese citizens 
who have higher disposable incomes. In any event, policies that make the 
Chinese Malaysians more trusting of the police would likely help also to 
increase their comfort with the degree to which human rights are protected in 
Malaysia.  

V163 How democratically is your country being governed today? 
1. Not at all democratic 
...
10. Completely democratic 

All ethnic groups agree quite strongly that Malaysia is a democracy, but on a 
scale of 1 to 10, the Chinese give a slightly lower mark than the Malays or 
the Indians. The poor Chinese are significantly less happy about this ques-
tion, whereas the poor Malays or Christians do not deviate from the national 
average.  

Finally, we consider the answer to some questions about relations be-
tween men and women. This tends to be an area with differences between 
Muslim countries and the rest of the world. In Muslim-dominated countries, 
the position of women is often more focused on the family and less on the 
outside world of work and career. One question relating to this in the WVS 
asks:  

 
V44 If jobs are scarce, men should have more right to a job then women 
1. Agree 
2. Neither 
3. Disagree 
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Muslims worldwide continue to agree that men, rather than women, should 
be given preference for jobs when there is scarcity. In Malaysia, 54 percent 
of the Malays (the Indians also polled at the same percentage) feel that men 
should have first preference, but only 41 percent of the Chinese feel that 
way. The stance of the Malays is very similar to the response in Indonesia 
(with 52 percent agreeing that men should have first right to a job), and is 
less sexist than in all other Islamic countries in the survey where we see lar-
ge majorities, ranging from 90 percent in Egypt to 60 percent in Turkey. 
Only in Islamic Bosnia and Albania do less than 50 percent of men say “yes” 
to this question. In these two European countries and in Malaysia, Muslim 
men have a view that parallels the opinions of men in rich countries.  

The national answer in Malaysia, 49 percent agreeing with the proposi-
tion, obviously is also better than almost all Muslim nations, and has come 
out on the right side of the forecast of 55 percent in Inglehart and Welzel 
(2005, Internet Appendix, table A-5)32 In all western countries, including 
countries that exhibit male chauvinist attitudes like those of Italy, Spain or 
Mexico, public opinion today is much more favorable to equal rights to a job 
for men and women, even though a generation ago, opinions would have 
been more similar to today’s Islamic countries. We do not know, of course, 
how much these expressed views are influenced by the fear of giving an 
answer that is not considered politically correct. 

Women worldwide are less convinced that men should have priority in the 
jobs market. This holds true also for Malaysia where 64 percent of Malay men 
and only 44 percent of Malay women are comfortable with the idea. Malaysia 
is the only Islamic country outside of Europe where less than 50 percent of 
Muslim women agree with the idea that men should go first in the job market.  

Other questions in the WVS related to the position of women gave mixed 
results. At times Malaysia fares better than the average for Islamic nations, 
as on V44; on some other questions, Malaysians do not seem to see the im-
portance of defending women’s rights (i.e. Should university education be as 
important for a girl as for a boy?). 

Of course, men and women also disagree in their answers to the related 
statement: 

V62 University education is more important for a boy than for a girl. 
1. Strongly agree 
2. Agree 
3. Disagree 
4. Strongly disagree 

                               
32 Inglehart and Welzel’s other forecast, for the percentage of Malaysians declaring that “reli-
gion is very important in their lives” comes out less well, with an actual outcome of 80 per-
cent as against their forecast of 71 percent. Malaysia may be another country, together with 
the US, where “modernization” does not mean the loss of religiosity. 
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The national average show 46 percent in agreement with the statement and 
54 percent in disagreement, but the breakdown by gender shows that 56 per-
cent of Malaysian men agree as against 36 percent of women. These per-
centages are at the very top of the worldwide answers: only Bangladesh has 
an even larger agreement. The Malays are slightly more in favor of equality 
between the sexes than the Chinese or the Indians, but the difference is not 
significant. It is possible that Malaysians see more girls than boys going on 
to university and indirectly express their disappointment with too many boys 
liking motorcycles better than cramming for exams. Another possibility is 
that families do have to make choices, because much of higher education is 
in the expensive private education sector.  

59 percent of Malaysian women agree that men make better political lea-
ders than women. Malaysian Indians as well as Malaysian Chinese agree 
somewhat more than Indians or Chinese in the original countries. The per-
centages drop for the younger generation and for the poor and rural Chinese 
– who are unhappy with the political leaders of Malaysia. 66 percent of men 
and 43 percent of women agree that men also make better business leaders. 
Younger Malaysians and people with a higher income or more education are 
equally divided over the question, and the Chinese show less than 50 percent 
agreement.  

V60 Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay 
1. Strongly agree 
…
4. Strongly disagree. 

In their reactions to that statement, Malaysians dip slightly below the world 
average from the results of the 2000 WVS. 59 percent agree or even agree 
strongly, comparable to 61 percent in the UK and 62 percent in France. 
“Strong agreement” with this proposition is voiced by 19 percent of all, but 
by 36 percent of rural respondents. Note that 81 percent of Finns and 80 
percent of Americans agree – answers to this question do not relate to GDP, 
religion or post modernism. In Malaysia, as elsewhere, women themselves 
have more doubts than men: 63 percent of men are sure of the joys of being 
a housewife, but only 55 percent of Malaysian women agree that being a 
housewife is as fulfilling as having a paid job. Younger people also have 
more doubts about being a housewife. 

II. Proud of Being Multi-cultural 
V221 Your view on ethnic diversity 
1. Ethnic diversity erodes a country’s unity  
…
10. Ethnic diversity enriches life. 
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All ethnic groups in Malaysia on average clearly choose the positive answer: 
no more than four percent are negative (answers 1-4) on this question of 
ethnic diversity. The Malays are slightly less sure that ethnic diversity is a 
good thing, but the difference with the Chinese and Indians is of no signifi-
cance. In many Western countries, highly educated people and people with 
high incomes declare a positive attitude towards ethnic diversity, because 
they are sensitive that it is the politically correct answer. It is good to note, 
therefore, that the positive attitude in Malaysia is shared equally among rich 
and poor as well as among university graduates and people with little educa-
tion, suggesting that the positive answer to the question about the risks and 
benefits of a racially mixed society is also their honest view. 

Figure 6.1: View on ethnic diversity: Percentage within Malay Muslims, 
Chinese and Indians 
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Figure 6.2: View on ethnic diversity: Percentage within Primary/ 
Secondary/ Higher Education Groups 

 

Figure 6.3: View on ethnic diversity: Percentage within Low/ Middle/ 
High Income Groups 
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Figure 6.4: View on ethnic diversity: Percentage within Poor Chinese 
and Malays and Rural Chinese and Malays 

 

By contrast, here is the result of a related question in a 2007 survey in the 
Netherlands: “Would you say that Islam in Holland has enriched our [sic] 
culture, would your rather call Islam a threat to our [sic] culture, or would 
you not like to qualify Islam either way?” 
 
Islam an enrichment 13 % 
Neither enrichment nor threat 35% 
Islam a threat to “our” culture 51% 
Do not know/no answer 1%33  

The WVS has four questions about the separation of church/mosque/temple 
and state. Figures 6.5-6.8 give the answers for all Malaysians and for the 
Malay Muslims who make up half the population of Malaysia.  

                               
33 www.peil.nl (A national electronic survey, 2007) 
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Figure 6.5a. V.194 – All: ‘Politicians who do not believe in God are unfit 
for public office’ 

 

Figure 6.5b. V.194 - Malay Muslims: ‘Politicians who do not believe in 
God are unfit for public office’ 
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Figure 6.6a. V.196 – All: ‘It would be better for Malaysians if more 
people with strong religious beliefs held public office’ 

 

Figure 6.6b. V.196 - Malay Muslims: ‘It would be better for Malaysians 
if more people with strong religious beliefs held public office’ 
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Figure 6.7a. V.195 – All: ‘Religious leaders should not influence how 
people vote in elections’ 

 

Figure 6.7b. V.195 – Malay Muslims: ‘Religious leaders should not 
influence how people vote in elections’  
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Figure 6.8a. V.197 – All: ‘Religious leaders should not influence 
government decisions’ 

 

Figure 6.8b. V.197 – Malay Muslims: ‘Religious leaders should not 
influence government decisions’ 
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The national answers for Malaysia are not much different from other Islamic coun-
tries, see Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1. National answers for Malaysia 

  

V.194 Politi-
cians who 
don't believe 
in God unfit 
for public 
office Dis-
agree/ 
Strongly 
disagree (%) 

V.196 More 
people with 
strong reli-
gious beliefs 
should hold 
public office 
Disagree/ 
Strongly dis-
agree (%) 

V.195 Reli-
gious leaders 
should not 
influence 
how people 
vote Agree 
strongly/ 
Agree (%) 

V.197 Reli-
gious leaders 
should not 
influence 
government 
Agree strong-
ly/ Agree (%) 

Malaysia 13 8 54 46 

Albania 29 32 77 76 

Algeria 13 30 38 40 

Bangladesh 24 54 75 71 

Bosnia and 
Herz. 51 41 76 72 

Egypt 10 4 57 na 

Indonesia 9 na 86 91 

Jordan 17 25 75 na 

Morocco 9 24 76 65 

Pakistan 1 50 74 na 

Turkey 28 27 79 72 

United States 36 25 64 51 

France 78 68 86 82 

Spain 69 56 67 69 

Netherlands 94 73 66 60 

Northern 
Ireland 68 59 76 66 

Simple OLS tests for these four questions help us to learn from the answers: 

1. Should politicians be God-fearing people?  
Most Malaysians hope so, but the Malay Muslims even more so than the 
national average. The two questions on this topic show a significant differ-
ence between Malay Muslims and the national average. On the first question, 
the rural Malays are even more outspoken than the average for all Malay 
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Muslims: scoring the five answers 1 through 5, the rural Malays average 1.8. 
, against a national average of 2.4. Many Muslim politicians use this to their 
advantage. During the fasting month of Ramadan, leading Malay Muslim 
politicians are pictured daily breaking fast with their supporters, and often in 
small towns or rural areas. On the second question, Malay Muslims average 
a score of 2 (the national average is 2.6, and there is no difference between 
rural and non-rural Malays).  

Christians are a 9.1 percent minority in Malaysia; they agree with the Ma-
lay Muslims in their views about whether politicians should be religious, but 
for the question about “people with strong religious views”, their answers 
are significantly more negative than the national average. Likewise for the 
Buddhists: many do not take a position on these two questions, but of those 
who do, three to four times as many Buddhists agree rather than disagree 
with the two statements about politicians’ religious convictions.  

This possibly shows some amount of political stability in the country. 
France and Spain have a bloody record of strife between church and state – 
today large majorities feel disinclined to value strong religious convictions 
in their politicians. In Malaysia, Christians and Buddhists are neutral to 
agreeable on the two propositions, even though they must realize that in the 
local context “strong religious views” usually must mean “strong Islamic 
convictions”.  

2. Should religious leaders be active in politics?  
On the two questions for that topic, Malay Muslims do not differ in their 
answers from the national average. Christians do not disagree with the na-
tional average on the third question, but they like religious influence on the 
government significantly less than average. Buddhists do not at all deviate 
from the national averages.  

Again, that may be read as a positive sign about the stability of the politi-
cal climate. If religious leaders were very influential during election cam-
paigns or were suspected of putting pressure on the government, the non-
Muslims would have shown their fears.  

The answer on question V197 is very similar to the answer in the US 
where no more than 51 percent agree, or in Sweden (52 percent). The 
worldwide answers to these questions show that full democracies can pro-
duce startlingly different answers depending on the countries’ history. Some 
countries have settled on a clear “No”. In France it is an article of faith that 
the Church should not be a factor in politics – the laicité is a defining ele-
ment in French political culture. Other countries agree to differ. In Holland, 
both Catholic and Protestant priests used to give precise voting instructions, 
and not so long ago (1954) the Catholic Church ordered excommunication 
for Catholics who voted for any leftist party . All this time, Holland is a full 
democracy. There are also democracies where the issue remains divisive. 
The Catholic Church in Spain publicly approved and supported the dictator 
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Franco, so that today’s attempts by both left- and right-wing politicians to 
revisit the terrible Spanish civil war risks poisoning Spanish politics.  

The 2006 WVS has a number of questions requiring moral judgments. 
Here I look at the six questions on personal morality in family and sexual 
matters that were asked also in the 2000-1 surveys. The table compares the 
answers for all Malaysians, Malay Muslims and Malay Chinese to the aver-
age from all Islamic nations, the US, Ireland and Spain (the three most “con-
servative”, high income countries on Inglehart's cultural map of the world); 
see table 6.2. 

Table 6.2. Answers of Malaysian, Malay Muslims and Malay Chinese 
compared to the average 

 Homo-
sexuality 

Prosti-
tution 

Abortion Divorce Eutha-
na-sia 

Suicide 

 Never justifiable (%) 

Malaysia        

 National average 43 45 43 31 38 44 

 Malay Muslims 47 49 48 37 43 47 

 Chinese 30 30 30 20 26 30 

Albania  81 80 26 18 47 68 

Algeria  93 93 79 26 86 94 

Azerbaijan  89 85 30 27 47 73 

Bangladesh  99 95 90 82 97 99 

Bosnia and Herz. 72 76 35 15 43 80 

Egypt  100 93 57 16 78 95 

Indonesia  95 94 88 54 84 97 

Jordan  98 98 85 42 90 97 

Morocco  na na 84 44 93 98 

Pakistan  96 96 60 67 100 97 

Turkey  85 na 64 42 65 90 

United States  32 47 30 8 24 57 

Ireland  37 58 51 26 49 69 

Spain  17 30 28 12 24 52 

On homosexuality, the Malay Muslims are stricter than the other ethnic 
groups, but in line with the national average in the previous wave of the WVS 
for many upper-middle-income countries. In 2000, Japan and Israel were the 
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only two Asian countries that were more tolerant of homosexuality. How-
ever in 1990, Japan still polled at 61 percent “never acceptable” on this ques-
tions, and Korea at 91 percent (Ten years later, Korea polled at 53 percent). 
A more tolerant view may also come to the Muslim world, but it would be 
surprising if the enormous differences between the Malay Muslims and the 
averages for all other Islamic nations in 2000 had disappeared.  

In Singapore –wealthier than Malaysia - 87 percent of Singapore Malays 
held to this stern view of homosexuality while the Singapore Chinese aver-
aged at 49 percent in 2000. It looks as if the Singapore government’s tough 
official stance on homosexuality is compatible with the sentiments of its 
citizens (as senior minister Lee Kwan Yu does not tire of claiming), but the 
official government view probably also influences the citizens’ opinions, 
given that on homosexuality, the Singaporeans stand out from other rich 
countries and are even a lot more conservative than the Chinese in Malaysia.  

Buddhist Thailand does not yet participate in the WVS; figures for that 
country could show whether a middle-income country in Asia with a largely 
Buddhist population can be similar to rich Korea and Japan. Chinese town 
dwellers are stricter than Chinese in the countryside; by contrast rural Ma-
lays abhor homosexuality more than urban Malay Muslims.  

The pattern of the answers on “prostitution” and “abortion” is very simi-
lar: Malay Muslims stricter than the Chinese, but much less so than Muslims 
in 2000 from other Islamic countries. Poor and rural Chinese hesitate signifi-
cantly more in their condemnation of prostitution or abortion compared to 
the national average. 

Divorce is, of course, regrettable but permissible under Islam, and we see 
a much larger variation in the answers from other Islamic nations in the 
WVS, ranging from 82 percent saying “never” in Bangladesh to 16 percent in 
Egypt. The Chinese in Malaysia are a lot more tolerant of divorce than in 
Taiwan or China. In Singapore only 28 percent of the Singapore Chinese 
acknowledge divorce as being “never acceptable” in the previous WVS.  

Younger Malaysians consider euthanasia less frequently than Malaysians 
over 30, but all age groups say “never” less frequently than the worldwide 
average in 2000. Combining answers 1-3, 60 percent of Malaysians say that 
euthanasia should never or rarely be acceptable.  

On the issue of suicide, 47 percent of the Malay Muslims found it “never 
justifiable” - in all other Islamic nations the percentage is 90 or higher. Quite 
possibly, answers to this question have changed in these other countries over 
the past few years in reaction to terrorist suicide attacks in the name of Is-
lam. On this, as well as on all other questions about morals, it seems as if 
younger Malaysians express more conservative moral views than older 
adults. The differences are not large, but they go against the patterns world-
wide.  

“Beating your wife” was not an issue in the previous WVS, so we only 
have results for Malaysia. The Chinese are significantly more lax on the 

 140 



issue than the national average. For the whole country, fortunately, seven 
times as many Malaysians are on the good side of the neutral middle (an-
swers 1 through 4 “never”) rather than on the wrong side (answers 7 through 
10 “always”).  

III. Democracy in Islamic Countries 
We know from many surveys that a lack of interest in democracy is not a 
valid explanation for the poor scores of many Islamic nations on measures of 
democratic rule. On the contrary, Inglehart and others have shown that Mus-
lims in the MENA region are keener on democracy than the global aver-
age.34 That also holds true for Malaysia: 

                              

V16 “How important is it for you to live in a country that is governed
democratically?”
1. Not at all important 
…
10. Absolutely important 

Two out of three Malaysians put themselves at 8-10, with younger, richer 
and more educated citizens a little above the national average. The Malay 
Muslims are at exactly the national average. At the same time, Malaysians 
appear more relaxed than people in most other countries when asked about 
non-democratic alternatives:  

V148 “Having a strong leader who does not have to bother with  
parliament and elections?” 
1. very good 
2. fairly good 
3. fairly bad 
4. very bad

Asked whether that would be “very good” or “fairly good”, Malaysia (78 
percent) and Turkey (71 percent) are right at the top of the world ranking 
after Vietnam (99 percent agree). No difference in Malaysia between Mus-
lims and non-Muslims.

V149 “Having experts, not government, make decisions according  
to what they think is best for the country?” 35

 
34 Islam, Gender, Culture & Democracy: 67. in Inglehart (ed) 
35 See question V148 for the four possible answers also to this and the next two questions. 

 141 



90 percent of Malaysians feel positive; again, second place in the world ran-
king after Vietnam – no difference between Muslims and non-Muslims. 

V150 “Having the army rule”  

70 percent call that “very good” or “fairly good”, with the Muslim Malays 
even more tolerant of the idea. Once more Malaysia scores near the top of 
the world. Older Malaysians recall how the army was, on balance, a force for 
good in controlling the 1969 violence. Since the policy changes of the early 
1970s, army and police work with strong pro-Bumiputera personnel and 
promotion policies; a major worry has to be that the police at all levels is not 
at all representative of the nation. The great tolerance of most Malaysians for 
army rule, strong man rule or technocratic rule poses a puzzle for historians 
and sociologists 

 
V151 “Having a democratic political system” 

At this point in the survey respondents can give their opinion about the de-
mocratic alternative, and 92 percent like it – no difference between the na-
tional average and the Muslim Malays. That number is at the world average.  

Before moving from the demand for democracy to its supply, I mention 
one more question in the WVS which is important for those who believe that 
a free and democratic nation requires a free and open economy:  

V119 “Competition is good?”

On this question, 57 percent of Malaysians score 1-4 on a 1-10 scale which 
is below the world average, but quite comparable to Catholic countries in 
Europe (Slovakia 68 percent, Poland 59 percent, and Italy 57 percent, down 
to France at 46 percent). Malay Muslims, Christians, rural folks all do not 
differ from the national average. Poor Malaysians also agree, whereas in 
Western Europe, the US and the old Commonwealth, poor persons are sig-
nificantly less keen on the blessings of competition.  

To get some perspective on the level of democratic practice in Malaysia, 
one could compare the country to the South-East and East Asian region, to 
other upper middle-income countries worldwide or to other Islamic coun-
tries.36 In this section, I offer an initial exploration of the Islamic context. 
Malaysia currently holds the chair of the Organization of the Islamic Confer-
ence (OIC); to the member countries I have added all other countries with at 

                               
36 “Islamic” used without implying that the country uses Sharia law as the basis of its legal 
system. Malaysia can be called an Islamic nation because many Muslims live there and Islam 
is the official religion; it is not an Islamic nation in the sense that its legal system is derived 
from or controlled by Islamic texts or Muslim religious leaders.  
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least close to 20 percent Muslim population for which data were available. 
Only very small states with fewer than 600,000 inhabitants were omitted. 
That leaves a set of 60 countries (see Table 6.3).  

 Demand for democracy is not the problem with the members of the OIC 
for which we have survey data; the supply side is disappointing. Poor institu-
tions and disillusioned voters probably explain the low turnout at elections in 
some countries - the Swedish “International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral assistance” has a (somewhat outdated) ranking of countries accord-
ing to the percentage of voting-age citizens who actually vote and the bottom 
7 countries are all members of the OIC. Many members of the OIC are not 
even in the list, because they do not have an elected parliament.37 

For the exploratory statistical description of democracy in this section, I 
use the most recent Survey of Democracy by the Economist Intelligence 
Unit (EIU).38 The survey gives an overall score for each country which is the 
average of scores for five sub-indices: 

 
1. Electoral process and pluralism 
2. Functioning of government 
3. Political participation 
4. Political culture 

1. Civil liberties 
From Sweden to North Korea, 167 countries are ranked according to the 
overall index and informally classified into four groups.39 “Full democra-
cies” is the top group of 27 countries; not a single one of the 60 countries in 
Table 6.3 is represented.40 Japan is the only Asian country. Malaysia shows 
up right at the bottom of the second group of “Flawed democracies”; hardly 
different from neighboring Singapore which is put at the top of the next 
group called “Hybrid regimes”. 

                               
37 After dividing the results for Kuwait and Bahrain by 2 because women are not allowed to 
vote. 
38 See L. Kekic, “The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Index of Democracy”, in The World in 
2007, London, The Economist, 2006  
39 Brunei-Darussalam is not covered by the EIU; Palestine has no good measurement of GDP 
per capita – these two OIC member countries were dropped from the statistical analysis.  
40 Two prosperous countries excluded from the table because Muslims are no more than 15-16 
percent of the population are Mauritius and Singapore. Mauritius is a “full democracy”. In the 
run-up to the island’s independence the Islamic community played an important, constructive 
role. Singapore, a “hybrid regime” according to the EIU, has 15 percent Muslim population 
and is at the GDP level of the richest Gulf countries.  
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Table 6.3. Countries ranked according to the overall index 

No. Islamic Countries Percentage 
of Muslim 
Population 

GDP Per 
Capita 

Overall 
Score 

Years of 
Ethnic 
Warfare 

1 Bahrain  100.00% 23604 3.53 0 

2 Kuwait  100.00% 19909 3.09 0 

3 Mauritania  100.00% 2553 3.12 0 

4 Saudi Arabia  100.00% 16744 1.92 0 

5 Yemen  99.90% 759 2.98 0 

6 Turkey  99.80% 9107 5.70 16 

7 Afghanistan  99.00% 1490 3.06 13 

8 Algeria  99.00% 7827 3.17 1 

9 Iran  99.00% 8624 2.93 10 

10 Morocco  99.00% 4956 3.90 15 

11 Oman  99.00% 18841 2.77 0 

12 Comoros  98.00% 2039 3.90 0 

13 Tunisia  98.00% 8898 3.06 0 

14 Iraq  97.00% 2900 4.01 30 

15 Libya  97.00% 12204 1.84 0 

16 Niger  97.00% 951 3.54 0 

17 Pakistan  97.00% 2722 3.92 24 

18 United Arab  
Emirates  

96.00% 29142 2.42 0 

19 Gambia  95.00% 2136 4.39 0 

20 Qatar  95.00% 33049 2.78 0 

21 Djibouti  94.00% 2515 2.37 4 

22 Egypt  94.00% 4836 3.90 0 

23 Jordan  94.00% 5542 3.92 0 

24 Senegal  94.00% 2007 5.37 6 

25 Azerbaijan  93.40% 6171 3.31 10 

26 Mali  90.00% 1300 5.99 5 

27 Syria  90.00% 4117 2.36 0 
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Table 6.3. (Continued) 

No. Islamic Countries Percentage 
of Muslim 
Population 

GDP Per 
Capita 

Overall 
Score 

Years of 
Ethnic 
Warfare 

28 Tajikistan  90.00% 1501 2.45 0 

29 Turkmenistan  89.00% 8548 1.83 0 

30 Bangladesh  88.30% 2287 6.11 14 

31 Indonesia  88.00% 4323 6.41 29 

32 Uzbekistan  88.00% 2283 1.85 0 

33 Guinea  85.00% 2474 2.02 0 

34 Kyrgyzstan  75.00% 2150 4.08 0 

35 Sudan  73.00% 2729 2.90 41 

36 Albania  70.00% 5702 5.91 0 

37 Côte d'Ivoire 60.00% 1699 3.38 2 

38 Sierra Leone  60.00% 888 3.57 0 

39 Lebanon  59.70% 5457 5.82 17 

40 Malaysia  59.00% 11858 5.98 8 

41 Burkina Faso  50.00% 1396 3.72 0 

42 Chad  50.00% 1770 1.65 29 

43 Ethiopia* 50.00% 1044 4.72 32 

44 Nigeria  50.00% 1213 3.52 4 

45 Tanzania* 50.00% 801 5.18 0 

46 Kazakhstan  47.00% 9294 3.62 0 

47 Guinea-Bissau  45.00% 774 2.00 0 

48 Ghana* 30.00% 2771 5.35 0 

49 Togo  25.00% 1589 1.75 0 

50 Kenya* 24.00% 1341 5.08 5 

51 Cameroon  22.00% 2199 3.27 0 

52 Benin  20.00% 1408 6.16 0 

53 Malawi* 20.00% 706 4.97 0 

54 Mozambique  20.00% 1500 5.28 0 

55 Suriname  19.60% 6276 6.52 0 
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Table 6.3. (Continued) 

No. Islamic Countries Percentage 
of Muslim 
Population 

GDP Per 
Capita 

Overall 
Score 

Years of 
Ethnic 
Warfare 

56 Russia* 19.00% 12096 5.02 7 

57 Israel* 18.91% 30464 7.28 16 

58 Uganda  16.00% 1626 5.14 25 

59 Guyana  13.00% 4851 6.15 0 

60 Gabon  12.00% 7403 2.72 0 

Note: * = not a member of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) 

In the EIU survey, Mauritius (25/167) and India (35/167) are the two best-
scoring countries with a substantial percentage of Muslims in their popula-
tion; soon, France, the Netherlands and a few other European countries could 
be mentioned. Looking at the 60 countries in Table 6.3, the best score is for 
Israel at place 47/167, close to Bulgaria, Jamaica and Poland.41 Indonesia, 
firmly in place at 65/167, is the first OIC member to appear on the EIU list. 
Bangladesh is placed at 75 and Palestine and Mali appear together with Ma-
laysia at the bottom of the “Flawed democracies” group.  

Results from the 1999/2000 WVS, if available, have been used by the EIU 
to compute the answers to some ten questions in the survey; I have substi-
tuted the actual results for Malaysia from the guesstimates in the table, lead-
ing to some changes in the sub-indices, but with no significant change in the 
overall score. Looking at the five component indices, Malaysia does well on 
“political culture”, which measures the popularity of democratic ideals, but it 
does not do well on “civil liberties” (Palestine, Israel, and Malaysia are at the 
bottom three of the 54 “flawed democracies” on that measure). Malaysia 
also scores very poorly on “Electoral process and pluralism”, but closer to 
the average of its group for the other two sub-indices.  

Figure 6.9 shows the position of the 60 countries on the two dimensions 
of GDP per capita and the overall score of the EIU index for democracy. At 
top left, we note the six rich members of the Gulf Cooperation Council; the 
desirable top right corner is almost empty. Of the OIC member countries, 
both Malaysia and Turkey occupy the best places near the desirable combi-
nation of prosperity and political freedom. 

                               
41 Muslims are in many ways second-class citizens in Israel. 
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Figure 6.9. The position of the 60 countries on the two dimensions of 
GDP per capita and the overall score of the EIU index for democracy 
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cence. The government does not need to make any effort to retain sup-
port from taxpayers, because tax revenues are augmented by easy oil and 
gas money.  

 
3. Sharp divisions along tribal, ethnic or religious lines are yet another 

cause – there seems to be no culture of compromise between majority 
and minority groups. 

The notion that democracy would be an import item from the hated West: 
“for much of their history, Arab Muslims saw themselves as engaged in an 
epic battle for global supremacy against the Christian West.” (Mandelbaum, 
2007: 119-131) 

Both the current Prime Minister and the better-known previous Prime 
Minister, Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, of Malaysia often remind their fellow-
Muslims that the Islamic world has a lot of catching-up to do. They point to 
historical, cultural and geographical reasons, but today much rhetoric in the 
West regrettably goes far beyond that and involves the holy Book of the 
Muslims and their Prophet. European politicians (usually on the fringe, but 
sometimes, as in the Netherlands, members of respectable parties in gov-
ernment coalitions) have claimed that Islam and democracy are incompatible 
at doctrinal level, and that Islam is alien to European civilization.  

We have seen already from the WVS that it is not that Muslims do not 
appreciate democracy at the level of individuals; I now use national data for 
some further tests. By contrast to the well-known literature on economic 
development and institutions worldwide, I limit the data set to the OIC 
members and all other countries with some 20 percent Muslim population or 
more. It then becomes possible to use “percentage Muslims in the popula-
tion” as well as its square (for non-linear effects) in simple OLS regressions. 
Table 6.4 shows regressions for GDP per capita. Correcting for oil and gas 
production, neither the percentage Muslim population nor its square is of 
relevance.42 

There could be an effect of percentage Muslim population on the two de-
mocracy indicators, and indirectly to GDP per capita, but the population 
share remains insignificant when we omit the variables from the EIU survey. 
The sub-index for “functioning of government” correlates better with GDP 
than the overall index. 

Malaysia, a significant oil producer since 1973, has the GDP that could be 
expected given its mineral wealth and the quality of its democratic institutions; 
Israel is the clear outlier in these regressions and much richer than expected on 
the basis of its “flawed democracy” and lack of mineral wealth43. 

                               
42 The square function taken as (x-50) squared, with x the percentage Muslims in the popula-
tion 
43 Note the position of Israel in figure 9. 
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Table 6.4. Regressions for GDP per capita 

 In GDP per capita 

Overall Score 0.19 

(2.71) 

0.14 

(2.00) 

- - 

EIU : II Functioning of 
Government 

- - 0.14 

(2.83) 

0.11 

(2.31) 

Percentage of Muslim 
Population 

0.26 

(0.77) 

0.39 

(1.29) 

0.17 

(0.52) 

0.34 

(1.17) 

In Oil 0.04 

(1.25) 

0.04 

(1.51) 

0.03 

(0.88) 

0.03 

(1.26) 

In Natural Gas 0.17 

(3.81) 

0.17 

(4.07) 

0.18 

(3.88) 

0.17 

(4.14) 

Dummy Variable for 
Malaysia 

- -0.07 

(-0.11) 

- -0.03 

(-0.04) 

Dummy Variable for 
Israel 

- 2.60 

(3.91) 

- 2.62 

(4.03) 

R2 0.58 0.68 0.59 0.69 

The next table (Table 6.5) shows some simple OLS regressions for the indi-
ces for democracy. The oil variable has the expected sign and is sometimes 
significant, providing some support for the “curse” hypothesis. The percent-
age of Muslims in the population has a negative sign and borders on signifi-
cance. The quadratic variable is never significant. I have also tried the same 
specification without the oil and gas variables, in which case the population 
share and its square show up with some significance in two of the five speci-
fications. Note that the fit of all these equations is much lower than in the 
equations for GDP per capita.44 

                               
44 Notes:  
EIU indices all on a 1-10 scale with “overall score” the mean of the five sub-indices. 
Alternative specification without energy variables: 
II Functioning of Government = 2.18 + 0.27 InGDP – 2.96 Percentage of Muslim Population 
+ 0.06 Percentage of Muslim2 (1.12) (1.12) (-2.82) (1.61) 
R2 = 0.15 
III Political Participation = 3.98 + 0.08 InGDP – 1.77 Percentage of Muslim Population - 0.02 
Percentage of Muslim2 (2.48) (0.42) (-2.04) (-0.52)  
R2 = 0.17  
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Table 6.5. Indices for democracy in 60 countries 

 Economic Intelligence Unit  

Overall 
Score 

I Elec-
toral 
Process 
Plural-
ism 

II Func-
tioning 
of Gov-
ernment 

III Po-
litical 
Partici-
pation 

IV Po-
litical 
Culture 

V Civil 
Liberties 

In GDP 
per capita 

0.63 

(2.71) 

0.92 

(2.04) 

0.92 

(2.83) 

0.37 

(1.43) 

0.30 

(1.45) 

0.65 

(2.10) 

Percentage 
of Muslim 
Population 

-1.46 

(-2.53) 

-1.84 

(-1.65) 

-1.32 

(-1.64) 

-1.81 

(-2.81) 

-0.57 

(-1.11) 

-1.75 

(-2.30) 

In Oil  -0.11 

(-2.08) 

-0.23 

(-2.18) 

-0.07 

(-0.91) 

-0.12 

(-2.04) 

-0.07 

(-1.33) 

-0.08 

(-1.12) 

In Natural 
Gas  

-0.08 

(-0.85) 

-0.19 

(-1.08) 

-0.13 

(-1.02) 

0.03 

(0.24) 

0.04 

(0.49) 

-0.13 

(-1.09) 

R2 0.34 0.34 0.19 0.26 0.08 0.25 

Table 6.5 above includes one more column for the sixty countries that are 
either members of the OIC or have a large Muslim population: the number of 
years of ethnic warfare. The chance of ethnic warfare in this group of coun-
tries was 40 percent. Malaysia is shown with 8 years; this refers to the period 
before independence when the British together with most Malays were fight-
ing a Chinese-dominated insurgency (although some left-leaning Malays 
joined the insurgency, especially in its early years). 

The table ranks the countries according to the percentage Muslims in the 
population. Splitting the 60 nations in three equal-size groups results in this 
pattern for the average number of years of ethnic warfare: 

100-94 percent Muslim citizens  5 years  
94-59 percent Muslim citizens  7 years 
50-19 percent Muslim citizens  6 years 

Many economists have followed Alberto Alesina in looking at ethnic or eth-
nic-linguistic fragmentation as a cause of poor economic development. Co-
pying the microeconomic Herfensdahl index used in measuring industrial 
concentration, they have worked with a calculation that makes fragmentation 
worse if there are many fragments. An alternative view would suggest that 
political compromise is most fragile in situations approaching a 50-50 split 
in the population.  
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Malaysia’s politics since independence have been permeated by an offi-
cial rhetoric of beautiful and necessary multiculturalism. Quite strong re-
strictions on free speech and expensive and pervasive ethnic preference poli-
cies (more in Section IV) have always been defended as necessary to main-
tain that social harmony. The data for ethnic warfare and more precisely, the 
large number of countries in the middle of the table with civil wars, suggest 
that Malaysia’s modest score on the democracy indices can be seen at least 
in part as a risk-avoiding national strategy to preclude a much worse out-
come. There is no ongoing civil war as in Sri Lanka; no chaos as in Nigeria; 
no mass religion-inspired killings as in Northern Ireland or former Yugosla-
via. The preferential policies are costly, but Malaysia has been stable for 
long periods of time, bad economic times have always been short-lived, 
showing the resilience of the economy, and foreign investments by Japan, 
the West and, more recently, the rich gulf countries, have held up well. Ma-
laysia and Singapore (which does not have ethnic preference policies, but 
imposes even stricter limits on many freedoms than Malaysia) are by far the 
richest and healthiest countries in South-East and South Asia. 

The counter-factual – a policy of no extra help for the Bumiputeras, 
much more freedom of expression and a level political playing field for op-
position parties – can only be speculated about. Such liberal alternative poli-
cies would have been a lot less expensive and would have helped Malaysia 
on all rankings for “freedom” and “democracy”, but would only have been 
preferable to the actual policies if the risk of a Sri-Lankan or Nigerian out-
come had remained minimal. The mere fact that we can label such outcomes 
with the names of other countries that were similar to Malaysia once, and are 
more violent, corrupt and poor at present, shows that there is a true balance 
of risks and that the policy choices in Malaysia have that line of defense. 
There just remains the moral complication that those responsible for the 
choices come from the same local elites (predominantly Malay) that bene-
fited most in financial terms, and that the restrictions on freedom result in a 
politics that are much more restrained and guarded than in Holland or Den-
mark, but also a lot more corrupt – see the next section.  

IV. A Directed Democracy 
Today, Malaysia is an upper middle-income economy, with GDP per capita 
at the level of Western Europe in the mid-1960s. Before WW II, Malaya was 
Britain's richest colony, but a cruel Japanese occupation brought down GDP 
per capita to a level hardly higher than that of war-free Sri Lanka. After the 
war, economic times remained difficult due to continued nationalist and 
socialist uprisings, particularly from the Chinese-led Malayan Communist 
Party that involved many left-leaning Malays as well. Only in the 1970s did 
strong economic growth return – for the first time after the rubber-roaring 
twenties.  
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After a sustained period of strong industrialization, investment as a per-
centage of GDP rose to over 40 percent in the mid 1990s. Bad marginal capi-
tal-output ratios showed that this was unsustainable – but unfortunately, 
more upon hindsight than at that time. It would have been more obvious if 
investment increases from 40 to 45 percent of GDP, but economic growth 
only moves up from 6 to 6.5 percent, that much of the investment consists of 
overbuilding in commercial real estate or white-elephant (and corruption-
plagued) prestige projects. After the severe 1997-8 financial crisis, invest-
ment stabilized at a lower level, but still supported 5-5 ½ percent economic 
growth in a normal year. Services, currently 53 percent of GDP, are now 
increasing by about 1 percentage point per year. Population growth has slo-
wed: the average number of children per female has fallen from over 6 at 
independence to less than 3, so that 5 ½ percent growth amounts to 4 percent 
growth in GDP per capita.  

Taxes are low, largely because of oil and gas revenues from the Malay-
sian sections of the South China Sea. The country is self-sufficient in energy 
and exports (including smuggling because of controlled prices to Thailand. 
At current levels of production, estimated oil reserves may last another 22 
years; natural gas reserves another 39 years. (Government of Malaysia, 2008 
budget submission). 

Not only are Malaysians six times as rich as at independence, they can 
also enjoy life a lot longer. Life expectancy is now at 73 years, up from 52 
years at independence. Then, there was one doctor for every 8229 Malay-
sians; there is one for every 1214 Malaysian in 2007. Infant mortality is 
down from 57.6 per 1000 at independence to 6.6 last year. 

Malaysians have achieved all of this under the leadership of the United 
Malays National Organization (UMNO), the dominant political party. In 
Japan, the LDP has been out of power for nine months in fifty years; UMNO 
has done even better: it has lost a few State elections, but has won all nine 
national elections. The party governs together with a varying number of 
smaller coalition partners, but always involving the Malayan Chinese Or-
ganization (MCA), and the smaller Malayan Indian Congress (MIC). Be-
cause of single-member constituencies, all partners need agreement over a 
single pro-government candidate. As a result, UMNO policies have to be 
somewhat acceptable to its Chinese and Indian counterparts (see Section V). 

In the final pre-independence years and continuing into the first 12 years 
of independence, Malaysia had elected mayors, ethnic Chinese in all three 
principal cities, Kuala Lumpur (capital), Penang (electronics center) and 
Ipoh (1920’s tin boom town). 

Since then, the government has provided rural Malays with much more 
assistance to relocate to the capital city than to rural Chinese or Indians who 
have had to make their own arrangements, but the Chinese presence is still 
strongly felt in KL. If mayoral and municipal elections were held today, at 
least two, but likely all three towns could be dominated by secular or Chi-
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nese-dominated parties. In reality, KL has an appointed (UMNO) mayor 
with some power over land zoning and urban renewal, and hence a large and 
unchecked power of rent seeking: local elections have been abolished after 
the severe racial riots of 1969 and there is no sign of a re-introduction. 

This means that training in political skills is supposedly only available in 
UMNO and the other national parties, and that local politics cannot provide a 
platform for different views. One big difference between party politics in 
Japan – rated a “full democracy” - and politics in Malaysia - bordering be-
tween a “flawed democracy” and a “hybrid regime” according to the EIU – 
is that Tokyo has an independent “mayor”. Leaders of other cities in Japan 
are also vocally involved in politics. This contrast with Malaysia is more 
important than the historical observation that Japan has had one slight 9-
month hiatus in the rule of the DJP, whereas in Malaysia, the ruling coalition 
has not yet lost an election. Ironically, the history of the MCA, the main 
Chinese party in the ruling coalition, began with the municipal elections for 
the Kuala Lumpur City Council in 1952, but for almost forty years now, the 
Malay elites have not allowed for the choc des opinions springing from local 
democracy.  

Malays expect a lot from their political party: UMNO is reputed to be the 
richest political party in the world (in part because of its ownership of major 
toll concessionaires on roads in Malaysia). UMNO’s headquarters and its 
convention center in Kuala Lumpur are short of spectacular and the party 
enjoys a vigorous party life. Party leaders strive to be moral teachers as well 
as politicians, and UMNO works hard at fostering a spirit and sense of fam-
ily and nationalism; sometimes to misplaced excess when a youthful party 
leader raised a keris (an ancient Malay weapon) to invoke the “Malay war-
rior spirit” with disregard to sensitivities, much to the chagrin and dismay of 
other political and ethnic groups. (In 1969, at the height of the racial riots, an 
UMNO Youth leader brandished the keris and promised to bathe it in Chi-
nese blood.) Senior party leaders realize that they govern a multicultural 
society and collaborate with partners on projects and work – however, they 
combine strong ethnic preferential policies for the Malays and other Bumi-
putera groups with a rhetoric that emphasizes the beauties of multicultural-
ism. In a recent TV-advertisement for multicultural Malaysia, the Prime 
Minister extends his invitation to tourists to visit Malaysia and participate in 
the various religious and cultural festivals of the country. He mentions 
Christmas, then Deepavali, the Hindu Festival of Lights, the Lunar New 
Year Festival for the Chinese, Buddhist Wesak, concluding with Hari Raya 
(Eidl Fitr). That courteous attitude is common.  

By contrast, the Malaysian Chinese prefer a different political culture. 
They were unhappy for nearly two years when a few of their newspapers, 
which were independently owned, were acquired in 2001 by the MCA, the 
largest Chinese partner in the government coalition, for the main purpose of 
political propaganda. Chinese Malaysians seem to like separate channels of 
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expression for communal concerns: social and trade groups as well as Chi-
nese schools and colleges and newspapers should be strong, because they 
maintain some independence from the political pillar.  

An Islamic opposition party won one seat in the first national elections in 
1955. Today, its successor PAS, although not terribly influential in the na-
tional parliament, has governed the state of Kelantan continuously since 
1990. State elections (coinciding with national elections) have been fair (ru-
mours of phantom votes being included have never been proven), albeit that 
the national government is in an incomparably better position to make ex-
pensive promises of roads, bridges or universities to the voters, because the 
state tax base is very limited.  

There have been a few declarations of a state of emergency in the coun-
try’s history: for almost two years after the ethnic violence in Kuala Lumpur 
in 1969, for a brief period in the northern state of Kelantan in the course of a 
power struggle between BN and the Islamic party PAS., and sometimes in 
the two states on Northern Borneo where there are some 30 different ethnic 
groups living in difficult terrain, and the national coalition has had difficul-
ties in administration. When a largely Christian party won an election on 
Sabah in 1990, UMNO was reputedly associated with a shadowy scheme to 
import Muslims from Southern Philippines in order to change the results of 
the election.45 Malaysian politics are restrained in parliament, but vigorous in 
matters of maintaining the grip of the ruling coalition. The resulting continu-
ity and stability have strong positive aspects, as argued in Section III also 
help explain why the armed forces have always upheld the constitution. Re-
call that Malaysians declare in the WVS that government by the army is not 
necessarily bad, even though the possibility has been entirely hypothetical.  

Much of the current political practice in Malaysia is the result of actions 
taken during the emergency after the May 1969 ethnic riots. Clashes between 
Chinese celebrating national election gains and angry Malays who insisted on 
ketuanan Melayu (Malay supremacy), led to the death of 196 citizens accord-
ing to official government statistics, but possibly many times more. 

The Malaysian government abolished all local government elections and 
suspended Parliament, and restricted freedom including the freedom to dis-
cuss ethnic and religious issues in parliament and in the media. It also em-
barked on very expensive ethnic preference policies for the Malays and other 
Bumiputera groups. With the discovery of oil in the South China Sea from 
1973 onwards, energy proceeds became available to finance these policies 
which are still active and allow for preferential affirmative actions to all 
Bumiputeras in the areas of education, housing, government employment 
and business formation.  

                               
45 “Shadowy”: the financing and the organization of this mass political immigration has never 
become clear, in part because of possible links to the insurrection and the continuing terrorist 
networks in the Southern Philippines. 
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Freedom of assembly was limited also – political meetings required a po-
lice permit and students were not allowed to participate in any political ac-
tivities. Freedom in this area is considerably wider, though, than in Singa-
pore. Trade unions were allowed, but the law contravenes ILO rules by pro-
hibiting broad-based national unions.  

Many Malaysians criticize the fetish of freedom in the West and are ac-
cepting of the idea that hate speech should be outlawed. Part of the price for 
this imposed restriction, though, is that the culture of restraint applies as well 
to discussions of corruption and to the debate on the continued insistence of 
preference policies for the Malays and other Bumiputeras.  

According to Transparency International, Malaysia ranks 43 out of 163 
countries on the 2007 Corruption Perception index, about par for the level of 
GDP per capita. The ranking is discussed freely in the media by the local 
chairman of Transparency, but the naming of individual politicians and their 
party organizations is restricted to critical websites only. In part because of 
Malaysia's ambitions in design and IT, there is a general policy of non-
interference with websites, and some well-known sites carry colorful criti-
cisms of prominent politicians. Some UMNO ministers have called for an 
extension of the media legislation to include the internet.  

Turning to the relevant aspects of religious life, a major stabilizing factor 
is that each state in Malaysia has its own muftis who make pronouncements 
on Islamic religious issues. As an aside: in Islamic Banking, the government 
wisely promoted a single Syariah Board of Scholars connected to Bank Ne-
gara (the National Bank) to accept or reject Islamic finance products. Such 
centralization is more convenient than current practices in the Arab region 
and has helped to promote Malaysia as a hub for Islamic Finance.  

Other Islamic matters, however, are the prerogative of the state govern-
ments, with the national government playing an advisory role only: there is 
no national “super-mufti”. This results in more freedom and variety in the 
religious debate. At the time of this writing, the most visible mufti is also the 
country's youngest. Dr. Mohd Asri Zainul Abidin (35), the religious leader 
of the state of Perlis is often in the news. He provokes Muslims into serious 
thinking in some instances: 

 
� Malaysia has a religious police that occasionally snoops on the pri-

vate behavior of Muslims and sometimes on non-Muslims too. Can 
the kissing Muslim couple on the park bench show proof of being 
married or should they be charged with indecent behaviour and close 
proximity under the Islamic definition of khalwat? Are Muslims ha-
ving too much of a good time in a disco dancing? During Ramadan, 
do the good Muslims wait until the sun has officially set to start their 
evening meal in the food court? In the larger cities the religious po-
lice have almost disappeared, because too often they have harassed 
children of political strongmen and have made gross errors in their 
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misplaced enthusiasm for nabbing couples in close proximity. In 
some rural areas and backwater states, the religious police are still 
active, but Dr. Asri opposes the underlying khalwat legislation, 
claiming that some of the tactics used by the religious police are in 
contravention of individual rights.  

 combining the 

rmitted to use the 

ns in Ma-
lay

 other countries, including rich Western nations. 
The country is often harsh in its treatment of legal and illegal immigrants, in 

-

 
� In 2005 and 2006, the Hari Raya (Eidl Fitr) festival at the end of 

Ramadan coincided with the Hindu festival of Deepavali. Many 
companies placed advertisements in the newspaper wishing their pa-
trons a happy “Deepa-raya” (a felicitous greeting
words “Deepavali” and “Hari Raya”). Some conservative Muslims 
objected; the mufti argues for tolerance. 

 
� Many Malay Muslims feel that Arabic greeting “Assalamu Alai-

kum” is improper for non-Muslims to use. This is because they re-
gards Arabic as the revered language of their religious book, the Qu-
ran, and have mistakenly perceived the intertwining of the Arabic 
language and Islam to mean one and the same thing. Therefore, they 
wrongly believe that non-Muslims may not be pe
Arabic salam in the greeting to Muslims. The mufti says: “Islam tea-
ches us that an honorable greeting must be replied appropriately, and 
that non-Muslims who greet us with the salam truly wish us peace.”  

Such examples illustrate how much of the possible tension between mosque 
and state can spring from issues with a high symbolic content. Mechanisms 
to defuse these tensions are hard to find in Europe – there are lesso

sia here (and also in Indonesia) which the West could learn.  
Often democracy is discussed together with human rights. The EIU study 

does include “civil liberties” as one of its five components. In that area, Ma-
laysia falls short – as do many other countries, including a large number of 
rich, developed countries. In terms of numbers of vulnerable people directly 
affected, shortcomings not related to civil liberties are more important – 
again in common with many

family law and in Islamic religious law. Many legal immigrants from Bang-
ladesh and other poor countries pay thousands of dollars to an agent in their 
home country in order to obtain a job in Malaysia and are then cheated upon 
arrival. The crucial crimes are committed overseas, but legal redress in Ma-
laysia often seems very difficult or near impossible. Malaysia also comes 
under criticism in the area of human trafficking (see, for instance, the web-
site of the US State Department and websites of human rights organizations). 
Medical care for low-paid workers and compensation for work-related inju-
ries could be significantly improved, given that Malaysia is an upper-middle 
income country and should be able to afford these things. Most of these seri
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ous issues are debated in the media, and criticism from a human rights per-
spective is commonly allowed.  

Even though bad things happen to large numbers of legal and illegal im-
migrants, individual hard cases that involve Islamic religious law and related 
family law get much more attention in the international media; no doubt 
from the fascination the West has with Islam and Syariah law. In contrast to 
Indonesia, the freedom-of-religion clause in the constitution (Article 11) 
applies only to non-Muslims; in Malaysia all Malays are Muslims by law 
without an option to choose another faith or to have no religious beliefs. 
Thus, according to Article 121 of the Constitution (an addition from the Ma-
hathir period), all Malays are subject to Syariah courts for issues involving 
their religion, Islam.  

As a consequence, there are painful court cases when ex-Muslims try to 
be recognized as Christians. A representative recent case was that of Lina 
Joy, an ex-Muslim who after some eight years as a practicing Catholic ap-
plied to have her religion stated as “Christian” on her identity card; neces-
sary also for a legal marriage to a Christian. She lost on appeal by a majority 
vote of two Muslim judges against one non-Muslim. The lawyer, Sulaiman 
Abdullah, who represented the Islamic religious authorities, spoke for the 
winning side. He made an interesting sociological argument in a subsequent 
interview, claiming that Malaysia needed to guard against the deterioration 
in its political culture: the first generation of Malaysian politicians after in-
dependence had benefited from a UK education in the spirit of public ser-
vice. The Mahathir generation (named after the prime minister (1981-2003) 
who supervised the industrialization of Malaysia) became more selfish; the 
patrician sense of responsibility was lost. Now there will be a reaction: 

“As governments develop, then constraints have to be developed as 
well...From what I can see, the non-Muslim community is not reverting back 
to religion for any particular perception of how the state should be run. 
...perhaps many of our Muslim leaders are not leaders in the true Islamic sen-
se of taking responsibility. You shouldn't construe your constitution as such 
that you permit a moral vacuum. Read your constitution with the Islamic 
background, and then make your criticisms.” (Off the Edge, Interview, Nr. 
31, July 2007: 38-43). 

Fears and criticisms of the West resonate in this lawyer’s abhorrence of a 
“moral vacuum” and that is a position to be taken seriously (see Section V), 
but it is regrettable that this and similar judicial judgments are seen as neces-
sary from that perspective.  

Other tragic instances occur over the proper burial rites for people whose 
religion is disputed. Non-Muslim claimants tend to lose, because the civil 
courts send such cases back to the Syariah courts. Of course, apostasy has to 
be condemned to some extent by the Syariah courts, but apostates receive no 
protection from the civil courts either. 
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The Malay politicians see no way of repairing the inconsistencies in the 
law. When all non-Muslim ministers sent a joint memorandum to the Prime 
Minister in 2005 asking for a review of the legal provisions on religious 
freedom, widespread protests by conservative Muslims forced the Prime 
Minister to request from his colleagues a withdrawal of what was no more 
than a request for discussion. The means by which the new Family Law was 
passed in December 2005 (although subsequently not implemented) also 
reflect the impasse; 16 female BN senators opposed to the law were forced 
to vote for it against their will.46 In 2007, a planned visit by the Anglican 
Archbishop of Canterbury was canceled, because of pressure from Muslim 
politicians. When the Prime Minister's wife passed away in late 2005, there 
was a joint prayer service for Christians, Buddhists and Hindus, but the Mus-
lims declined to participate. Muslim politicians feared interfaith religious 
dialogues, as they perceive that these dialogues would demote and signal 
that Islam is merely one of the major religions in the country, and not the 
supreme one.  

Interfaith activities cannot involve Muslims, and the media is very cau-
tious in discussing issues related to religion. Media and public intellectuals 
exercise self-censorship and sometimes the government comes down hard on 
newspapers that cross over the line. There is no judicial review possible 
when the government closes down a publication or forces a printer out of 
business. All this is in opposition to those countries in Europe where free-
dom is seen wrongly as an absolute value. The next section of the chapter 
tries to comment some more on that contrast.  

V. Islam and Democracy 
I return to two of Mandelbaum’s reasons for why democracy has been so 
deficient in the Arab Middle East, the birthplace and heartland of Islam: 

(3) Sharp divisions along tribal, ethnic or religious lines – no culture of 
compromise between majority and minorities; 

(4) The notion that democracy would be an import from the hated West: 
“for much of their history, Arab Muslims saw themselves as engaged in an 
epic battle for global supremacy against the Christian West.” 

Heavily relying on existing analysis by political philosophers and histori-
ans of religion, I offer some relevant quotations and connecting remarks on 
(3) and (4), focusing not on the Arab Middle East but on the Islamic world in 
general and on the Muslim minorities in Europe. It helps, then, with (3) to 
distinguish between: 

3a: citizens who identify with their ethnic or religious groups and do not 
have “multiple identities”; 

3b: politics that is divisive over issues that are highly symbolic - head-
                               
46 See the article on Malaysia on the website www.freedomhouse.org 
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scarves in Turkey, religious jewelry in the UK, abortion in the US, Muslim 
cemeteries and mosques in Denmark, etc. 

In (4) one wants to separate: 
4a: freedom as a fetish, as if freedom were an absolute value;  
4b: resistance to typical western models about religion and state: the US 

way of separating church and state, or the French outcome of a long battle 
between the Catholic Church and the state over education. 

3a: Single or multiple identities  
In his treatise A History of Islamic Societies, Ira Lapidus writes: 

“Islam used to be one element of the multilayered sense of self held by most 
Muslims. Islam was joined to family, village, patronage network, clan, tribe, 
language-group, religious sect and political identity. Complex cross-cutting 
identities were a moderating factor in political behavior. However, the de-
struction of historical forms of small communities and the reduction of peo-
ples to an undifferentiated mass mobilized for political struggle, the decline 
of ulama and sufi authority and the emergence of a new radical religious in-
telligentsia, and the global forces of media and migration have for many peo-
ple reduced the choice of identity to one between Islam and the secular world 
of nation states. This polarization has had devastating worldwide conse-
quences.” (Lapidus, 2002: 835) 

Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen has devoted his monograph Identity and 
Violence to a related issue: the risk that people are classified and judged 
according to one attribute only. Sen pleads for recognition of multiple identi-
ties and points to the risks of a society where people are seen only as “Mus-
lims” or “Hindus”. He thinks about his native India, but also about Muslims 
in Europe who often are seen as representatives of their faith only. European 
policymakers who look for “representative leaders of the Muslim commu-
nity” in their countries should heed Sen’s warning of the danger that Euro-
pean Muslims are stereotypically forced into this one-dimensional perspec-
tive of being recognized for their religious beliefs only.  

The great novelist Joseph Conrad makes the same point about the dangers 
of a single identity in his “Author’s note” for Under Western Eyes where he 
describes the mentality of his main character who is tempted by anarchism in 
pre-revolutionary Russia: 

“If he is slightly abnormal it is only in his sensitiveness to his position. Being 
nobody’s child he feels rather more keenly than another would that he is a 
Russian – or he is nothing”. 

European politicians who claim that Islam is alien to the continent’s heritage 
not only make a historical error, but also encourage voters to see themselves 
as non-Muslims and the other as Muslim. Tragic examples of what can hap-
pen at the end of that road come from all over the world. Protestants and 
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Catholics were slaughtering each other until a few years ago in Northern 
Ireland, and former Yugoslavia has witnessed the mass murder of 7000 Bos-
nian Muslims in 1994. Under the Ottoman Empire and even under dictator 
Tito (1945-1980), Christians and Muslims lived in the same streets, worked 
together and intermarried. A few years of religious polarization by bad poli-
ticians were enough to incite religious hatred that caused the largest massa-
cre in Europe since WW II. 

3b: Symbolized, non-negotiable political polarization 
Symbolic politics could be re-interpreting the Spanish Civil war, re-visiting 
the 1389 battle between Serbs and Turks on Kosovo field in the Balkans, 
objecting to a Greek Orthodox cross on a woman's necklace in London just 
last year, 2006, defacing a Jewish sign on a war memorial in a heavily popu-
lated Muslim area in Amsterdam, disputing the exact allowed height of a 
minaret in Rotterdam, or fighting the headscarf battles in France and Ger-
many.  

European politicians continue to succumb to the temptation to engage in 
religious polarization. In 2007, a prominent Dutch opposition politician pub-
lished an open letter in a national newspaper calling for a nationwide ban of 
the Quran. 19 percent of the public agreed; 68 percent approved of the pa-
per's decision to prominently publish the letter. The Dutch government 
quickly distanced itself from the call to ban the Quran, but 31 percent of 
those polled disapproved of the rapid reaction. 13 percent of those polled 
reckon that Islam contributes to Dutch culture; 51 percent see Islam as a 
threat.  

We saw in Section II above how a majority of the Dutch population sees 
Islam as a “threat to our culture”. What is even worse: when asked which 
political parties possess “the proper ideas on how to deal with Islam in the 
Netherlands” (more than one positive answer allowed), the only two parties 
out of ten represented in parliament that scored more than 20 percent ap-
proval are one opposition party that has a prohibition of the Quran as its 
main issue, and another opposition party that is opposed to the idea that Is-
lam has any place in Western civilization.17 percent of the Dutch are opti-
mistic about the integration of Islam and Muslims in the country; 65 percent 
are pessimistic.47 Even though there are one million Dutch citizens who pro-
fess Islam, only 37 percent of the Dutch agree with a social-democrat minis-
ter who suggested that in the far future one could speak of a mixed culture 
with Jewish, Christian and Islamic elements. 55 percent disagree with such a 
vision, which the minister was careful to express as nothing but a very long-
term forecast.  

The history of Spain provides other such warnings. After the glorious ex-
perience of Al-Andalus, there was no religious freedom in Spain between 
                               
47 All poll numbers for Holland from www.peil.nl, national electronic surveys, 2007 
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1492 – when the most catholic monarchs expelled the remaining Muslims - 
and 1978 when Spain had a GDP per capita quite similar to that of Malaysia 
today. In 1953 when Spain was at the similar level of development with 
Malaysia in the early 1970s, a concordat between Franco's Spain and the 
Vatican confirmed the Catholic nature of the country and “gave the Church a 
strong voice in education and social morality”. After an impressive period of 
democratization and modernization under the alternating left-right admini-
strations of Suarez, Gonzales, and Aznar, Spanish politics now seem at risk 
of becoming polarized again in an unhealthy way. Seventy years after the 
Spanish civil war, when horrendous acts were committed on both sides, left-
wing politicians want to recall crimes committed by Franco's army and con-
doned by the Church, whilst right-wing spokesman recount massacres of 
nuns and priests and other Republican horrors.  

One more vignette out of too many that 20th century history provides is 
Nigeria. In table 6.3 above which ranks OIC members according to the per-
centage Muslims in the population, the county is almost next to Malaysia. 
The recent history and the outcomes for economic development, however, 
are very different as well. Africa’s most populous nation has grown by some 
50 percent in terms of GDP per capita since independence - Malaysia has 
done ten times as well, growing by over 500 percent. Nigeria suffered nine 
military coups since independence in 1960 and its politics continue to be 
poisoned by religious divisions. Nobel Prize winner for Literature, Wole 
Solyinka, jailed for 28 months - much of it in solitary confinement - de-
scribed his country as a society where  

“Power and control remain the playthings of imbeciles, psychopaths and 
predators.”48 

4a: Freedom as an absolute value
Anyone who needs a stark reminder that freedom is not an absolute value, 
might recall some of the history of the US. This country has a stronger tradi-
tion of libertarianism than Europe; but look at the irrelevance of these advo-
cates of freedom – where freedom is defined as the right to do and speak 
one’s own thing – during the greatest advance for true freedom in recent 
times - the civil-rights movement in the 1960s: 

 “To the extent that libertarians are remembered at all for their role, it is not 
for marching on Selma but rather for their enthusiastic support of states' 
rights and the freedom of white racists to associate with one another.” (Hy-
mowitz, 2007: 52) 

In Holland, which was once tolerant, society is now experimenting tempo-
rarily with the notion that freedom is an absolute value. This notion has not 
                               
48 from his “You must set forth at dawn”, 2007, London, Methuen, quoted in The Times 
Literary supplement, 17-8-2007: 9 
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worked well: it has generated more hate speech than in surrounding coun-
tries and established a culture of fear. Ironically, while the freedom to insult 
religious beliefs has almost no limits, other, more practical freedoms are 
becoming limited. Newspapers reported of a jeweler in a poor, Moroccan 
neighborhood in Amsterdam who suffered over forty robberies before giving 
up; the mayor and the minister branded this “unacceptable”, but the word 
meant nothing more than “somewhat regrettable”. The implicit meaning of 
this is an actual lack of freedom to ply this particular trade in a particularly 
difficult part of the city. While every Dutch citizen has the freedom to abuse 
Islam, the prophet Muhammad and all Muslims in the most extreme of 
terms, ironically, the freedom to run a legitimate business in a difficult ne-
ighborhood is not guaranteed or protected by the state.  

Holland has a long tradition and history of working out political dis-
agreements; therefore one can be optimistic that the current unhealthy po-
larization around Islam will only be a temporary blemish on Dutch society. 
However, in countries with less well developed institutions, extreme free-
dom of speech leads to fear, revulsion and violence. Malaysian politicians – 
Muslim and non-Muslim alike – try to protect society from such a culture. 
The American political scientist Jacob Levy argues that policies towards 
religious or ethnic minorities should primarily avoid a culture of fear. (Levy, 
2000: 33-38) This is a useful guideline to design and implement parameters 
for the limits on the freedom of hate speech.  

In considering the freedom-of-speech issue in an Islamic society, it also 
helps to remember that: 

“For traditional Muslims, the converse of tyranny was not liberty but justice. 
Justice in this context meant essentially two things: that the ruler was there 
by right and not by usurpation, and that he governed according to God's law, 
or at least to recognizable moral and legal principles.” (Lewis, 2002: 54)

4b: Democracy on the American or French model 
Western writers often perceive wrongly that “modernization” means becoming more 
Western. For fifty years, beginning with Daniel Lerner's “The Passing of Traditional 
Society: Modernizing the Middle East”, American specialists have assumed: “What 
the West is, the Middle East seeks to become” (Bulliet, 2004: 122) 
In his new book The Stillborn God Mark Lilla makes the same point:  

“Time and again we must remind ourselves that we [in the West]... are the 
exceptions. We have little reason to expect other civilizations to follow our 
unusual path, which was opened up by a unique, theological-political crisis 
within Christendom.” (International Herald Tribune, 15 September 2007)

The European thinkers of the 18th century will not be the guides to moderni-
zation at all times and in all places: 
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“In so far as one uses classical secularization theory to characterize Islam as 
undeveloped with respect to internalization, privatization, pluralism and de-
mocracy, one is using precisely the criteria which derive from Western de-
velopments and the Gestalt initiated by the Reformation and the Enlighten-
ment. One is also ignoring the huge varieties of possibilities within contem-
porary Islam. (Martin, 2005: 64) And: “Perhaps [secularization] could be 
criticized as an ideological and philosophical imposition on history rather 
than an inference from history.” (Martin, 2005:19) 

The rise of science and what Lilla calls “the Great Separation” between po-
litical authority and religious institutions occurred in Europe in the same 
period – and that has tempted many to assert that secularization is as inevita-
ble and irreversible as the development of a scientific worldview. But the 
one is universal and an export from Europe to the rest of the world; the other 
more a coincidence particular to time and place. 

It is likely that Islamic nations will find more than one way to combine 
democratic politics with the need for an ethical foundation for society. The 
history of Islam illustrates different models, since in its initial expansion, 
Islam merged state and religious communal organizations, but later Islamic 
societies developed separate state and religious institutions. (Lapidus, 2002: 
182-187) The image of a theocracy remains alive because of Iran, but is an 
exception in the history of Islam. Nearly always, state and religious organi-
zations are separate, but there is a long history of “Muslim religious organi-
zations organizing the populace” (Lapidus, 2002: 187)

Nevertheless, “Islam’s view of the place of religion in society is maximal, 
whereas in Christianity the latent impact of the difference between inner and 
outer, and between god and Caesar, leads, under the pressure of Protestant-
ism, Enlightenment and secularization, to a limited view of the place of re-
ligion.” (Martin, 2005:197)

Malaysia’s Prime Minister keeps stressing the same point: “For the Mus-
lims, the teachings of Islam serve as their guide for doing all things, whether 
conducting their affairs in the public domain or practicing the religion in the 
privacy of their homes. For the Muslim faithful, irrespective of whether he 
or she is first and foremost a Muslim. When dealing with Muslim, one can-
not separate them from their religion because that is their way of life.” 49The-
refore it is a mistake to hope that Muslim politicians will try to keep religion 
out of politics. Historically: 

“Islam has been the organizing principle of individual behavior and of small-
scale community life, but only indirectly an influence upon the state. Yet 

                               
49 Official Speech of the Prime Minster of Malaysia, Dato’ Seri Abdullah Badawi, to the 
President and Chairman of Meiji University entitled “Bridging the Gap Between Cultures and 
Civilizations”, 22 May 2007 
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Muslims yearn for an ideal world in which the state, as well as the small 
community and the individual is built around Islamic principles – a yearning 
for an integral Islamic universe.” (Lapidus, 2002: 828) 

Philosopher John Rawls has described what is and is not acceptable by way 
of foundations for a liberal society in his article on “Public Reason”. Rawls 
explains how judges and parliamentarians should never try to impose argu-
ments derived from personal religious views which carry no conviction with 
non-believers. He calls a discourse that is acceptable to all reasonable per-
sons “public reason”. Rawls cautions that all societies need an agreement 
about public reason and that it is a mistake to think that American or Euro-
pean liberal societies are self-sustaining: 

“A third general objection is that the idea of public reason is unnecessary 
and serves no purpose in a well established constitutional democracy. Its 
limits and constraints are useful primarily when a society is sharply divided 
and contains many hostile religious associations and secular groups, each 
striving to become the controlling political force. In the political societies of 
the European democracies and the United States these worries, so the objec-
tion goes, are idle.” 

However, this objection is incorrect and sociologically faulty. For without 
citizens’ allegiance to public reason and their honoring the duty of civility, 
divisions and hostilities between doctrines are bound in time to assert them-
selves, should they not already exist. Harmony and concord among doctrines 
and a people’s affirming public reason are unhappily not a permanent condi-
tion of social life. Rather, harmony and concord depend on the vitality of the 
public political culture and on citizens’ being devoted to and realizing the 
ideal of public reason. Citizens could easily fall into bitterness and resent-
ment, once they no longer see the point of affirming an ideal of public reason 
and come to ignore it.” (Rawls, 1997: 802-3) 

He then makes the crucial distinction between tolerant and intolerant 
worldviews, using the term “comprehensive” for a worldview which may be 
religious: “…even though our comprehensive doctrines are irreconcilable 
and cannot be compromised, nevertheless citizens who affirm reasonable 
doctrines may share reasons of another kind, namely, public reasons given in 
terms of political conceptions of justice. …Reasonable comprehensive doc-
trines do not reject the essentials of a constitutional democratic polity….Of 
course, fundamentalist religious doctrines and autocratic and dictatorial rul-
ers will reject the ideas of public reason and deliberative democracy. They 
will say that democracy leads to a culture contrary to their religion, or denies 
the values that only autocratic or dictatorial rule can secure. They assert that 
the religiously true, or the philosophically true, overrides the politically rea-
sonable. We simply say that such a doctrine is politically unreasonable. 
Within political liberalism nothing more need be said.” (Rawls, 1997: 805-6) 
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Christianity and Islam have been both tolerant and intolerant in different 
times and places. The debate about Islam and democracy currently often 
uses the label “Islamism” to indicate different tensions between religious 
convictions and democratic government. At least three different risks get 
mention in that debate: 

 
� Symbolic politics: All politicians have to manipulate symbols; but 

religious symbols can paralyze politics with disagreements over is-
sues which are non-negotiable because people are busy waging 
God's battle. One can compromise just about any item in the gov-
ernment budget and about the jail terms for different offenses. One 
cannot easily find a middle way over holy places, whether in Jerusa-
lem or in India. When Indian Hindus destroyed the dilapidated Babri 
Mosque in Ayodhya, claiming the mosque was built on a Hindu holy 
site – marking the birth of Rama, killings and counter-killings con-
tinued ten years later when over 1000 Muslims and Hindus died in 
Gujarat. 

� The specter of Syariah law: The fear of intolerant imposition of 
strict Muslim rules on non-Muslims as well as unacceptable treat-
ment of women. I must limit the issue to two quotations from Lapi-
dus on the latter issue:  

“Despite the emphasis on the security and status of women, the Quran did 
not establish equality of rights for men and women. While the spirit of its 
teaching encouraged mutuality between husband and wife, and a greater 
sensitivity to the personal and moral worth of individuals, the prerogatives of 
males were left fundamentally intact. The Quranic ideal and Muhammad's 
example were probably much more favorable to women than was later Ara-
bic and Muslim practice” (Lapidus, 2002: 26)  

“In many countries men found themselves economically and socially op-
pressed, often humiliated by political helplessness, and wanted to be compen-
sated by control over women.” (Lapidus, 2002: 863) 

 
� “One man, one vote, one time”: The fear that an Islamist political 

party achieves power and refuses to play by the rules of democracy. 
In his “Ruling, Not Governing”, Steven Cook explains how in Mo-
rocco and Egypt Islamic political parties have had to struggle in a 
system dominated by the military: sometimes conservative Muslims 
seem useful to the generals, at other times conservative Muslims are 
jailed or worse by the military. Quite possibly these countries as 
well as Algeria provide cases that are special; Malaysia and Indone-
sia have a very different experience as has Muslim Turkey. 
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As Rawls emphasizes, a religious doctrine has leading religious moral values 
which are not those of Kant or Mill, but it may endorse a constitutional de-
mocratic society and recognize its public reason. (Rawls, 1997: 803) A mar-
ket economy requires middle-class norms, but not necessarily through a pro-
testant heritage. Self-discipline, tolerance and compassion can spring from 
different sources, and it would be bizarre to claim that Islam could not pro-
vide that foundation. Prominent Catholic Theologian Hans Kung is con-
vinced: 

“The Quran, like the Hebrew Bible or the New Testament, can give such a 
global ethic a solid basis and spell it out in a convincing way…. However, a 
humanistic ethic, with no religious foundation, can also play this social role.” 
(Kung, 2007: 651) 

Tolerance will be a key value for a society where people with different reli-
gious views have to agree on “public reason”. It is a mistake to assume that 
such tolerance and agreement on “public reason” should result into a wa-
tered-down version of Christian, Jewish or Muslim doctrines. Many in 
Europe (and some elites in America) assume that religious tolerance means 
looking for the common denominator in the great religions and finding it in 
some intersection of the most “liberal” and “modern” versions of each faith. 
Unavoidably, persons of a more conservative religious orientation are then 
seen as intolerant and unwilling to engage in a dialogue.  

The alternative would be to stop telling Muslims (or Jews, or Christians) 
that they have to locate the liberal extreme of each individual faith, and to 
accept that non-Muslims have no standing to tell Muslims how to be pious, 
just as non-Jews will have no authority over Jews in such matters, or non-
Christians over Christians. Perhaps it is easier for orthodox Muslims to rec-
ognize their many similarities with orthodox Jews and traditional Christians, 
than to find common ground though dilution. The notion that weak Islam can 
meet weak Christianity is mainly popular with people who are neither Mus-
lims nor Christians, and easily manage to insult both with their advice that 
Muslims (or Christians) can only survive in our modern times by jettisoning 
their religious heritage.  

Typical for this European attitude is also a very strict imposition of politi-
cally correct views on important moral issues. Europeans do not only tell the 
Muslims (and Jews or Christians) that they better water down their faith in 
order to fit into modern society, but also impose only one correct view on 
issues such as sexual orientation, pre-marital sex or divorce. An alternative 
could be that Islamic (Jewish or Christian) schools continue to teach tradi-
tional notions, possibly including that homosexuality is frowned upon by 
God and that pre-marital sex is not moral behavior, as long as they also teach 
tolerance for other views and compete with other schools that base their 
foundations on different ethics, including a humanistic ethic. Such schools 
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exist in many peaceful East Asian countries, and the governments (or over-
seas exam boards) set common exams that steer clear from moral issues.50 

If tolerance of different acceptable comprehensive worldviews were the 
leading value in society, there would be less need to enforce politically fash-
ionable views on sensitive moral issues. As mentioned, Singapore and Ma-
laysia have electorates that hold strong views about issues such as homo-
sexuality and pre-marital sex, and a sensible public policy could consist in 
de-criminalization and promoting tolerance, rather than trying to impose top-
down today’s politically correct view from the West. 

Does Malaysia have a culture of compromise? The political system has 
built-in stabilizers that will not work for all times, but have at least been 
effective over the first fifty years of independence (with only one tragic ex-
ception in 1969). According to Fui K. Soong, director of the Malayan Chi-
nese Association (MCA) think-tank, the different groups in the governing 
coalition need to hold hands, since: 

 
� If Malays make up more than 75 percent of the voters in a constitu-

ency, UMNO risks losing to PAS, the conservative Islamic party; 
 
� If Chinese make up more than 70 percent of the voters, the govern-

ing partner MCA loses to the Chinese opposition party DAP (this 
happened in 9/10 cases in the last election); 

 
� Both the Malay UMNO party and its Chinese partner MCA there-

fore need seats where Malays and Chinese are roughly balanced; 
 
� In Sabah, Malays make up a small minority of the voters, so the go-

vernment needs support from other ethnic groups; (Soong, 2007) 

Maintaining a tolerant society is an ongoing effort, and some Malaysians 
feel that their country has lost some of its multicultural touch. Critical author 
Rehman Rashid eloquently recalls the beauty and the potential of Malaysia, 
but uses the past tense to indicate some fear of deterioration:  

“There was in Malaysia, as nowhere else, a balance ...The Indigene had not 
been hounded to the brink of cultural extinction by the Immigrant, as ...in 
Australia or America. Nor had the Immigrant been bludgeoned into capitula-
tion by the Indigene, as in Indonesia, or swallowed whole, digested and ab-
sorbed, as in the Philippines and Thailand. 

No: in Malaysia, Indigene and Immigrant were more evenly matched than 
anywhere else in the world – it was when the British went home in 1957, lit-
erally a 50:50 split.” (Rashid, 1993: 14) 

                               
50 The university I work at has a few compulsory classes in Malay history and culture but only 
for Malay (Muslim) students and results to not influence the degree. 
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Malaysia's prime minister advocates the concept of Islam Hadhari, which is 
not a new sect, but simply a serious attempt to extract general ethical princi-
ples from Islamic teachings that should be acceptable to non-Muslim fellow 
citizens – quite similar to what Rawls describes as the rules of “public rea-
son”.51 The WVS results for Malaysia are reassuring in this respect – see 
Section II, and the country stands out among comparable nations (Section
III). I believe that the actual history of the past 50 years is supportive as well 
of a culture of tolerance and diversity that should be maintained as the coun-
try continues to develop.  

                               
51 (see http://www.islamonline.net/english/Contemporary/2005/03/Article01.shtml for a defi-
nition and a summary). 
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HENNIE KOTZÉ AND CARLOS GARCÍA-RIVERO  
 
7.  
Islam and Democracy:  
Arab Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa Compared52 

The link between Islam and democracy has been developed extensively in 
recent times in an attempt to discern whether Muslim values are compatible 
with liberal democracy or not. In this field of research, divergent conclusions 
have been reached. In the same line of research, it has also been maintained 
that other factors such as poverty, human rights abuses and ethnic/religious 
diversity may similarly inhibit democratization. Most of these studies have, 
however, relied on the analysis of public attitudes, leaving elite attitudes 
unattended. This lacuna in the research has occurred despite the fact that 
elite attitudes and roles are of much importance in democratization proc-
esses. 

In this chapter, values and attitudes towards democracy are compared in 
several countries in Africa at both elite and mass public levels. Hence, i) we 
analyze whether democratic attitudes in Muslim-majority and non-Muslim 
majority countries differ; ii) we analyze whether these differences are attrib-
utable to Muslim values as such, or are the result of other underlying factors 
such as poverty, human rights abuses or religious diversity. 

The study is a quantitative analysis that makes extensive use of survey 
data gathered in African countries both at the elite and mass levels. 

Introduction 
In recent years, scholarly attention has shifted towards the relationship be-
tween Islam and democracy, aiming at analyzing the (in)compatibility of 
liberal democratic principles and Muslim values. Indeed, the debate as to 
whether Islam is inherently hostile to democracy is not new, but has attracted 
special attention since the events of September 11th. Significantly, however, 
there are as many researchers who argue that democracy is incompatible 
                               
52 A previous version of this chapter was presented at the XX World IPSA Congress, Fukuo-
ka, Japan, July, 2006. © Hennie Kotzé & Carlos García-Rivero 
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with Islam (Karatnycky, 2002; Miller, 1997; Chourei, 1996; Waterbu-
ry,1994; Kedourie, et al., 1997) as there are those who maintain that there is 
nothing in Islam inherently incompatible with democracy. (An-Naim Abdul-
lahi, 1996; Esposito and Voll, 1996; Tessler, 2002, 2003; Rose, 2002; Ela-
chmi Hamdi, 1996; Al-Fraizat, 2003) 

In its 2002 report, the Freedom House (2002: 7; Karatnycky, 2000) in-
cluded a special section on “freedom and the Islamic world: the democracy 
gap”, in which it is stated that “a non-Islamic state is nearly three times more 
likely to be democratic than an Islamic state”.53 As Freedom House (2002; 
Karatnycky, 2004) points out, not one of the 16 Arab states in the Middle 
East and North Africa is an electoral democracy. Thus, while over the last 
two decades the so-called ‘third wave’ of democracy has swept the non-
Islamic world, the number of countries considered ‘not free’ in the Islamic 
world has increased significantly. Karatnycky (2002: 99) observed that the 
2001 Freedom House Survey54 showed that there is a significant “gap in the 
state of freedom and democracy between majority-Muslim countries – par-
ticularly the Arab states” and other countries of the world. 

In the 2006 Freedom House report it was shown that, in sub-Saharan Africa, 
things do not look any better, with 14 sub-Saharan countries being classified as 
‘not-free’ (29%), 11 as ‘free’ (23%), and 23 as ‘partly free’ (48%). In the Middle 
East and North Africa, 11 countries were ‘not-free’ (61%), 1 country was ‘free’ 
(6%), and 6 were ‘partly free’ (33%). In the same report it was noted that, in 
Muslim-majority countries worldwide, 3 countries are ‘free’ (7%), 23 ‘not-free’ 
(50%), and 20 ‘partly-free’, whereas 10 years ago, the figures were: 1 country 
‘free’ (2%), 32 ‘not-free’ (70%), and 13 ‘partly-free’ (28%). 

Although African Muslim-majority countries are mostly found in Arab 
Africa, a significant number of followers of Islam also reside in sub-Saharan 
Africa. As noted in the figures above, both Arab and sub-Saharan African 
countries generally do not present ideal models of liberal democracy. The 
question therefore arises whether this lack of democracy is due to Muslim 
values as such, or is simply a consequence of other factors currently charac-
terizing the African landscape (i.e. poverty, human rights abuses, ethnic / 
religious diversity etc.). 

Against this background, this chapter examines the effect of Islam on atti-
tudes towards democracy at the elite and mass public levels in Africa. Public 
attitudinal data collected in several African countries, both from Arab and 
sub-Saharan Africa, will be analyzed for this purpose. First, the methodology 
of the study will be presented, followed by an analysis of the data, and some 
tentative conclusions.  

                               
53 Inglehart and Norris (2003) refute this argument. 
54 The 2003 survey yielded similar results, with only Yemen showing vague democratic ad-
vances in terms of political rights and civil liberties (Karatnycky, 2004: 86). Findings in 2006 
were similar to those in previous reports. 
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Methodology 
The research takes the form of a quantitative analysis making extensive use 
of survey data. For the analysis at the mass public level, the World Values 
Survey has been used, while for the elite analysis we make use of the Afri-
can Leadership (Elite) Survey.  

The Elite Surveys were undertaken in a total of seven African countries, 
although the current study focuses exclusively on Algeria, Uganda, Zim-
babwe, and South Africa.55 In the South African case, the Centre for Interna-
tional and Comparative Politics (Stellenbosch University) drew up the sam-
pling list, while in the other countries the lists were constructed by research 
agencies in collaboration with experts on local politics. The survey was quo-
ta controlled in terms of the societal sectors selected in the different coun-
tries. In South Africa, 566 respondents were interviewed, while in Uganda 
only 97 respondents participated in the survey. Between 120 and 140 re-
spondents completed the interview in Algeria and Zimbabwe. Carefully cho-
sen reputable survey companies were contracted to carry out the surveys in 
the different countries during October-November 2002. Respondents were 
contacted via telephone to set up an appointment for an interview. As part of 
the introduction, they were sent a letter highlighting the main objectives of 
the survey and pointing out the confidential nature of the interview. Al-
though the questionnaire was a self-administration type, face-to-face inter-
views were conducted to prevent high substitution rates. No incentives were 
given to the respondents for their participation, although they were promised 
a complimentary copy of the final report. To our knowledge this is the first 
time an elite survey has been conducted in Africa with such broad cover-
age.56  

An institutional or positional approach was employed for the selection of 
the elites.57 Such a positional approach implies that the sector from which 
elites are selected must be regarded as important by experts on the African 
political scene in terms of the power and influence it has in terms of policy 
issues (for example, parliament, the civil service, or the business sector). The 
sector should also be regarded as important if it fulfills some or other formal 
representative function (for example, churches and trade unions). Operation-
                               
55 Because of the high cost of completing the entire questionnaire in Nigeria, certain variables 
had to be excluded and were therefore not available for analysis in this study. Although not all 
African countries were covered by the elite survey, we believe that the countries which have 
been included provide a representative sample of diverse regimes. Regarding the mass level, it 
was not possible to include Senegal as no World Value Survey was conducted here. Senegal 
was included in the Afrobarometer, but was not yet available for secondary analysis at the 
time of writing. 
56 See Kotzé and Steyn (2003) for an overview of the entire 7-nation study.  
57 Some years ago the literature on elites was characterized by a fierce debate on the merits of 
the various criteria for the selection of elites. However, these days the ‘positional approach’ to 
the selection of elites is widely regarded as one of the best methods of selection. See Hoff-
man-Lange (1987). 
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ally, we define elites as comprising those people who fill top positions in the 
“largest and most resource-rich political, governmental, economic, profes-
sional, communications and cultural institutions in society” (Field, Higley 
and Burton, 1990: 153). 

In order to compare the elite views with those of the mass public, we 
made use of data collected in the above-mentioned African countries during 
the 2001 World Values Survey. 58 Afrobarometer data was also used in order 
to include Mali and Kenya at the mass level. The use of three different sur-
veys in this analysis necessitated the use of different item wordings whilst 
measuring certain concepts (for instance, different wordings were used in 
measuring “democratic support”). Nevertheless, we believe that in each case 
the item wordings59 capture the same reality.
                               
58 For details and data from the World Value Survey 2001 see Inglehart (2004). 
59 For the masses, World Value Survey and Afrobarometer data were used. In the WVS 
(South Africa, Zimbabwe, Uganda, Senegal, Tanzania, Nigeria, Morocco, Algeria, Egypt) the 
variable measuring democratic support was v167: “I’m going to describe various types of 
political systems and ask what you think about each as a way of governing this country. Wo-
uld you say it is a very good, fairly bad or very bad way of governing this country? Having a 
democratic political system”; religious affiliation, v184: “Do you belong to a religious deno-
mination? If yes: Which one?” Religion was recoded into a dichotomous variable, value “1” 
meaning “Muslim” and “0” meaning “Other”; respect for human rights was measured with 
variable v173: “How much respect is there for individual human rights nowadays in [coun-
try]? Do you feel there is… A lot of respect for individual human rights, Some respect, Not 
much respect, No respect at all?”; economic situation, v80: “How satisfied are you with the 
financial situation of your household? If "1" means you are completely dissatisfied on this 
scale, and "10" means you are completely satisfied, where would you put your satisfaction 
with your household's financial situation?”. In the Afrobarometer data for Kenya, the variable 
measuring democratic support was q38: “Which of these three statements is closest to your 
own opinion? A: Democracy is preferable to any other kind of government, B: In some cir-
cumstances, a non-democratic government can be preferable, C: For someone like me, it 
doesn’t matter what kind of government we have”; religious affiliation, q85: “What is your 
religion, if any?”; economic situation, q1a: “Let’s begin by talking about economic condi-
tions. In general, how would you describe the present economic conditions of this country?”; 
a variable measuring respect for human rights was not available.  
In the Afrobarometer data (for Mali), the variable measuring democratic support was q34: 
“Which of these three statements is closest to your own opinion? A: Democracy is preferable 
to any other kind of government, B: In some circumstances, a non-democratic government 
can be preferable, C: For someone like me, it doesn’t matter what kind of government we 
have”; economic situation was measured with variable q90 “Are ________’s [respondent's 
identity group] economic conditions worse, the same as, or better than other groups in the 
country”; religious affiliation, q5: “What is your religion, if any?”; a variable measuring 
respect for human rights was not available.  
In the elite analysis the exact variables and wordings were as follows: Democratic support 
was measured with variable v308: “Please give us your views on the following statements 
regarding democracy and opposition politics in [country]. Indicate to what extent you agree or 
disagree with them: All this country needs is one political party to govern the country” (refu-
sal of this statement is understood as democratic support). Unfortunately there was no direct 
measure of democracy included in the questionnaire); religious affiliation was measured with 
variable v335: “If you consider yourself religious, what is your religious preference”, econo-
mic situation, v342: “How satisfied are you with the financial situation of your household? If 
“1” on the scale means you are completely “dissatisfied” and “10” means you are completely 
“satisfied”, where would you put your level of satisfaction with your household’s financial 
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Analysis 
We begin by analyzing support for Islam in various African countries and 
surveying the level of freedom in these respective countries. Table 7.1 pre-
sents the percentage of Muslim people in both Arab and sub-Saharan African 
countries, as well as the state of freedom in these countries. The results do 
not seem to auger well for democratization on the continent, as they clearly 
indicate that most of the countries are “not free”. However, the fact that 
some of the countries where Islam is not the main religion are “not free” or 
“partly free”, while Mali and Senegal, both Muslim-majority countries, are 
“free”, places some doubt on an apparent link between Islamic values and a 
lack of freedom. 

                                                                                                                             
situation?”; human rights in the country was measured with variable v313: “How much re-
spect is there for individual human rights nowadays in [country]?”. To reiterate, although not 
identical, we believe the different variables measure the same underlying concepts. 
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Table 7.1. Islam & Freedom in Africa 

Country % Muslim 
population Freedom  Country % Muslim 

population Freedom 

Algeria  99 Not free  Kenya  10 Partly free 

Angola  - Not free  Lesotho  - Free 

Benin  20 Free  Liberia  20 Partly free 

Botswana  - Free  Madagascar  7 Partly free 

Burkina
Faso  50 Partly free  Malawi  12.8 Partly free 

Burundi  10 Partly free  Mali  90 Free 

Cameroon  20 Not free  Mauritania  100 Partly free 

Cape Verde  - Free  Morocco  98.7 Partly free 

Central 
African 
Republic  

15 Partly free  Mozambique 17.8 Partly free 

Chad  51 Not free  Namibia  - Free 

Comoros  98 Partly free  Niger  80 Partly free 

Congo, 
Democratic 
Republic of 
the 

10 Not free  Nigeria  50 Partly free 

Congo, 
Republic of 
the  

2 Partly free  Rwanda  4.6 Not free 

Country % Muslim 
population Freedom  Country % Muslim 

population Freedom 

Cote d'Ivoi-
re  35-40 Not free  Sao Tome 

and Principe - Free 

Djibouti  94 Partly free  Senegal  94 Free 
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Table 7.1. (Continued) 

Country % Muslim 
population Freedom  Country % Muslim 

population Freedom 

Egypt  90 Not free  Sierra Leone 60 Partly free 

Equatorial 
Guinea  - Not free  Somalia  100 Not free 

Eritrea  ? Not free  South Africa 1.5 Free 

Ethiopia  45-50 Partly free  Sudan  70 Not free 

Gabon  - Partly free  Tanzania  
35 (Zanzi-
bar - more 
than 99) 

Partly free 

Gambia, 
The 90 Partly free  Togo  20 Not free 

Ghana  16 Free  Trinidad and 
Tobago  5.8 Free 

Guinea  85 Not free  Tunisia  98 Not free 

Guinea-
Bissau  45 Partly free  Uganda  16 Partly Free 

Guyana  10 Partly free  Zambia  
Muslim 

and Hindu 
24-49 

Partly free 

   Zimbabwe  Less than 1 Not free 

Source: Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook, 2004 
Freedom ratings: Freedom House Annual Report, 2006 
Muslim-majority countries are italicized 

In an attempt to go beyond these initial results, we have looked at the levels 
of support for democracy at both elite and mass levels in various Muslim-
majority and non-Muslim majority countries. The results are presented in 
Table 7.2, and, once again, seem to refute the idea that Muslims as such do 
not endorse democracy. In the African countries analyzed below, both Mus-
lim-majority and non-Muslim majority countries seem to endorse democracy 
to a similar extent.  
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Table 7.2. Democratic support in Africa – Mass & Elite publics 
(Muslim-majority countries have been italicized)  

% Democratic Support Country 
Mass Elites 

South Africa 89.8 95.9 
Zimbabwe 88.0 94.0 
Tanzania 92.9 N.A. 
Uganda 93.0 82.6 
Kenya 80.3 68.2 
Nigeria  95.3 N.A. 
Egypt  98.8 N.A. 
Morocco 95.8 N.A. 
Algeria  92.7 87.0 
Senegal  N.A. 90.2 
Mali 60.7 N.A. 

Source: African Elites Survey (all Elite Surveys available); Afrobarometer (Mali, 
Kenya); World Values Survey (South Africa, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Uganda, Nige-
ria, Egypt, Morocco, Algeria) 

The results analyzed above are, however, in the form of aggregate data pre-
sented at the country level. The next step is, therefore, to analyze whether 
belief in Islamic principles affects democratic support at the individual level. 
Tables 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5 present the results of regressing democratic support 
on the following variables: endorsement of Islam, satisfaction with the eco-
nomic conditions of the country, 60 and satisfaction with the level of respect 
for human rights in the country. 61  

                               
60 For countries where World Value Survey data was used (South Africa, Zimbabwe, Tanza-
nia, Uganda, Nigeria, Egypt, Morocco, Algeria), satisfaction with own economic conditions; 
for countries using Afrobarometer data, satisfaction with economic conditions of the country 
(Kenya) and satisfaction with the economic situations of the respondent’s identity group 
(Mali); for the elites, satisfaction with own financial situation. 
61 In Nigeria (elites), and Kenya, Senegal and Mali (masses) the question was either not avai-
lable or all cases were missing. 
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Results indicate that, amongst the mass public in four sub-Saharan African 
countries (Tanzania, Uganda, Nigeria and Kenya), Muslim people do not 
seem to support democracy (in Senegal and Zimbabwe there were no cases, 
and in South Africa the results were insignificant). It should, however, be 
noted that these results are to be analyzed with caution, as it is not clear 
whether respondents are rejecting their current democracies or an ideal con-
cept of liberal democracy – this remains to be investigated, but goes beyond 
the scope of this study.  

In addition to the impact of religious affiliation, the results also show that 
satisfaction with the economic conditions of the country has a significant 
impact on support for democracy in countries such as Kenya and Uganda (at 
the mass level), and in South Africa and Kenya (at the elite level). Overall, 
this economic variable seems to be more prevalent than religion when ex-
plaining democratic support in sub-Saharan Africa. “Satisfaction with re-
spect for human rights” also seems to play an important role in explaining 
support for democracy in the respective countries. It appears to be significant 
at the mass level in Nigeria, Uganda, Algeria, South Africa and Zimbabwe. 
At the elite level, it is significant in Kenya, South Africa, Zimbabwe and 
Uganda.62 

A further interesting trend which emerges is that, in Arab Africa, being 
Muslim seems to have no effect on democratic support amongst the masses. 
In this respect, it is worth noting that Arab Africa is generally characterized 
by much greater religious homogeneity than sub-Saharan Africa. According 
to numerous scholars, ethnic diversity generally seems to negatively affect 
democratic stability (Mudde, 1999; Gibson, McAllister and Swenson, 2002; 
Gibson, et al., 2002), with this argument similarly applying to religious di-
versity.  

In order to provide a more detailed analysis of this dynamic, Table 7.6 
shows the number of religions prevalent in each country (as revealed by our 
data), and the percentage of Muslims in these respective countries. The 
countries which are presented in bold are those where Islam proved to have a 
strong relationship with the rejection of democracy (see Tables 7.3, 7.4 and 
7.5).  

                               
62 The independent variables analysed in this chapter were included in different models, with 
“religious affiliation” being included in the first model, while “satisfaction with economic 
conditions” and “satisfaction with respect for human rights” were included in the second 
model. No relationship was found between the religious affiliation variable in the first model 
and the variables in the second model (i.e. when the effect appeared in the first model, it 
remained in the second one). 
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Table 7.6. Democratic support of Muslim people in Africa 
Mass Elites 

Country No. of  
Religions  % Muslim No. of  

Religions  % Muslim 

South Africa 7 1.8 10 1.2 
Zimbabwe 9 0 8 1.5 
Tanzania 7 40.1 N.A. N.A. 
Uganda 7 16.9 N.A. N.A. 
Kenya 21 8.2 4 0 
Nigeria  4 31.7 8 20.8 
Egypt  2 93.9 N.A. N.A. 
Morocco 2 99.9 N.A. N.A. 
Algeria  N.A. N.A. 2 93.6 
Senegal  N.A. N.A. 5 77.3 
Mali 7 90 N.A. N.A. 

Source: African Elite Survey (all countries included in the Elite Survey); Afro-
barometer (Mali, Kenya); World Values Survey (South Africa, Zimbabwe, Tanza-
nia, Uganda, Nigeria, Egypt, Morocco, Algeria); 
N.A: Not available in the survey or all cases missing values. 

The table above indicates that, in countries where there is religious diversity 
and the percentage of Muslims is relatively high, being Muslim seems to 
affect democratic support. In other words, the countries where Muslims 
seem to reject democracy are those where the greatest religious diversity is 
found. Mali proves to be an exception, having a high level of religious diver-
sity (7) and a large proportion of Muslims (90%), yet showing no relation-
ship between being Muslim and the rejection of democracy.  

Despite this exception, as well as limitations in the availability of data, 
one could however infer from the remaining cases that it is not Islam as such 
which affects support for democracy, but rather the fact that religious diver-
sity is prevalent in these countries. At the elite level, however, it is more 
difficult to test this hypothesis as there are insufficient valid cases to allow 
for thorough analysis. 

Although Table 7.6 merely provides a descriptive account of the relation-
ship between ethnic diversity and support for democracy, this link seems to 
be inherently related to the so-called cultural requirements of democracy63 
and, more specifically, the concept of tolerance. Indeed, tolerance is gener-
ally regarded as a basic prerequisite for democratic consolidation. As Gibson 
et al. (1992: 337) note, “no single democratic value has received as much 
attention from empirical theorists as has political tolerance”. Tolerance is 
typically thought of as “an essential ingredient of democratic politics. With-

                               
63 On the cultural requirements for democracy see the classic Almond and Verba (1963) as 
well as Rice & Feldman (1997); Oldfield (1990) and Welch (1993). 
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out tolerance, widespread contestation is impossible, regime legitimacy is 
imperilled and numbing conformity prevails” (Gibson, et al., 1992: 337; 
Gibson, 1996: 3). This is especially relevant in divided societies, such as 
those in sub-Saharan Africa, where religious and ethnic divisions decrease 
the levels of tolerance, possibly resulting in the rejection of democracy by 
religious groupings such as Muslims in these countries. 

In sub-Saharan Africa, religious diversity has led to confrontation on nu-
merous occasions, especially after independence was achieved. For instance, 
in Nigeria, after 16 years of oppressive military rule, democracy was re-
stored in 1999. Soon thereafter, however, the northern state of Zamfara es-
tablished Islamic law or Sharia. The same religious policy was applied by 
other states in the northern part of the country to the dismay of Christians 
and other non-Muslim peoples. This politicization of Islam served to weaken 
efforts of national integration and democratization in the country.64 Such 
processes of religious confrontation were also found in other countries such 
as Uganda and Sudan, severely affecting the state-building process and de-
mocratic development. Political tolerance, therefore, seems to be a prerequi-
site if democracy is to survive and consolidate in religiously diverse socie-
ties. 

Conclusions 
The debate on whether Islam negatively affects democracy has been height-
ened in recent times in an attempt to discern whether the lack of democracy 
in Muslim-majority countries is, in fact, due to distinct anti-democratic val-
ues which are prevalent in Islam. In the many studies conducted in the field, 
diverging conclusions have been reached. 

In this chapter, we have analyzed the possible relationship between de-
mocratic support and Islamic religious affiliation, in conjunction with other 
possible explanatory variables (e.g. economic situation, level of respect for 
human rights in the country and religious diversity). Two main findings have 
emerged, the first being that factors such as respect for human rights as well 
as satisfaction with economic conditions are more common factors through-
out Africa when explaining democratic support than Islam as such.  

Secondly, although only on a descriptive level, it was found that Islam 
only seems to be an important factor in the rejection of democracy in coun-
tries where there is a high level of religious diversity. At a glance, religious 
diversity seems to show strong links to political tolerance as a cultural re-
quirement for democracy. 

Although this chapter has provided fascinating initial insights into the re-
lationship between Islam and democratic support, further research is, how-
ever, necessary to provide a more holistic understanding of the various dy-
                               
64 see Omo-Bare, 2006  
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namics involved. As our research has shown, further analysis of the effects 
of religious diversity, as well as economic conditions and human rights 
abuses may shed much-needed light on democratization processes in both 
Arab and sub-Saharan Africa. The addition of these social, cultural and eco-
nomic factors to the analysis of the relationship between Islam and democ-
racy will clearly contribute to establishing a more nuanced picture of the role 
of Islam on the African continent.  
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PART IV � Consolidating Democracy in Latin 
America 

 183 



 

 



MARITA CARBALLO 
 
8.  
The Cultural Values of Argentines 

About a century ago, the Argentine project promised to challenge for a place 
between economies such as Canada or Australia, and lured immigrants and 
capital from Europe. Today, however, Argentina’s per capita GDP accounts 
for approximately one fifth of these countries’ product, and, in the light of 
the difficulties faced by the country, many descendants of those immigrants 
return, or wish to return, to the lands of their forbears.  

According to the IMF’s World Economic Outlook (September 2006), the 
projection for per capita GDP shows that, in 2007, the figure for Argentina 
would be about US$ 6,548, as against Australia’s 37,980 and Canada’s 
41,347 in US Dollar terms. Back in 1900, Argentina matched Canada (U$S 
2,756, and 2,758) and trailed Australia (U$S 4,300). 

The explanations for such a big divergence and poor performance — 
which may be summarized in the low and erratic growth rate — stemmed 
from the debate about the characteristics of the economic models used, but 
later moved on to the political environment and the quality and operation of 
institutions. It was observed that technically well-designed institutions were 
incapable of absorbing the economic, political and social shocks that oc-
curred in Argentina during the twentieth century.  

A quick overview of the last century presents a country with low institu-
tional quality � a political system which embraced democracy, only to see it 
systematically suppressed or corrupted soon afterwards; a division of powers 
overwhelmed by the political muscle of the Executive branch, thus affecting 
institutional quality; and a society not only scarcely concerned about it, but 
also somehow feeling comfortable with the state of affairs.  

On the socio-economic level, such circumstances are hardly propitious for 
any investment or development process; they promote an unequal distribu-
tion of income and prosperity, and are, in the long term, a factor of instabil-
ity that makes governance difficult. As the economic, political and institu-
tional explanations fail to satisfactorily depict the current Argentine situa-
tion, it is worth analyzing the cultural values underlying our complex situa-
tion, and studying its evolution in the last twenty-five years.  
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Looking at the educational system, we observe that, in recent decades, it 
was subjected to a greater stress since its natural role of educating future 
generations was now accompanied by the role of social contention, serving 
as the channel to assist the poor at the expense of educational excellence 
goals. The simultaneous restriction on economic, human and social capital 
may prove limiting in the future. 

The INDEC official statistics bureau reported that the 2001 National Cen-
sus revealed that, taking into account a sample of 26,012,435 people above 
the age of 15 years old, just 36% completed primary school, 21% high scho-
ol, and a dismal 5.7% college education. Not only did these governmental 
figures highlight a drop-out rate of 15 percentage points in the transit from 
primary to high school, but also that only 21% of the population over 15 had 
a high-school degree. 

It is no surprise that the INDEC also reported that, in the last quarter of 
2006, businesses complained about a lack of labor force due to the lack of 
the basic knowledge to fill the available positions. The figures of the official 
Unsatisfied Job Demand are mainly focused on the “operative” category 
(37.5%), followed by “technicians” (34.6%), and “professionals” (27.9%).  

Since 1984, a worldwide values study coordinated by the World Values 
Survey (WVS), which in Argentina was conducted by TNS Gallup Argen-
tina, allowed a thorough approach – through personal and household inter-
views – to the values and beliefs in our society. Furthermore, the following 
waves in 1991, 1995, 2000 and 2006, made it possible to track the results. 
The frequency of this study is between five to ten years, due to the fact that 
values, conversely to opinions, change more slowly from generation to gen-
eration. It is thanks to the data gathered through this and subsequent studies 
that it is possible to shed some light on the analysis of the Argentine values. 

Argentines and Politics 
In the 2006 wave, we found a significant increase in national pride in respect 
to previous waves of the WVS, with 92% of respondents proud of being 
Argentines (61% very proud), compared with 90% recorded in 1999, and 
85% in 1995. This increase is partly due to the high consensus obtained by 
the Argentine President, Néstor Kirchner, whose approval rating in 2006 
reached seventy percent. 

The social and educational backgrounds of those surveyed are related to 
the feelings regarding national pride. Most educated respondents and the 
upper class are less proud of being Argentines (only 45% and 55% felt very 
proud). On the contrary, the feeling was stronger in the hinterland than in the 
city of Buenos Aires. 

By the time this study was conducted, there was a greater proportion of 
Argentines feeling proud of their nationality, compared to the populations of 
other countries where the WVS was surveyed, where on average, 56% were 

 186 



proud. Although Chile, Brazil, and the US had similar figures to those of 
Argentina, other countries such as Spain, France, and Italy showed lower 
percentages. 

Argentines’ high levels of pride must be interpreted in the context of their 
sense of belonging to the community they lived in: in 1999, 42% pointed to 
‘Argentina as a whole’, while 31% preferred the “town or city where they 
live”, and 14% “the province or region where they live.” The rest of the an-
swers were distributed between Latin America (4%), and the whole world 
(9%). From a temporal perspective, the proportion of those who feel they 
belong to Argentina as a whole has decreased in favor of an increase in the 
feeling of belonging to cities or provinces. 

The increase in pride at being Argentine and in one’s local roots showed a 
very interesting phenomenon: the globalization process, far from generating 
a greater territorial detachment, triggered a greater regional identification, 
which was expressed in other parts of the world as a growth in nationalism. 
Globalization and localization coexisted as part of the same process. 

However, when the analysis was focused on the form of government and 
the functioning of the institutions, we found a very marked dichotomy. With 
values superior to those of Brazil or Chile, 91% of Argentines considered 
democracy as the best form of government, although they were very critical 
regarding the performance of institutions – they had a very poor opinion 
about them, considerably below the world average. Less than 10% of society 
trusted the three powers of the State, whilst in Latin America the average 
ranged between 20% and 30%. Unions and political parties were among the 
least trusted, and the press showed a downward trend, although still keeping 
a higher level of confidence. In addition to this, the recurrent crisis had less-
ened the trust of Argentines in other two important players: the monetary 
authorities, and the financial institutions. Such low levels of trust were in 
tune with the tendency to accept governments with strong leadership and a 
low-key role for Congress. 
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Table 8.1. Percentage of the population which very much or fairly trust 
each institution 

INSTITUTION 1984 1991 1999 2006 
NGOs - - - 56 
The Church 47 46 60 55 
Educational system 56 38 - 44 
The government - - 20 38 
The press 47 27 37 36 
TV - - 32 33 
The Armed Forces 19 28 26 32 
Large Companies 36 24 24 25 
The Police Force 25 26 24 22 
The Judiciary  59 24 20 20 
The Parliament 73 16 11 14 
Political Parties - - 7 8 
Civil servants 50 7 7 8 
Unions 31 8 11 7 

Source: WVS –TNS-Gallup Argentina 

A significant proportion of the mistrust would be based on the widespread 
perception of poor public administration and corruption; at the end of the 
millennium, eight Argentines out of ten perceived a great deal of corruption 
among the public servants, that the country was ruled to benefit a few, and 
that little had been done to solve the problem of poverty. 

In line with this, it was not striking to find that Argentines had lost some 
interest in political matters compared to the enthusiasm prevailing immedi-
ately after democracy was restored in 1983; only 18% of the people were 
interested in politics in 1999. This proportion grew later when the economic 
situation started to deteriorate (28% in 2002), falling again after the crisis to 
22% in 2006. It still remained well below the 43% who showed interest in 
political matters in 1984. This should be considered separately from the fact 
that most Argentines consumed information about politics and often or spo-
radically speak about it with friends. 

Argentines perceive the existence of some form of tension between the 
principles of freedom and equality. Great thinkers and architects of the Ar-
gentine political system, enshrined in the National Constitution passed in the 
mid-XIX century, adopted an approach articulating the principles of political 
and economic freedoms (particularly on property rights) with equal opportu-
nities instrumented through the development of education and the encour-
agement of immigration. By the early twentieth century, political rights were 
improved (compulsory vote), and this was the prevailing regime, with more 
or less prolonged interruptions between 1930 and 1983, as was mentioned 
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before. In general terms, Argentine opinion about which is the most impor-
tant principle, personal freedom or equality, shows that freedom is the most 
important value, but there is also a persistent increase in the number of peo-
ple who prioritize equality throughout the last 20 years. The choice for 
equality grew from 35% in the 1980s, to 44% in 2006. The trend to prioritiz-
ing equality is higher among younger people, middle and middle-low 
classes, and among those with higher education.  

The absence of organized institutions capable of administering change 
and arbitrating conflicts constitutes a hurdle for Argentine society, especially 
given the difficulties the country faces in terms of overhauling the political 
and legal institutions in the near future. A new agenda needs to be agreed 
upon. 

As in other countries of Latin America, the recurrent periods of turmoil in 
the past years showed a trend towards greater popular participation in dem-
onstrations always within a reasonably peaceful context. Considering the 
low level of trust in institutions in general, this attitudinal change could be 
fostered by society’s perception of the lack of other channels for change. 

This is expressed in the Argentines greater involvement in non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) committed to social work. They, too, 
had been engaged in public rallies or protest actions aimed at getting effec-
tive answers to problems such as poverty, rising crime and the improvement 
of public security. Data shows that these areas were where Argentines were 
more dissatisfied with the role of the State, either at the national (federal) 
level or in the provincial (states) administrations, and thus where they were 
most willing to be actively engaged in seeking a “redress of grievances.” 

The call for change expressed by Argentines fell within a general frame-
work of peaceful complaints within a democratic framework. Eight out of 
ten Argentines wanted gradual changes, and a similar proportion disap-
proved of participating in factory occupations, illegal strikes or likewise 
measures. Moreover, 85% considered “unjustifiable” the use of violence 
towards political ends, and two thirds believed that seeking consensus rather 
than rigid leadership was important. 

However, dissatisfaction with government performance, the demand for 
gradual changes, and the trend toward greater involvement has not found a 
correlation in political involvement beyond the fact that casting a vote is 
compulsory by law – although seldom enforced. Here there is a textbook 
Catch-22 situation, derived from closed, crony-ruled political parties and the 
bad image which is the natural outcome of this scenario. Insiders want to 
maintain the status quo, and outsiders do not want to get involved for they 
believe that doing so lacks prestige. Consequently, the process of gradual 
reform is hampered since both groups appear as two islands separated by a 
huge river to cross, no bridge-builders in sight, and some would-be engineers 
that might master the tools of the trade but who may lack a true, democratic 
commitment. 
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The past eight or nine years witnessed the emergence of organizations 
that voice demands through direct actions by taking control of public spaces 
� roadblocks and the blocking of bridges by the so-called “picketers” being 
a paradigmatic example. This new form of protest is partly replacing trade 
union activities mainly due to the sharp fall of formal employment and the 
loss of trade union prestige in the 1990s. 

To summarize, Argentines believe the performance of their political insti-
tutions was low and had been declining for the past two decades – and, when 
compared to other countries, according to our survey, it was well below the 
worldwide average. But, despite their criticism of the state of things, eight 
out of ten Argentines wanted gradual changes, 85% considered “unjustifi-
able” the use of violence to achieve political ends, and two thirds believed in 
seeking consensus more than in strong leaderships, no matter their low par-
ticipation in the traditional channels for political representation.  

The Labor World 
The 1980s had a dual perspective for most Argentines. The positive face was 
the restoration of democracy; the negative was the economic turmoil derived 
from inflation and hyperinflation. The 1990s also showed a similar situation; 
the positive side was stability and integration to the world, the negative was 
the rise in unemployment (which peaked at 18.6 % amid an economic bubble 
soon to explode), and the perception that employment was much more vola-
tile than Argentines had been used to for decades.  

The spectacular 4.5% annual productivity growth of the US economy in 
the second half of the 1990s, which doubled the performance of the previous 
decade, is an indicator that must be taken into account. This was the frame-
work within which Argentina pushed through its own structural reform. Tra-
ditional labor frameworks and practices were drastically altered, and this fact 
is essential in order to fully understand the outcome of this research. 

In the early 1990s, Argentina experienced a deep change in the function-
ing of the economy — technically, a change in regime through five axes: 

i) Setting a price stability scenario, after several hyperinflationary peaks 
by the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s, by pegging the Argen-
tine Peso to the US Dollar at a one to one rate, the core of what was dubbed 
the “Convertibility Plan” designed by economic “czar” Domingo Cavallo. 

ii) Normalizing the situation with foreign creditors within the framework 
of the Brady Plan (Argentina had entered into debt default after the debt 
crisis by the early 1980s), which allowed the return to international capital 
markets, both by the Argentine State (federal and provincial) and private 
companies. In other words, the country allowed the almost free entry of capi-
tal investments in machinery, technology and production processes (FDI), by 
input of money in the equity market, and through privatizations or mergers  
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and acquisitions of existing business. In 1998, according to UNCTAD, Ar-
gentina received 24.1 billion US Dollars as Foreign Direct Investment. 

iii) Beginning a quick privatization process of state-owned companies, 
which had concluded by the mid-nineties, improving the quality and effi-
ciency of service provision, but producing a significant reduction in the 
workforce of these companies, in some cases because of productivity gains 
through the incorporation of state-of-the-art technology and processes. In 
theory, the laid-off workers were to have been absorbed by the private sec-
tor. This did not happen, and the shortcomings of the educational system and 
the lack of a flexible, easily accessed system of retraining had much to do 
with the sharp increase in unemployment. 

iv) Removing several restrictions to imports by opening up the economy, 
and removing or lowering tariff and non-tariff barriers. 

v) Introducing a more market-oriented approach regarding regulations as 
a key factor aimed at embracing a new economic philosophy in the context 
of globalization.  

When analyzing the world of work in the last two decades, we found that 
97% of Argentines –in line with Brazil and Mexico, but well above the 
world’s average (65%) or countries such as USA, Japan, or Canada- as-
signed work a quite, or very important role in their personal life, and the 
trend suggests that it is a profound attitude and a deep conviction, independ-
ent from the economic cycle and the fear of being made redundant.  

Table 8.2. Agreement with different statements related to the 
importance of work (%) 
STATEMENT 1999 2006 
To fully develop your talents, you need to 
have a job. 87 90 

Work should always come first, even if it 
means less free time. 75 82 

Work is a duty toward society. 78 81 

People who do not work become lazy. 76 78 
It is humiliating to receive money without 
working for it. 67 73 

Source: WVS –TNS-Gallup Argentina 

A majority of Argentines tended to agree with the notion that work is what 
makes life worth living, not leisure. If we give this proposal value 5, and the 
opposite one (leisure is what makes life worth living and not work) value 1, 
the estimated average of answers was 4.2, with 59% of the population fully 
agreeing with the great importance of work in life. The older the age group 
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surveyed, the higher the importance given to work vis-à-vis leisure. It de-
creased as the educational and socio-economic levels of the population in-
creased (3.8 and 3.6 university students in the upper class, respectively). It 
was also extremely higher in the towns in the hinterland than in the Federal 
District. This result was relevant, considering that 41% of Argentines also 
believed that the role of leisure time was very important in their lives (add-
ing those who consider it fairly important, we gathered 83% of the popula-
tion).  

Regarding the personal dimension, a very high consensus existed about 
the need of a job to develop talents; 90% of those surveyed very much or 
fairly agreed with this view, and this is the ruling perception at all population 
levels, although it slightly dropped in the Federal District. This proportion 
exceeded the world average and, in fact, Argentina was one of the countries 
(the eighth of 59) where this view was mostly held. 

In parallel, 78% of Argentines believed that people who do not work be-
came lazy. However, this figure dropped remarkably among people of the 
higher socio-economic level (67%), and with higher education (67%), and 
almost three quarters (73%) considered it was humiliating to receive money 
without working for it (in this case, at the highest economic level, this per-
centage dropped). In addition, both criteria were more widespread in Argen-
tina than in the group of countries where the WVS and EVS were surveyed, 
where on average two out of three believed that those who did not work be-
came lazy, and three out of five believed it was humiliating to receive money 
without working for it (in general, countries with figures above the mean 
corresponded to those of lower relative development). 

A last dimension of the working relations and the company is that refer-
ring to the approval (or disapproval) of pay disparity between people of the 
same age doing the same job – 52% of the Argentines considered the differ-
ence fair, as against 48% who thought it unfair, on the basis of efficiency. 
The position of those who consider both efficiency and remuneration to-
gether increased with the age of respondents, their educational level, and 
their socio-economic standing. It is important to notice that these percent-
ages reflect a measure of egalitarianism considerably higher than the one 
observed in Europe and other areas of the world. Half of Argentines sur-
veyed considered a differentiation of salaries based upon productivity as 
being fair, as against countries such as Brazil or Mexico, where the figure 
was 78%, and the world average of 81%, which could have negative effects 
over productivity. It is interesting to show the changes in opinion over time, 
as seen in the table below. 
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Table 8.3. “It is fair to pay better a quicker, more efficient and more 
reliable secretary”: Change in opinion over time 
STATEMENT 1984 1991 1995 1999 2006 
It is fair to pay better a quicker, 
more efficient and more reliable 
secretary 

74% 83% 72% 60% 52% 

Source: WVS –TNS-Gallup Argentina 

In this regard, Argentina showed a more egalitarian position than the average 
of the group of countries where similar studies were conducted, where, as 
mentioned before, eight out of ten believe that efficiency should be recog-
nized with a higher remuneration. In fact, only South Africa, Zimbabwe, and 
Norway showed lower percentages than those observed in Argentina in re-
spect of this situation. At the opposite end of the scale, in the US, the propor-
tion of those embracing “meritocracy” reached 91%, and in Japan 88%.  

When looking for a job, or on their own jobs, Argentines give the highest 
importance to secure jobs, with no risk of company closure or unemploy-
ment. Almost four out of seven put this in first place, at a similar level as 
perceiving a good income so that they do not have any worries about money. 
The figure for the feeling of accomplishment is significantly lower as is that 
for working with people they like.  

Table 8.4. Most important thing when looking for a job: Change in 
opinion over time 
Most important thing when looking for a 
job (%) 1995 1999 2006 
A safe job with no risk of company 
closure, or unemployment 35 42 38 

A good income so that you do not have 
any worries about money 26 26 37 

Doing an important job that gives you a 
feeling of accomplishment 24 19 13 

Working with people you like 15 13 12 

 Source: WVS –TNS-Gallup Argentina 

The search for secure labor options has led Argentines to give up the idea 
that work allows for developing people’s initiatives, and to an increase in the 
number of people who believed following instructions (orders, commands, to 
the letter) was a must (without being convinced).  

Argentines indicated the incentives for productivity or efficiency to a 
much lesser extent than in the past, which could be related to a combination 
of attitudinal change in view of the crisis (greater egalitarianism), or a deeper 
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change of values. The drop in the importance attributed to intrinsic motiva-
tion factors may entail consequences affecting productivity. 

Also, in connection with the deterioration of trust in institutions related to 
work, as mentioned before, the place left by unions has allowed the emer-
gence of other organizations or political parties which focused their appeal 
on direct action – mainly picketers movements - characterized by their af-
filiation with political organizations with little electoral support but great 
capacity to mobilize their members.  

Interpersonal Trust, Family and Religion 
Argentines are now more distrustful when forging relationship with others. 
The sequence of failures and frustrations registered in Argentina’s history, 
accumulated through time, feeds mistrust, skepticism, and the feeling of 
insecurity. When this is added to rising crime and physical insecurity, it is 
not surprising to find in the survey that 83% of respondents considered it 
necessary to be careful when dealing with people, and that 52% thought that 
others might take advantage of them. These values placed Argentina in posi-
tion 67 among 81 societies surveyed, close to countries such as South Africa, 
Macedonia, Uganda and Colombia. It was interesting to learn that Argen-
tines did not discriminate upon religious matters, race or ideology, but were 
more concerned about the potential difficulty and damage that someone 
might cause to them by putting their physical life in danger, or if the person 
involved had a criminal record. Argentines sought shelter in their intimate 
circle – family and friends - where they felt safe. In contrast, relations out-
side the family circle were not so common. 

In turbulent times, the main support in many societies is often the family 
and religion. The Argentines are not the exception. 

Despite the changes in the concept of family – much broader today that 
twenty years ago - some 67% of Argentines believe in the effective existence 
of the institution of marriage –in line with the world average, and below 
Brazil and Chile- although the proportion fell in the past decade, particularly 
among young people. Nine out of ten Argentines believe that children need 
both a father and a mother to be happy. These stances should be understood 
alongside the acceptance shown by many Argentines of single women hav-
ing children without a stable relationship (64%), and the divided opinions as 
to whether women need to have children to be fulfilled.  

The appreciation of the core role of the family, in general, and Argen-
tines’ tendency to see it as a source of support and refuge in times of turmoil, 
went along with the high percentage of Argentines who accepted reciprocal 
obligations between parents and children. In what seems to be a sound and 
articulated chain of inter-generational solidarity, parents should take care of 
their children even at the expense of their own well being (80%), and the 
latter owe love and respect to parents regardless of their qualities and faults 
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(nine out of ten). A high number of Argentines (88%) considered that both 
husband and wife should contribute to the household income, and support 
women’s participation in politics and college education. 

An interesting finding of the WVS is that religiousness among Argentines 
has grown considerably, in a gradual manner, over the past twenty years 
(from 62% in 1984, to 81% in 2006). Similar growth has occurred in the 
proportion of Argentines who devote time to contemplation or prayer, as 
well as those who believe in the existence of a true religion and who find 
God to be important in their lives (from 7.0 in 1984 to 8.3 in 2006). How-
ever, it would be a case of a more individual relationship with God, since 
attendance at church is low, in line with the global trend. 

Considering only those who said they belonged to any specific religion, 
world results show that almost four in ten people practiced their religion 
regularly, whilst six in ten did it sporadically or never. This revealed that, 
despite the high level of membership in different religions, broad sectors did 
not channel their feelings through established, traditional institutions, but 
through prayer and a personal relationship with God. This was verified by 
the fact that eight out of ten Argentines prayed or had moments of medita-
tion outside the framework of a church. 

The high level of Argentine spirituality goes alongside with the fact that, 
in 2006, 40% considered that it was impossible to draw clear guidelines 
about what was good and evil, saying that this depended on circumstances. 
In contrast, some 44% stated that these guidelines existed. Compared to 
1984 and 1991, the gap closed in favor of the latter stance. 

A great majority of Argentines believe in the existence of God (91%). In 
contrast, and as shown in Table 8.5, there are different levels of belief in life 
after death, in the devil, in hell and in sin. 

Table 8.5. Argentines and Religion 
 1984 1991 1995 1999 2006 
Importance of God in life 7.0 7.9 8.3 8.5 8.3 
Religious person 62% 70% 79% 81% 81% 
Weekly attendance at Church 21% 20% 24% 24% 21% 
Believe in life after death 44% 54% 64% 56% 54% 
Believe in the soul 62% 75% 82% 81% 80% 
Believe in the devil 34% 44% 50% 45% 53% 
Believe in hell 31% 38% 43% 40% 50% 
Believe in heaven  44% 65% 72% 76% 63% 
Believe in sin 49% 68% 74% 78% 65% 
Believe in Reincarnation 27% 44% - 42% 38% 

Source: WVS –TNS-Gallup Argentina 
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The changes in the religious attitudes of the Argentines surveyed showed the 
interaction of two factors. First, the trend towards ‘religiousness à la carte’ in 
a broad and competitive offer (the use of alternative practices has grown). 
Second, the need to seek protection in the institution of the Church (which 
performed an intensive support role) and in the direct relationship of each 
individual with God along with increased time devoted to reflecting upon the 
meaning and purpose of life. The striking point was the fact that no increase 
was observed regarding institutional involvement. The studies revealed a 
more individual and personal relationship with God. 

All in all, already used to dealing with situations of turmoil, Argentines are 
used to seeking protection in safer environments such as the family and reli-
gious values. They were worried, the survey showed, about labor prospects -- 
as happens in other countries facing technological changes, trade globalization 
and foreign investments flows which, at least in the industrial sector, cut the 
workforce, as well as the evolution of the domestic economic cycle. 

Argentine Values and the World 
Although “middle-of-the-road” positions are predominant in societies, socio-
logical theory and international experience suggest that societies move from 
one stage of materialism to another of post-materialism as economic devel-
opment rates increase, though this is not the only decisive factor. When ana-
lyzing the whole values structure and comparing it to the other 80 countries 
included in the WVS, we found that in Argentina in 1999, the proportion of 
post-materialist exceeded the world average. Argentine youths were among 
those with the highest proportions of post-materialists (the 2001 crisis modi-
fied these relations). 

The experience gained from previous research indicates that, although 
economic development tends to boost socio-cultural changes in a reasonably 
predictable direction, and there are significant differences among the struc-
tures of values according to each society’s economic level, each of these 
values are still unique. In fact, cultural changes reflect the historical experi-
ence and the incidence of other religious factors (secularization or religious-
ness seemed to play an important role), as well as political, social, techno-
logical and geographical ones, which go beyond the economic dimension. 

Obviously, one would expect that under economic ‘stress’ situations, so-
ciety would turn towards materialist values. And this analysis dimension 
gains special importance regarding Argentina not only because of its low 
economic performance through almost two thirds of the last century, but also 
because of the extraordinary volatility shown by its growth rate. In other 
words, the permanent ‘stop and go’ economic cycles could have had an in-
fluence on the formation of the country’s value structure, tinged with other 
factors mentioned in the previous paragraph. 
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Juan Diez Nicolás states that post-materialist values emerge as a collec-
tive answer to the environmental changes resulting from the industrialization 
process in almost all countries, increasing the material well-being of socie-
ties, but also posing serious and irreversibly damaging threats to the envi-
ronment. Therefore, changes in the environment exert an influence and lead 
to changes in a society’s system of values. 

In general, this structure of values was perceived in Argentine demands for 
autonomy regarding the meaning of life, their attitudes towards women’s role, 
the support for encouraging tolerance and the sense of responsibility in chil-
dren, their perception of the responsibilities between children and parents, the 
importance of the family and friends in life, and a certain propensity to accept 
prostitution and homosexuality in a similar proportion as in developed socie-
ties. On the other hand, materialist values such as national pride, the low level 
of trust in others, and the importance attached to stability at work seem to sug-
gest something of a barrier to the advance of post-materialists. 

Thus, it makes sense that materialists dropped from 26% in 1990, to 18% 
in the new millennium, but increasing to 29% in 2006, after the crisis, while 
post-materialists went from 20% to 26%, later falling to 14%. 

In turn, political difficulties and the low quality of institutions (especially, 
the mistrust against them, and the feeling of having neither protection nor 
due responses in the face of any emergency) constitute a factor of marked 
disappointment. From 2000 to 2003, Argentina had to cope with consider-
able blows both regarding the economy (null or negative investment rates, a 
staggering plunge in terms of GDP and personal income) and human capital 
(high unemployment and poverty rates). The major point is now to avoid 
further deterioration of social capital in terms of mutual trust and credibility 
� institutional improvement is absolutely necessary lest this goal is missed. 

Should a strengthened social capital be built, it will be easier to achieve 
consensus in defining attractive conditions for the working of a democratic 
system, encouraging growth of economic capital, and laying the basis of a 
worthwhile and sustainable job creation. The long-term structural values of 
Argentine society (family and democracy) lead us to think this task is feasi-
ble, but also that time is scarce and difficulties sprawl in the face of inaction. 

Lastly, the effort to examine Argentina’s structure of values and beliefs, as 
briefly outlined here, seeks to understand the Argentine people, to crack the 
“riddle”, to solve the puzzle and observe their behavior: how they think about 
different issues, and how their values and beliefs have evolved through time. 
All these issues will be critical when the time comes to think about projects for 
a “possible” country. It is an analysis born out of opinion, attitudes, values and 
behavior data that differs and complements the historical, philosophical and 
economic approach. In the end, this chapter intends to contribute to a better 
understanding of Argentina, with the hope that this approach will prove useful 
to all those who bear the responsibility for being part of the present and have a 
commitment to the future development of the country. 
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ALEJANDRO MORENO 
 
9.  
Changing Ideological Dimensions of Party 
Competition in Mexico, 1990-200665 

The increase of electoral competition in Mexico during the last 15 years goes 
hand in hand with significant changes in the Mexican electorate. One of 
them is a remarkable redistribution of the left-right self-placement scale 
commonly measured in survey research. Related to that, there is a change in 
the underlying meaning of left and right, from a regime cleavage that domi-
nated the early stages of party competition in the 1990s, to a left-right divide 
that increasingly relies on economic issues. In this chapter, I analyze how 
these changes influenced the formation of political coalitions in the 2000 and 
2006 presidential elections. A PAN presidential candidate won both races, 
but the winning coalitions were significantly different. PAN’s Vicente Fox 
defeated the ruling party, PRI, with a broad coalition that relied heavily on 
left, center, and center-right voters, whereas PAN’s Felipe Calderón defeated 
the leftist candidate López Obrador with a center-right coalition, drawing 
much fewer votes from the left than Fox. The analysis is based on four Mex-
ican samples of the World Values Surveys conducted from 1990 to 2005, and 
two national exit polls conducted during the presidential elections of 2000 
and 2006. A central finding in this paper is that strong citizen support for 
democracy, a central component of the regime cleavage, has lost signifi-
cance in explaining left and right voter positions in recent years. The asso-
ciation of ideological orientations with party support reflects the changing 
meanings of left and right in politics, a phenomenon observed in other new 
democracies as well. 

Survey research shows that the political identities of Mexicans have 
changed significantly during the last 15 years, as Mexico’s dominant party 
system was transformed into a competitive multi-party system. Along with 
remarkable changes in partisanship, there has been a redistribution of left-

                               
65 Earlier versions of this chapter were presented as papers at the meeting of the World Values 
Survey Association (WVSA), Istanbul, Nov. 3-4, 2006, the annual meeting of the American 
Political Science Association (APSA), Philadelphia, Aug. 31-Sept. 3, 2006. 
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right ideological identities among the electorate. Evidence from the World 
Values Surveys conducted in Mexico from 1990 to 2005 reveals that an in-
creasing number of respondents place themselves on a left-right scale, a di-
minishing proportion do so on the center, and an increasing proportion on 
the poles, but mainly on the right. This change could be interpreted, at first, 
as a growing polarization in a period of increasing political competition.  

Along with this ideological redistribution, a redefinition of the left-right 
terms has also taken place, leading to an “ideological realignment” of party 
electorates. Because left and right self-identifications tend to reflect the rele-
vant dimensions of political conflict in a specific context and time, this re-
definition is a clear sign of how the dynamics of party competition in Mex-
ico is changing from a regime cleavage based on views toward democracy 
and the former ruling party, to opposing views on economic orientations and 
social issues.  

There is evidence that left-right orientations were significantly related to 
political preferences and opinions in the 1988 and 1991 Mexican national 
elections (Domínguez and McCann, 1995), as well as in 1997 and 2000 
(Moreno, 2003). Since the 1980s, and at least until the 2000 election, sur-
veys of Mexican adults and voters showed a strong association of leftist 
ideological positions with preferences for political change and democratiza-
tion. In contrast, rightist positions represented more favorable views towards 
the ruling party and the status quo. Left and right positions of voters por-
trayed a regime cleavage, with pro-democratic views on the left and authori-
tarian views on the right (Moreno, 1999). However, after the 2000 election, 
when the PRI lost the presidency for the first time in seven decades, the re-
gime cleavage started to fade, allowing for a redefinition of left and right 
positions around other, social and economic issues. 

Apparently, changing political identities in Mexico reflect a more gener-
alized pattern of change in new democracies. Despite the long predominance 
of the Communist Party in the former Soviet Union, recent evidence not only 
shows that party identification has developed strongly in both Ukraine and 
Russia (Miller and Klobucar, 2000), but that left and right positions have 
also changed during their recent phases of democratic development. 

For example, views toward democracy were strong predictors of left-right 
views in the early stages of party competition in post-Soviet Ukraine, and 
they later reflected more economic orientations (Klobucar, Miller and Erb, 
2002); changing meanings of left and right have also been observed in the 
Russian electorate. As posited by some researchers, “evidence suggests that 
there has indeed been a dramatic change in the character of left and right in 
Russia. […] evidence relating to the ideological associations of left-right 
self-placement, which indicates that its meaning has to a large degree 
evolved as the political and economic transition has progressed” (Evans and 
Whitefield, 1998: 1026). While research on changing political identities has 
focused on several post-Communist democracies, scholarly work that ana-
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lyzes this phenomenon in Latin American new democracies is rather scarce. 
This chapter is an attempt to fill that gap. 

I analyze the transformation of left-right ideological identities of the Mex-
ican electorate, the elements that define such identities at different points in 
time, and the evolving relationship between left-right positions and party 
preferences. The data used here provide an understanding of recent presiden-
tial elections in Mexico, but an additional aim is to discuss the general theo-
retical implications of changing political identities in new democracies. I 
interpret the outcomes of the 2000 and 2006 presidential elections based on 
the types of electoral coalitions formed. Two different PAN presidential 
candidates won these elections, but their winning coalitions were signifi-
cantly different from each other. In 2000, Vicente Fox defeated the ruling 
party, PRI, carrying a significant proportion of the left vote — Fox actually 
outnumbered the “leftist” candidate, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, in that segment 
of the electorate (Moreno, 2006a). The electoral base of the PAN-led Alli-
ance for Change in 2000 was so ideologically and geographically broad that 
it was portrayed as a catch-all party (Magaloni and Moreno, 2003). Voting 
for a change in 2000 favored the PAN candidate.  

In contrast, the highly contested election of 2006 has a very different sto-
ry. The PAN candidate, Felipe Calderón, heavily depended on center-right 
and right-wing voters, and his performance among the leftist electorate, if 
compared to Fox’s six years earlier, was rather poor. The PRD candidate, 
Andrés Manuel López Obrador, carried most of the leftist vote this time. 
However, Calderón won comfortably on the right, an electorate that Fox had 
lost to the PRI. Voting for stability in 2006 now favored the PAN candidate.  

If relevant dimensions of political competition are represented by a left-
right continuum, the link between ideological placements and vote choices 
should tell us much about the nature of political coalitions and, therefore, 
about elections. Because the PRI was defeated after seven decades of con-
tinuous government, many analysts view the 2000 election as the first of a 
new democratic era. In my view, it was more likely the last of a series of 
increasingly competitive national elections driven by a regime cleavage. In 
the early stages of Mexico’s political transformation, it was not just govern-
ment versus opposition; it was the PRI versus the opposition. All that had 
changed by 2006, when the presidency was in PAN’s hands. The PRI suf-
fered a dramatic drop in electoral support, and ranked a distant third in the 
national vote count for president, the PRD did superbly well among an eco-
nomically-redistributive and socially-liberal leftist electorate, and the PAN 
relied heavily on market-oriented and conservative right-wing voters (Mo-
reno, 2006b). This was, again, government versus opposition; but it was, for 
the first time in the post ruling-party era, the left against the right.  

Why did this “ideological realignment” happen in only six years, from 
one election to the next, but not during the early stages of increasing political 
competition, say, from the mid-1980s until 2000? My explanation specifi-
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cally lies in how the left-right divide changed its meaning after alternation in 
2000, and how this affected electoral coalitions. In 2000, with the PRI still 
controlling the presidency, choosing the PAN was an almost indistinguish-
able behavior among center-right and left-wing voters. In 2006, with a pani-
sta president, the PAN was mostly a right-wing choice. This means that left 
and right reflected, once again, a government versus opposition dichotomy, 
but certainly not a regime cleavage. As I will show below, strong support for 
democracy no longer explained left-right positions in 2006 as it once did.  

Data used for this paper derive from surveys of Mexican adults and vot-
ers. First, I use the Mexican samples of the World Values Survey (WVS) 
conducted from 1990 to 2005, and develop a value-based model of ideologi-
cal placements.66 I find that strong support for democracy, a central compo-
nent of the regime cleavage, gradually lost significance in explaining left and 
right positions. In contrast, some economic orientations that were irrelevant 
in 2000 gained importance six years later. Secondly, I employ data from 
national exit polls conducted during the 2000 and 2006 presidential elec-
tions, and develop a model of vote choice for president to assess the role of 
left and right positions and other conventional variables of voting behavior 
in each election.67 I find the left-right dichotomy to be a powerful predictor 
of vote choice, despite the changing meanings from one election to the next. 

Left-Right Competition: Evolving Meanings and Changing 
Actors 
The principle and reality that political elites in democracies gain power by 
means of gaining votes has driven scholars, from Schumpeter and Downs 
until today, to explain the dynamics of competitive politics. Put simply, 
“competition obliges elites to take into account the preferences of voters” 
(Bartolini, 2002: 87). In order to understand party-voter linkages, many po-
litical scientists have relied on the notion of ‘dimensions of competition’. 
Such dimensions may reflect social and structural divides, antagonistic value 
orientations, or opposed belief systems about society, economics, and poli-
tics. 

Left and right political identifications usually tap opposing views on these 
dimensions, both in established and new democracies. In the early 1980s, 
there were at least seven “dimensions of ideology” in West European party 
systems that explained differences between the relevant political parties (Li-
jphart, 1981). Almost two decades later, different “dimensions of program-
                               
66 Information about the World Values Survey can be found at www.worldvaluessurvey.org 
and data for the first four waves (1981-2002) can be accessed through the ICPSR at the Uni-
versity of Michigan. The 2005-2006 survey is still in fieldwork for several countries.  
67 These national exit polls were sponsored and conducted by newspaper Reforma and are part 
of its survey archives. The 2000 exit poll can be accessed at ITAM’s Department of Political 
Science website (www.itam.mx).  
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matic competition” characterized post-Communist party systems from East 
and Central Europe (Kitschelt et al., 1999). Some Latin American countries 
that experienced increasing political competition during the last two decades 
provided evidence that views towards democracy shaped one of the main 
dimension of party competition in the 1990s (Moreno, 1999). As it was ar-
gued, a dominant democratic-authoritarian cleavage made the classic socio-
economic conflict a secondary concern. In most cases, one side of the con-
flict was well represented by the left, and the other by the right, and Mexico 
was no exception. “The opposing views towards democracy are strongly 
related to party preferences… [and] the left-right dimension reflects well 
these opposing views, with the ‘left’ characterized by the most pro-
democracy attitudes,… and the ‘right’ by more authoritarian positions” (Mo-
reno, 1998).  

But the democratic-authoritarian dimension of political competition was 
only temporary; its centrality to party competition was bounded by the per-
manence of the ruling party in power (Moreno, 1999). Political alternation in 
2000 and a reduced support for the PRI in 2006 have seriously diminished 
the influence of the democratic-authoritarian divide that dominated party 
competition in the 1990s. The two main political coalitions, which once ob-
tained votes from the pro-democratic left almost as a matter of course, repre-
sented opposite left and right options more sharply than before. A compara-
ble example that illustrates this kind of change well would be the 2005 presi-
dential election in Poland; the main presidential contenders, who once fought 
together on the democratic side against the Communist regime, were now 
sharply divided on left and right economic and social views. Even if Mex-
ico’s PRI has a chance to regain power in another national election, the un-
derlying meaning of political competition is unlikely to reflect the once im-
portant regime divide. 

Described like this, the 2006 presidential race in Mexico could be seen as 
a first post-transition, left-right confrontation; except that “transition” is not 
an easy term for Mexico’s gradual political transformation. Unlike third 
wave democracies where there is a clear turning point in their process of 
political change (1974 in Spain and Portugal, 1988 in Chile, 1989 in East 
and Central Europe, 1991 in post-Soviet societies), there is no consensus 
about Mexico’s political time-line transforming from a one-party regime into 
a multiparty system. A previously disenfranchised left may think of the stu-
dent repression of 1968 as a milestone. A generation of PRI reformers may 
speak of the inclusion of new political parties in 1976. Most Cardenistas 
choose 1988 as the turning point of democracy. PRI technobureaucrats of the 
1990s would probably emphasize the electoral reform of 1996 and the sub-
sequent mid-term election of 1997, when the PRI lost its majority in the 
lower house of Congress. Most panistas could mention a wide variety of 
historical struggles and events, but would agree on the symbolism of local 
elections like the ones of 1985 or 1989 when they first won a state governor 
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race. Foxistas, needless to say, would mark July 2, 2000, as the day democ-
racy came about.  

The fact is that, regardless of what historical turning point one chooses, 
the last fifteen years have been characterized by an increasing political com-
petition. Table 9.1 shows the vote share for major parties in national con-
gressional elections to illustrate this.  

Table 9.1. Increasing Party Competition in Mexico: Vote Share for 
Major Parties in National Congressional Elections, 1991-2003. 
(Percentages) 

 1991 1994 1997 2000 2003 2006 

PAN 18 26 27 38 32 34 

PRI 61 50 39 37 38 29 

PRD 8 17 26 19 18 30 

Otros 13 7 9 6 12 7 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Instituto Federal Electoral, IFE (www.ife.org.mx) 
Note: PRD ran in alliance with other minor parties in 1997, 2000, 2003, and 2006. 
PAN formed an alliance with the Green Ecologists (PVEM) in 2000, and the PRI 
formed an alliance with PVEM in 2003 and 2006. 

The Re-Distribution of Left-Right Positions 
As electoral competition increased, changes in the electorate’s distribution of 
left-right positions have taken place, as evidenced by the Mexican samples 
of the World Values Survey (WVS) from 1990 to 2005. Such redistribution 
can be described as a gradual, but significant, reduction of the center, a gro-
wing right, and modest variations on the left, with an increase in the last 
measurement.  

The data in Figure 9.1 show this trend.68 In 1990, almost half of respon-
dents (48%) placed themselves on the center category, a proportion that de-
creased to 41% in 1997, to 34% in 2000, and to 31% in the 2005 survey. The 
center has decreased from being almost half of the electorate, to about one 
third of it. An immediate interpretation of this “fading center” is that the 
Mexican electorate has become increasingly polarized, and that has hap-
pened as the party system has become more competitive. But the fact is that, 
despite a higher percent on the left in the last survey, the main redistribution 

                               
68 Figure 9.1 displays a collapsed 3-category version of the WVS 10-point scale (1-4 represen-
ting ‘left’, 5-6 ‘center’, and 7-10 ‘right’. No placements and “don’t know” responses are not 
shown but represent an average 21 percent for the entire period, and 17 percent in the last 
survey. 
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represents a shift to the right, where there was a positive 12-point net shift 
between the first and last surveys—the left only had a positive 3-point net 
shift. 

Figure 9.1. The Ideological Transformation of the Mexican Electorate,
1990-2005.

 

The 17-point decrease in the ‘center’ category is remarkable. But, is this 
trend also captured by other survey instruments? It is difficult to validate 
survey trends with other parallel survey instruments in Mexico for several 
reasons. The first is that long trends from public opinion surveys are scarce, 
although long trends of survey items can be constructed using comparable 
measures employed by several polling organizations at different points in 
time. In this sense, data gathered by different survey organizations may 
complement rather than validate each other. A second reason is that, even if 
certain items—such as the left-right scale—are included in survey instru-
ments conducted by different organizations, they are often asked using dif-
ferent scales or question wording, which creates problems of comparability. 
The third and fourth reasons are different sampling coverage and techniques, 
and different interviewing techniques. In particular, interviewing techniques 
matter substantially: a common 10-point left-right scale used by two differ-
ent polling organizations, one using cards to aid respondents to place them-
selves on the scale and the other asking the question directly without cards, 
may result in significant differences of measurement. 

Perhaps the best available survey instrument to compare the WVS results 
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for Mexico is the Latinobarómetro, a survey conducted in 18 countries from 
Latin America almost every year since 1995.69 The Mexican samples of La-
tinobarómetro from 1995 to 2004 actually show a much more volatile distri-
bution of left and right placements than the WVS does. A collapsed 3-point 
version of the original 11-point left-right scale (remember the WVS uses a 
10-point scale), shows that, in the ten-year period, the net shift on the left 
between first and last surveys is plus 7 points (from 27% in 1995, to 34% in 
2004). The net shifts during the same period on the center and right are mi-
nus 3 points (49 to 46%, respectively), and minus 4 points (24 vs. 20%), 
respectively.  

This general trend, considering only the first and last surveys, does not 
confirm the shift in the left-right distribution in Mexico, as measured by the 
WVS. Moreover, the Latinobarómetro series shows very abrupt changes in 
this distribution within the period. For example, variations on the left cate-
gory range from a low 16% in 2001 to a high 39% in 1996, whereas varia-
tion on the center category range from a low 35% in 1996 to a high 57% in 
2002. Variations on the right range from a low 20% in 2002 and 2004 to a 
high 38% in 2001. The net difference within the period for each category is 
23 points on the left, 22 points on the center, and 18 points on the right. 
These swings are much more noticeable and seem more ‘random’ than those 
observed in the WVS, which shows a gradual decrease of the center and an 
increase on the right.  

Twenty national quarterly polls conducted by Reforma from 2000 to 2005 
(and with sample sizes similar to these comparative studies — n=approx. 
1,500), show a more stable pattern of left-right distribution than does Lati-
nobarómetro, and, also using a 10-point scale with an aid card, the distribu-
tion is very similar to the one measured by the WVS: an average for 2000 
and 2005 shows the left with 18 and 17% respectively, the center with 26 
and 28%, and the right with 56 and 55%.  

The WVS data collection represents a longer period for the measurement 
of left-right self-placement than any other available series of surveys in 
Mexico, and they show what seems to be a politically relevant shift in the 
left-right distribution rather than apparently random changes. The WVS 
Mexican surveys also include measurements of other relevant variables over 
time facilitating comparable multivariate analyses for each year, especially 
for the last three surveys (or the 1997-2000-2005 period).  

The Re-Definition of Left-Right Positions 
In this section, I develop a value-based, multivariate model of left-right posi-
tions in Mexico based on WVS data for three points in time: 1997, 2000, and 
2006. The model is designed to show what elements most define left and 
                               
69 Details about Latinobarómetro surveys are available at: www.latinobarometro.org. 
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right positions among the Mexican electorate, and how the statistical signifi-
cance of those elements has changed over time. In the next section, I develop 
a multivariate model of presidential vote choice to assess the role of left-
right placements in the 2000 and 2006 elections.  

I chose multinomial logit analysis because I consider the comparison of 
specific left, center, and right categories with each other relevant for our 
understanding of their changing meanings.70 In fact, the main interest is in 
the contrasting explanations of left and right positions, not on the degree of 
those positions. The most theoretically relevant implications for values and 
policy orientations reside in the left-right comparison. For this reason, I lea-
ve out of the table results that compare the center category. The left category 
serves as basis of comparison in the model.  

The model is displayed in Table 9.2. Before looking at the results, a brief 
description and justification of the independent variables is due. A first 
methodological aspect is that all these variables are available in the 1997, 
2000, and 2005 surveys. In order of appearance in the table, there are two 
variables that tap economic orientations (income equality vs. individual in-
centives, and state vs. individual economic responsibility); two variables that 
reflect attitudes towards authority and democracy; two variables that reflect 
traditional orientations of particular importance to Mexico (nationalism and 
religiosity); two measures of attitudes towards social issues such as abortion 
and homosexuality; and, finally, a 4-item index of materialist-post-
materialist values. (See the Appendix for question wording and coding) 

                               
70 The 10-point left-right scale was collapsed into a 3-category left-center-right variable for 
this analysis.  
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Table 9.2. Predictors of Left and Right Self-Placement over Time: 
Multinomial Logistic Regression 

(Coefficients on table only show the left-right comparison, not the center-right one; 
the right is the base category) 

 1997  2000  2005  

b Sig. b Sig. b Sig. 

Income equality vs. 
individual incentives 0.081 *** 0.058 ** 0.040 * 

State vs. individual 
responsibility 0.087 *** -0.011  0.059 *** 

Greater respect for au-
thority 0.335 * 0.441 ** 0.106  

Strong support for de-
mocracy -0.447 ** -0.347 * -0.200  

National pride -0.067  0.160  -0.160  

Religion very important 0.210 ** 0.153  0.212 ** 

Homosexuality justified -0.039  -0.020  -0.005  

Abortion justified -0.032  -0.030  -0.030  

Materialist-
Postmaterialist 4-item 
index -0.025  -0.154  -0.237 * 

Constant -0.748  0.454  0.090  

Cases analyzed 1,320  1,242  1,395  

Chi-Squared 52.9  30.7  43.9  

Significance 0.000  0.031  0.001  

Pseudo R-Squared:       

Cox y Snell 0.039  0.024  0.031  

Nagelkerke 0.045  0.028  0.035  

Source: World Values Survey, Mexican national samples (1997, 2000 and 2005). 
Author’s calculations.  
Levels of statistical significance: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Variables that measure economic orientations represent a classic, economic 
left-right conflict, with preferences for state and economic equality expected 
to be associated with the left, and preferences for market and economic indi-
vidualism with the right. The political variables referring to authority and 
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democracy are components of the regime cleavage — or democratic-
authoritarian dimension — described earlier in this chapter. One expectation 
is that authoritarian views relate to the right, while support for democracy 
relates to the left. Another expectation is that these variables become less 
significant in explaining left-right positions as democracy develops further in 
Mexico. The logic is that a regime divide is not relevant when political con-
flict no longer focuses on regime change. This is the case when conflict over 
the type of regime is no longer the overriding issue, but evidence from East 
and Central European countries also suggests that new generations of voters 
in the democratic phase of development are not as focused on regime issues 
(Kitschelt, et al.1999). 

With regard to nationalism and religion, my expectation is straightfor-
ward: that Mexicans driven by strong feelings of national pride, or who give 
religion a high level of importance in their lives, should be more likely to 
consider themselves on the right, while less nationalist and more secular 
Mexicans should be more likely to be on the left. Another set of values, ba-
sed on views towards abortion and homosexuality, reflect a typical liberal-
conservative divide based on social issues, and the relationship is also stra-
ightforward: liberals (individuals more likely to justify or accept abortion 
and homosexuality) are expected to be on the left, while conservatives (those 
more likely to reject abortion and homosexuality) are expected to be on the 
right.  

Finally, based on Ronald Inglehart’s theory of value change in society, I 
have included a measure of materialist and post-materialist (M/PM) values, 
the former representing individuals driven by physical and physiological 
priorities, and the latter by concerns on the quality of life and self-expression 
(Inglehart,1997). Several years ago, Lijphart (1981) identified the M/PM 
value dimension as one of the most defining aspects of ideology and party 
competition in societies like Sweden and the Netherlands, and perhaps more 
recent research would find them important in a growing number of post-
industrial societies; however, few would imagine that they had any political 
relevance in less developed countries like Mexico or any other from Latin 
America.  

As evidence of the M/PM divide became clearer in Mexican society in re-
cent years (Moreno, 2005), I decided to test it along with other variables — 
including socio-demographic ones — in early stages of my analysis. Surpris-
ingly, whereas most socio-demographic variables proved statistically insig-
nificant, the M/MP variable grows important in time: after being completely 
irrelevant in 1997, it almost attained statistical significance in 2000, and 
actually was one of three variables that had statistical significance in 2005, 
opening the door for more analysis and further interpretation of this finding. 
The expectation for the M/PM value variable, based on other countries ana-
lyzed by Inglehart, is that materialists are on the right, while post-
materialists are on the left, although they actually defined New Right and 
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New Left positions in post-industrial society, the new right representing the 
most insecure segments of society and favoring xenophobic parties, and the 
new left representing affluent segments of society that support environmen-
talist parties and new issues.  

According to data shown in Table 9.2, the two variables that represent 
economic views are almost consistently significant and relate to left and 
right in the expected direction: left positions are significantly more likely 
among individuals who have preferences for state responsibility and equal-
ity, while right positions are more likely among those who prefer economic 
individualism and the market. The state-individual responsibility variable 
attained statistical significance in only one of the three years (2000), but the 
other variable — a good representation of the socialist-capitalist classic di-
vide — was significant in all three surveys. This shows a consistent associa-
tion of views on social equality and economic individualism with left-right 
self-identifications.  

Views on authority and strong support for democracy were important in 
the first two surveys — conducted before alternation took place at the presi-
dential level in Mexico — and in the expected ways, with pro-authority vi-
ews on the right, and pro-democratic attitudes on the left, but then their sig-
nificance faded in the last survey — as expected under the regime-cleavage 
argument described before. This particular finding is far from being hard 
evidence that the regime cleavage (or democratic-authoritarian dimension of 
competition) was gone only five years after alternation in 2000, but it cer-
tainly is good evidence that this may, in fact, be the case. Strong support for 
democracy used to differentiate left from right ideological identifications. As 
support for democracy has grown (the proportion of Mexicans who thought 
that having a democratic political system is very good or fairly good in-
creased from 70% to 81% between 1997 and 2005) the ideological differen-
tiation of democratic views has also disappeared. Democracy is as valued by 
both the right and the left. I will return to this point below, with a discussion 
of how many PAN partisans, once on the left and with pro-democratic vi-
ews, have realigned on the right. 

Nationalism and religion are weak predictors of left and right, although 
religion was statistically significant in the first survey shown. However, an 
unexpected finding in this analysis is that liberal-conservative social issues 
did not predict left and right positions in any year, despite the fact that their 
influence on defining the Mexican party political space in a multidimen-
sional fashion has proven important (Moreno, 2003: 2006b). This obviously 
requires more discussion.  

Finally, the M/MP values measure gained statistical significance in the 
last survey, explaining left and right positions in the expected ways: a post-
materialist left against a materialist right. This finding also requires more 
analysis of the role of value and intergenerational value change in Mexico in 
particular, and Latin America in general.  
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Changing Partisan Positions on the Left-Right Scale 
From 2000 to 2006, the Mexican electorate not only experienced changes in 
both the distribution and underlying meanings of left-right positions, but also 
on the average partisan placements on the left-right continuum, thereby rede-
fining Mexico’s party political space. These changes are characterized by 
modest movements of the PRD and PRI electorates’ mean placement left-
wise, by a modest movement of the independent electorate right-wise, and by 
a significant movement of the PAN electorate to the right. This is shown in 
Figure 9.2, where the average positions of party identifiers are shown on the a 
5 point left-right scale, as measured in the 2000 and 2006 national exit polls.  

Figure 9.2. Average Voter Placement on 5-Point Left-Right Scale by 
Partisanship, 2000-2006. 

 

In the 2000 election, mean partisan placements reflected what most surveys 
had shown since the 1980s and well into the 1990s: PRD and PAN elector-
ates were placed to the left of the PRI. This ordering of parties in the left-
right scale reflects the democratic-authoritarian dimension described earlier. 
As shown, the average placements of PRD and PAN voters were relatively 
close (2.6. and 3.0 in a 5-point scale, respectively), and the latter actually 
shared the same mean placement with independent voters (3.0). PRI voters 
were more ideologically differentiated from that “cluster”, with an average 
position of 4.0 in the scale, which, based on its average voter placement, 
made it the party on the right. 
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By 2006, average partisan placements changed, and, in the PAN case, this 
change was very significant. From an average position of 3.0 in 2000, PAN 
voters moved to an average 4.0 on the scale in 2006. This movement to the 
right reflects the party’s government condition, on one the hand, and chang-
ing meanings of left and right, on the other. As I will show in the next sec-
tion, the composition of vote choice also changed, and, as other research 
shows, the composition of party identification experienced some social re-
alignment as well (Moreno and Mendez, 2007).  

In contrast to PAN’s movement to the right, both PRD and PRI voters 
moved, on average, to the left. Variation among PRI voters was actually 
larger than the one observed for PRD voters. As shown in other studies, sev-
eral former PRI identifiers changed their loyalties to PAN on the right, and 
some of them to PRD on the left (Moreno and Mendez forthcoming). 

In sum, the party political spaces delineated in Figure 9.2 for 2000 and 
2006 show significant changing dynamics of the Mexican electorate. To 
what extent this can be considered an “ideological realignment” will require 
more analysis, but it seems that this redefinition of the Mexican party politi-
cal space reflects political alternation and the changing underlying meanings 
of left-right terms used by voters. Unlike in 2000, when leftist voters were 
still more pro-democratic than rightist voters, in 2006, left-and right elector-
ates shared favorable views towards democracy and their main differentia-
tion had a socio-economic character.  

The Impact of Left-Right Self-Placement on the Presidential 
Vote: 2000-2006 
In this section, I analyze the role of left-right self-placement on presidential 
voting choice in 2000 and 2006. For this purpose, I develop a multinomial 
logit model of vote choice, where the main variables are left and right ideo-
logical positions, controlling for socio-demographic factors and other rele-
vant variables included in the national exit polls that have theoretical rele-
vance in the voting literature. The model is shown in Table 9.3, and a brief 
description of the variables is due before discussing the results.  
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Table 9.3. Ideology and the Vote: A Multinomial Logit Model of 
Presidential Vote Choice in 2000 and 2006. 

 

Source: Reforma national exit polls.  
Entries are multinomial logit coefficients.  
Significance levels: * p<.05; ** p<.01; ***p<.001 

a Center and no-placement are base categories.  
b Independents, other parties, and apolitical are base categories. 
c Dummy variables: 1=Approve/Better off, 0=else. 
d Dummy variable: 1=Northern and Central-Western regions, 0=Central and South-
ern regions. 
e Dummy variable: 1=At least once a week, 0=else. 

The dependent variable in this model is voting choice for president, with the 
PAN candidate as a basis of comparison. A PAN candidate won in each 
election, but the main opponent differed: a rightist PRI in 2000, and a leftist 
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PRD in 2006. Support for other minor candidates is not considered in the 
model, as it represents no more than 5% of the total vote in each election. 

In order of appearance in the table, independent variables include left and 
right self-identifications (center and no-placement as basis of comparison), 
party identification representing all three major parties (other parties and 
independents as a basis of comparison), presidential approval, personal and 
national economic evaluations, region, urban-rural population, sex, age, edu-
cation, and religiosity (represented by a measure of church attendance). In-
come was dropped from the analysis as it did not attain any statistical sig-
nificance and contributed to a larger percent of missing data. All these vari-
ables result in a series of findings that require more interpretation and elabo-
ration than this chapter allows, so I will mention some of them and focus 
mainly on the effects of ideological placements on the vote in both elections. 

The most relevant finding is that ideology matters even when controlling 
for party identification. In 2000, identification with the left proved to have a 
moderate, but statistically significant, effect on vote choice; it increased the 
probability of voting for the PRD candidate, as compared to PAN, and de-
creased the probability of voting for the PRI candidate. As the PAN coalition 
that supported Vicente Fox was so ideologically heterogeneous, the effects 
of ideology in 2000 were rather moderate. 

However, the impact of ideological placement in 2006 is much stronger, 
particularly when considering the two main contenders: López Obrador on 
the left, and Felipe Calderón on the right. The relationship of leftist voters 
supporting the PRD candidate and rightist voters preferring the PAN candi-
date proves to be statistically significant. Left and right positions do not ex-
plain, however, the PAN-PRI dichotomy in the 2006 election. As previously 
shown in Figure 9.2, PRI and PAN were less ideologically differentiated in 
2006, according to their voters’ mean placement on the ideological scale. 

As quantitative scholarly work on Mexico has shown since the early 
1990s — based on multivariate models of individual political behavior — 
partisanship is a very strong predictor of voting choice. The data in Table 9.3 
confirms that the impact of partisanship remains strong and in the expected 
directions. Partisan voting explains much of what happened in 2000 and 
2006. However, evidence of significant cross-over voting is also suggested 
by the coefficients. Some PRI voters significantly supported PAN’s Fox over 
PRD’s Cárdenas. However, the model does not support the claim that some 
PRD partisans voted strategically for Fox in 2000.  

In 2006, cross-over voting also showed statistical significance for PRI and 
PRD partisans (it is not possible to assess the extent of PAN cross-over voting 
with this model, where PAN serves as basis of comparison, but, for a deeper 
analysis of this, see Moreno and Mendez, 2007). Interestingly, the coefficients in 
Table 9.3 show that some PRI voters significantly preferred PAN’s Calderón 
over PRD’s López Obrador. In contrast, PRD voters preferred a PRI candidate 
over PAN’s. This is another sign of how ideology played a greater role in 2006. 
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Economic evaluations also gained explanatory power in 2006. With PRI’s 
Ernesto Zedillo as chief executive, presidential approval proved significant 
and favorable to the PRI in 2000, when comparing support for the PRI presi-
dential candidate, Francisco Labastida, and for his main contender, Vicente 
Fox. Perceptions of personal economic improvement moderately contributed 
to the PRI vote in 2000, but perceptions about the national economy did not 
have significant effects on the vote. Favorable evaluations of the country’s 
economic situation were rather insignificant. In 2006, presidential approval 
again played in favor of an incumbent party candidate, in this case Felipe 
Calderón, and economic evaluations, both personal and national, were much 
more significant. Favorable assessments of both the national economy and 
the respondent’s financial situation, increased the probability of voting for 
PAN’s Calderón, and reduced the probability of doing so for the other two 
main candidates.  

Because the 2006 contest has raised questions about a deep regional di-
vide in Mexican electoral politics, the model in Table 9.3 includes a regional 
variable that represents northern and western states (where the PAN per-
formed generally better), and central and southern states, where PRD’s 
López Obrador won more states. This regional variable actually explains the 
PAN versus PRD vote in the presidential race, and does not explain any of 
the PAN versus PRI vote. Indeed, this evidence confirms that the blue 
(PAN) versus yellow divide (PRD) was not only real but significant in 2006, 
at least in the presidential race, while, six years earlier, evidence of this re-
gional divide was not as strong — the North and Bajío regions actually 
played in favor of the PAN candidate then, but Fox also won a more signifi-
cant number of states in the center and south of the country, states that were 
won by the former Mexico City mayor, López Obrador, in 2006. Represent-
ing almost a tenth of the national electorate, Mexico City is one of the swing 
states that went from blue to yellow.  

The data shown in Table 9.3 also show that PAN not only performed bet-
ter in the north and west in both elections, but also among the urban popula-
tion. The rural vote was more likely to favor either PRD or PRI against PAN 
in 2000. However, this is only true when comparing PRI and PAN in 2006. 
This shows that the PRD did significantly better in the cities in 2006, to the 
extent that the urban rural “divide” did not discriminate among the two main 
contenders in 2006. The reduced PRI vote actually was heavily dependent on 
the rural vote this last election.  

The PRI’s “female” advantage in previous elections disappeared in 2006. 
Still significant in 2000 in favor of PRI, women’s voting was not so different 
from that of men in the 2006 presidential race. Age, however, was not signifi-
cant in 2000, but showed a moderate effect on the PRI versus PAN vote six 
years later. Older voters were significantly more likely to vote for the PRI can-
didate. As shown earlier, the PRI vote in 2006 was more dependent on rural 
areas, and this latter evidence shows the dependence on older Mexicans as well.  

 215 



In 2000, education had a favorable effect on the PAN vote. Fox drew sig-
nificant support from better-educated voters, and this was statistically sig-
nificant when comparing PAN with PRD and PRI separately. This was true 
in 2006 when comparing the PAN and PRI votes, but the PAN-PRD contest 
was not influenced by education. This means that the PRD coalition had a 
stronger component of urban, better-educated voters in 2006, which is con-
sistent with their more liberal views on social issues (Moreno, 2006b). This 
is a sign that some Fox voters from 2000 actually voted for López Obrador 
in 2006, switching parties, but probably maintaining their ideologically left-
ist orientation. And this may not have been a minor swing. According to the 
2006 exit poll used in this analysis, 30% of voters who said they voted for 
Fox in 2000 said that they voted for López Obrador in 2006. This actually 
represented about 35% of López Obrador’s total vote. If we only consider 
the leftist voters that said they supported Fox in 2000, 62% of them voted for 
López Obrador in 2006 (13% of his total vote share).  

Finally, religiosity had a moderate effect in 2000, with regular church at-
tendants more likely to vote for the PAN candidate over either the PRD’s or 
the PRI’s. However, despite the sharper ideological differences in the 2006 
race, religiosity was not a significant factor behind the vote.  

As this analysis shows, the voters’ left and right positions are significant 
explanations of voting choice in 2000 and 2006, but in different ways. Left-
ist views used to represent an anti-PRI sentiment, regardless of the ideologi-
cal differentiation of PAN and PRD. However, in 2006, left and right were 
more important in differentiating PRD from PAN voters, to the extent that a 
PAN candidate won both elections with an ideologically significant margin 
of victory. Figure 9.3 shows this graphically. Based on probabilities of vot-
ing for each candidate derived from the multinomial logit model displayed 
on Table 9.3, this figure shows that, in 2000, PAN’s Fox had the largest 
margin of victory among leftist voters, and a significant losing margin 
among rightist voters. In contrast, PAN’s Calderón had his best performance 
among the rightist voters, and his worst defeat among leftist voters. Addi-
tionally, the margin of victory of both candidates in the center diminished 
from one election to the next, which shows a more contested field. In sum, 
choosing a PAN candidate in 2000 and 2006 was a somewhat different phe-
nomenon, and reveals the changing nature of Mexico’s electoral coalitions. 
A major interpretation of this is that the meaning of left and right changed 
from a regime cleavage based on the PRI-rule that had lasted at least a dec-
ade and a half, to a left-right confrontation that is shaping Mexico’s new 
electoral arena.  
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Figure 9.3. Margin of Victory (or Defeat) of PAN Presidential 
Candidate against Main Contender, 2000-2006. (Estimated probabilities 
of Voting derived from Model Shown in Table 9.3).  

 
 

Conclusion 
Studying voting behavior in new democracies is a task of observing change 
where continuity would otherwise be expected. In those settings, individual 
political behavior and collective outcomes seem both a cause and a conse-
quence of changing political conditions: new rules and practices, new institu-
tions and parties, new voters and electoral coalitions, new ways and sources 
of political finance, new patterns of media coverage, and, in sum, new forms 
of conducting mass politics in contexts of increasing political competition. 
Emerging democracies reveal how politics changes when political power is 
redistributed, how new political coalitions form when new leadership arises 
or when parties gain or lose power for the first time, and, ultimately, how 
individual political identities evolve in order to make sense — and eventu-
ally set the bases for continuity — of the new political world. 

Political change in Mexico during the last decade and a half is a story of 
how, as democracy evolved, the issue of democracy in party competition 
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faded. Mexican political party competition can be understood using the ana-
lytical tools of a left-right terminology, but left and right labels have also 
evolved in their meaning and in their distribution among the mass electorate. 
This has important implications for party support and for political dynamics 
in general. Whereas, in 2000, a coalition based on pro-change views de-
feated the ruling party in its attempt to maintain the presidency, in 2006, an 
economically redistributive left challenged a now incumbent PAN relying on 
a center-right coalition.  

Besides the changing meanings and effects of ideology on the vote, mul-
tivariate analysis of Mexicans’ vote choices in 2000 and 2006 show patterns 
of continuity and change in other factors as well. The distribution of parti-
sanship has changed significantly (as shown by Moreno and Mendez forth-
coming), but the effect of party identification on the vote remains strong. 
Economic evaluations did not matter much in 2000, but they actually be-
came central in explaining the voters’ choice for president in 2006. This 
undoubtedly requires more attention, (although it certainly signals the re-
definition of political conflict from a regime cleavage to a left-right eco-
nomic cleavage), as do the effects of different regional and structural vari-
ables, including a good assessment of class. Income did not prove significant 
in either election (and, therefore, was not shown in the analysis), and educa-
tion only gained statistical significance in 2006 when comparing PAN 
against PRI, but it did not discriminate between the main contenders. Despite 
journalistic claims and political rhetoric that a strong class element was pre-
sent in the 2006 election — the left’s motto was “the poor first” — analysis 
of exit poll data does not support that claim.  

In this chapter, I have documented significant changes in the ways Mexi-
cans define themselves on a left-right continuum, and how attitudes towards 
different issues change the meaning of left and right. As a new democracy, 
Mexico offers a great opportunity to understand changes in mass politics as 
societies democratize. A pending task is to extend the scope of this research 
to other Latin American societies where political transformation has taken 
place in the last two decades. As East and Central European new democra-
cies have provided evidence of changing political identities and their effect 
on party competition, this study on Mexico is a step towards assessing those 
changes in Latin America, where the role of ideology in newly democratic 
party competition deserves a great deal of attention.  
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