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This article argues that “human empowerment” is the most important driving force 

behind effective democratization. Though elite agreements are central to establish 

nominal democracy, effective democracy does not emerge because elites concede it to the 

masses, but because ordinary people become increasingly capable and willing to place 

effective mass pressures on the elites. Effective democracy is thus the outcome of a 

broader process of “human empowerment.” 

 

 

Two Views of Democracy 

 

For many years, there has been a tension between narrow and broad concepts of 

democracy. The narrow focus views universal suffrage as the core element of democracy. 

From this point of view, any regime holding free, fair, and regular elections is considered 

a democracy.
1
 Adopting and sustaining democracy is relatively easy, from this 

perspective. It suffices that a society’s elite groups reach an agreement that “democracy is 

the only game in town.”
2
 Whether the wider public desires democracy or not, does not 

matter much from this perspective; the essential element is a regime agreement among 

elites. Advocates of this claim see social requisites of democracy as unimportant. 

Democracy emerges and survives wherever elites find it advantageous, whether in India, 

Poland, or Mali. 

In contrast with the narrow concept, broad concepts view democracy as more than 

just a method to designate government leaders: genuine democracy requires an 

encompassing set of civil and political freedoms that empower people to govern 

themselves. These freedoms include the right to vote in free elections but go far beyond 

it. Civil and political freedoms establish “liberal democracy,” as opposed to mere 

“electoral democracy.”
3
 In the liberal notion, democracy is a way of life inspired by a 

worldview that considers a life based on freedom, equality, and self-governance as the 

best way of organizing societies. A democratic way of life in this wider sense cannot take 

hold in a society unless most people hold supporting values. Consequently, advocates of 

this view consider the emergence and survival of democracy as depending on a set of 

fundamental social requisites, including a wide distribution of participatory resources and 

the dominance of an emancipative worldview.
4
 

Which of these contending views is closer to reality? Is democracy simply a 

strategic product of elite agreements, or does it reflect key developmental characteristics 

of the general public? If the first view is correct, the presence of democracy should be 
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only weakly related to key development indicators; if the second view is correct, it should 

be closely linked to development indicators. 

 

 

Ambiguous Evidence 

 

In fact, both views hold true. They do because they reflect fundamentally different 

conceptions of democracy. During the explosion of democracy that took place from 1989 

to 1992 (which we will refer to as the Third Wave of democratization), electoral 

democracy spread rapidly throughout the world and it is clear that strategic elite 

agreements were a driving factor in this process-- facilitated by an international 

environment in which the end of the Cold War reshaped the incentive structure in favor 

of democratic regimes.
5
 

Accordingly, the correlation between standard measures of democracy and key 

indicators of societal development is relatively weak, when we use narrow measures that 

focus on nominal democracy—but it becomes much stronger when we use broader 

measures that focus on effective democracy. Thus, when one uses the Polity Project’s 

“autocracy-democracy index” as a measure of democracy, the Human Development 

Index
6
 explains only 35 percent of the cross-national variation in levels of democracy 

(N=114). Using the Freedom House measure of democracy, which takes civil liberties 

into account, the Human Development Index explains a larger share of the variance—

41%.
7
 But both of these linkages became considerably weaker if we use measures of 

democracy made after the climax of the global democratization wave (i.e., over 2000-04) 

instead of before it (i.e., over 1984-88): the variation in levels of democracy explained by 

the Human Development Index fell from 41 to 30 percent when we measure democracy 

with the Freedom House data, and from 35 to 18 percent when we use the Polity data.
8
 

With the global diffusion of nominal democracy, formal democratic institutions were 

adopted even in poor societies, weakening the development-democracy link. 

The prevalence of nominal democracy is dissociating from societal development, 

supporting the view that elite agreements are the major force in spreading democracy 

around the globe.
9
 This view holds as long as we focus on nominal democracy. 

The picture changes drastically when one focuses on genuinely effective 

democracy. A growing number of scholars have called attention to the fact that most of 

the new democracies show serious deficiencies in adopting the rule of law and related 

governance practices that make democracy truly effective. A large literature has 

developed emphasizing the inadequacy of purely “electoral democracy” and various 

forms of sham democracy in which elites corrupt people’s democratic freedoms. 

Accordingly, researchers have increasingly emphasized the importance of distinguishing 

ineffective from fully effective democracies.
10

 To do so scholars have developed an index 

of effective democracy that measures democratic freedoms insofar—and only insofar—as 

these freedoms are set into real effect by honest governance practices that respect the rule 

of law and keep corruption under control.
11

 Technically speaking this index is built in 

that one weights the Freedom House ratings of civil liberties and political rights by the 

World Bank’s “good governance” data on rule of law and control of corruption.
12

 

Accordingly, the level of democratic freedoms for a given period is weighted down to the 

extent that rule of law and control of corruption are absent.
13
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When one focuses on this measure of effective democracy, it becomes evident 

that the prevalence of democracy continues to depend strongly on a society’s level of 

development. Thus, the Human Development Index explains fully 60 percent of the 

variation in effective democracy around the world.
14

 In other words, development 

explains twice as much of the variance in effective democracy as it does in nominal 

democracy; moreover, the explained variance does not decline when one measures 

democracy after the climax of the global democratization wave. 

The achievements of the global democratization wave are considerably more 

modest if one focuses on effective rather than nominal democracy. Measuring democracy 

on a percentage scale from 0 to 100 for each country, the wave of democratization raised 

the mean global level of democracy from 51 percent in 1985 to 72 percent in 2000—

when one focuses on nominal democracy. But the level of effective democracy rose only 

from 37 to 44 percent over the same time.
15

 Ineffective democracies can be found under 

almost any conditions but effective democracy remains closely linked with advanced 

levels of societal development. 

 

 

Effective Democracy 

 

The root idea of democracy is to empower people. From this point of view the civil and 

political freedoms linked with democracy are irrelevant if they are only superficially 

institutionalized, lacking the rule of law needed to put democratic freedoms into real 

effect. For freedoms that are not made effective do not empower people. Thus, it is 

crucial to distinguish between ineffective and effective democracy. This distinction is 

about to replace in significance the distinction between nominal democracy and 

nondemocracy. 

The essence of democracy is that it empowers ordinary citizens. To accomplish 

this civil and political freedoms are necessary. Civil freedoms entitle people to lead their 

lives as they like as long as it does not impinge on others. Political freedoms entitle 

people to make their preferences known and count in public life. Both kinds of freedom 

are essential in empowering people to govern their lives. These democratic freedoms are 

codified in the form of civil and political rights, which together build the core institution 

of democracy: citizenship. Other institutional characteristics of democracy, such as a 

competitive electoral regime and executive accountability, are derivatives of people’s 

democratic freedoms. 

To actually empower the people, it does not suffice to simply pass laws that adopt 

these freedoms as formal rights. They must be put into real effect. Rule of law is crucial. 

Though it can also exist in authoritarian systems, it plays an essential role in making 

democratic freedoms effective. Accordingly, scholars measure effective democracy by 

using rule of law data as a weighting factor, downgrading democratic freedoms to the 

extent to which rule of law is absent. A country can score low on effective democracy for 

two different reasons: (1) if the country has little or no democratic freedom, even the 

most perfect rule of law will not produce effective democracy; (2) if the country 

nominally has extensive democratic freedom but lacks the rule of law, these freedoms 

become meaningless in practice. If democracy means empowerment of the people, it does 
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not matter for which of these two reasons there is little or no effective democracy. The 

people are not empowered in either case. 

In the world today, effective democracy is much less widespread than nominal 

democracy. And although the global democratization wave brought large gains in 

nominal democracy, it brought much more modest gains in effective democracy: while 

nominal democracy increased by 21 percentage points, effective democracy increased by 

only 7 percentage points. 

 

 

The Human Empowerment Triad 

 

Effective democratic freedoms contribute significantly to empower people. But they are 

not the entire story. Instead, as Figure 1 indicates, human empowerment is a triad 

consisting of (1) democratic freedoms, (2) self-expression values, and (3) action 

resources. Each of these three ingredients empowers people on a different level. 

Democratic freedoms empower people on the level of entitlements, granting people the 

civil and political rights that allow them to govern public life and their private lives. Self-

expression values empower people on the level of motivations in making people willing 

to govern their lives. Action resources empower people on the level of capabilities, 

equipping people with the means, skills, and opportunities that enable them to govern 

their lives. Together these three elements complete human empowerment as a whole. 

 

Figure 1. The Environmental Model of Human Empowerment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EMPOWERING REGIME:

Democratic Freedoms
(entitling people to govern their lives)

HUMAN  EMPOWERMENT
(people being able, motivated, and entitled to govern their lives)

EMPOWERING CULTURE:

Self-Expression Values
(motivating people to govern their lives)

EMPOWERING ECONOMY:

Action Resources
(enabling people to govern their lives) 
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In order to attain human empowerment, effective democracy must be embedded 

in a cultural environment that emphasizes self-expression values and in an economic 

environment that provides action resources. Consequently, effective democracy is much 

more likely to be found in societies with strong self-expression values and abundant 

action resources. 

Self-expression values come close to what Lasswell
16

 once described as the 

“democratic character” or what Rokeach
17

 characterized as an “open belief system.” This 

belief system holds that ordinary people are: (1) to be entitled to make their views count 

in shaping public life; (2) active in expressing their preferences in public; (3) to be 

tolerated in their lifestyle choices; (4) efficacious in shaping their lives; and (5) to 

generally trusted. These components are measured by people’s responses to questions 

asking (1) for priorities on “giving people more say in important government decisions,” 

“seeing that people have more say in how things are done in their jobs and communities,” 

and “protecting freedom of speech”; (2) reported participation in such activities as 

“signing petitions”; (3) an acceptance of “homosexuality” as a justifiable human 

orientation, (4) a sense of efficacy in “shaping one’s life”, and (5) a sense of “trust in 

people.” Factor analyses clearly show that publics that score high in one of these 

orientations tend to score correspondingly high in the other four orientations, so there is a 

common underlying dimension integrating these components into common whole. This 

commonality reflects a generally pro-people orientation in emphasizing the practice and 

tolerations of human self-expression. To measure how strong this emphasis on self-

expression is pronounced in a society one calculates a population average over the five 

components (each component weighted for its loading on the common factor).
18

 

Self-expression values are a central component of human empowerment, together 

with democratic freedoms and action resources. We find these three components 

sequentially related to each other. This sequence involves two regularities. 

First, a culture that emphasizes self-expression values emerges in an economic 

environment that expands ordinary people’s action resources. Since material sustenance 

and physical security are the first requirements for survival, under conditions of scarcity, 

people give them top priority; while under conditions of prosperity, they become more 

likely to emphasize self-expression. Moreover, people tend to adjust their aspirations to 

their capabilities, making democratic freedoms a more highly valued asset when people 

have the resources needed to practice them. Thus, self-expression values emerge where 

resources are widespread: knowing how widespread action resources are in a given 

society one explains 80 percent of the cross-national variation in how strongly that 

country’s people emphasize self-expression values.
19

 

Second, effective democratic freedoms emerge in societies that emphasize self-

expression values. Where self-expression values are weak, people place little value on 

democratic freedoms. Hence, mass pressures to respect democratic freedoms remain 

weak, leaving the elites’ power-maximizing interests largely unconstrained. This does not 

necessarily prevent elites from adopting democratic freedoms. In fact, tactical 

considerations or pressures from outside might prompt them to do so. But since the 

power holders are under no domestic pressure to make these freedoms effective, they will 

are likely to corrupt them, rendering democracy ineffective. Again empirical evidence 

supports this claim: knowing how widespread self-expression values are in a society one 

explains 79 percent of the cross-national variation in effective democracy.
20
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Conceivably these relations might be spurious: some unobserved third factor 

might account for them. For instance, the relation between action resources and self-

expression values might simply reflect the fact that historically Protestant societies tend 

to rank high on both, reflecting the historical linkage between Protestantism, prosperity, 

and liberty. The relation between self-expression values and democratic freedoms might 

also be spurious. Both widespread self-expression values and effective democratic 

freedoms might result from the fact that given societies have been governed by 

democratic institutions for a relatively long time. 

If the former hypothesis is correct, then the relation between action resources and 

self-expression values would disappear when one controls for the proportion of 

Protestants in a society. And if the latter hypothesis is correct, the relation between self-

expression values and democratic freedoms would disappear when one controls for the 

number of years a country has experienced under democratic institutions. But as the two 

diagrams in Figure 2 demonstrate, both relations remain robust even controlling for the 

impact of a Protestant heritage, and that of democratic traditions respectively. The 

linkages underlying the human empowerment syndrome do not seem to be spurious. 

The relation between self-expression values and democratic freedoms does not 

seem to result from democratic freedoms causing self-expression values to emerge. For 

democratic freedoms show no impact on self-expression values when we control for a 

society’s level of economic development. Emancipative values emerge when economic 

development widens people’s action repertoires, regardless of whether they live in 

democracies or authoritarian societies. 

These findings help understand why so many studies have found that economic 

development seems conducive to democracy. It is because economic development 

increases ordinary people’s action resources and because this process gives rise to mass 

self-expression values, as a result of which people place high priority on freedom of 

choice. Since democratic freedoms meet this priority, people with self-expression values 

inevitably value these freedoms. 

In a regression analysis, a society’s level of action resources explains about 75 

percent of the variation in effective democracy; but if one includes the strength of self-

expression values in the regression, the explanatory power of action resources drops to 35 

percent, while self-expression values by themselves account for 45 percent of the 

variance in effective democracy. In short, growing resources contribute to effective 

democracy mostly insofar as they give rise to self-expression values. 

Effective democracy does not emerge because elites make cost-benefit 

calculations and then choose in a vacuum whether and to what extent to make democratic 

freedoms effective. In fact elites have little choice in the matter as publics develop to a 

point where they become capable and willing to practice democratic freedoms. Effective 

democracy is not an outcome of rational elite choices; it is part of a wider human 

empowerment process summarized by Figure 3. 
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Figure 2. The Human Empowerment linkages, after controlling for the influence of historic traditions 
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Figure 3. Chain of Processes Promoting Human Empowerment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Action resources, self-expression values, and democratic freedoms each make a 

distinctive contribution to human empowerment, yet human empowerment is the 

common underlying theme integrating these contributions into a whole. This helps better 

understand the connection between previously separate approaches to explain democracy, 

such as the modernization approach and the civic culture approach. These two 

approaches stood separate from each other in that the modernization approach 

emphasized the importance of resources for democracy whereas the civic culture 

approach emphasized the importance of values. The human empowerment framework 

integrates both approaches in relating resources and values to the same underlying theme. 

Thus, the human empowerment framework moves our understanding of democracy on a 

higher level of theoretical integration. 
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The Role of Self-Expression Values 

 

The emancipative worldview emerging with self-expression values is inconsistent with 

unlimited political authority and is inherently conducive to support for democratic 

freedoms. Surprising as it may seem, self-expression values—which do not explicitly 

refer to democracy—are much stronger predictor of democracy than are explicit 

measures of support for democracy, such as saying that democracy is better than any 

other form of government.
xxi

 Indeed, when one controls for the extent to which a given 

public explicitly endorses democracy, the impact of self-expression values on democracy 

is only slightly weakened; but when one controls for a society’s level of self-expression 

values, the impact of explicit endorsement of democracy disappears almost completely. 

In public opinion surveys strong majorities of the public in most countries say 

favorable things about democracy. But this does not necessarily tap deep-rooted desires 

to actually practice democratic freedoms-- in some cases it simply reflects social 

desirability effects or the belief that democracy is linked with prosperity. If this is so, 

people are interested in the economic output of democracy and not necessarily motivated 

to struggle for democratic freedoms. Self-expression values, by contrast, provide an inner 

motivation to struggle for democratic freedoms, for these freedoms are needed to practice 

self-expression. Accordingly, a recent study finds that self-expression values do indeed 

translate into pro-democratic mass actions even when the absence of democracy makes 

such actions risky.
xxii

 

Self-expression values provide a psychological disposition to struggle for 

democratic freedoms. Dispositions to struggle for democratic freedoms are more 

important for democracy than overt endorsements of democracy. Dispositions are 

implicit but their motivational power is strong because they are anchored in people’s 

affections. Regime preferences are explicit but their motivational power can be weak 

because expressed preferences do not always reflect affectively anchored preferences. 

Preferences are often expressed for reasons of social desirability or because of 

instrumental benefit expectations. In neither case do the expressed preferences reflect 

affective preferences, so their motivational power is weak. It is not the explicitness but 

the affectiveness that gives preferences motivational power. 

 

 

The Emergence of Self-expression Values 

 

Democracy does not need to be in place for self-expression values to emerge. Evidence 

from the World Values Surveys indicates that in the years preceding the Third Wave of 

democratization, self-expression values had emerged through a process of 

intergenerational value change not only in Western democracies, but also within 

authoritarian regimes.
xxiii

 

Self-expression values emerge when a large share of the population grows up 

taking survival for granted. This worldview tends to emerge even under the most 

repressive political regimes, as people’s action resources develop. As this happens, 

people become economically more secure, intellectually more independent, and socially 

more connected. This emancipates people, giving them more choice about how to spend 

time and money, what interpretations of the world to believe, and with which groups of 
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people to connect. Undergoing modernization even the most repressive regime finds it 

difficult to check these tendencies, for they are intimately linked with modernization. 

By increasing people’s material means, cognitive skills, and social opportunities, 

modernization widens people’s action resources. And people tend to use the expanding 

action repertoire that their growing resources provide because free choice and control 

over one’s life has a deep-rooted psychological payoff: It increases people’s life 

satisfaction.
xxiv

 This seems to be a universal psychological regularity that leads people to 

make use of their growing action resources. As the repertoire of actions that people 

actually perform is expanding, a basic sense of human agency emerges, giving rise to an 

emancipative worldview that values ordinary people as to-be-entitled, to be-tolerated, to-

be-trusted, active and efficacious individuals. 

There is no guarantee that economic development and modernization will take 

place. Some authoritarian regimes may do so and others may not. But in so far as they do 

modernize, they tend to experience the emancipative effects of modernization. Self-

expression values are not endogenous to democratic regimes. They emerge in any regime 

where modernization widens people’s action resources. 

 

 

The Consequences of Self-expression Values 

 

Rising self-expression values make democratic freedoms an increasingly valued goal, 

eroding the legitimacy of authoritarian rule. People who are strong in self-expression 

values are accustomed to using their own initiative and judgment in their daily lives. 

They become increasingly likely to question rigid and hierarchical authority, which loses 

its legitimacy. If the idea of democracy were not already known, it would be invented 

wherever self-expression values are on the rise. For the appeal of the idea to grant people 

democratic freedoms is not uniquely Western. The desire for free choice and autonomy 

are universal aspirations. They may be subordinated to the needs for subsistence and 

order when survival is precarious, but they tend to take increasingly high priority as 

survival becomes more secure. The specific institutional manifestations of democracy 

that have emerged during the past two hundred years are largely a product of Western 

political history. But the basic impetus of democracy, the human desire for free choice, is 

the natural product of an environment in which expanding action resources give rise to 

self-expression values. 

Democracy has rarely emerged as a gift freely granted by those holding power. 

Elites almost always prefer to retain as much power as possible. Accordingly, democratic 

freedoms have generally emerged because people struggled for them, as was the case 

from the liberal revolutions of the 18
th

 century to the democratic revolutions of the late 

20
th

 century. People’s motivations and values have played an important role. People do 

not struggle for democratic freedoms solely for instrumental reasons. If they did, it would 

be relatively easy to buy off the leaders of democratic movements. The most dedicated 

activists in the struggle for democracy are those who value freedom intrinsically. 

Self-expression values place an inherent value on freedom, and in recent decades 

these values have been expanding in most of the world. Does this mean that authoritarian 

systems will inevitably crumble? 
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Some scholars hold that any authoritarian regime survives as long as its rulers are 

determined to use any means, including military violence, to stay in power. This notion is 

based on the idea that legitimacy does not matter for authoritarian regimes because they 

are capable to repress dissenting majorities. The same view holds that authoritarian 

regimes are usually confronted with dissenting majorities, for democracy is always the 

naturally preferred system of ordinary people. 

Contradicting this view, cross-national survey data clearly demonstrate that 

people’s desire for democratic freedoms varies massively across countries, depending on 

how strongly a public has embraced self-expression values. Self-expression values in turn 

grow stronger in response to expanding action resources. This means that when people’s 

willingness to struggle for democratic freedoms is growing, their capability to do so has 

been grown as well. An authoritarian elite then finds it increasingly costly to deny 

democracy, risking mass opposition that can grow too massive to resist it. So then indeed, 

a society in which self-expression values are arising will for short or for long become 

democratic and even effectively democratic. 

 

Redistribution and Democracy 

 

Influential recent work by Boix
xxv

 and by Acemoglu et al.
xxvi

 interprets democracy as the 

result of a struggle over economic redistribution between elites, who are assumed to be 

the propertied class, and property-less masses. In this view, democracy is a struggle for 

universal suffrage in which both sides are motivated by conflicting interests in economic 

redistribution. The masses want democracy because universal suffrage would enable 

them to redistribute income from the elites, and the elites oppose it for precisely the same 

reason. Consequently, the elites will only concede universal suffrage if they have reason 

to believe it will not lead to extensive redistribution—otherwise, they will repress mass 

demands for suffrage. 

Boix version of this model postulates that the elites’ fear of redistribution 

diminishes if income distribution becomes more equal. This reduces the gap between the 

elites and masses, and in so far as income distribution approaches a normal curve, it 

reduces the proportion who have a great deal to gain by radical redistribution, making it 

impossible to build majorities for radical redistribution.
xxvii

 

Several assumptions underlie this model. First, variation in mass demands for 

democracy cannot account for the emergence and survival of democracy, since the model 

assumes that the masses are always in favor of democracy. Second, the decisive choices 

are all in the hands of the elites, not the masses: It is the elites who decide whether to 

repress mass demands for democracy or whether to concede democracy. Third, this 

implies that nondemocracies survive because of the elites’ capability to repress dissenting 

majorities. Fourth, modernization influences the chances to democratize by changes in 

income equality and capital mobility that make universal suffrage more acceptable to the 

elites. 

In light of our research, each of these assumptions is highly questionable. 

Empirically, we find a tremendous amount of variation in the degree to which given 

publics desire democratic freedoms: mass emphasis on self-expression varies greatly 

from one society to another. Second, the decision to expand political rights remains 

exclusively an elite choice only as long as ordinary people’s action resources are meager. 
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But this is precisely what modernization changes: It greatly increases ordinary people’s 

action resources, enabling them to mount more powerful collective actions, putting 

increasingly effective pressure on elites. Third, the survival of authoritarian regimes is 

not simply a question of whether elites choose to repress the masses—it reflects the 

balance of forces between elites and masses, which tends to shift to the mass side with 

ongoing modernization. The Third Wave of democratization was, in large part, a story of 

effective mass mobilization, motivated by strong emphasis on self-expression values 

among people who had become increasingly articulate and skilled at organizing mass 

movements. The major effect of modernization is not that it makes democracy more 

acceptable to elites. It is that modernization increases ordinary people’s capabilities and 

willingness to struggle for democratic freedoms. 

It is important to note that both Boix and Acemoglu et al. use narrowly electoral 

definitions of democracy. Their analyses have great historic interest, but they are 

analyzing how elections emerge, not how effective democracy emerges. As the evidence 

we have just presented demonstrates, they are not at all the same thing. The major 

motivational force behind the emergence of effective democracy is not a redistributive 

interest in universal suffrage but an emancipative desire to practice democratic freedoms. 

Democracy does not simply emerge from a redistributive interest in universal 

suffrage. It emerges from a struggle for democratic freedoms that go far beyond the right 

to vote. Throughout most of human history, despotism and autocracy prevailed. This was 

not simply because elites were able to repress dissenting majorities, but because until the 

modern era the masses lacked the organizational skills and the resources needed to grasp 

democratic freedoms, and obtaining freedom was not their top priority. To understand 

how democracy emerges, it is not sufficient to focus solely on elites—increasingly, one 

must also study developments among the masses. As events in Afghanistan and Iraq have 

demonstrated, simply overthrowing an authoritarian elite does not ensure that democracy 

will emerge. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The evidence points to several conclusions. 

First, during the most recent global wave of democratization many countries 

became nominally democratic. Most of the new democracies show major deficiencies in 

honest governance practices that are needed to empower people effectively. In the 

struggle for effective democracy, there is still far to go. 

Second, as nominal democracy spread rapidly into countries that lacked the 

infrastructure of effective democracy, the power of modernization variables to predict 

nominal democracy declined sharply. But effective democracy is as strongly linked with 

development indicators as ever. 

Third, although economic development is strongly linked with effective 

democracy, its explanatory power drops drastically when one takes self-expression values 

into account.
xxviii

 This helps explain why economic development has repeatedly been 

found to be linked with democracy: economic development, in so far as it brings rising 

education, a modern occupational structure, and rising levels of existential security, leads 

ordinary people to place increasing emphasis on democratic freedoms. Some societies 



13 

 

have been able to become rich by pumping oil without following this trajectory; their 

people do not share the same drive toward democracy, which is why the oil-exporting 

states have not become democratic yet. 

Fourth, it is not the have-nots, as some political economists assume, who desire 

democracy most strongly. Instead, it is when people have considerable action resources 

and move from emphasizing survival values toward emphasizing self-expression values, 

that they strive most strongly for democratic institutions. 

Fifth, self-expression values provide a deep-rooted motivation for people to strive 

to obtain democracy. As we have seen, self-expression values—which do not explicitly 

refer to democracy—are a much stronger predictor of democracy, than are explicit 

measures of support for democracy. Self-expression values reflect a syndrome of 

interpersonal trust, tolerance and political activism that plays a crucial role in the 

emergence and survival of democratic freedoms. 

For some time, two leading ways of explaining democracy have been pursued, 

largely in isolation from each other: an economic modernization approach, which 

emphasizes the role of objective resources, and a political culture approach, which 

emphasizes the role of subjective values. The view taken here integrates these two 

approaches, relating them both to the underlying theme of human empowerment. From 

this perspective, objective resources increase people’s capability to practice democratic 

freedoms while subjective values increase their willingness to practice these freedoms. 

When both come together, elites cannot resist effective democratization. 

If one views democratization as a process by which power increasingly moves 

from the hands of a narrow elite into the hands of ordinary citizens, then a broad concept 

of democracy becomes relevant. The human empowerment framework provides such a 

broad concept. 
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