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This article reports and analyzes an updated version of the widely-used Polity II dataset, consisting of
annual indicators of institutional democracy and autocracy for 161 states spanning the years from 1946
through 1994. The validity of the Polity III indicators of regime type is supported by their strong
correlations (.85 to .92) with seven conceptually and operationally different indicators of democracy
developed by other researchers. Comparative analysis of global and regional trends in democracy
shows the extent to which the Middle East and Africa lag behind other world regions in the transition
to democracy. A series of challenges to the ‘third wave’ of democratization are identified, with par-
ticular attention paid to the large numbers of institutionally unconsolidated, or ‘incoherent’, polities that
have recently emerged, mainly due to attempts by autocratic elites to contain domestic and international

pressures to liberalize their regimes.

1. Democracy and Autocracy

In its simplest conceptualization democracy is
defined by what it is not; democracy is the
opposite of autocracy. According to Sartori
(1987, p. 206), ‘Democracy is a system in
which no one can choose himself, no one can
invest himself with the power to rule and,
therefore, no one can abrogate to himself
unconditional and unlimited power’. From this
perspective, democratic and autocratic systems
are assumed to occupy two ends of a single
political continuum. In between these two
‘ideal types’, political systems can be defined
by their degree of democraticness. Determin-
ing the degree of democraticness of a political

*The Polity III update was performed by the first author
with funding from the University of Maryland’s De-
partment of Government and Politics and the Democ-
racy & Peace Project at the International Peace Re-
search Institute (PRIO), funded in turn by the Fridtjof
Nansen Foundation for Science and the Humanities
and the Norwegian Ministry of Defense. The authors
would like to thank Nils Petter Gleditsch, Havard Hegre,
John Oneal and Bruce Russett for their insightful
comments on an earlier draft of this article. Particular
gratitude is extended to William Dixon for his input on
both the dataset and its presentation in this article. The
Polity III dataset, including the codings of its constitu-
ent authority variables (but not the Polity II indicator
of Scope of government activity), will be available from
the Inter-University Consortium for Political and So-
cial Research by late 1995.

system, however, is complicated by the fact
that ‘democracy is not a quality of a social
system which either does or does not exist,
but rather a complex of characteristics which
may be ranked in many different ways’ (Lipset,
1959, p. 73).

Given the paucity of democracy as an ana-
lytic concept, the empirical variability of
current measures of regime type can be attrib-
uted, at least in part, to differences among
researchers in deciding which combination of
social and political factors (e.g. freedom of
the press, open elections, individual liberties,
and so on) best define the degree of demo-
craticness of a political system. Unfortunately,
as pointed out by Bollen (1991, p. 4), ‘An
examination of the efforts to quantify political
democracy does not reveal a smooth evolution
toward clear definitions that should accom-
pany the production of new measures’. Echo-
ing this sentiment, Zinnes & Merritt (1991,
p- 209) argue that the plethora of quantitative
measures of democracy now available to so-
cial scientists ‘conceptualize democracy dif-
ferently, select different indicators, and rely
on different sources of data’. Moreover, since
each individual measure is designed for spe-
cific research purposes, ‘their value rests on
the freight it bears for that project’ (Zinnes &
Merritt, 1991, p. 209). Thus, it is imperative
for researchers who wish to apply existing



470 Keith Jaggers & Ted Robert Gurr

measures of democracy to other research agen-
das than they were initially intended to under-
stand their conceptual and empirical founda-
tions. This article provides this information to
those who utilize the Polity III data. In the
following sections we (1) outline briefly the
intellectual objectives and evolution of the
Polity project; (2) provide theoretical and
operational definitions of Polity III’s indica-
tors of regime type; (3) discuss recent modi-
fications of the Polity data; (4) empirically
assess the validity of the Polity III indicators
of regime type; and (5) analyze recent trends
in political democracy and coherence using
the Polity III data.

2. Conceptual Foundations

The autocracy and democracy indicators found
in the Polity III dataset have their conceptual
foundations in Gurr’s (1974) study of politi-
cal system persistence and change. Using the
more restrictive Polity I dataset, Gurr’s study
assessed empirically the historical and regional
variations in polity durability. In Polity I every
country in the international state system be-
tween 1800 and 1971 was coded for the ‘au-
thority characteristics’ of their government or
‘polity’.! As outlined in Eckstein & Gurr’s
(1975) Patterns of Authority, a polity’s au-
thority characteristics can be analyzed in terms
of the five following dimensions: (1) the in-
fluence relations between superordinate and
subordinate strata; (2) the degree of inequal-
ity between the strata; (3) the institutional
relations among superordinates; (4) the com-
petitiveness of recruitment to superordinate
positions; and (5) the basis of political legiti-
macy, whether personal, substantive or proce-
dural. This analytic framework provided the
basis for constructing empirical indicators of
regime type (e.g. autocratic and democratic),
regime coherence (e.g. the institutional strength
of the polity), and regime durability (e.g. years
the polity existed without an ‘abrupt’ trans-
formation of its institutionalized authority
patterns).

Given that Polity I was designed for the
specific research purpose of measuring politi-
cal system durability,? each polity’s authority
characteristics were profiled only twice; once
at its inception and once at its termination.

Unfortunately, the unique spatial-temporal
domain employed by the Polity I dataset (e.g.
the ‘polity’) limited its use by other social
scientists.> To make the wealth of historical
information amassed under the Polity project
more accessible to the social science commu-
nity, Polity II included annual codings of the
authority traits outlined in Polity I, thereby
establishing yearly autocracy and democracy
scores for 132 contemporary and 21 ‘histori-
cal’ countries for the 1800-1986 period.*
Unfortunately, the annualization format of the
Polity II (and Polity III) data has made it
difficult to precisely match regime type with
event-based social behavior, such as interna-
tional conflict.

In an attempt to create more nuanced gra-
dations in the Polity I indicators, Polity II
employed nine (as opposed to six) operational
indicators of institutionalized authority char-
acteristics. Particular attention was paid to (1)
the influence dimensions of authority (i.e. the
regulation of political participation, the degree
of competitiveness of political participation,
the degree of constraints on executive deci-
sion-making, and the scope of state regulation
of non-political activities); (2) the recruitment
of chief executives (i.e. the regulation of re-
cruitment, the competitiveness of recruitment
and the openness of recruitment); and (3)
aspects of conformation, that is, government
structure (the centralization of state and exec-
utive authority).¢

Given the rapid and fundamental changes
that have taken place in the international sys-
tem since 1986 and the widespread use of the
Polity II data in others’ analyses (a sample
list includes Bremer, 1992, 1993; Dixon, 1993;
Dixon & Moon, 1993; Gleditsch, 1995; Gurr,
1993; Mansfield & Snyder, 1995a, 1995b;
Maoz & Russett, 1992, 1993; Modelski &
Perry, 1991; Ray, 1995; Raymond, 1994;
Miller, 1995; and Siverson & Starr, 1994),
we have again updated the dataset and ad-
justed some of the codings. Polity III consists
of annual democracy and autocracy indicators
for 1946 through 1994 for all independent
countries with populations greater than
500,000 in the early 1990s. The Polity III data,
which will be combined with the pre-1946
authority characteristics and regime type data
found in Polity II, encompasses 161 countries



that were independent during all or part of the
post-1945 period, 157 of which were in exist-
ence in 1994.7 All the Soviet and Yugoslav
successor states are included in the new
dataset, as are the Czech and Slovak repub-
lics.

3. Operationalizing Democracy
At its theoretical core, we argue that there are
three essential, interdependent elements of
democracy as it is conceived of in Western
liberal philosophy. The first is the presence of
institutions and procedures through which citi-
zens can express effective preferences about
alternative political policies and leaders. This
is accomplished through the establishment of
regular and meaningful competition among
individuals and organized groups, an inclu-
sive degree of political participation in the
selection of leaders and policies, and a level
of political liberties sufficient to ensure the
integrity of democratic participation, proce-
dures and institutions (Diamond et al., 1988).
In addition to institutionalized political com-
petition, a second component of Western-
conceived democracy is the existence of insti-
tutionalized constraints on the exercise of
executive power. While democracy has its con-
ceptual foundations in the philosophical ideal
of ‘self-rule’, in the modern world ‘democ-
racy does not mean and cannot mean that the
people actually rule in any obvious sense of
the terms “people” and “rule”” (Schumpeter,
1950, p. 284-285). According to Sartori
(1965, p. 66), a democracy

... 1s a political system in which the people exercise
power to the extent that they are able to change their
governors, but not to the extent of governing them-
selves. The only way the sovereign people can
maintain the degree of power they need and are
capable of wielding is not to give their governors
unlimited power.

Thus, the degree of democraticness of a po-
litical system should be evaluated not only by
the capacity of citizens to select political rep-
resentatives but also by their ability to estab-
lish institutional constraints on the exercise of
executive power.

The third dimension of democracy found in
the contemporary political discourse of West-
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ern societies is the guarantee of civil liberties
to all citizens in their daily lives and in acts
of political participation. According to Arat
(1991, p. 3), civil liberties refer to freedom
from slavery and servitude, torture and inhu-
man punishment, and arbitrary arrest and
imprisonment. In contemporary political ver-
nacular, civil liberties are roughly synonymous
with the notion of human rights. However,
given the paucity of the current, let alone
historical, data on civil liberties, we have not
attempted to single out, and then quantify, this
dimension of democracy. Instead, we focus on
the ‘institutional’ dimensions of democracy.
More specifically, our operational indicator
of democracy is derived from subjective
codings of the competitiveness of political
participation, the openness and competitive-
ness of executive recruitment, and the level of
constraints on the chief executive. Other as-
pects of plural democracy, such as the rule of
law, systems of checks and balances, freedom
of the press, and the like, are treated as means
to, or manifestations of, these institutional
structures. While serious violations of human
rights may occur despite the effective func-
tioning of these institutional structures — as
has occurred in the United States (from Re-
construction to the 1960s), in contemporary
Israel (vis-a-vis Arab populations), and in
contemporary India (in states with ethnic in-
surgencies) — we contend that when political
participation is fully open and competitive,
executive recruitment is elective, and the con-
straints on the chief executive are substantial,
the correlation between democratic institutions
and practices will be relatively high.
Authoritarian regimes, by contrast, refer to
some very diverse kinds of political systems
whose common properties are a lack of regu-
lated political competition and a lack of con-
cern for political and civil liberties. We use
the more neutral term ‘autocracy’ for these
political systems and define it operationally in
terms of the presence of a distinctive set of
political characteristics. In mature form, au-
tocracies sharply restrict or suppress political
participation; their chief executives are cho-
sen in a regularized process of selection within
the political elite; and once in office the ex-
ecutive exercises power with few or no insti-
tutional constraints. In their less mature form,
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while political participation is severely re-
stricted, chief executives are chosen through
informal selection procedures such as the coup
d’etat and their personal authority is limited
by the collective constraints of the authoritar-
ian power bloc (e.g. the military or hegemonic
party). While the former is deemed to be more
institutionally repressive than the latter, under
both of these conditions we expect to find
fundamental violations of political rights and
civil liberties.

Operationally, the democracy and autocracy
indicators detailed in the Polity II and Polity
III datasets are additive 11-point scales con-
structed using the following weights outlined
in Table 1.2 Using these operational guide-
lines, the Polity databases are constructed on
the premise that there is no ‘necessary condi-
tion’ for characterizing a political system
as democratic or autocratic; rather each di-
mension can be measured independently. In
fact, many historical and some contemporary
polities have mixed authority patterns: Singa-
pore from 1965 to 1994 is an example of an
Asian ‘guided democracy’ with an autocracy
score of four and a democracy score of two,
while Mexico’s one-party democracy has a
four/one combination for the 1979-94 period.
Such mixed patterns often characterize
polities in transition from autocracy to democ-
racy. They also characterize many of the post-
communist regimes in the early 1990s. In
Singapore and Mexico, however, and in a few
other countries (e.g. Senegal and Lebanon since
1990), they represent what seem to be rela-
tively durable political institutions designed
to leaven autocratic rule with limited demo-
cratic participation.

4. Modifications in the Polity III Data

In addition to updating the autocracy and
democracy indicators for the 1987-94 period,
the Polity II codings have been selectively
recoded for the 194686 era. Therefore nu-
merous differences in coding appear in the
democracy and autocracy indicators between
the Polity II and Polity III datasets. The
recoding of Polity II data has three aims: (1)
to correct for data entry errors and ‘dubious’
scores identified by the authors and other
scholars who have used the dataset since its

Table 1. Construction of Democracy & Autocracy
Indicators in Polity III

Authority Coding Democracy Autocracy

Score Score

Competitiveness of Political
Participation
(a) Competitive
(b) Transitional
(c) Factional
(d) Restricted
(e) Suppressed

Regulation of Political Participation
(a) Factional/Restricted
(b) Restricted

Competitiveness of Executive
Recruitment
(a) Election
(b) Transitional
(c) Selection

Openness of Executive Recruitment
(a) Election
(b) Dual: Hereditary/Election
(c) Dual: Hereditary/Designation
(d) Closed

Constraints on Chief Executive

(a) Executive Parity or
Subordination

(b) Intermediate Category | 3
(c) Substantial Limitations 2
(d) Intermediate Category 2 1
(e) Slight to Moderate Limitations 0
(f) Intermediate Category 3 0
(g) Unlimited Power of Executive 0

L SO - - —_ o O OO =MW
(=] —_—_0 O NO O — N—O OO

WO 0O

deposit with the Inter-University Consortium
for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) in
1989; (2) to apply new, more sensitive coding
rules to the entire post-war era; and (3) to
make the polity measures more responsive to
short-term fluctuations in the levels of democ-
racy and autocracy.

The first concern is self-explanatory. The
second stems from the inconsistent use of the
new, more sensitive coding rules adopted in
the Polity II update. For the Polity II codings
some authority variables were expanded to
include ‘transitional’ intervals (e.g. see cat-
egories b, d and f under Constraints on Chief
Executive in Table I) to better capture the
process of transition among types of authority
patterns. In retrospect, it has become clear to
us that these ‘transitional’ codes were applied
more consistently and rigorously in the update
of the data for the post-1971 period than in
the translation of the original Polity I data
(which covered the 1800—1971 period) into



time-series format. Finally, our third aim was
to eliminate bias in the data in favor of insti-
tutional stasis. Since the original purpose of
the polity dataset was to measure polity per-
sistence, the intrinsic character of the data was
relatively static; i.e. the coders were more
concerned with capturing the broad patterns
of a polity’s political structures and institu-
tions over long periods of time than with
detailing relatively minor, short-term fluctua-
tions in the level of democracy and autocracy.

For the 4,464 common observations in both
Polity II and Polity III for the 194686 pe-
riod, the Pearson product-moment correlation
coefficient between the 11-point democracy
indicators is .98. Despite this high overall
correlation between the two datasets, only 51%
of the democracy scores in Polity II remain
unchanged in Polity III. Table II shows the
differences when the Polity II democracy
scores are subtracted from the Polity III scores.
A score of zero on the DEMDIF variable
indicates no change between the two datasets,
while negative scores signify a drop in de-
mocracy level in the new data and positive
scores signify an increase in democracy in
Polity III; 46% of the 4,464 common obser-
vations show a decline, most by no more than
one or two points on the scale, while only 3%
register an increase. The recoding, in other
words, has led to a slight deflation in democ-
racy scores by comparison with Polity II. We
assume that a parallel shift will also show up
in the autocracy indicator but have not em-
pirically investigated it.

5. Assessing Validity

As previously noted, the measures of institu-
tional democracy and autocracy found in the
Polity III dataset are based on the subjective
interpretation of historical monographs and
other source materials by the authors and their
associates.” Aware of the problems of ‘inter-
pretation bias’ associated with judgmental
measures of democracy,'? we test the validity
of our measures against those of other re-
searchers. The stronger the correlations be-
tween our measures and others’ indicators of
regime traits (all of which employ different
judges, information sources and coding crite-
ria), the higher our confidence in the empiri-
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Table II. Polity III Alterations in Polity II Data

DEMDIF Frequency Percent
-6 1 0.0
-5 30 0.7
-4 15 0.3
-3 47 1.1
-2 242 5.4
-1 1736 38.9
0 2257 50.6
1 87 1.9
2 21 0.5
3 14 0.3
4 9 0.2
5 1 0.0
6 3 0.1
7 0 0.0
8 1 0.0

cal validity of our indicators and data. In other
words, the greater our conviction that the Polity
III indicators accurately represent democracy,
and are free from systematic coding bias.
Testing the validity of our 11-point indicator
of autocracy is more difficult, however, be-
cause others have not constructed an opera-
tionally separate indicator of the concept; it is
treated either as a binary category or as the
inverse of democracy.

In an attempt to make the polity data more
compatible with other measures of democracy,
then, it is useful to establish a single summary
measure of the institutional characteristics of
political regimes by subtracting a state’s au-
tocracy score from its democracy score (i.e.
DEMOC — AUTOC). This approach has three
empirical advantages over treating democracy
and autocracy as separate indicators. First, it
makes the Polity data more easily comparable
with other measures of democracy which con-
ceptualize regime type along a single analytic
continuum in which democratic and autocratic
systems are assumed to occupy its two ex-
treme ends. Second, DEMOC — AUTOC is
easily interpretable, ranging from positive ten
for states that are purely democratic to nega-
tive ten for those which are purely autocratic.
The zero to ten scores for both DEMOC and
AUTOC are not so easily interpretable, espe-
cially in situations with ‘mixed’ authority
characteristics. Third, this summary measure
of regime type helps lessen the bimodal na-
ture of the democracy and autocracy indica-
tors found in the Polity datasets. Of the 5,726
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‘country-years’ in the Polity III dataset for the
1946-94 period,'! 2,411, or 42%, are deter-
mined to be ‘coherent’ autocracies (with
DEMOC — AUTOC scores of negative seven
to negative ten) while 1,848, or 32%, are
coherent democracies (with DEMOC —
AUTOC scores of positive seven to positive
ten).!? In between these two extremes are
1,467 country-years, or 26% of the entire
sample, which can be classified as ‘incoher-
ent’ polities (with DEMOC — AUTOC scores
of negative six to positive six). While not
eliminating the bimodal nature of the Polity
III data, using the DEMOC — AUTOC vari-
able minimizes this problem by spreading
states that score at the low end of the DEMOC
scale out along the negative portion of the
continuum.

For the reasons outlined above, the validity
test of the Polity III data will use the DEMOC
— AUTOC variable. The other indices of re-
gime characteristics used in this validity test
are those reported by Arat (1991), Bollen
(1980, 1993), Coppedge & Reinicke (1990),
Freedom House (annual, 1978-94), Gasiorow-
ski (1993), and Vanhanen (1990) for overlap-
ping country-years. Like our indicator of re-
gime type, the indices constructed by Coppedge
& Reinicke, Freedom House and Gasiorowski
rely on subjective interpretations of political
structures and events. At the other end of the
spectrum, Vanhanen’s measure of democracy
is constructed exclusively from electoral data.
Situated between these two extremes, Arat and
Bollen rely on a combination of objective and
subjective data in the construction of their
indices.

Working from Dahl’s (1971) conceptuali-
zation of regime types,'? Coppedge & Reinicke
(1990) classify 170 states in 1985 on a
Polyarchy Index. A polyarchy, according to
Dahl (1971, p. 9), is an ‘institutional arrange-
ment’ providing the best but nonetheless ‘im-
perfect approximation’ of the ideal called
democracy. Focusing on the analytic dimen-
sion of political contestion, Coppedge &
Reinicke use a Guttmann scale to assign cu-
mulative scores ranging from zero to ten points
based on the subjective interpretation of four
variables: (1) fair elections; (2) freedom of
expression; (3) availability of alternative
sources of information; and (4) freedom of

organization. The most polyarchic countries
score high on all four political -contestion
variables and are assigned a scale score of
zero, while the least polyarchic countries score
low on all of them and are assigned a scale
score of ten.

Using a 25-point checklist, the judges at
Freedom House (annual, 1978-94) have per-
formed annual ratings of political rights and
civil liberties for all sovereign states for the
1973-94 period.'* While constructed as a
measure of ‘freedom’ rather than democracy
per se, the overlap between the two concepts
is obvious. Political rights refer to the capac-
ity of individuals to participate freely and
effectively in the selection of policy-makers
and binding decision rules affecting the na-
tional, regional and local community (e.g. the
presence of free and fair elections, the exist-
ence of competitive political parties and or-
ganizations, and the potential for regional
autonomy, etc.). Moreover, civil liberties are
defined by the freedom of individuals to de-
velop views, institutions and personal au-
tonomy apart from the state (e.g. freedom of
speech, assembly, demonstration and religion
as well as the protection of citizens from
political violence inflicted by the courts and
security forces of the state). Each dimension
is coded on a seven-point scale with low scores
indicating a high degree of freedom and high
scores indicating a low degree of freedom.

Gasiorowski (1990, 1993), focusing on ‘re-
gime change’ in the Third World over the last
two centuries, defines a country as democratic
when (1) meaningful and extensive competi-
tion exists among individuals and organized
groups for all effective positions of govern-
mental power, at regular intervals and exclud-
ing the use of force; (2) a highly inclusive
level of political participation exists in the
selection of leaders and policies; and (3) a
sufficient level of civil and political liberties
exist to ensure the integrity of political com-
petition and participation. Using subjective
codings of these concepts, 97 developing coun-
tries are fitted into a three-point typology which
defines regimes as either ‘democratic’, ‘semi-
democratic’, or ‘authoritarian’ in structure.

Vanhanen (1990), like Dahl (1971) and
Coppedge & Reinicke (1990), define democ-
racy as the presence of high degrees of politi-
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Table III. Correlations Between Measures of Democracy

Freedom House:

Regime Polity Il Bollen Political Civil Arat Vanhanen Coppedge Gasio-
datasets: Rights Liberies & Reinicke rowski
Polity 11 1.00 - - - - — - -
N=5,726 — - — - - - -
Bollen .89 1.00 - - - - — —
N=336 N=350 — - - - - -
Freedom House: .92 .90 1.00 - - - — —
Political Rights N=2,897 N=130 N=2,295 — - - — —
Freedom House: .87 .87 .92 1.00 - — — -
Civil Liberties N=2,897 N=130 N=2295 N=2,295 - — - -
Arat .85 .89 .84 .79 1.00 - — —
N=3,545 N=326 N=1,283 N=1,283 N=3,649 — - -
Vanhanen .87 .88 .85 .85 .82 1.00 — —
N=1,165 N=128 N=1,192 N=1,192 N=375 N=1,192 - —
Coppedge 91 n.a. .93 .93 n.a. .84 1.00 —
& Reinicke N=127 n.a. N=131 N=131 n.a. N=130 N=132 —
Gasiorowski .85 .75 .81 .81 .72 .82 .75 1.00
N=3,434 N=235 N=1,796 N=1,796 N=2,369 N=812 N=92 N=3,647

Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient is used to determine the degree of statistical association for
overlapping years: Arat (1948-82), Bollen (1960, 1965, 1980), Coppedge & Reinicke (1985), Freedom
House (1973-94), Gasiorowski (1946-92), Polity III (1946-94), and Vanhanen (1980-88).

n.a. denotes datasets with no overlap. The Freedom House and Coppedge & Reinicke data have been
transposed to make them compatible with the other datasets.

cal competition and participation. However,
arguing that it is better to use quantitative
measures of these concepts than to resort to
subjective evaluations and estimations,
Vanhanen creates his Index of Democratiza-
tion exclusively from electoral data. The com-
petitiveness dimension of political systems is
measured by the smaller parties’ share of votes
captured in parliamentary or presidential elec-
tions, or both, while the degree of participa-
tion is operationalized as the percentage of
the total population who actually voted in these
elections. This index is used to create annual
measures of democracy — ranging anywhere
from zero (low democracy) to 41 points (high
democracy) in 1980 — for 147 countries be-
tween 1980 and 1988.

Bollen (1980, 1993) defines political de-
mocracy as the extent to which the political
power of the elite is minimized and that of the
non-elite is maximized. He reduces this ab-
stract definition to two core concepts, politi-
cal liberty and political sovereignty. Each of
these concepts is operationalized, using a
combination of subjective and objective data,
along three dimensions. Political liberty is

indexed using (1) the degree of press freedom,
(2) group opposition, and (3) the level gov-
ernment sanctions; while political sovereignty
is measured in reference to (4) the fairness of
elections, and the openness of (5) executive
and (6) legislative selection procedures. Us-
ing a linear transformation of these data, Bollen
constructs a composite index of political de-
mocracy with numeric values ranging between
zero (low democracy) and 100 (high democ-
racy). This index is applied to various mem-
bers of the international state system at three
points in time: 1960 (N=113), 1965 (N=123),
and 1980 (N=152).15

Finally, Arat’s (1991) definition, like all the
others, excludes economic dimensions of de-
mocracy and focuses exclusively on the for-
mal decision-making methods and practices of
political systems. For Arat, democracy is
equivalent to popular sovereignty, or public
control, of government. Using both subjective
and objective data, Arat’s empirical measure
of democracy is a composite of four concep-
tual variables: (1) the nature of political
participation (e.g. the competitiveness of ex-
ecutive and legislative selection, legislative ef-
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Figure 1. Global Trends in Democracy and Autocracy, 1960-94
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fectiveness, and the competitiveness of nomi-
nation procedures); (2) the inclusiveness of
the political process (e.g. restrictions on elec-
toral participation); (3) the competitiveness of
the party system (e.g. restrictions on political
organization and the level of hegemony of the
dominant party); and (4) the protection of civil
liberties (e.g. the degree of statistical devia-
tion from estimated state coerciveness given
varying levels of social instability). These
variables are combined to produce annual
measures of democracy for 152 countries
during the 194882 period.

Despite the conceptual and methodological
diversity of our current measures of democ-
racy, Table III shows a consistently strong
pattern of association (using the Pearson prod-
uct-moment correlation coefficient) between
other indices and the DEMOC — AUTOC vari-
able for the post-World War II era. These
correlations range from a low of .85 with the
measures of democracy presented by Arat and
Gasiorowski to a high of .92 with Freedom
House’s indicator of political rights. More-
over, our assumption that strong democratic
institutions will produce strong democratic
practices receives empirical conformation from
the high correlation between Polity III’s
DEMOC — AUTOC variable and Freedom
House’s measure of civil liberties (.87 for the
1973-94 time period).

In general, the high level of association
between the DEMOC — AUTOC variable and
the other empirical indicators of regime type
currently available increases our confidence
in the empirical validity of our measuring
devices and data. From this evidence we ar-
gue that not only do the Polity III indicators
accurately tap into the empirical concepts
of autocracy and democracy but, in addition,
that the data they produce are free from sys-
tematic coding bias — or that all empirical
researchers who have coded democracy share
similar biases.

6. Autocracy and Democracy in the Third
Wave

While the proposition that the world has
reached the ‘end of history’ became a touch-
stone of the early post-Cold War years, em-
pirical support for this argument is decidedly
mixed. In particular, the victory of liberal
democracy over authoritarian politics has been
challenged by the rise of exclusive national-
ism in many of the Soviet and Yugoslav suc-
cessor states, and by Islamist movements in
North Africa and the Middle East. Despite
these significant challenges, it is difficult to
refute the proposition that liberal democracy
has no legitimate alternative in societies influ-
enced by Western thought. In these countries



Democracy’s Third Wave 477

Figure 2. Regional Trends in Democracy and Autocracy, 1960-94
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the only rightful governments are those in
which power is derived from, and bestowed
by, the people (Sartori, 1991, p. 437).

As illustrated by the Polity III data presented
in Figure 1, until the late 1970s the post-1960
global trend was one of increasing autocracy
in the international state system and a con-
comitant decline in the degree of democracy.
With a global average of zero on the 21-point
DEMOC — AUTOC in 1960, the democratic
systems established in the developing world
in the wake of European colonialism soon
succumbed to the authoritarian tendencies of
civilian and military elites, the institutional
strains created by counter-insurgency cam-
paigns aimed at class and ethnic enemies, and
the desire of political rulers to achieve per-
sonal wealth and/or economic development
through predatory and statist policies. Under
such pressures, the global average of democ-
racy fell to a low of —2.4 in 1977. Only with
the fundamental transformation of Iberian and
Latin American politics in the second half of
the 1970s and the early 1980s, and the
subsequent diffusion of the ‘third wave’ to
Eastern and Central Europe and, to a lesser
extent, parts of Asia and Africa, in the late
1980s and early 1990s, has the degree of
democracy in the international system sur-
passed the degree of autocracy. With a global
average of +3 on the DEMOC — AUTOC vari-

able in 1994, the third wave has brought to
close a revolutionary century in which liberal
democracy has withstood significant philo-
sophical and political challenges by ideolo-
gies which sought to legitimize acts of state
terrorism and repression in the name of the
‘general will’.

Despite the global trend in the direction of
democratization, as can be seen in Figure 2,
significant regional disparities exist. Using the
DEMOC — AUTOC variable as a measure of
regime variation in five geographic regions,
only two areas of the world in the 1990s —
Africa south of the Sahara and the Middle
East (including northern Africa) — have higher
levels of autocracy than democracy. While at
the time of writing the majority of countries
in Africa do not qualify as even minimally
functioning democracies, a significant number
are in the process of transition from an auto-
cratic civilian or military government to one
that is more pluralistic. However, the transi-
tion to liberal democracy in the ethnically
heterogeneous states of Africa can have per-
ilous consequences: it must be recognized that
political mass murder in Burundi in 1993 and
genocide in Rwanda in 1994 were both pre-
ceded by internationally-brokered efforts to
democratize regimes through power-sharing
agreements between Hutus and Tutsis. In each
case the group whose position was threatened
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by democratization (Hutus in Rwanda, Tutsis
in Burundi) resorted to massive retaliatory
violence against communal rivals.

While the prospects for the establishment of
democracy in Africa is uncertain, the progno-
sis for democratization in the Middle East is
even more tenuous. Few Arab states have taken
part in the ‘third wave’ of democratization,
and most remain strongly autocratic. Skeptics
argue that the growth of democracy in this
region is doubtful because notions of political
freedom are alien to Islam (Lewis, 1993, pp.
96-98; Vatikiotis, 1988, p. 118). By offering
a set of divinely inspired rules by which so-
ciety is to be governed, Islam provides the
only legitimate ideological challenge to lib-
eral democracy in the modern world.

Within the Islamic world, though, the prin-
ciples of Islamists are resisted by secular elites,
some in the name of nationalism and others in
support of Western-derived democratic values.
Turkey and Malaysia are Islamic societies with
(relatively) durable democratic regimes that
have contained but not violently suppressed
challenges from Islamists. Jordan is experi-
menting with limited democracy in which Is-
lamists have successfully contested elections
and taken a minority of legislative seats. The
benign results in Jordan thus far belie the fears
of Algerian and Egyptian leaders, who have
used extreme means to suppress Islamists who
sought to participate openly in the political
process. Thus, while the authoritarian culture
spawned by Islam provides a significant chal-
lenge to democracy, it is premature to write
off the prospects for future democratization in
the Islamic world generally or the Arab world
in particular.

Despite the virtual hegemony of liberal
democratic ideals in the Western world, the
end of the ‘badness of politics’ does not mean
the end of ‘bad politics’. As pointed out by
Sartori (1991, p. 437), the fact ‘that there is
no current alternative to democracy as a prin-
ciple of legitimacy does not imply that democ-
racy becomes unassailable. Democracy may
stand unchallenged in principle, and yet in
practice be formidably challenged in its per-
formance’. In other words, democracy need
not be sent packing in the name of another,
alternative legitimacy. The breakdown of de-
mocracy can, in many instances, be triggered

by a perception on the part of the social elite
of a crisis in the functioning of democratic
institutions. Economic scarcity, political cor-
ruption, ethnic conflict and international war-
fare are all social processes which threaten
the consolidation of democracy in the third
wave.

While the consolidation of democracy is
difficult to assess in isolation from the social
and economic crises that test the resolve of
‘democratic’ politicians and militaries, we
contend that the more coherent a polity’s
democratic structure, the greater its prospects
for democratic persistence and consolidation.
As first hypothesized by Eckstein (1969, pp.
300-307), polities with coherent, or internally
consistent, authority patterns should outper-
form and outlast those with incoherent pat-
terns. Empirical research using the Polity I
indicator of coherence generally supported this
argument (Gurr, 1974; Harmel, 1980; Lich-
bach, 1984). While the empirical relationship
between institutional coherence — in both
democratic and autocratic regimes — and pol-
ity persistence is not perfect, nevertheless, it
does give us a rough empirical handle on the
set of countries most prone to institutional
instability.

By definition, incoherent polities are un-
consolidated polities. Incoherent polities de-
note those political systems which are neither
fully autocratic nor democratic in institutional
structure. Incoherent democracies denote those
political systems with primarily democratic
elements that also place substantial limits on
participation, competition, and/or civil liber-
ties. By contrast, incoherent autocracies de-
note those political systems with primarily
autocratic structures that also allow some
opportunity for political participation and com-
petition and/or provide for the protection of
civil rights. While the former are commonly
referred to as ‘liberalizing’ regimes, the latter
are defined as ‘democratizing’ regimes. De-
spite this conceptual difference, both are typi-
cally formed by political pacts within the
autocratic elite and reflect their attempt to
legitimize their rule through the liberalization
of the political arena while reserving the right
to protect their interests through authoritarian
institutions and techniques. Although the es-
tablishment of incoherent autocracies and
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Coherent Polities (%)

Incoherent Polities (%)

Year Autocracies Democracies Total Autocracies Democracies Total N

1946 22 35 57 24 19 43 63
1955 34 33 67 20 13 33 85
1965 44 28 72 16 12 28 122
1975 55 27 82 13 5 18 135
1985 49 34 83 13 4 17 135
1994 18 50 68 19 13 32 151

Coherent polities are defined as those with scores of seven to ten or negative seven to negative ten on the
DEMOC-AUTOC variable. Incoherent polities are those with scores of negative six to positive six on this

variable.

democracies is argued by the political elites
which organize them as being conducive to an
orderly transition toward the institutional-
ization of democracy, more often than not they
provide a framework in which the socio-econo-
mic reforms needed for the consolidation of
democracy are stymied. We suggest that these
polities are particularly vulnerable to demo-
cratic reversals.

As suggested earlier in this analysis, we
operationally define coherent polities as those
with scores of seven to ten (coherent democ-
racy) or negative seven to negative ten (co-
herent autocracy) on the DEMOC — AUTOC
variable. Incoherent polities, on the other hand,
are operationally defined as those regimes with
scores of zero to negative six (incoherent auto-
cracy) or one to six (incoherent democracy)
on the DEMOC — AUTOC variable.

As can be seen in Table IV, after a steady
increase in the three decades following the
conclusion of World War II, the percentage of
countries with coherent autocratic systems
dropped precipitously from 55% in 1975 to a
postwar low of 18% in 1994. On the reverse
side of this retreat from autocracy has been a
concomitant rise in coherent democratic re-
gimes. While only 27% of the countries in the
international system maintained highly demo-
cratic political regimes in 1975, by 1994 this
figure had risen to 50%. Though the future of
many of these democratic regimes remains in
doubt, they can be considered ‘institutionally
consolidated’ in that they maintain a highly
coherent set of institutional structures: politi-
cal participation is competitive, executive
recruitment is elective, and constraints on ex-
ecutive powers are substantial.

In addition to the fundamental increase in

the number of coherent democracies in the last
decade, however, there has been a concomi-
tant increase in the number of incoherent
polities in the international system. After a
40-year period in which the number of inco-
herent polities declined steadily, from a post-
WWII high of 43% in 1946 to a low of 17%
in 1985, with the diffusion of the third wave
throughout the developing world and the former
Soviet bloc the number of incoherent regimes
has risen to 32% of the international system.
As of 1994, 19% of the states in the interna-
tional system are governed by incoherent
autocracies, whereas 13% are governed by
incoherent democracies.!® Given the incoher-
ent structure of their institutional arrangements,
these countries are particularly vulnerable to
institutional crisis and a return to coherent
autocratic rule.

7. Conclusion

Our analysis of incoherent polities illustrates
the utility of the Polity III dataset for assess-
ing the global and regional status of the third
wave of democratization. The data also can
be used to study sequences of regime change:
a few countries manifest a gradual, long-term
shift from autocracy toward democracy: Hon-
duras and Senegal show this pattern. A few
others, exemplified by Burma and Sri Lanka,
have moved steadily toward autocracy. Most
shifts among regime types, however, have
occurred quite abruptly, sometimes in oscil-
lating sequences like those of Guatemala and
Pakistan. The causes and correlates of these
different patterns of regime change remain to
be established. What these observations high-
light is the possibility of establishing system-
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atically the mix of domestic and international,
socio-economic and political conditions asso-
ciated with successful and failed transitions to
democracy during the last half-century.!” The
Polity III dataset is made available here so
that others can simultaneously pursue this and
other research agendas. We are committed to
publishing future updates at regular intervals.

NOTES

1. The universe of analysis included all countries whose
populations in 1970 neared or exceeded one mil-
lion.

2. See Harmel (1980) for a re-analysis of Gurr’s 1974
study using the Polity I data.

3. Some important exceptions include Maoz (1989),
Maoz & Abdolali (1989), Morgan & Campbell
(1991), Morgan & Schwebach (1992), Siverson &
Emmons (1991).

4. This study built on an annual recoding of the Polity
I data for European states, which was used to
analyze historical sequences of regime change in
Western societies (Lichbach, 1984).

5. We have not systematically coded the exact dates
of regime change for the entire 1800—1994 period
but will attempt to assemble and incorporate these
data into future Polity updates.

6. See Gurr et al. (1990) for more details on the Polity
I dataset.

7. The South Vietnamese polity ended in 1974 with
its conquest by the North; the German Democratic
Republic ended in 1989 with its absorption into the
German Federal Republic; North and South Yem-
en’s polities ended in 1989 with their union into
the new state of Yemen; and the Czechoslovakia
polity ended in 1992 with the divorce of its two
constituent republics. Russia is coded as the succes-
sor state of the USSR; Yugoslavia after 1991 refers
to the ‘rump’ Yugoslavia of Serbia and Montenegro.

8. Definitions of the coding categories are given in
Gurr et al. (1990, pp. 79—83). Other codes used in
the Polity III dataset are —66 (polity interruption),
—77 (polity interregnum) and —88 (polity transition).
A score of —66 is assigned if a country is occupied
by foreign powers during wartime and the pre-war
polity is reestablished after foreign occupation ends
or for the participants involved in short-lived at-
tempts at the creation of ethnic, religious, or re-
gional federations. A score of —77 indicates periods
of intense internal war during which there is a
complete collapse of central political authority or
periods of foreign occupation during wartime in
which the post-war polity is significantly different
from the prewar polity. A score of —88 is assigned
for periods in which the institutions of new polities
are planned, legally constituted and put into effect.
This code is particularly likely to be used in the
establishment of democratic or quasi-democratic
polities, which are forged through procedures in-
volving constitutional conventions and referenda.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

See Gurr (1974, pp. 1490-1491) and Gurr et al.
(1990, pp. 105-106) for discussions of the reliabil-
ity and validity of the authority codings in Polity I
and Polity II. Polity III is the only dataset to which
we have applied a formal validity test.

See Bollen (1986, 1993) for discussions of this
problem.

The total number of ‘country-years’ in the Polity III
dataset for the 1946—94 time period is 6,068. 342
country-years, or 6% of the sample, are assigned
codes of —66 (N=16), —77 (N=188) or —88 (N=138).
These country-years are excluded from all subse-
quent analyses in this paper.

Coherent polities are defined in the Polity project as
those regimes with institutionally strong, or inter-
nally consistent, authority patterns. In Polity II they
are operationally defined as those with scores of
seven or more on either the Autocracy or the De-
mocracy variables. Incoherent polities, on the other
hand, have scores of zero to six on these two di-
mensions.

Dahl (1971) classifies political regimes into four
ideal types based on the degree of contestion and
participation: (1) polyarchy (high contestion, high
participation); (2) competitive oligarchy (high
contestion, low participation); (3) inclusive he-
gemony (low contestion, high participation); and
(4) closed hegemony (low contestion, low partici-
pation).

Up until the 1988/9 edition of Freedom in the
World, the Freedom House data were subjectively
coded by Raymond Gastil. In the opinion of many
scholars, however, with the departure of Gastil from
Freedom House (allegedly after a dispute with the
publishers over how to characterize changes in the
USSR and Eastern Europe) the internal consistency
of the data series has suffered.

Despite the high degree of internal reliability of
Bollen’s index of democracy, the first author notes
some serious inconsistencies in the data series. More
specifically, countries at the low end of the demo-
cratic continuum are assigned lower numeric codes
in 1980 than in either 1960 or 1965 even though
no fundamental transformations in authority struc-
tures or practices appears to have taken place (e.g.
Bulgaria: 1960 = 23, 1965 = 37.5, 1980 = 11,
Czechoslovakia: 1960 = 22.3, 1965 = 20.5,
1980 = 11; Ethiopia: 1960 = 31; 1965 = 12.5,
1980 = 0; Mongolia: 1960 = 22.1, 1965 = 16.2,
1980 = 11; North Korea: 1960 = 21, 1965 = 21,
1980 = 11; Romania: 1960 = 20.3, 1965 = 20.9,
1980 = 11; Yugoslavia: 1960 = 42.6, 1965 = 50.8,
1980 = 28).

Included in this set of incoherent autocracies are
the following countries listed by region: (1) Africa:
Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, Chad,
Comoros, Ethiopia, Gabon, Ghana, Guinea, Ivory
Cost, Kenya, Mauritania, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda,
and Zimbabwe; (2) Americas: Mexico and Peru;
(3) Asia and Pacific: Bhutan, Tadzhikistan,
Kazakhstan, and Singapore; (4) Europe: Croatia and
Yugoslavia; and (5) the Middle East: Egypt, Leba-
non, Morocco, Tunisia and Yemen. Included in the



