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At a recent conference on democratization, one of the Latin Americanists present was 
overheard saying, "been there, done that." Such comments reflect the views of many 
Latin Americanists, who, having experienced prior waves of democratization, are perhaps 
justifiably skeptical about the durability of the current wave. Rather than speaking of 
long-term trends, we are used to looking at waves of democratization followed by waves 
of authoritarianism. Latin American democracies grew in number in the early 1940s, 
declined toward the end of World War II, grew again in the early 1960s and declined 
thereafter, only to rise again in the 1980s and 1990s1 A broader, world-wide view of 
cycles has been provided by Huntington, who has characterized the present upsurge as 
"democracy's third wave.2 An even longer-term view is found in the recent work of John 
Markoff3 

In light of this rather dismal historical record, perhaps the central question that students 
of democratization ought to be asking tody is, what are the prospects for the durability of 
the current cycle? This question is especially pertinent since breakdowns and near 
breakdowns of democracy have become regular occurrences almost since the beginning 
of the current wave. 

Prior Research 

As far as I am aware, the most extensive study to date attempting to predict the durability 
of democracy has been conducted by Adam Przeworski and his colleagues, who 
employed data on 135 countries from 1950 to 19904 Their main finding emphasizes the 
role of economics; in countries with a 1985 per capita GNP of more than $6,000, 
democracies do not break down. In poorer countries, economics is also important; when 
the economies are growing and income is being distributed more equitably, democracy 
can survive. 

The Przeworski et al. study, comprehensive and informative though it is, limits itself to 
macro-level economic and institutional data. Since the publication of Lipset's early 
seminal, it has been clear that macro-level variables such as GNP, literacy, and regime 
type all play very important roles in creating the necessary conditions for the emergence 
and survival of democracy5 Yet, Lipset also clearly recognized that cultural variables, 
especially legitimacy, can be critical for the survival of democratic regimes once they are 
established. As he has stated in his more recent work on the subject: "Political stability in 
democratic systems cannot rely on force. The alternative to force is legitimacy....6 The 
data in the Przeworski et al. study, however, do not allow us to measure the degree to 
which the population perceives the political system as legitimate, nor does it allow us to 
measure other attitudinal variables that might impact the stability of democracy. The 
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exclusion, therefore, of micro-level information, especially political culture, in effect has 
left the equations underspecified7 

It is not possible, of course, to incorporate systematic political culture data for 135 
nations, since no such data set currently exists. Until recently, survey data traditionally 
available to social scientists have come largely from Western Europe and North America, 
producing a sample highly skewed towards advanced industrial nations. The recent rapid 
expansion of the number of democratic polities, however, has made it possible to collect 
public opinion data for a far broader and more diverse sample of nations. Thus, while it 
still is not possible to match the breadth of the Przeworski et al. study of the impact of 
economic development on democracy at the micro level, we now have sufficient data to 
enable us to begin the task of incorporating political culture into the mix. The expansion 
of the Eurobarometer into Latin America offers one such important new source, as does 
the University of Pittsburgh Latin American Public Opinion Project8 

Cultural theory, for many years relegated to the back burner in the political science 
kitchen, has become, according to Eckstein, "the single most important item now on the 
agenda of political science.9 According to Reisenger's extensive review of the political 
culture literature, "A successful resuscitation of political culture should be a tremendous 
boon to those seeking to understand the collapse of authoritarian regimes in recent years 
and the prospects for successful consolidation of democracy.10 Huntington's own most 
recent statement concentrates most of its attention on exploring the strengths and 
limitations of culture as an explanation for democracy11 An extensive body of cross-
national evidence has been presented in a recent volume on the subject edited by 
Diamond12 and a comprehensive review of the major findings is found in a paper 
published by Dalton13 Even those committed to a rational choice perspective, which 
seemingly minimizes or even excludes the role of political culture, have recently made a 
very strong case for its importance in understanding politics14 

Limitations of Prior Research 

Unfortunately, much of the increasing volume of contemporary research on political 
culture suffers from two serious limitations. First, even though, as this paper has argued, 
one of the most important questions facing researchers of democracy is its stability, many 
researchers have ignored this vital question. Those who argue for a cultural explanation 
of democracy often forget that it becomes a moot point that citizens might prefer 
democracy over authoritarianism when their democracy has already broken down15 The 
breakdown of the state in Somalia and the emergence of ubiquitous clan warfare there, 
along with the brutal civil warfare in the former Yugoslavia, are cases that bring home 
the vital importance of system stability. It is not surprising, therefore, that one exception 
to the general neglect of the stability question in studies of political culture was a survey 
conducted by Finifter in the waning days of the Soviet Union, a state whose stability was 
very much in question at the very time the survey was being conducted and subsequently 
ceased to exist16 That research has been followed up by a more recent study of the now 
former USSR by Gibson, who questions whether democratic values there are "a mile 



wide but an inch deep.17 Unfortunately, despite these exceptions, the prevailing trend is to 
focus on democracy to the exclusion of stability. 

In this paper I hope to remedy the neglect of the question of political stability by 
developing a theory of the political culture of democracy that explicitly incorporates 
measurement of attitudes of legitimacy of the political system, a variable long thought to 
impact directly on stability. Basically, the argument is that if citizens do not believe their 
political system is legitimate, its stability will be very much in question. 

A second significant shortcoming of much of the political culture research is that it tends 
to focus on variables far removed from the core values of democracy. It may be that 
aptitudes such as inter-personal trust and life satisfaction, attitudes that political scientists 
have been measuring since the appearance of the Civic Culture, ultimately will be found 
to have links to more explicitly democratic values, but this should not dissuade us from 
measuring more directly democratic values themselves. No conclusive empirical 
evidence has yet been presented that demonstrates that individuals who trust their 
neighbors and who are satisfied with life would necessarily support democracy. Perhaps 
the most extensive effort to make this very argument are the studies of Ronald Inglehart, 
who has conducted cross-national studies of democracy, focusing on the variables of 
interpersonal trust, life satisfaction and opposition to revolutionary change18 However, 
there are a number of important critiques of the methodology and causal implications of 
Inglehart's approach19 With respect to Central America, Edward Muller and I have 
demonstrated that the three Inglehart variables that are supposed to form a syndrome of 
attitudes called the "civic culture" have no significant inter-item correlations in 12 out of 
18 cases, and of the six coefficients that are significant, five are in the wrong direction20 
In this paper I argue that if one wants to look at the micro-foundations of stable 
democracy, one should look first to values which have a more direct linkage to 
democratic stability, not their remote antecedents. This paper, therefore, looks directly at 
political tolerance, suggested by many researchers as perhaps the most important 
component of democratic beliefs, and system support, as attitudes most directly linked to 
political stability. The paper utilizes a rich micro-level data base made possible by the 
University of Pittsburgh Latin American Public Opinion Project21 In this paper I intend to 
mine that data to present evidence of the utility of a micro-level model on the factors that 
help promote stable democracy. 

Legitimacy and Political Tolerance: Key Factors in the Stability of Democracy -
Legitimacy 

According to Lipset's classical work, systems that are legitimate survive even in the face 
of difficult times. In Central America, by the mid 1980s all six countries were regularly 
holding free and fair elections22 The survival of these democracies, each of which are 
facing difficult economic times, depends upon continued popular support. One need only 
think of the ballot box ouster in 1990 of the Sandinistas in Nicaragua to see how critical 
such support can be. In that case, the inability of the system to cope effectively with the 
severe economic crises and the protracted "Contra War," caused voters to turn against the 
system23 



Given the historical importance of the concept of legitimacy, one would have thought that 
social scientists had long ago developed reliable and valid means to measure it. Until 
recently, however, measurement of legitimacy has been hampered by widespread reliance 
on the Trust in Government scale devised by the University of Michigan24 Studies in 
many parts of the world have used that scale, taking for granted its reliability and 
validity. The empirical evidence, however, did not support that conclusion. Perhaps the 
clearest indication of the limitations of the scale is in the United States trust in 
government; as measured by the scale, it began to fall in the Vietnam war period and 
continued on a downward spiral through Watergate. Yet, even though trust in government 
as measured by the scale was rapidly declining, there were virtually no public 
manifestations that suggested that the U.S. system of government was in jeopardy of 
collapse. The problem with the scale, it has turned out, is that it relied far too heavily on a 
measurement of dissatisfaction with the performance of incumbents rather than of 
generalized dissatisfaction with the system of government. Thus, many U.S. citizens may 
have opposed the War in Vietnam or been appalled by Nixon's behavior in Watergate, but 
no mass movement arose to overthrow the political system. The Trust in Government 
scale turned out not to be a valid measure of political legitimacy. Moreover, its reliability 
was found to be far below the norms we utilize in social science. The development of the 
Political-Support Alienation Scale, now tested in studies of Germany, Israel, the United 
States, Mexico, Costa Rica, Peru and elsewhere, has provided a valid and reliable 
analytical tool for measuring legitimacy25 The construction of the scale was based upon a 
distinction made by Easton, relying upon Parsons, of defining legitimacy in terms of 
system support (i.e., diffuse support) vs. specific support (i.e., support for incumbents26. 

Five items were included in the scale as utilized in Central America27 Each item utilized a 
seven-point response format, ranging from "not at all" to "a great deal."  
The questions were as follows: 
1.To what extent do you believe that the courts in Guatemala [substitute appropriate 
country] guarantee a fair trial? 
2. To what extent do you have respect for the political institutions of Guatemala 
[substitute appropriate country]? 
3. To what extent do you think that the basic rights of citizens are well protected by the 
Guatemalan [substitute appropriate country] political system? 4. To what extent do you 
feel proud to live under the political system of Guatemala [substitute appropriate 
country]? 
5. To what extent do you feel that one ought to support the political system of Guatemala 
[substitute appropriate country]? 
In the study reported on in this paper, these items were asked of all respondents. Non-
response to the items was very low, averaging less than three percent in each country. 
The distribution of responses and reliability of the index are presented below. 

Political Tolerance 

By political tolerance, I am referring to respect by citizens for the political rights of 
others, especially with those with whom they may disagree. Since Stouffer conducted his 
studies in the early 1950s, scholars have wondered if political tolerance really matters in 



the building and maintenance of democratic regimes. After all, Stouffer found that in the 
United States, a quintessential example of democratic governance, large majorities of 
citizens displayed intolerance toward the civil liberties of unpopular groups such as 
Communists and Nazis28 If U.S. citizens were intolerant, what could one expect from 
populations with long histories of authoritarian rule? In order to explain the persistence of 
democracy in the context of intolerant mass publics, the "elite theory of democracy" 
emerged, in which it was presumed it must be the elites in a democracy who "carry the 
flag" and insure democratic governance29 In more recent research, Gibson has concluded 
that both mass and elite tolerance have an impact on tolerant and intolerant public 
policies made in the U.S. Gibson concludes his study of the passage of laws restricting 
civil liberties, by stating that,  
...the willingness of the mass public to accept repressive policies was no doubt important. 
Thus, the policy-making process need not be seen as a "demand-input" process with all 
its untenable assumptions but rather can be seen as one in which the preferences of the 
mass public --perhaps even the political culture of the state-- set the broad parameters of 
public policy. In this sense, then, mass political tolerance "matters" for public policy30  

The conclusion that public tolerance or intolerance establishes a "culture of the state" in 
which public policy is formulated, has important implications for the question I am 
attempting to answer here, namely, the importance of public attitudes for the construction 
and maintenance of democratic regimes. Gibson's more recent research bears directly on 
this question. In a 1992 article he established that, "those who perceive constraints on 
their freedom live in communities characterized by higher levels of political intolerance.31 
Conversely, those who perceive themselves as living in free societies are themselves 
more tolerant. In the context of newly democratizing societies, the implications of such 
findings are obvious. One would anticipate that the limited freedom that characterizes 
many newly democratizing nations would be associated with greater political intolerance 
at the level of the individual, that would in turn create a "political culture" of intolerance. 
Since it has been well established that public opinion has important impacts on public 
policy, such a culture of intolerance could well constrain the deepening of democracy in 
Latin America, whereas a culture of tolerance could promote a greater level of 
democracy32 

The research noted above encourages us to add political tolerance to system support as a 
second factor related to the prospects for the stability of democracy. Before presenting a 
model that relates tolerance, system support and democratic stability, we need to first 
examine the methodology to be used for the measurement of tolerance. 

Political tolerance has been measured in many studies by determining how willing 
individuals are to grant civil liberties to specific groups. In some cases, such as the 
Stouffer studies, the groups have been chosen by the investigator. In others, lists of 
groups are presented, and the respondent selects his/her "least liked group.33 It now 
appears, however, that both methods produce highly similar results34 In the Central 
American study, we measured tolerance by focusing on four of the most basic civil 
liberties: the right to vote, demonstrate, run for office and the right to free speech. We 



utilized a 10-point response format, that ranged from strongly approve to strongly 
disapprove, and asked:  
There are people who only say bad things about the Guatemalan [substitute appropriate 
country] form of government. How strongly would you approve or disapprove of the 
right of these people to: 
1) Vote? 
2) Carry out peaceful demonstrations with the purpose of 
    expressing their point of view? 
3) Run for office? 
4) Make a speech on T. V.?  

As in the case of system support, these items were asked to all of the respondents in the 
study. 

Theoretical Interrelationship of System Support and Tolerance How do system support 
and tolerance relate, and what is the potential impact of this relationship on democratic 
stability35 It is easiest to answer these questions by creating a simple two-by-two table, 
dichotomizing system support and tolerance into "high" and "low." Table 1 represents, 
for this dichotomous situation, all of the theoretically possible combinations of system 
support and tolerance. 

Table 1. Theoretical Relationship BetweenTolerance and System Support in 
Institutionally Democratic Polities 

TOLERANCE 
SYSTEM SUPPORT High Low 

High Stable Democracy Authoritarian Stability

Low Unstable Democracy Democracy at Risk 

Let us review each cell, one-by-one. Systems that are populated by individuals who have 
high system support and high political tolerance are those the model would predict would 
be democratic and stable. This prediction is based on the simple logic that moderately 
high system support is needed in non-coercive environments for the system to be stable, 
and tolerance is needed for the system to be able to guarantee civil liberties (especially to 
minorities) and thus remain democratic. Emerging democracies with this combination of 
attitudes are likely to experience a deepening of democracy and might eventually end up 
as one of Dahl's polyarchies36 

When system support remains high, but tolerance is low, then the system should remain 
stable (because of the high support), but democratic rule is in jeopardy. Ruling majorities 
might not accept the political rights of minorities, an all-too-common occurrence 
throughout the world. Such systems would tend to move toward what we might call 
"oligarchical rule," in which democratic rights would be restricted. 



Countries in which system support is low (the bottom two cells in Table 1) may be 
directly linked to unstable situations. Instability, however, does not necessarily translate 
into the ultimate reduction of civil liberties, since such instability could serve to force the 
system to deepen its democracy, especially when values tend toward political tolerance. 
That is, minorities might press for greater political rights, and in so doing destabilize the 
system while possibly bringing about greater democracy. In countries in which system 
support is low and tolerance is high, it is difficult to predict if the instability will result in 
greater democratization or a protracted period of instability characterized by considerable 
violence. That is, such countries may be moving toward the upper-left cell, stable 
democracy, or they may be moving toward breakdown. On the other hand, in situations 
of low support and low tolerance, democracy is clearly at risk and democratic breakdown 
seems to be the most likely ultimate outcome. 

It is important to keep in mind two caveats that apply to this scheme. First, note that the 
relationships discussed here only apply to systems that are already institutionally 
democratic. That is, they are systems in which, at a minimum, competitive, free, fair and 
regular elections are held and widespread participation is allowed. These same attitudes 
in authoritarian systems would have entirely different implications. For example, low 
system support and high tolerance in non-democratic systems might well produce the 
breakdown of an authoritarian regime and its replacement by a democracy. Second, these 
variables explain only the micro-factors that might make democratic stability possible, 
and they are meant to supplement the macro-factors already described by Przeworski and 
his colleagues. What is being assumed here is that over the long run, attitudes of the mass 
public make a difference in regime type. Attitudes and system type may, of course, 
remain incongruent for many years. Indeed, as John Booth and I have argued for the case 
of Nicaragua, that is what may well have occurred. But the Nicaraguan case we studied 
was one in which the system was authoritarian and repression had long been used to 
maintain an authoritarian regime, perhaps in spite of the tolerant attitudes of the citizens37 

Data 

For the baseline data for this study, a total of 4,180 interviews were conducted in 1990-
92, distributed among the five Central American countries and Panama38 That data set has 
been supplemented with additional interviews in El Salvador and Nicaragua in 1995, and 
Peru and Paraguay in 1996. Additional data will be collected in Peru, Bolivia and 
Nicaragua in 1997-98, and will be reported on in subsequent publications. The baseline 
data are urban, whereas later surveys are all national in scope39 The sample sizes varied 
for each country (Guatemala, 904; El Salvador, 910; Honduras, 566; Nicaragua, 704; 
Costa Rica, 597; Panama, 500). These differences are the product of differences in the 
resources available to the study team in each country40 

Levels of Support and Tolerance in Central America - System Support 

Costa Rica has long been acknowledged as Latin America's oldest and strongest 
democracy41 In the Freedom House measure, Costa Rica ranks at the very top of the 
scale, along with the United States, Britain, France etc. It has been ranked this way since 



the earliest regular publication of the Freedom House measures beginning in 197842 An 
even earlier measure, the widely used Bollen Index, found that out of a possible 100 
points, Costa Rica scored 91.3 in 1960 and 90.1 in 1965, whereas the U.S. scored 94.6 
and 92.4 in those two years43 Costa Rica's only significant instance of political instability 
since the early part of the century occurred in 1948, during a brief but violent civil war44 
For all of these reasons, the Costa Rican case is used as the one against which 
comparisons will be made with the remaining cases in Central America. If Costa Rican 
survey data do not suggest the presence of an attitudinal basis for a far more stable 
democracy than in any of the other Central American countries, all recent newcomers to 
the democracy feast, then we can not have any confidence in the theory. On the other 
hand, the use of Costa Rica rather than European or North American cases makes it 
possible to control for a wide range of other factors, including level of economic 
development, historical traditions, colonial heritage, religion, etc., that might seriously 
distort the comparisons.  

Before displaying the results of the overall scale of system support, it is informative to 
look at the item that measures pride in one's pride in the political system, a fundamental 
measure of political legitimacy. The results shown in Figure 1 strongly support the 
argument that the attitudes of the Costa Rican public mirror the long tradition of political 
stability found there45 In Costa Rica, 96 percent of the respondents reported that they 
were proud of their political system. No other country in Central America approximates 
the high level of pride in the system found in Costa Rica. Moreover, these results are 
entirely consistent with prior studies of system support in Costa Rica46 National samples 
in that country that include both urban and rural respondents reveal that this finding is not 
merely an artifact of the urban nature of the sample; rural Costa Ricans express even 
higher levels of support on these items47 

*picture*  

Turning now to the overall picture of system support, for the six countries a scale 
utilizing all five questionnaire items was calculated48 The five-item support scale shown 
in Figure 1 presents an overall picture of support for the region. Once again, Costa Rica 
stands out from the other countries, with by far the highest level of system support. On a 
0-100 basis, Costa Rica achieves a level of support of 74, whereas the other countries are 
in the 50's, and two, El Salvador and Honduras are below the mid-point of the scale. 

These initial findings are encouraging. As expected, the country that has achieved the 
"gold standard" of stability in Central America, Costa Rica, has a citizenry with far 
higher levels of system support than any other country in the region. But, until these data 
are combined with data on political tolerance, the full implications for the model being 
proposed here will not become clear. Let us now look at the results on political tolerance. 

Tolerance 

Costa Rica's tradition of democracy, one would assume, ought to be associated with a 
politically tolerant population, at least in comparison to other Central American 



countries. In fact, this is not what emerges from the data, as is shown in Figure 1. Rather 
than being the most tolerant population in Central America, Costa Ricans fall somewhere 
in the middle of the group, with Honduras and Panama notably higher. Only in these two 
countries do solid majorities support each of the four civil liberties included in the series. 
At the other extreme is Guatemala, with only one-fifth of the respondents supporting the 
right to run for office, and only slightly more than one quarter supporting the right to free 
speech. In no case does a majority of the Guatemalan sample support any of the basic 
civil liberties examined here.  

picture*8  

How can these findings be explained? Why are Costa Ricans not more tolerant than they 
are? To find out, I conducted a series of focus groups in Costa Rica and quickly found the 
nearly universal response, given to me by citizens of all walks of life. When I asked why 
they were not willing to grant civil liberties to those who "only say bad things about the 
Costa Rican system of government," they told me that they feared that if they extended a 
wide range of civil liberties to those critics, they might be jeopardizing their own civil 
liberties in the future. Their concern was very concrete; Costa Rica has been firmly 
democratic for nearly 50 years, and for most of this century non-repressive, civil 
governments have ruled. In contrast, for most of the century its neighbors in Central 
America have been ruled by highly repressive dictatorships of the right, while in the 
1980s it confronted an authoritarian left-wing regime in Nicaragua, its nearest neighbor 
to the North. The civil wars of the 1980s resulted in massive immigration of refugees 
from Nicaragua, and to a lesser extent El Salvador and Guatemala, and Costa Ricans told 
me that they feared what they presume are the anti-democratic values of those 
immigrants and their potential pernicious impact on Costa Rican democracy. 

The importance of these counter-intuitive findings needs to be stressed. High system 
support does not necessarily mean strong support for civil liberties. Indeed, if system 
support reaches jingoistic levels, as one assumes it did among German Nazis during the 
Hitler years, then tolerance for civil liberties would be expected to virtually disappear. To 
take the opposite case, as John Booth and I have reported, political minorities might 
assume a highly tolerant position in order to hope to insure their own right to speak out49 
Thus, there may be some kind of a trade-off between system support and tolerance. This 
is all the more reason why we need to examine the joint effect of both legitimacy and 
tolerance, as proposed in the model presented above. It is to that task that this paper now 
turns.  

The Connection Between System Support and Tolerance 

It is now time to put together the two variables that have been the focus of this study by 
examining their joint distribution. To do this, both variables are dichotomized into "high" 
and "low.50 The results for Costa Rica alone are presented in Table 2 below, with all six 
countries being presented in Table 3. 



Table 2. Empirical Relationship Between Tolerance and System Support in Costa 
Rica 

TOLERANCE 
SYSTEM SUPPORT High Low 

High Stable Democracy 52% Authoritarian Stability 41% 

Low Unstable Democracy 3% Democracy at Risk 
4% 

An examination of Table 2 makes it very clear why, from the perspective of the political 
culture literature, Costa Rica has been so stable. All but 7 percent of the urban population 
is in the "high" support zone. Moreover, the stable democracy cell contains the largest 
proportion of respondents and the majority of the entire sample. Yet, over two-fifths of 
the respondents are in the authoritarian stability, or restricted democracy cell, based on 
their low levels of tolerance; not surprising, given the modest levels of political tolerance 
reported on above. But, before commenting further on these findings, we should compare 
the Costa Rican case to the other five countries in the region. This is done in Table 3, in 
which the critical cells of "stable democracy" and "democracy at risk" have been 
highlighted. 

Table 3. Joint Distribution of System Support and Tolerance in Central America 

Country Stable 
Democracy 

Unstable 
Democracy 

Authoritarian 
Stability 

Democracy at 
Risk 

Costa Rica 52% 3% 41% 4% 

Panama 37% 36% 16% 12% 

Nicaragua 38% 18% 32% 12% 

El 
Salvador 23% 23% 31% 24% 

Guatemala 18% 15% 39% 29% 

Percents do not always total 100 owing to rounding. - Source: University of Pittsburgh Latin America 
Public Opinion Project 

The Costa Rican case stands apart from the others, with its high proportion of citizens in 
the stable democracy cell. In sharp contrast, less than one-quarter of urban Salvadorans 
and less than one-fifth of Guatemalans possessed the combination of attitudes needed to 
sustain stable democracy. More troubling for these two countries is that they also had the 
largest proportion of any of the six countries in the democracy at risk cell. Further, the 
largest concentrations of their populations were found in the authoritarian stability cell. 



Of the six countries, from the perspective of 1991, Guatemala and El Salvador would 
seem to have the dimmest prospects for maintenance of stable democracy. These findings 
coincide with most expert opinion on Central America, which has long viewed the 
decades of guerrilla warfare and ethnic violence in Guatemala and the problems of 
overpopulation, land distribution and military power in El Salvador as significant barriers 
to stable democracy. It may be no coincidence, then, that Guatemala, the country with the 
most restricted mass support for democracy, was the only country of the six in the 1990s 
that has thus far undergone an executive-coup that attempted, but eventually failed, to 
impose an authoritarian system, by eliminating the legislative and judicial branches.  

Honduras and Panama had somewhat similar profiles. The great bulk of their populations 
were concentrated in the two democracy cells, with Panama having a slightly larger 
proportion in the stable democracy cell, and Honduras a larger proportion in the unstable 
democracy cell. The model would predict that neither country is likely to end up with an 
oligarchical system, but the low levels of system support in Honduras may drive it 
towards breakdown or toward further democratization. 

Nicaragua was unique among these six cases. The largest proportion of its population is 
in the stable democracy cell, yet this amounts to only somewhat more than one-third of 
the citizens. Like Costa Rica, its second largest concentration is in the authoritarian 
stability cell. Comparatively low proportions of the population are in the unstable cells 
(unstable democracy and democracy at risk). This distribution may well reflect the fact 
that in 1991 Nicaraguans had had their revolution and were seeking stability, democratic 
or otherwise. 

Expansion of the Model to Other Countries These projections have been made based 
on the theoretical impact of the relationship between system support and political 
tolerance. There is no way of knowing at this juncture if these predictions will be 
fulfilled. Obviously, numerous factors, especially the domestic factors noted by 
Przeworski and his colleagues, as well as external influences, will strongly influence the 
long-term deepening, erosion or stagnation of democracy in each Central American 
country. Moreover, the impact of public preferences on regime type remains an area of 
much speculation. Attitudes conducive of stable democracy provide no guarantees, just as 
economic conditions provide no guarantees. India, for example, in 1995 had a GNP per 
capita of only $350, and therefore, according to the Przeworski model, should have had a 
democratic life expectancy of fewer than 8 years, yet India has been democratic since its 
independence. 

One way to help increase our confidence in the utility of the model is expand it across 
time and space. I do so here by briefly presenting newer data for three countries, Costa 
Rica, El Salvador and Nicaragua, so that change over time can be examined, and also by 
including additional countries, Paraguay and Peru51 Figure 1 shows the results for surveys 
that were conducted in Costa Rica, El Salvador and Nicaragua in 1995 and Paraguay and 
Peru in 1996. These surveys are all national in scope, with the exception of Costa Rica, 
which continues to be urban. The samples are larger than we had in the early 1990s, with 
1,409 interviews in El Salvador, 1,200 in Nicaragua, 1,450 in Paraguay, and 1,510 in 



Peru. Only Costa Rica retains a modest sample size of 505 respondents. The focus in 
Figure 1 is on the "stable democracy cell" alone. 

We can draw a number of noteworthy conclusions from this figure. First, Costa Rica 
clearly retains its position as the one country with the combination of attitudes most 
likely to support the continuation of stable democracy. System support remains high in 
Costa Rica, and tolerance moderate. Indeed, over the five-year period between the two 
surveys, the stable democracy cell has changed by only 1 percent, a difference that is 
statistically insignificant. 

Second, system support and tolerance can change over relatively short periods of time, 
making the model more dynamic than it might otherwise seem. In earlier papers it has 
been shown that system support can remain high even in the face of serious economic 
crisis52 Yet, that research was conducted on Costa Rica and West Germany, both cases of 
high system support. In the present data set, we see dynamic changes under way among 
countries with far lower levels of support. El Salvador, for example, a country far below 
Costa Rica in the model presented here has markedly increased the proportion of its 
citizens in the stable democracy cell, from 23 per cent in 1991 to 32 per cent in 1995, a 
difference almost entirely a function of increased levels of tolerance. This improvement 
might well be a reflection of the manner in which the civil war that wracked that country 
came to an end. In El Salvador, unlike Nicaragua, the war ended as a direct result of 
successful peace negotiations. In those negotiations, the two sides agreed on the basic 
"rules of the game," including a dramatically reduced role for the military, the 
establishment of a civilian police force, the legalization of the FMLN (the party 
representing the guerrilla forces of the civil war), and the widespread dissemination of an 
extensive report on responsibilities for major war-time atrocities by the "Truth 
Commission." Democratic rule seems to be in the process of deepening in El Salvador, as 
witnessed the acceptance by the military and the rightist ruling party of the results of the 
most recent election held there, conducted in 1997, after this survey was completed. In 
that election the FMLN won 27 seats in the national legislature, compared to 28 for the 
ruling rightist party, ARENA, and in addition won mayoral/town council elections in 
some 50 municipalities representing over half of the national population. 

In striking contrast to El Salvador are the survey results from Nicaragua. There, while 
tolerance remained basically unchanged, support for stable democracy shrank from 38 
percent in 1991 to 23 per cent in 1995, largely as a result of a major downturn in system 
support. The Nicaraguan "Contra War" came to an end as a result of the 1990 elections, 
in which the revolutionary Sandinista Party was turned out of office by an opposition 
coalition. The elections did bring an end to most hostilities, although armed bands have 
committed sporadic acts of violence. The elections did not resolve, however, major 
institutional questions, such as the issue of civilian supremacy over the Sandinista-led 
military, and the even more complex issue of property ownership rights emerging from 
the claims and counter-claims of those who had their property confiscated by Somoza or 
expropriated under the Sandinistas. A further factor depressing Nicaraguan system 
support in the 1995 survey was the inability of the economy to recover from its steep 
slide. Beginning in the late 1970s with the insurrection that eventually ousted the Somoza 



dictatorship, the economy began to decline, and by 1994 had sunk to the level of 192053 
Nicaraguans justifiably questioned the capacity of their institutions to manage the 
economy, and thus it is not surprising that system support was so low by 1995. Since that 
survey was conducted, however, the economy has begun to recover and elections that 
were widely regarded as free and fair have been held, so future surveys might show a 
recovery of system support and a possible increase in the stable democracy cell. 

Paraguay's experience with democracy is very recent, and, as noted above, a military 
coup attempt has already come close to extinguishing democracy there. It is not 
surprising that the stable democracy cell only comprises a little over one-quarter of the 
population. In Peru the picture is even more grim. There democracy was abolished by the 
Fujimori executive coup. It was restored in the 1995 elections that reopened the 
legislature and the judiciary, but strong executive control has seriously limited the 
autonomy of those two bodies. In Peru, therefore, we find the lowest proportion of the 
population, 16 percent, in the stable democracy cell. 

There is no room in this article to discuss the cases of Paraguay and Peru in any detail, or 
to examine the other cells in the model, especially the democracy at risk cell. Suffice it to 
say, there are few surprises; Peru, which has the smallest proportion of its population in 
the stable democracy cell, has the largest proportion of any of the five countries studied 
here, 32 percent, in the "democracy at risk" cell. Other countries are now being 
incorporated into the data base and will be reported upon in subsequent publications. 

Conclusions 

This paper limits its argument to political culture's impact on predicting democratic 
stability, and suggests that some systems have a far greater chance of survival than 
others. Macro-level factors are of course very important and need to be factored in. In a 
prior paper I did precisely that, and concluded that in terms of economic and social 
development, by the late 1970s the region had surpassed the minimum necessary 
conditions to allow democracy to emerge54 Yet, it was at that very moment that 
revolution and civil war engulfed the region. Something was clearly absent from the 
equation, and political culture may have been the missing independent variable. 
Predicting democratic stability may be an even greater challenge than predicting the 
initiation of democracy. Przeworski and his colleagues have shown that once democracy 
is established, the level of economic development has a great deal to do with its ability to 
survive. Central America's economies, by 1995, were in the range that Przeworski's 
model predicts would last an average of 33 years, with the exception of Costa Rica and 
Panama, countries that had almost achieved the level at which breakdown is not predicted 
to occur55 The political culture data presented in this paper can help refine those 
predictions, suggesting that although Costa Rica and Panama have virtually identical per 
capita income levels, their political cultures vary widely. Three times as many 
Panamanians compared to Costa Ricans in 1991 fell into the "democracy at risk" cell of 
the model, whereas the proportion of Costa Ricans in the "stable democracy cell" was 
notably higher than in Panama. Based on GNP alone, therefore, Panama's democracy 
should last as long as Costa Rica's; when political culture data are factored in, however, 



the two countries diverge, and conform much more closely to conventional wisdom 
differentiating them. Few analysts would categorize Panama's newly established 
democracy, installed only recently as a direct result of a U.S. invasion, as being as 
resilient as Costa Rica's56  

Unfortunately, we know very little about how public attitudes influence regime type in 
general and political stability in particular. It is possible that there is some form of 
reciprocal influence57 An extreme anti-cultural position would be to argue that mass 
attitudes play no role in supporting or weakening democracy, a position that does not 
seem plausible unless one believes that political action takes place in the absence of any 
prior beliefs about politics. 

All of those qualifications notwithstanding, the micro level evidence presented suggests 
that there is some real utility to the model presented here. Costa Rica possesses a 
combination of political support and political tolerance that augurs well for continued 
democratic stability. At the other extreme lies Guatemala. In the early 1990s fewer than 
one-fifth of its urban population had attitudes supportive of stable democracy, whereas 68 
percent had attitudes that would favor either oligarchy or democratic breakdown. These 
results come as no surprise. Guatemala is, in many respects, two countries, Indian and 
Ladino. The views expressed in this survey, which overwhelmingly reflect those of the 
Ladino population, reveal a widespread and deep distrust of democracy58 More recent 
survey data collected in Guatemala in 1995 and 1997, not reported on here, broaden the 
picture to include the indigenous population. In 1997 Guatemala is celebrating the 
signing of its peace accords with the guerrillas. The accords provide numerous 
opportunities for the advancement of the indigenous population, especially in the area of 
the protection of their legal rights. Moreover, for the first time, military officers are being 
tried and convicted for crimes against civilians. 

The remaining countries in the region appear to be much more fluid. Attitudes in 
Nicaragua initially favored democracy, but the more recent data presented here show 
steep declines in system support59 Honduras, which has not suffered the violent upheavals 
of its neighbors, has a high level of political tolerance combined with low system support. 
This makes for a large proportion of the population in the unstable democracy cell, one 
conducive to both democratic and violent political participation. Panama, too, has a mix 
of attitudes similar to those found in Honduras. El Salvador, for its part, initially saw its 
population greatly fragmented among the four cells, but the more recent survey data show 
promising change in a positive direction. Beyond Central America, the limited data 
presented here for Paraguay and, especially, Peru suggest that democracy has a tenuous 
hold on those two countries.  

The increasing availability of survey research data world-wide urges us to carefully 
examine political culture as a factor that may help us understand the prospects for 
democratic stability. This paper has suggested, however, that researchers must be very 
careful in their selection of attitudes to be studied, and that those such as legitimacy and 
political tolerance are especially important ones to consider. 
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