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The Renaissance of Political Culture or the Renaissance
of the Ecological Fallacy?

Mitchell A. Seligson

“If within-system regressions do not differ from zero in all systems, but the total
regression does differ from zero, the ecological correlation is spurious.”! Adam
Przeworski and Henry Teune in this quotation from their seminal study of compara-
tive methodology alert readers to the risk of committing the classical ecological fal-
lacy, first described by Robinson, when attempting to overcome one of the great
challenges in comparative research, bridging the gap between micro and macro lev-
els of analysis. As is well known, Robinson demonstrated that patterns found at the
(macro) level of the system may contradict the true patterns found at the (micro)
within-system level.2 Advances made by Gary King toward solving the ecological
inference problem work well when individual-level data are absent or difficult or
costly to obtain, as long as one develops a data base of many, relatively homoge-
neous ecological units.3 But in recent years researchers who have rich individual-
level data bases have been aggregating their data at the national level. Not everyone
is persuaded of the validity of their comparisons, however. For example, serious
questions have been raised about Ronald Inglehart’s “postmaterialist values.”*

The purpose of this article is to recall Przeworski and Teune’s warning against a par-
ticular form of the ecological fallacy, the individualistic fallacy. The individualistic falla-
cy is the error “of incorrectly imputing to the higher order unit the aggregation of values
of individuals.”> This article will reexamine the conclusions drawn by what may be the
most important effort since Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba’s The Civic Culture to
bridge the micro-macro gap in comparative politics. In an impressively broad and influ-
ential body of research, Ronald Inglehart makes an explicit link between an aggregation
of micro-level attitudes, denominated as political culture, and the macro-level variable
of regime type.6 Specifically, Inglehart attempts to show that a particular form of politi-
cal culture, civic culture, is strongly linked to the emergence and stability of democracy.
He finds a direct causal connection between what he calls the civic culture syndrome,
on the one hand, and democracy, on the other.

The cornerstone of Inglehart’s approach rests upon the variable of interpersonal
trust. This variable is also central to Robert Putnam’s explanation of democracy in
Italy in Making Democracy Work.? The logic of The Civic Culture was straightfor-
ward: no trust, no secondary associations, no genuine political participation, and no
democracy. In other words, individuals in a society must trust each other in order to
form and join civil society organizations. In the aggregate, then, societies undergird-
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ed by this individual level of high trust and the consequent construction of a strong
civil society ought eventually to emerge as stable democracies. Inglehart elaborates
further on this thesis by including a measure of support for revolutionary change.
This variable is, in effect, the low or negative end of the system affect variable that
was an important component of Almond and Verba’s conception of civic culture.8
Inglehart adds to their notion of civic culture yet a third variable, life satisfaction.?
Those who are more satisfied with their lives are thought to be more likely to sup-
port democratic rule over the long run.

Inglehart finds that these three variables—interpersonal trust, support for revolu-
tionary change, and life satisfaction—form a “broad syndrome of related attitudes. ..
[that] show impressive stability over time.” “Life satisfaction, political satisfaction,
interpersonal trust, and support for the existing social order all tend to go together.
They constitute a syndrome of positive attitudes toward the world one lives in.”’10
Hence there are two key elements of Inglehart’s thesis: the interconnectedness of
these three attitudes and their link with democracy.

The empirical data presented by Inglehart suggest that a syndrome has indeed been
uncovered.!! In a LISREL model estimated across countries as the unit of analysis, the
coefficients between the individual items and the index of civic culture constructed
from them are +.60 for interpersonal trust, +.79 for life satisfaction, and -.81 for support
for revolutionary change. Thus, Inglehart seems to have satisfied the first component of
his thesis: that a syndrome of interconnected variables has been found. In Inglehart’s
LISREL model that tests the second element, he finds a direct coefficient of .74
between civic culture (measured in 1981-1986) and years of continuous democracy,
1900-1986. He concludes that “political culture is a crucial link between economic
development and democracy; . . . over half of the variance in the persistence of democ-
ratic institutions can be attributed to the effects of political culture alone.”12

Inglehart’s findings notwithstanding, aggregating survey data to produce a single
data point carries great risk. Scholars have long known that means can seriously distort
the underlying distributions of data sets, yet Inglehart’s work relies upon national means
to characterize the culture of each country in his data base. Moreover, while a national
culture can provide a contextual environment that can boost or suppress certain attitudes
and behaviors, Inglehart himself repeatedly emphasizes that individual attitudes are cru-
cial. For example, in discussing the importance of trust on the renaissance of political
culture, he states: “A sense of trust is also required for the functioning of the democratic
rules of the game: one must view the opposition as a loyal opposition, who will not
imprison or execute you if you surrender political power but can be relied upon to gov-
ern within the laws and to surrender political power reciprocally if your side wins the
next election.”!? He continues, emphasizing the importance of individual values:

A long-term commitment to democratic institutions among the public is also required, in order to sus-
tain democracy when conditions are dire. Even when democracy has no reply to the question, What
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have you done for me lately?, it may be sustained by diffuse feelings that it is an inherently good
thing. These feelings in turn may reflect economic and other successes that one experienced long ago
or learned about second-hand as part of one’s early socialization. 14

More recently, Inglehart approvingly cites Axelrod’s game theoretic work on cooper-
ation, which suggests that social norms directly influence individual cooperative and
noncooperative behavior.!5 Social norms, then, may well interact with individual values.
Inglehart’s findings support that effect. Within most societies, more highly educated
individuals have higher interpersonal trust than those with less education, and among
the advanced industrial societies the gap in trust between low and high education
widens considerably.!6 I am unaware, however, of any political culture research that
argues that individual attitudes are irrelevant or that they systematically produce behav-
iors regularly at variance with those attitudes. After all, it is individuals who vote, partic-
ipate, and even rebel. While they do so in part based on national norms, their own val-
ues are presumed to matter directly for their own behavior. Hence, on the basis of
Inglehart’s finding of a link between trust and democracy, one would not predict for any
country that people with lower levels of trust would be more supportive of democracy,
while those with higher levels of trust would be less supportive, although it is possible
to imagine conditions under which that reversal might occur. If that reversal were wide-
spread, however, one would not expect to find macro-level associations linking high
trust to democracy. In fact, one would normally predict a positive micro-association,
even if a weak one, between trust and support for democracy, producing congruence
between micro- and macro-level associations.

If half of the population of a nation expresses high interpersonal trust and the other
half low interpersonal trust, to avoid the individualistic fallacy it is necessary to know
whether the high trust half participates in civil society organizations more than the low
trust half. If no test is made for that within-system relationship, the converse proposi-
tion, that those with low trust may participate in civil society organizations more than
those with high trust, can not be excluded.!” In short, if political culture does not oper-
ate at the individual level eventually to produce democracy at the system level, by what
mechanism could it be possibly operating? It is therefore vitally important to verify the
macro-level findings with micro-level analysis whenever such data are available, as they
are in the case of Inglehart’s data sets. If the macro-level associations are not supported
at the micro-level, the burden of the argument to explain these discrepancies falls direct-
ly on the shoulders of the researcher who is making the macro-level claims.

In the absence of micro-level analysis, researchers ought to wonder whether
Inglehart’s findings are an artifact of the individualistic fallacy. If they were, his data
would conform to the pattern depicted by Przeworski and Teune, as shown in Figure
1.18 In this hypothetical case of the ecological fallacy, in countries A, B, C, and D the
micro-level association between interpersonal trust and democracy is near zero,
while the macro-level association across all four countries is strongly positive. The
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patterns strongly suggest that the system-level positive association is spurious, that
democracy is predicted not by interpersonal trust but by one or more other factors
not shown in Figure 1. This article tests Inglehart’s thesis by analyzing data at both
the macro and micro levels.

The Macro-Level Data: Evidence of Spuriousness

A limitation of the early research on the link between civic culture and democracy was
the truncated nature of the samples used. Of course, the original study of civic culture
included only one developing country, Mexico. Inglehart does a great service in build-
ing the World Values Survey data set that contains data from many more countries,
although Latin America has been represented by only Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and
Mexico. This larger data set reinforces Inglehart’s earlier work on the importance of
interpersonal trust. In discussing his use of the new World Values Survey, Inglehart
reports that “levels of interpersonal trust among mass publics are closely linked with the
number of years for which democratic institutions have functioned continuously in
those societies, showing a highly significant .72 correlation globally.’19

To make up for the limited coverage of Latin America, I incorporate cases from
the Latinobarometer (a survey modeled after the Eurobarometer), which covers all of
the mainland countries from Mexico to the tip of South America, with the exception
of Belize, Suriname, and Guyana.20 The trust item used in the World Values survey is

Figure 1 Hypothetical Ecological Fallacy: Trust and Democracy (Each Dot in the
Ellipses Represents Individual Countries)
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asked in the same way in the Latinobarometer, enabling a direct comparison of the
two data bases. The 1996 Latinobarometer involved over 18,000 interviews in seven-
teen countries. In most countries, the sample was around 1,000 respondents, except
in Venezuela, where the sample was 1,500, and in Bolivia and Paraguay, where the
samples were somewhat smaller.2!

Inglehart’s dependent variable, years of continuous democracy, has been criticized
because the effect (democracy) comes long before the cause (trust). This difficulty has
been noted before.22 While Inglehart acknowledges the problem of using survey data
from the 1980s and 1990s to infer attitudes from as long as nearly a century ago, he
defends his choice of indicators by arguing that “the evidence indicates that these rank-
ings are pretty stable.’23 The problem, of course, is that the attitude data are often very
unstable, as his own data show. Inglehart himself shows that, over a thirty-four-year
period, interpersonal trust in the United States fell from 58 percent, comparable to con-
temporary levels in Denmark, to 35 percent, a level that would put it on a par with
today’s levels of trust in Uruguay, India, South Korea, and Poland.?4 The reanalysis per-
formed in this article uses the widely used Freedom House data to measure the level of
democracy as a substitute for the years of continuous democracy measure.25 In short, I
reanalyze Inglehart’s data by adding the seventeen cases from the Latinobarometer and
substituting the level of democracy for the duration of democracy.26 The data set now
includes fifty-four countries, versus the forty-three employed by Inglehart.2”

Inglehart would be pleased with the initial results of this analysis. As Figure 2
shows, they are very close to his own findings, even though the sample is expanded
and the dependent variable is a different measure of democracy.?® These findings ini-
tially suggest a robustness in Inglehart’s conclusions; interpersonal trust shows a
positive, statistically significant relationship with level of democracy, using either
Inglehart’s original set of countries or the expanded data set used here. Thus, the ini-
tial conclusion to be drawn from the macro-level analysis produced in Figure 2 is
that Inglehart’s thesis is supported with the new and expanded data set. Moreover,
this new analysis largely resolves the problem created by Inglehart’s use of recent
trust data to predict substantially earlier democracy data. The new data use trust
scores taken at about the same time as the democracy ratings. As a result, while it is
still not possible to be certain of the direction of causality, the new data make a
much more plausible case that democracy is a function of interpersonal trust.

Or do they? The scatterplot between interpersonal trust and democracy reveals a
cluster of cases in the upper right-hand quadrant that seem to be largely if not entirely
responsible for the positive association. These cases are the highly advanced industrial
societies of northern Europe and North America. These countries not only have high
trust scores and high democracy scores, but also share a number of other characteristics,
notably their extremely high GNPs. In contrast, many countries with moderate to low
trust scores nonetheless have high levels of democracy (for example, Austria, France,
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Figure 2 Scatterplot of Interpersonal Trust, 1990-1996, and Level of Democracy in
1996
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Belgium, Portugal, and Costa Rica). Empirical patterns such as these immediately sug-
gest that the reported relationship of trust to democracy may be spurious. If countries
can score either high or low on trust and still score high on democracy, trust may be a
spurious predictor. In fact, when a single control variable, national per capita income
measured in PPP terms for 1995, is introduced, interpersonal trust disappears as a sig-
nificant predictor of democracy.2 Table 1 shows these regression results.

What does the scatterplot of trust and democracy look like if these northern industri-
al cases are deleted and the relationship between trust and democracy is reexamined
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without them? Figure 3 shows that, not only does the relationship become insignificant,
but it also becomes negative: more trust, less democracy. These findings remain unal-
tered (insignificant and negative) even if China, the obvious outlier, is removed.

Further examination of the scatterplots reveals additional troublesome patterns for
Inglehart’s thesis. First, at 60 percent, interpersonal trust in China is exceptionally high,
exceeded only by Finland (63 percent), Norway (65 percent), and Sweden (66 per-
cent).30 Yet China has had one of the longest lasting authoritarian traditions in the world,
as reflected in the Freedom House ratings shown in Figures 2 and 3. Authoritarian,
indeed totalitarian, highly centralized governments have ruled China for many cen-
turies. An error in the data base for China might be suspected, but Inglehart, noting the
anomaly, refers to a second survey of China that produced similarly high trust levels.3!
However, even if China is removed from the original trust/democracy scatterplot, the
overall relationship uncovered by Inglehart remains unchanged, and (as noted) its pres-
ence or absence does not alter the results of the trimmed sample presented above.

Inglehart’s more recent analysis, using the Freedom House ratings for 1990 and
1995, also examines levels of democracy. He finds that, when controlled for GNP
per capita and other social structure variables, interpersonal trust, as well as support
for revolutionary change, have no significant relationship with democracy for
1990.32 Using 1995 data on the level of democracy, he finds that neither these vari-
ables nor life satisfaction (which he refers to as “subjective well-being”) is signifi-
cantly related to democracy. Nonetheless, in a 1999 publication Inglehart seems to
ignore this very evidence and insists on the importance of trust; he shows a scatter-
plot very similar to Figure 1 that reports a correlation of .50. He states: “The overall
pattern [in the figure] confirms theoretical expectations that have never before been
tested against so broad a data base. Levels of interpersonal trust among mass publics
are closely linked with a society’s level of democracy during the period from 1972 to
1997733 While the reanalysis presented here, along with Inglehart’s own more recent
analysis, appears to damage his thesis that culture causes democracy, Inglehart
argues that it does not because “the massive number of new democracies washes out
the linkage between culture and democracy.”34 But this rationale strongly suggests
that Inglehart himself admits that the causal arrows run from democracy to culture,
since it apparently takes time for these new democracies to develop the levels of
trust that the old democracies have achieved. But it is just as reasonable to suspect
that Inglehart’s civic culture variables are spurious predictors of democracy, an
explanation that can be tested by examining the same data sets at the micro level.

Micro-Level Analysis

The preceding discussion leaves two questions. First, is there a micro-level civic cul-
ture syndrome relating trust, opposition to revolutionary change, and life satisfaction?
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Table 1 OLS Predictors of Level of Democracy

l B I Std. Error I t l Sig.
(Constant) 6918 731 8.467 004
Percent saying "most people can be trusted” .0202 026 765 433
PPP GNP per capita, 1995 -.0003 000 -5.603 .0

Adjusted R* = 40, Sig. < .001

Note: Freedom House ratings range from a low of 2 to a high of 14, with 2 indicating most democratic and

14 indicating least democratic. This explains the negative sign for PPP GNP per capita in the equation above.

Figure 3 Scatterplot of Trust and LEvel of Democracy, Trimmed Sample
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Second, do individuals reporting higher levels of these civic culture syndrome vari-
ables express higher support for democratic norms? To answer these questions, I will
undertake a micro-level analysis searching for linkages between civic culture and
democracy in three ways. First, I examine the data set that Inglehart used as the basis
of his 1988 article on the renaissance of political culture at the micro level for the exis-
tence of the civic culture syndrome that he finds at the macro level. Second, to broaden
the data set to include countries from the Third World while testing the explicit micro-
level linkages between trust and support for democracy, I undertake an analysis, using
the Latinobarometer data set, for micro-level attitudinal correlates between the key
civic culture variable, interpersonal trust, and a measure of respondents’ preference for
democratic government. Third, I analyze all three of Inglehart’s civic culture syndrome
variables, as well as variables measuring explicit preference for democratic principles,
using a data set drawn from six Central American countries.

A Reexamination of Inglehart’s Data Set  The first analysis probes for the exis-
tence of the civic culture syndrome using the same data sets employed by Inglehart.
If the items that he argues form a syndrome at the macro level (the level of nations)
are not found at the micro level (the level of individuals), then one might be skepti-
cal of the claim that a civic culture syndrome has been identified.

To check for the existence of the civic culture syndrome within the data that
Inglehart used to draw his initial conclusions, I obtained those data from the University
of Michigan Inter-University Consortium.35 The overall findings are summarized in
Table 2. The summary is necessary since, with twenty-two countries and three items
each covering three time periods, there are nearly 200 individual correlates. The three
items in the syndrome, again, are interpersonal trust, life satisfaction, and opposition to
revolutionary change. In 1976, the first year from which data were taken, only 53 per-
cent of all the possible associations for the countries in the data set produced statistically
significant correlations. By 1981-1983 this proportion dropped to 44 percent, and by
1986, the last year of data before Inglehart announced his discovery of the syndrome, it
declined further to 31 percent. Thus, by 1986 over two-thirds of all the possible corre-
lates of the three items that purportedly form the “enduring civic culture syndrome”
were found to be insignificantly related. This decline in the weak relationships found in
1976 is not, of course, a function of newly established democracies “washing out” the
relationship (as Inglehart claimed in his analysis at the macro level), since the countries
in the data set did not change between 1976 and 1986. Even more troubling, in several
countries with the longest democratic traditions Inglehart’s data provide virtually no evi-
dence for the existence of the syndrome. Of the nine possible significant associations
for the United States and Australia, only two were significant, at an average » of .05. In
Canada, only one association was found to be significant, also at an » of .05.

The availability of the 1990 World Values survey from the ICPSR enables the com-
putation of a similar set of correlates for that data set.3¢ Forty-three countries were
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Table 2 Number and Mean of Significant Inter-Item Correlations among the Civic
Culture Items (Interpersonal Trust, Life Satisfaction, and Opposition to
Revolutionary Change), 1976-1986

1976 1981-1983 1986
Country Number  Mean Number Mean Number Mean
sig. Sig sig.

Australia - - 2 .05 - -
Belgium 2 12 0 .02 1 .07
Canada - - 1 .05 - -
Denmark 1 06 1 .05 1 05
France 3 .20 3 .02 1 .06

2 13 3 .03 2 g2
Great Britain 1 07 2 04 2 07
Greece - - - - 1 03
Iceland - - 1 07 - -
Ireland 1 .08 1 .05 1 .06
Ttaly 2 1 1 04 2 .08
Japan - - 0 .05 - -
Luxembourg 3 .28 - - 0 .09
Mexico - - 1 .02 - -
Netherlands 2 11 2 .02 2 10
North Ireland 0 -.03 0 -02 I -.04
Norway - - 3 .02 - -
Portugal - - - - 1 03
South Africa - 2 07 - -
Spain - - (1] .07 0 .01
Sweden - 0 .01 - -
United States - - 2 .05 - -
Sig. 16/30 25/57= 15/39=
correlates out =53% 4% 31%
of possible
total

Data: 1976--Eurobarometer 6; 1981-83-- World Values Survey; 1986--Eurobarometer 25. Dashes indicate that none of the
three items was included for the given country.

included in the 1990 World Values survey, yielding a possible maximum of 129 signifi-
cant correlations among the three elements of the purported civic culture syndrome. In
two countries (Switzerland and Romania), however, no data are reported for the opposi-
tion to revolutionary change item, leaving a total possible number of correlations of
127. Of those, only sixty-two, or 48.8 percent, were found to be significant at the .05
level or better, but thirteen of those were in the wrong direction. Only 38.6 percent were
significant and in the right direction. Only in Spain, Norway, and Czechoslovakia were
there significant associations among all three variables. Once again, there is little or no
significant association among these items even in quintessentially democratic cases like
Britain and Canada, where only one of the three correlates was significant (and the cor-
relation coefficient was only .10). Furthermore, there seemed to be no discernible pat-
tern whereby the syndrome is more likely to emerge in older democracies than in new
ones. Thus, Inglehart’s claim that the new democracies tend to “wash out” the expected
association is not supported by this analysis.
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These first analyses suggest that there is little evidence of a civic culture syndrome
in the data from which Inglehart drew his conclusions. Claiming to find a syndrome at
the macro level that is not found at the micro level raises suspicions of spuriousness.
The strong associations Inglehart found between the aggregated (largely insignificantly
or negatively associated) variables with democracy at the national level therefore rest on
very insecure foundations. Once again, political cultures of nations arise from and are
measured by attitudes of individuals, according to Inglehart’s work, yet there is very lit-
tle evidence of Inglehart’s coherent civic culture syndrome among the variables on
which he rests his argument. Other variables may form such a syndrome, of course, but
that would be a matter for further investigation.

Micro Patterns: Seventeen Latin American Countries The 1996 Latinobarometer,
as already noted, employed the identical interpersonal trust item used by Inglehart. The
Latinobarometer also contains an item that seems to be ideal for testing respondents’
commitment to democracy. “With which of the following statements do you agree the
most? (1) Democracy is preferable to any other form of government; (2) In some cir-
cumstances, an authoritarian government could be preferable to a democratic one; or (3)
For people like me, a democratic regime or an authoritarian regime makes no differ-
ence.”37 This variable was coded so that those who prefer democracy over any other
form of government were scored 100, those who prefer authoritarianism were scored 0,
and those who were indifferent were scored 50.

Table 3 shows that in only 35 percent of the countries in the region (six of the
seventeen) is there a statistically significant relationship between interpersonal trust
and a preference for democracy. In other words, in two-thirds of the Latin American
countries there is no significant relationship between trust and a preference for
democracy, and the relationships among those that are significant are very weak.
More troubling, the mean trust scores (data not shown) show that in eight countries
(Brazil, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, and Venezuela)
mean trust scores are higher among those who prefer authoritarian government than
those who prefer democracy. In Peru the trust scores are nearly twice as high among
those who prefer authoritarianism.

Inglehart also examines the role of Putnam’s social capital, measured in terms of
civil society participation as a key indicator of a democratic citizenry.38 Such an
emphasis makes sense, of course, because participation lies at the heart of nearly all
conceptions of democracy and has been the subject of extensive study with survey
data.39 Moreover, by moving away from a focus on one attitude, trust, predicting
another attitude, preference for democracy, Inglehart’s analysis focuses directly on
the attitudinal linkage to behavior. Yet an examination of the seventeen samples in
the Latinobarometer reveals that in only five—Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, Mexico, and
El Salvador—is there a monotonic statistically significant (.05 or better) relationship
between interpersonal trust and civil society participation.#? Only in Chile and El
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Table 3 Interpersonal Trust and Preference for Democracy

Country r Sig.
Argentina 14 <.001
Bolivia .01 NS
Brazil .01 NS
Chile .05 .03
Colombia 11 <.001
Costa Rica .01 NS
Ecuador .03 NS
El Salvador .07 .04
Guatemala .03 NS
Honduras A5 <.001
Mexico .03 NS
Nicaragua 01 NS
Panama 01 NS
Paraguay .04 NS
Peru .05 NS
Uruguay 10 001
Venezuela 02 NS
Percent of 35%

Source: Latinobarometer, 1996.

Salvador, 12 percent of the cases in mainland Latin America, does interpersonal trust
significantly predict both support for democracy and community participation. In
light of the strong claims made for the centrality of interpersonal trust in the revital-
ized civic culture thesis, the Latin American data come as a major disappointment.

Micro-Level Analysis: Six Central American Cases Central America presents a
particularly good environment for testing Inglehart’s thesis because the levels of
democracy within the region vary widely, while many other variables are held con-
stant. Despite their many similarities of language, size, location, history, ethnicity,
and economy, Central American countries represent wide extremes in levels of
democracy.4! Freedom House ratings for 1988—1989, the last year before the surveys
analyzed in this section, were as follows: Costa Rica = 2, Honduras = 5, Guatemala
= 6, El Salvador = 6, Nicaragua = 9, Panama = 11 (based on a scale ranging from
highest democracy, scored 2, to lowest democracy, scored 14). These six countries
thus represent a wide range, in international terms, in the dependent variable,
democracy, while controlling for language, colonial background, geography, and
other factors. The data are drawn from the University of Pittsburgh Latin American
Public Opinion Project. That project, designed to tap the opinion of Central
Americans on a wide variety of issues, included a battery of items with which to test
Inglehart’s thesis. The samples were of a multistage stratified design.42
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The first issue is to test the extent to which the three civic culture items form a
syndrome of related attitudes. The most obvious way to conduct this test is to exam-
ine the interitem correlations among the variables for all six countries in the study.
Life satisfaction is coded with a 4 for those “very satisfied,” 3 for those “fairly satis-
fied,” 2 for those “not very satisfied,” and 1 for those “not at all satisfied.”#> Unlike
the World Values and Latinobarometer surveys, which used a dichotomized response
pattern, interpersonal trust is coded similarly to the life satisfaction item, with a
range from 4 points given to those who believe that most people are “very trustwor-
thy” down to 1 point for those who believe that people are “not at all trustworthy.”44
The support for revolutionary change variable, identical to Inglehart’s item, had
three options, a score of 3 for those who supported radical change, 2 for those who
supported reforms, and 1 for those who opposed change.4>

As Table 4 shows, the results are sorely disappointing for those seeking support of
Inglehart’s thesis. Among the eighteen cross tabulations, only three coefficients are
significant, and their magnitude is very low. More important, of the significant cor-
relations, one runs in the wrong direction; in Honduras, high interpersonal trust is
correlated with high support for radical change. The syndrome of attitudes that
Inglehart argues are related are completely unrelated in four of the six Central
American countries. In Honduras and Panama life satisfaction is significantly related
to support for revolutionary change in the predicted direction, but in Honduras sup-
port for revolutionary change is significantly correlated in the wrong direction with
interpersonal trust. These findings provide virtually no support for the thesis that a
civic culture syndrome exists as defined by these three variables, not even in Costa
Rica, Latin America’s best established democracy.

The second test at the micro level with the Central American data set is to determine
the connection between the civic culture items and democracy. Inglehart makes the
micro-macro link by showing that countries with the highest levels of civic culture have
had the longest experience with democracy, independent of economic development. But

Table 4 Correlates of the Civic Culture Syndrome in Central America

Interpersonal Trust  Life Satisfaction and

Interpersonal and Support for Support for
Trust and Revolutionary Revolutionary
Country Life Change Change
Satisfaction
Costa Rica .05 02 .04
Guatemala 06 .01 03
Honduras 01 07* .08*
Nicaragua 05 01 .00
El Salvador 00 00 -.02
Panama 00 07 09
* = Sig. < .05.
Coefficients are Tau b when the trichot pport for revolutionary change item is used and Tau ¢ in
the other cases.
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are interpersonal trust, life satisfaction, and opposition to revolutionary change linked
with explicitly democratic attitudes? This question Inglehart leaves unanswered, but
these putative links can be explored with the Central American data set.

A basic value vital to a democracy is opposition to the suppression of democratic
liberties. The focus here is on three of the most essential civil liberties: the right to
demonstrate, the right to hold meetings, and free speech. The interviewers asked the
respondents, using a ten-point scale, about their approval of or opposition to govern-
ment suppression of these basic rights. These items form reliable scales in each of
the six countries.46

To test Inglehart’s thesis, I created an overall scale of support for the repression of
civil liberties and used Inglehart’s three civic culture items as predictors.47 Included
as a control is the respondent’s level of education, a variable repeatedly shown to be
associated positively with political tolerance. The results are presented in Table 5.

If high levels of life satisfaction and interpersonal trust are conducive to establishing
and maintaining democratic institutions because they promote support for democratic
political rights and civil liberties, there should be a negative relationship between these
variables and support for repression of civil liberties. If strong support for revolutionary
change is not conducive to democratic institutions because it inhibits support for demo-
cratic political rights and civil liberties, there should be a positive relationship between
support for revolutionary change and support for repressive action. The results reveal
that only seven of the eighteen coefficients on the civic culture variables are statistically
significant, and of these seven six are in the wrong direction. Instead of the negative
effect predicted by the civic culture theory, life satisfaction has a significant positive
effect on support for repression of civil liberties in El Salvador and Nicaragua, and
interpersonal trust has a positive effect on support for repressive action in Honduras.
Moreover, a study based on a survey of political attitudes in the USSR before its
breakup suggests that these findings from Central America might be generalizable.

Table 5§ Regression of Support for Repression of Civil Liberties on Civic Culture
Syndrome Items plus Education

Country  Life satisfaction Interpersonal trust Support for EducationAdjusted R’
revolutionarychange

Costa Rica -05 .03 -.092* -135%% (03
(-1.03) (.621) (-2.031) (-2.817)

Honduras -25%% 25%* .07 -.06 14%*
(6.34) (6.35) (77 (-1.43)

El Salvador .06* -.06 -.06 - 14%* 03**
(1.98) (-1.89) (-1.77) (-4.14)

Guatemala -0.04 .02 -0.03 -.06 {OINS
(-1.16) (0.50) (-.6989) (-1.54)

Nicaragua A7* 02 - 10% -.07 04**
(4.31) (0.68) (-2.63) (-1.836)

Panama 06 -02 -23% - 14 08**
(1.26) (.51) (-5.17) (-3.20)

Numbers in the table are standardized regression coefficients, numbers in parentheses are t-ratios.

*=Sig. <.05 **= Sig. <.001
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Among Soviet citizens, life satisfaction was negatively associated with support for polit-
ical change toward democracy, a finding similar to the results from El Salvador and
Nicaragua.#® And instead of the positive effect predicted by civic culture theory, support
for revolutionary change has a significant negative effect on support for repressive
action in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Panama. Moreover, in every case except
Honduras, support for revolutionary change is consistently negatively associated with
support for repressive action, whereas Inglehart’s thesis predicts the opposite. Only with
regard to life satisfaction in Honduras does the sign of a significant coefficient conform
to the expected relationship.

Although the civic culture items did not fare well in predicting a key democratic
value, education did better. In three of the six countries education has a significant
negative effect on support for repression of civil liberties, a relationship in the
expected direction. And even for the nonsignificant education effects the signs of the
coefficients are correct. Thus, one of the components of the conventional socioeco-
nomic status explanation of the development of democratic institutions is much
more consistently supported in these empirical data than the civic culture argument.

Conclusions

Inglehart has hypothesized on the basis of system-level associations that a syndrome of
attitudes that links interpersonal trust, life satisfaction, and opposition to revolutionary
change comprises the basis for a civic culture and is linked to democracy. However
macro-level data measuring trust and democracy do not seem to fit most cases through-
out the world, except for a small group of highly industrialized, advanced democracies
in northern Europe and North America. The linear association between interpersonal
trust and level of democracy disappears when a control is introduced for per capita
income. At the micro level the expected association between the civic culture attitudes
and preference for democracy did not emerge, either with the data on which Inglehart
based his analyses or with data from Latin America, a world region not well covered in
his data set. A more finely grained test using data from six Central American countries
with similar histories and cultural traditions but widely differing levels of democracy
revealed an almost complete absence of a civic culture syndrome and linkages to explic-
itly democratic values and behaviors. The findings of a regression analysis seeking link-
ages between the hypothesized civic culture syndrome and support/opposition to the
suppression of civil liberties proved devastating to the thesis. Two-thirds of the eighteen
tested relationships were insignificant, and nearly all of the significant relationships
flowed in the wrong direction.

There are three possible explanations of these findings. First, the overall theory is
wrong; democratic regime time may have nothing (or very little) to do with political
culture. Democratic regimes may emerge and be sustained by forces entirely removed
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from mass values, such as elite pacts and elite consensus, class structure, and level of
economic development.#® Second, political culture may be significant, but the variables
selected by Inglehart, Putnam, and others may be wrong. James L. Gibson has recently
found that in Russia interpersonal trust has little or no relevance to attitudes toward
democratic institutions or processes.5? Third, the variables may be correct, but their
operationalization may be flawed. The operationalization of the interpersonal trust item
in particular, a highly North American notion, is especially suspicious, since cross-cul-
tural validation of the measure, developed in 1957, has been virtually absent.5!

These results do not imply that there is no such thing as civic culture or that atti-
tudes are irrelevant to democracy. At a minimum, however, it seems clear that some
of the large claims made by Inglehart’s studies are overstated and probably based on
spurious associations. Future analyses of system-level data ought first to look care-
fully at individual-level associations before making similar claims. Researchers
could profit from advances made in the statistical analysis of hierarchical models
through such programs as HLM that are designed to estimate multivariate linear
models for data that are nested, with individuals nested within communities, states,
and nations.52 Such models have helped untangle complex research questions in the
field of education, in which individual students are embedded within classrooms,
schools, school districts, and counties. They might well help answer questions in the
complex linkage of individual political culture to the nature and performance of their
local, regional, and national political systems.
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