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Cultural Evolution argues that people’s values and behavior are shaped by
the degree to which survival is secure; it was precarious for most of history,
which encouraged heavy emphasis on group solidarity, rejection of
outsiders and obedience to strong leaders. For under extreme scarcity,
xenophobia is realistic: if there is just enough land to support one tribe and
another tribe tries to claim it, survival may literally be a choice between Us
and Them. Conversely, high levels of existential security encourage
openness to change, diversity and new ideas. The unprecedented prosperity
and security of the postwar era brought cultural change, the
environmentalist movement and the spread of democracy. But in recent
decades, diminishing job security and rising inequality have led to an
authoritarian reaction. Evidence from more than 100 countries demonstrates
that people’s motivations and behavior reflect the extent to which they take
survival for granted –  and that modernization changes them in roughly
predictable ways. This book explains the rise of environmentalist parties,
gender equality and same-sex marriage –  and the current reaction producing
Trump, Brexit and France’s National Front, through a new, empirically
tested version of modernization theory.
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Introduction: An Overview of
This Book

◈

People’s values and behavior are shaped by the degree to which survival is
secure. For most of the time since humans first appeared, survival has been
precarious. This dominated people’s life strategies. Population rose to meet
the food supply, and most people lived just above the starvation level.
When survival is insecure, people tend to close ranks behind a strong
leader, forming a united front against outsiders –  a strategy that can be
called the Authoritarian Reflex.

In the decades following World War II, something unprecedented
occurred in economically advanced countries: much of the postwar
generation grew up taking survival for granted. This reflected (1) the
unprecedented economic growth of the postwar era in Western Europe,
North America, Japan and Australia; (2) the emergence of welfare state
safety nets that guaranteed that almost no one died of starvation; and (3) the
absence of war between major powers: since World War II, the world has
experienced the longest such period in recorded history.

Unprecedentedly high levels of economic and physical security led to
pervasive intergenerational cultural changes that reshaped the values and
worldviews of these publics, bringing a shift from Materialist to



Postmaterialist values –  which was part of an even broader shift from
Survival values to Self-expression values. This broad cultural shift moves
from giving top priority to economic and physical safety and conformity to
group norms, toward increasing emphasis on individual freedom to choose
how to live one’s life. Self-expression values emphasize gender equality,
tolerance of gays, lesbians, foreigners and other outgroups, freedom of
expression and participation in decision-making in economic and political
life. This cultural shift brought massive social and political changes, from
stronger environmental protection policies and anti-war movements, to
higher levels of gender equality in government, business and academic life,
and the spread of democracy.

Long before this happened, substantial cross-cultural difference
already existed that can be traced to geographically shaped differences in
vulnerability to disease and hunger. Various analysts, working from
different perspectives, have described these cultural differences as
Collectivism versus Individualism, Survival versus Self-expression values,
or Autonomy versus Embeddedness, but they all tap a common dimension
of cross-cultural variation that reflects a society’s level of “existential
security” –  the degree to which survival seems safe or insecure. During the
decades since World War II, growing existential security has been
propelling most of the world’s societies toward greater emphasis on
Individualism, Autonomy and Self-expression values.

Countries that rank high on Self-expression values are much likelier to
adopt legislation favorable to gays and lesbians than societies that
emphasize Survival values. They also tend to rank high on the UN Gender
Empowerment Measure, which reflects the extent to which women hold
high positions in political, economic and academic life. Survey data



demonstrate that the underlying norms have been changing for fifty years,
while these societal changes are relatively recent. The cultural changes
preceded the institutional changes and seem to have contributed to them.

High levels of existential security are also conducive to secularization
–  a systematic erosion of religious practices, values and beliefs.
Secularization has spread among the publics of virtually all advanced
industrial societies during the past fifty years. Nevertheless, the world as a
whole now has more people with traditional religious views than ever
before, because secularization has a strong negative impact on human
fertility rates. Practically all of the countries in which secularization is most
advanced now have fertility rates far below the replacement level –  while
many societies with traditional religious orientations have fertility rates two
or three times as high as the replacement level.

Mass attitudes toward both gender equality and homosexuality have
been changing in a two-stage process. The first phase was a gradual shift
toward greater tolerance of gays and greater support for gender equality,
which took place as younger generations replaced older ones. Eventually,
this reached a threshold at which the new norms were seen as dominant in
high-income societies. Conformist pressures then reversed polarity and
began to support changes they had formerly opposed, bringing much more
rapid cultural changes than those produced by population replacement. By
2015, a majority of the US Supreme Court supported same-sex marriage:
even elderly judges wanted to be on the right side of history.

This “feminization” of cultural norms in developed societies has also
contributed to declining rates of violence and declining willingness to fight
for one’s country. Moreover, countries that have high levels of Self-
expression values are much likelier to be genuine democracies than



countries that rank low on these values. But do Self-expression values lead
to democracy, or does democracy cause Self-expression values to emerge?
The causal flow seems to move mainly from Self-expression values to
democracy. Democratic institutions do not need to be in place for Self-
expression values to emerge. In the years preceding the massive global
wave of democratization that occurred around 1990, Self-expression values
had emerged through a gradual process of intergenerational value change,
not only in Western democracies but also in many authoritarian societies.
Accordingly, once the threat of Soviet military intervention was withdrawn,
countries with high levels of Self-expression values moved swiftly toward
democracy.

Cultural change reflects changing strategies to maximize human
happiness. In agrarian societies with little or no economic development or
social mobility, religion makes people happier by lowering their aspirations
in this life, and promising that they will be rewarded in an afterlife. But
modernization brings economic development, democratization and growing
social tolerance –  which are conducive to happiness because they give
people more freedom of choice in how to live their lives. Consequently,
although within most countries religious people are happier than less-
religious people, the people of modernized but secular countries are happier
than the people of less-modernized but highly religious countries. Thus,
though religion is conducive to happiness under pre-modern conditions,
once high levels of economic development become possible, the modern
strategy can be even more effective than the traditional strategy as a way to
maximize happiness.

But can human happiness be maximized? Until recently, it was widely
held that happiness fluctuates around fixed set-points (possibly determined



by genetic factors) so that neither individuals nor societies can lastingly
increase their happiness. That claim is not true, as this book demonstrates.
From 1981 to 2011 happiness rose in 52 of the 62 countries for which
substantial time-series data were available, and fell in only 10; during the
same period, life satisfaction rose in 40 countries and fell in only 19 (3
showed no change). The two most widely used indicators of happiness rose
in an overwhelming majority of countries. Why?

The extent to which a society allows free choice has a major impact on
happiness. During the three decades after 1981, economic development,
democratization and rising social tolerance increased the extent to which
people in most countries have free choice in economic, political and social
life, bringing higher levels of happiness. The shift from Survival values to
Self-expression values seems conducive to greater happiness and life
satisfaction.

In recent decades, globalization has transferred massive amounts of
capital and technology to other parts of the world, bringing rapid economic
growth especially in East Asia, Southeast Asia and India. Half the world’s
people are escaping from subsistence-level poverty. In the long run, this is
likely to produce cultural and political changes similar to those it has
already produced in high-income countries. But outsourcing now puts the
workers of high-income countries in competition with the workers of low-
income countries, exporting jobs and undermining the bargaining power of
rich countries’ workers. Automation has played an even greater role in
reducing the number of industrial workers, who are now a small minority of
the workforce in developed countries.

Initially, their jobs were replaced by large numbers of well-paid jobs in
the service sector. But high-income societies such as the USA are entering a



new phase of development that we refer to as Artificial Intelligence Society.
It has the potential to abolish poverty and extend human health and life
expectancy, but if left to market forces alone it tends to produce a winner-
takes-all society in which the gains go almost entirely to those at the very
top. In high-income countries, inequality of both income and wealth have
been rising sharply since 1970. In 1965, the CEOs of major corporations in
the USA were paid 20 times as much as their average employee. By 2012,
they were paid 354 times as much. Unless offset by appropriate government
policies, this winner-takes-all tendency undermines long-term economic
growth, democracy and the cultural openness that was launched in the
postwar era.

Artificial intelligence makes it possible for computer programs to
replace not just industrial workers but also highly educated people,
including lawyers, doctors, professors, scientists and even computer
programmers. In high-income countries such as the USA, the real incomes
of industrial workers have declined since 1970 and the real incomes of
those with college degrees and post-graduate degrees have declined since
1991.

In Artificial Intelligence Society, the central economic conflict is no
longer between the working class and the middle class, but between the 1
percent and the 99 percent, as Nobel prize-winning economist Joseph
Stiglitz has put it.1 Secure, well-paid jobs are disappearing –  not just for the
working class but even for the highly educated.

High levels of existential security are conducive to a more tolerant,
open outlook –  but conversely, declining existential security triggers an
Authoritarian Reflex that brings support for strong leaders, strong in-group
solidarity, rigid conformity to group norms and rejection of outsiders. This



reflex is currently bringing growing support for xenophobic populist
authoritarian movements in many countries, from France’s National Front,
to the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union, to the rise of
Donald Trump in the USA. But –  unlike the xenophobic authoritarianism
that emerged during the Great Depression –  this does not result from
objective scarcity. These societies possess abundant resources. Insecurity
today results from growing inequality –  which is ultimately a political
question. With appropriate political realignment, governments could be
elected that restored the high levels of existential security that were
conducive to the increasingly confident and tolerant societies that emerged
in the postwar era.

Pushing the Envelope
This book presents a new version of modernization theory –  Evolutionary
Modernization theory –  which generates a set of hypotheses that we test
against a unique data base: from 1981 to 2014, the World Values Survey
and European Values Study carried out hundreds of surveys in more than
100 countries containing over 90 percent of the world’s population.2 Figure
I.1 depicts these countries. The data, together with the questionnaires and
fieldwork information, can be downloaded from the WVS website at
www.worldvaluessurvey.org/

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/


Figure I.1 Countries that have been surveyed at least once in the Values
Surveys are darkly shaded. These countries contain over 90 percent of
the world’s population.

Some cross-national survey projects limit themselves to conducting
surveys in countries with long-established survey research organizations.
This is intended to ensure that they obtain high-quality fieldwork, but it
largely limits them to doing research in high-income societies. From the
start, the World Values Survey has endeavored to cover the full range of
variation, including low-income countries. Two effects work against each
other here: (a) the presumed increase in measurement error that comes from
including lower-income societies with less-developed survey research
infrastructure –  which tends to weaken the correlations between attitudes
and predictor variables; and (b) the increased analytical leverage that comes
from including the full range of societies –  which tends to strengthen these
correlations. Which effect is stronger? The results are unequivocal. If the
presumably lower quality of the data from lower-income countries
outweighed the analytical leverage gained from their inclusion, including
them would weaken one’s power to predict relevant societal phenomena.
Empirical analysis reveals that the predictive power from analyzing all



available societies is considerably stronger than that obtained by analyzing
only the data from high-income countries:3 the gains obtained by analyzing
the full range of variation more than compensates for any loss of data
quality.

Graphs but No Equations
Although I’ve spent many happy hours poring over detailed statistical
tables, it’s clear that this is not a universal taste. Unless they’re specialists
in the field, most readers tune out when they encounter a series of
regression equations. I think the ideas discussed here will interest a broad
audience if presented in a non-technical way. Consequently, this book
contains no regression equations and no complex statistical tables –  but it
does report the findings from many quantitative analyses. And it contains
quite a few graphs, which can summarize relationships based on vast
amounts of data in simple, vivid patterns – showing, for example, that as
countries get richer, their level of gender equality increases.

This book is designed to help the reader understand how people’s
values and goals are changing, and how this is changing the world. I hope
you enjoy it.



1

Evolutionary Modernization
and Cultural Change

◈

Overview
A society’s culture is shaped by the extent to which its people grow up
feeling that survival is secure or insecure. This book presents a revised
version of modernization theory –  Evolutionary Modernization theory –
which argues that economic and physical insecurity are conducive to
xenophobia, strong in-group solidarity, authoritarian politics and rigid
adherence to their group’s traditional cultural norms –  and conversely that
secure conditions lead to greater tolerance of outgroups, openness to new
ideas and more egalitarian social norms. It then analyzes survey data from
countries containing most of the world’s population, showing how, in recent
decades, changing levels of economic and physical security have been
reshaping human values and motivations, and thereby transforming
societies.



For most of history, survival was insecure, with population rising to
meet the food supply and then being held constant by starvation, disease
and violence. Under these conditions, societies emphasize strong in-group
solidarity, conformity to group norms, rejection of outsiders, and obedience
to strong leaders. For under extreme scarcity, xenophobia is realistic: if
there is just enough land to support one tribe and another tribe tries to claim
it, survival becomes a zero-sum struggle between Us and Them. Under
these conditions, a successful survival strategy is for the tribe to close ranks
behind a strong leader, forming a united front against outsiders –  a strategy
that can be called the Authoritarian Reflex. Conversely, high levels of
existential security open the way for greater individual autonomy and more
openness to diversity, change and new ideas.

The concept that deference to authority was linked with xenophobia
and other forms of intolerance was first presented in the classic The
Authoritarian Personality,1 which viewed authoritarianism as a personality
trait caused by harsh child-rearing practices. The Authoritarianism concept
was controversial from the start,2 giving rise to an enormous literature. Its
original theoretical basis and the instrument originally used to measure it
have been largely superseded, but over the past seven decades, scores of
studies have confirmed that there is a strong tendency for deference to
authority to be linked with xenophobia, intolerance and conformity to group
norms. This seems to reflect a deep-rooted human reaction to insecurity. A
review of a massive body of evidence from surveys, experiments and
statistical data concludes that a syndrome of authoritarian racism, political
and moral intolerance exists and that it is caused by individuals’ innate
predispositions to intolerance, interacting with changing levels of societal
threat.3 My own research indicates that given generations tend to have



relatively high or low levels of authoritarianism, in so far as they have been
raised under low or high levels of existential security.

In the twentieth century, industrialization, urbanization and mass
literacy enabled the working class to become mobilized in labor unions and
Left-oriented political parties, which elected governments that implemented
redistributive policies, providing an economic safety net. This was
reinforced by the fact that during the decades following World War II, the
publics of advanced industrial societies experienced unprecedented levels
of existential security as a result of exceptionally rapid economic growth
and the absence of war. Their younger members grew up taking survival for
granted. This brought an intergenerational value shift from giving top
priority to economic and physical security, toward greater emphasis on free
choice, environmental protection, gender equality and tolerance of gays.
This in turn led to major societal changes such as a surge of
democratization around 1990 and the legalization of same-sex marriage.

Classic Modernization Theory and
Evolutionary Modernization Theory

Modernization theory has a long history. The idea that economic
development brings predictable social and political changes has been
controversial ever since it was proposed by Karl Marx. It is intellectually
exciting because it not only attempts to explain what happened in the past,
but also to predict what will happen in the future. So far, most efforts to
predict human behavior have failed, and the key predictions made by
Marx’s early version of modernization theory were wrong: industrial



workers did not become an overwhelming majority of the workforce,
bringing a revolution of the proletariat; and the abolition of private property
did not bring an end to exploitation and conflict –  it led to the rise of a new
ruling class, the communist party elite. Human behavior is so complex and
influenced by such a wide range of factors that any claim to provide
precise, deterministic predictions is unrealistic.

A central feature of modernization is that it makes life more secure,
eliminating starvation and increasing life expectancy. At high levels of
development, this brings pervasive changes in human motivations, enabling
people to shift from life strategies based on the perception that survival is
insecure, to strategies that take survival for granted and give top priority to
a wide range of other human aspirations.

The feeling that survival is insecure leads to ethnocentric solidarity
against outsiders and internal solidarity behind authoritarian leaders.
Indeed, under conditions of extreme scarcity, survival may require closing
ranks in a battle for survival. Since humanity lived at the brink of starvation
throughout most of its existence, an Authoritarian Reflex evolved in which
insecurity triggers support for strong leaders, strong in-group solidarity,
rejection of outsiders and rigid conformity to group norms. Conversely,
high levels of security allow more room for individual free choice and more
openness to outsiders and new ideas.

Evolution has shaped all organisms to give top priority to survival.
Organisms that did not do so died out, and the vast majority of all species
that ever existed are now extinct. Thus, people evolved to give top priority
to obtaining whatever is needed for survival when it is in short supply. One
can live without oxygen for only a matter of minutes, and when it is scarce
people focus all their efforts on getting it. One can live without water for a



matter of days but when it is scarce, people struggle desperately to obtain it,
killing for it if necessary. When dependable supplies of air and water are
available, people take them for granted and give top priority to other goals.
One can survive without food for weeks, but when it is scarce it takes top
priority. Throughout history food has usually been scarce, reflecting the
biological tendency for populations to rise to meet the available food
supply.

There is a huge difference between growing up knowing that survival
is insecure, and growing up taking survival for granted. For most of history
survival has been precarious, and survival is such a basic goal that it
dominates people’s life strategies, influencing almost every aspect of their
lives. But in recent decades an increasing share of the world’s population
has grown up assuming that they will not starve, and in societies where
survival is taken for granted, major changes are occurring in job
motivations, religion, politics, sexual behavior and how children are raised.

Social change is not deterministic but some trajectories are more
probable than others. In the long run, once economic development gets
under way, certain changes are likely to happen. Industrialization, for
example, brings urbanization, occupational specialization and rising levels
of formal education in any society that undertakes it. Farther down the line,
it brings greater prosperity and better nutrition and health care, which lead
to rising life expectancy. Still later, changes in the nature of work and
improved means of birth control make it possible for increasing numbers of
women to take jobs outside the home. This, together with related cultural
changes, leads to rising gender equality.

The cultural heritage of some societies resists these changes, because
sociocultural change is path dependent and cultural heritages are



remarkably enduring. Although classic modernization theorists from Karl
Marx to Max Weber thought that religion and ethnic loyalties would die
out, religion and nationalism remain major forces. Thus, Protestant societies
allowed women to vote decades earlier than Catholic societies; and
conversely, Japan incorporated women into the workforce more slowly than
other developed countries. But a growing body of evidence indicates that as
modernization proceeds, these and other changes become increasingly
probable. Even Japan is now moving toward gender equality. Value systems
reflect a balance between the driving forces of modernization and the
persisting influence of tradition.

The exceptionally rapid economic growth and the welfare states that
emerged in advanced industrial societies after World War II brought major
cultural changes. For the first time in history, a large share of these
countries’ populations grew up feeling that survival could be taken for
granted. The cohorts born under these conditions began to give high priority
to other goals, such as environmental quality and freedom of expression.

This led to a process of intergenerational value change that has been
transforming the politics and culture of high-income societies, and is likely
to transform China, India and other rapidly developing societies when they
reach a stage where a large share of the population grows up taking survival
for granted. The best-documented aspect of this process is the shift from
“Materialist” values (which give top priority to economic and physical
security) to “Postmaterialist” values (which emphasize free choice and self-
expression). But this is just one component of a still broader shift from
Survival values to Self-expression values4 that is transforming prevailing
norms concerning politics, religion, gender equality, tolerance of outgroups,
and bringing growing support for environmental protection and democratic



institutions.5 The rigid cultural norms that characterized agrarian societies
are giving way to norms that allow greater individual autonomy and free
choice –  and are conducive to successful knowledge societies.

Converging Evidence of the Importance
of Existential Security

Working independently, anthropologists, psychologists, political scientists,
sociologists, evolutionary biologists and historians have recently developed
strikingly similar theories of cultural and institutional change: they all
emphasize the extent to which security from survival threats, such as
starvation, war and disease, shape a society’s cultural norms and
sociopolitical institutions.

Thus, Inglehart, Norris, Welzel, Abramson, Baker and other political
scientists and sociologists argue that a new worldview is gradually
replacing one that dominated Western society for centuries.6 This cultural
change is driven by the profound difference between growing up feeling
that survival is precarious, and growing up taking survival for granted.
Similar conclusions have been reached by researchers in other disciplines.
Thus, a team of psychologists and anthropologists led by Michele Gelfand
distinguishes between cultures that are “tight” versus “loose,” arguing that
these qualities are shaped by the ecological and human-made threats that
societies historically encountered.7 These threats increase the need for
strong norms and punishment of deviant behavior to maintain order. Tight
societies have autocratic governing systems that suppress dissent, provide
strong deterrence and control of crime, and tend to be more religious.



Testing these predictions against survey data from 33 countries, Gelfand et
al. find that nations that encountered severe ecological and historical threats
have relatively strong norms and low tolerance of deviant behavior.

Similarly, a group of biologists and psychologists led by Corey Fincher
and Randy Thornhill provide convincing evidence that vulnerability to
infectious disease is linked with collectivist attitudes, xenophobia and
rejection of gender equality –  all of which hinder the emergence of
democracy.8 They rated people in 98 societies on a collectivist– individualist
scale, finding that a high threat of disease goes with collectivist attitudes,
controlling for wealth and urbanization. And similarly, biopsychologist
Nigel Barber finds that religion helps people cope with dangerous situations
–  but religious belief declines as economic development brings greater
economic security and health.9 These findings echo the predictions of
evolutionary modernization theory.

Working from still another perspective, classicist and historian Ian
Morris, after examining a vast array of historical evidence, concludes that
“each age gets the thought it needs” –  with foraging, farming and industrial
societies developing appropriate value systems through an evolutionary
process similar to the one described in evolutionary modernization theory.10

I argue that economic development brings increased economic and
physical security and reduced vulnerability to disease –  which are
conducive to cultural openness, democratic institutions and more liberal
social legislation.

This is consistent with classic claims by Theodor Adorno et al. that
dogmatism, rigidity and intolerance become prevalent when people grow up
perceiving threats, and with Milton Rokeach’s thesis that existential threats
make people paranoid, defensive and intolerant; absence of threats makes



them secure, outgoing and tolerant.11 In keeping with these claims, Self-
expression values –  which include tolerance of homosexuality –  are most
widespread in prosperous societies with secure living conditions.12

Socioeconomic development directly affects people’s sense of existential
security, determining whether physical survival seems uncertain or can be
taken for granted. Consequently, as we will see, the values and beliefs
found in developed societies differ pervasively from those found in
developing societies.

The Rise of Postmaterialism in the West
The earliest and most extensive evidence that the basic values of developed
societies are changing concerns the shift from Materialist values to
Postmaterialist values. More than 45 years ago, I argued in The Silent
Revolution that “A transformation may be taking place in the political
culture of advanced industrial societies. This transformation seems to be
altering the basic value priorities of given generations as a result of
changing conditions influencing their basic socialization.”13

This theory of intergenerational value change is based on two key
hypotheses:14

1. A scarcity hypothesis. Virtually everyone values freedom and
autonomy, but people give top priority to their most pressing needs.
Material sustenance and physical security are closely linked with
survival, and when they are insecure, people give top priority to these
Materialistic goals; but under secure conditions, people place greater



emphasis on Postmaterialist goals such as belonging, esteem and free
choice.

2. A socialization hypothesis. The relationship between material
conditions and value priorities involves a long time-lag: one’s basic
values largely reflect the conditions that prevailed during one’s
preadult years, and these values change mainly through
intergenerational population replacement.

The scarcity hypothesis is similar to the principle of diminishing
marginal utility. It reflects the distinction between the material needs for
physical survival and safety, and non-material needs such as those for self-
expression and esthetic satisfaction.

During the past several decades, advanced industrial societies have
diverged strikingly from previous history: a large share of their population
has not grown up under conditions of hunger and economic insecurity. This
has led to a shift in which needs for belonging, esteem and free choice have
become more prominent. The scarcity hypothesis implies that prolonged
periods of high prosperity encourage the spread of Postmaterialist values,
while enduring economic decline has the opposite effect.

But there is no one-to-one relationship between socioeconomic
development and the prevalence of Postmaterialist values, for these values
reflect one’s subjective sense of security, which is partly shaped by a
society’s income level but also by its social welfare institutions and its
security from violence and disease. Per capita income is one of the best
readily available indicators of the conditions leading to this value shift, but
the theoretically crucial factor is one’s sense of existential security.



Moreover, as the socialization hypothesis claims, people’s basic value
priorities do not change overnight. One of the most pervasive concepts in
social science is that one’s basic personality structure crystallizes by the
time one reaches adulthood. Considerable evidence indicates that people’s
basic values are largely fixed when they reach adulthood, and change
relatively little thereafter.15 If so, we would expect to find substantial
differences between the values of young and old in societies that have
experienced rising levels of security. Intergenerational value change occurs
when younger generations grow up under different conditions from those
that shaped earlier generations.

These two hypotheses generate several predictions concerning value
change. First, while the scarcity hypothesis implies that prosperity is
conducive to the spread of Postmaterialist values, the socialization
hypothesis implies that societal value change will take place gradually,
largely through intergenerational population replacement. A sizeable time-
lag exists between economic changes and their political effects.

The first empirical evidence of intergenerational value change came
from surveys carried out in 1970 in six West European societies, to test the
hypothesized shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values.16 These
surveys revealed large differences between the value priorities of older and
younger generations. If, as claimed, these age differences reflected
intergenerational value change and not simply a tendency for people to
become more Materialist as they grow older, we would expect to see a
gradual shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values as younger birth
cohorts replaced older ones in the adult population. If this was happening,
the implications were far-reaching, for these values were closely linked
with a number of important orientations ranging from emphasis on political



participation and freedom of expression, to support for environmental
protection, gender equality and democratic political institutions.

The value change thesis was controversial from the start. Critics
argued that the large age-difference found in 1970 reflected life-cycle
effects rather than intergenerational change: young people naturally prefer
Postmaterialist values such as participation and free speech, but as they
aged, they would come to have the same Materialist preferences as their
elders, so the values of society as a whole would not change.17

The value change hypothesis, by contrast, holds that young people are
more Postmaterialist than their elders only if they have grown up under
substantially more secure living conditions. Consequently, we would not
expect to find intergenerational value differences in stagnant societies –  and
if future generations no longer grew up under more secure conditions than
their elders, we would no longer find intergenerational value differences.
But the degree of security experienced during one’s formative years has a
lasting impact. Consequently, as relatively Postmaterialist postwar birth
cohorts replaced older, more Materialistic ones in the adult population, we
should witness a gradual shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values.

The differences between the formative experiences of the postwar birth
cohorts and all older cohorts produced major differences in their value
priorities. But children initially have little political impact. These
differences didn’t become evident at the societal level until the first postwar
birth cohort became politically relevant young adults two decades after
World War II –  contributing to the era of Student Protest in the late 1960s
and 1970s. A widespread slogan among the protesters at that time was
“Don’t trust anyone over thirty!”



This book analyzes cultural change, using evidence from hundreds of
representative national surveys carried out from 1981 to 2014 in more than
100 countries,18 together with economic, demographic and political data.
This massive body of evidence demonstrates that the predicted
intergenerational shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist priorities has been
occurring. But, as we will see, it is only one aspect of a broader cultural
shift from Survival values that give top priority to the survival needs, to
Self-expression values that emphasize gender equality, environmental
protection, tolerance, interpersonal trust and free choice. It also includes a
shift from emphasis on hard work toward emphasis on imagination and
tolerance as important values to teach a child. It is bringing new political
issues to the center of the stage and encouraging the spread of democracy.

Cultural Change and Societal Change
Changing values can change societies. A culture is a set of norms and skills
that are conducive to survival in a given environment, constituting a
survival strategy for a society. Like biological evolution, culture evolves
through a process analogous to random mutations and natural selection, but
since culture is learned, it can change much more rapidly than biological
evolution.

In recent decades, the prevailing values of highly developed countries
have changed profoundly, transforming cultural norms concerning gender
roles, abortion, divorce, birth control and sexual orientation that had
persisted for centuries. One of the most dramatic examples is the emergence
of new gender roles. Throughout history, women have generally been



subordinate to men and limited to a very narrow set of roles, first as
daughters and then as wives and mothers. In recent decades, this has
changed radically. Increasingly, almost any job that is open to men is also
open to women. Two generations ago, women comprised a small minority
of those receiving higher education. Today, women comprise a majority of
the university students in most industrialized countries and a growing share
of the faculty. Less than a century ago, women could not even vote in most
countries; today they not only vote, they hold a growing share of the
parliamentary seats in many democracies and a growing share of the top
political positions. After centuries of subordinate status, women are
increasingly taking positions of authority in academic life, business and
government.

In another example of recent societal change, openly gay politicians
have become mayors of major cities, members of parliament, foreign
ministers and heads of government. Since 2000, a growing number of
countries have legalized same sex marriage. The rate of change varies
enormously, with low-income countries19 (especially Islamic ones) strongly
resisting change. In many countries, homosexuality is still illegal, with
some countries imposing the death penalty for homosexual behavior. Thus,
in recent Egyptian surveys, 99 percent of the population said that
homosexuality is “never” justifiable –  which means that even the gays were
condemning it. For those adhering to traditional norms, these cultural
changes are alarming. They have given rise to some of the hottest political
issues in developed countries. And they help explain the current conflict
between Islamic fundamentalists and Western societies. The publics of
high-income societies have been changing rapidly, while the publics of
most Muslim-majority countries have changed very little –  and from their



perspective, the social norms of today’s high-income countries are decadent
and shocking. A growing gap has opened up between people holding
traditional values in Islamic countries and the developed world. Once, many
people in these countries saw Western democracies as a model to emulate.
Today, Islamic fundamentalists see Western culture as something to guard
against.

Cognition and Emotions as Sources of
Value Change

Classic modernization theory needs to be modified in another respect –  its
one-sided emphasis on cognitive factors in shaping cultural change. Weber
attributed the rise of a secular, rational worldview to the spread of scientific
knowledge: scientific discoveries had made traditional religious
explanations of the world obsolete; as scientific knowledge spread, religion
would inexorably give way to rationality, he claimed. Similarly, some
modernization theorists argued that education drives the modernization
process: within most countries, the more educated tend to have modern
worldviews, and as educational levels rise, traditional religious worldviews
will inevitably give way to secular-rational ones.

This emphasis on cognitive forces captures only part of the story.
Emotional and experiential factors, such as whether people feel that
survival is secure or insecure, are at least equally important in shaping
people’s worldviews. Higher levels of formal education are indeed linked
with Secular-rational values and Self-expression values, but higher
education is not just an indicator of the extent to which one has absorbed



knowledge. It is also an indicator of the extent to which one has
experienced relatively secure conditions during one’s formative years, since
children from economically secure families are much likelier to get higher
education.

But each society also has a distinct social climate reflecting the
prevailing mass outlook, which helps shape people’s outlook. Thus,
although higher education generally encourages people to place more
emphasis on Self-expression values, there is much more difference in the
degree of emphasis on Self-expression values between the highly educated
people of different nations, than between the highly educated and the
general public within given nations.20

The cognitive component of education is largely irreversible –  while
one’s sense of security and autonomy is not. The feeling that the world is
secure or insecure is an early-established and relatively stable aspect of
one’s outlook. But this outlook can be affected by economic and political
events, and massively affected by catastrophic events such as the collapse
of the Soviet Union. Such events are rare, but an entire group of countries
experienced them in 1989– 1991, when communism collapsed throughout
Central and Eastern Europe. The people of the Soviet successor states
experienced sharp declines in living standards, and lived through the
collapse of their social and political systems, and the collapse of a belief
system under which they had lived for many decades. Scientific knowledge
did not disappear –  it continued to grow, and educational levels remained
high in these societies. But the prevailing sense of existential security and
individual control over one’s life fell sharply. If the emergence of modern
values were solely determined by cognitive factors, then Secular-rational
values and Self-expression values would have continued to spread. But if



these values are shaped by feelings of existential security, we would expect
to find a regression from modern values toward increasing emphasis on
Survival values and religion in the ex-Soviet societies. As we will see, this
is exactly what happened. Cultural change is not simply determined by
cognitive factors. To an even greater extent, it is shaped by people’s first-
hand experience with existential security or insecurity.

An Alternative Explanation: Rational
Choice

This book argues that whether one has grown up perceiving survival as
precarious or secure, together with historical cultural differences, has a
major impact on people’s behavior –  but we should consider a major
alternative theory: rational choice.

Two contrasting theories are competing to explain how individuals and
societies behave: rational choice theories and cultural models. The rational
choice school, which dominated economics and political science until
recently, is based on the assumption that human behavior reflects conscious
choices designed to maximize one’s utilities. This approach gives little
weight to historical or cultural factors, assuming that –  facing the same
incentives –  everyone will make the same choices. This school has
developed elegant and parsimonious models, but a growing body of
empirical evidence indicates that these models don’t adequately explain
how humans actually behave. Accordingly, behavioral economics has
become increasingly influential in recent years, incorporating emotional and
cultural explanatory factors.



There is no question that conscious choices by political elites can have
important and immediate impacts. For example, when the US Supreme
Court legalized same-sex marriage in 2015, it was immediately followed by
a surge of such marriages. The proximate cause was the Supreme Court
decision. But a deeper cause was a long-term shift in mass attitudes. Same-
sex marriage had been not merely illegal but unthinkable for centuries. But,
as data from the Values Surveys demonstrate, this norm was gradually
weakening through a process of intergenerational value change that took
place over many decades. Public support for same-sex marriage became
increasingly widespread and articulate until the laws themselves were
changed.

A large body of psychological research demonstrates that the
overwhelming majority of activity in the human brain takes place at an
unconscious level. Since we are only aware of conscious processing, we
tend to assume that it determines our decision-making. And since humans
are adept at rationalizing whatever choices they make, after the fact one can
always fit a rational choice explanation to any set of events. But
experimental research indicates that human decisions are heavily influenced
by unconscious biases or intuitions.21 Moreover, conscious and unconscious
processing occur in different regions of the brain. Brain scanning indicates
that when a decision is made, activity occurs first in unconscious areas and
is then followed by activity in conscious areas: apparently, the decision is
determined by unconscious factors, which are then rationalized into a
coherent narrative by the brain’s conscious component.22 Similarly, recent
findings in psychology and cognitive neuroscience suggest that moral
beliefs and motivations come from intuitions and emotions that evolution
has prepared the human mind to develop; and moral judgment is a product



of quick and automatic intuitions that then give rise to slower, conscious
reasoning that finds reasons to support the individual’s intuitions.23

Having emotions is ultimately more conducive to survival than being
purely rational. The fact that emotions evolved enables people to make
lasting commitments to stand by one’s friends or one’s tribe through thick
and thin, in situations where a purely rational person would defect if it were
profitable. Emotions make it possible for people to work together in
trusting, long-term relationships. In the long run, natural selection behaves
as if it were more rational than sheer rationality itself.24

Emotions enable people to make quick choices in situations where a
rational analysis of the options might be almost endless. Conscious
reasoning then develops a coherent narrative –  so that rational choice seems
to be determining human behavior. But since, in the long run, natural
selection is very effective at producing cultural norms that have a good fit
with their environment, the end result often resembles what would emerge
from a process of rational choice. Accordingly, cultural change often can be
modeled pretty accurately using game theory.25 Rational choice models of
cultural change may not reflect how given norms actually evolved
historically –  but they may capture the underlying logic of why a given
arrangement fits its environment, and consequently survives. Such models
are like evolutionary biologists’ explanation that polar bears evolved white
coats “in order to be less conspicuous against the snow.” Biologists are
perfectly aware that polar bears did not consciously decide to develop white
coats, but this is a parsimonious way to describe how random mutations and
natural selection led to this result. In contemporary social science, rational
choice theorists often describe complex evolutionary processes as if they
resulted from rational bargaining and conscious choice –  even when they



reflect evolutionary processes involving complex events with unforeseen
consequences, rather than conscious choices.

Slow and Fast Cultural Change
A culture is a set of learned behavior that constitutes a society’s survival
strategy. The norms governing this strategy usually change very slowly,
often persisting for centuries, but under certain conditions they can change
rapidly. Though fashions change quickly, basic values tend to change
slowly through intergenerational population replacement, with multi-decade
time-lags between the emergence of root causes and the time when cultural
change becomes manifest in a society.26 Empirical analysis of the
Materialist/Postmaterialist value shift indicates that basic values change
gradually, largely through intergenerational population replacement.27

Instead of spreading across the entire world evenly, as awareness of the
optimal choice might do, this shift occurs only when a society reaches a
threshold where a sufficiently high level of economic and physical security
enables younger birth cohorts to grow up taking survival for granted. In
contrast to this, rational choice theory holds that key institutions are
adopted through conscious elite choices –  which could change from one day
to the next. It also tends to assume that institutions determine culture, in
which case basic cultural norms would also change rapidly.

Rational choice explanations do not account for the fact that cultural
change tends to occur through intergenerational population replacement or
for the persisting influence of religious cleavage and historical events that
occurred many centuries ago.



Rising levels of existential security have been reshaping the world in
recent decades. Life expectancies, incomes, and school attendance rose
from 1970 to 2010 in every region of the world.28 Poverty, illiteracy and
mortality are declining globally.29 And war, crime rates and violence have
been declining for many decades.30 The world is now experiencing the
longest period without war between major powers in recorded history. This,
together with the postwar economic miracles and the emergence of the
welfare state, produced conditions under which a growing share of the
world’s population has grown up taking survival for granted, bringing
intergenerational shifts toward Postmaterialist values and Self-expression
values.31

But in addition to the shifts linked with intergenerational population
replacement, given birth cohorts can become increasingly tolerant of new
social norms due to diffusion of these values through education and
exposure to the mass media –  which now present these norms in a much
more favorable light than they did decades ago. This could eventually
transform what are perceived as socially desirable norms.

In secure advanced industrial societies, among successful young
people it is no longer socially acceptable to be sexist or a gay-basher. But
older people and the publics of low-income societies remain solidly
opposed to gender equality and tolerance of gays. Western motion pictures
and television programs, cell phones and the internet have penetrated
widely even in low-income countries, but they haven’t yet had much impact
on their lifestyle norms.32 Education and mass communications may play
important roles in transforming attitudes toward gender equality and
tolerance of gays but so far their impact has been largely limited to societies
with relatively high levels of existential security.



It seems that both intergenerational population replacement and value
diffusion are occurring. As we will see, intergenerational change seems to
play the dominant role in the shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist
values, but some value diffusion also seems to be taking place: given birth
cohorts not only failed to become more Materialist as they aged –  they
actually became slightly more Postmaterialist over time.

Major Predictions
The theory just discussed, generates the following predictions:

1. When a society attains sufficiently high levels of existential security
that a large share of the population grows up taking survival for
granted, it brings coherent and roughly predictable social and cultural
changes, producing an intergenerational shift from values shaped by
scarcity, toward increasing emphasis on Postmaterialist values and
Self-expression values.

2. As younger birth cohorts replace older cohorts in the adult
population, it transforms the societies’ prevailing values –  but with
long time-lags. The youngest cohorts have little political impact until
they reach adulthood, and even then they are still a small minority of
the adult population; it takes additional decades before they become
the dominant influence in their society.

3. Intergenerational value change is shaped by short-term period
effects such as economic booms or recessions, in addition to
population replacement, but in the long run the period effects often



cancel each other out, while the population replacement effects tend to
be cumulative.

4. Intergenerational value change can eventually reach a threshold at
which new norms became socially dominant. At this point, conformist
pressures reverse polarity, supporting changes they had formerly
opposed and bringing much more rapid cultural change than that
produced by population replacement alone.

5. Cultural change is path-dependent: a society’s values are shaped by
its entire historical heritage, and not just its level of existential security.

The following chapters test these hypotheses.



2

The Rise of Postmaterialist
Values in the West and the

World
◈

More than four decades have passed since the shift from Materialist to
Postmaterialist values was hypothesized. Have the predicted changes
actually taken place?

A large body of evidence, analyzed using three different approaches –
(1) cohort analysis; (2) comparisons of rich and poor countries; (3)
examination of actual trends observed over the past 40 years –  all points to
the conclusion that major cultural changes are occurring, and that they
reflect a process of intergenerational change linked with rising levels of
existential security.

The first empirical evidence of intergenerational value change came
from surveys carried out in 1970 in six West European societies to test the
hypothesized value shift. Although the Values Surveys have subsequently
monitored a much broader range of value changes, this research provided
the earliest quantitative evidence of intergenerational value change and the



most extensive time series data base. From 1970 to 2009, representative
national surveys were carried out almost every year in these six countries,
providing a detailed time series covering four decades based on more than
300,000 interviews. Additional time series evidence is now available from
scores of other countries on all six inhabited continents.

In testing the value change hypothesis, we asked people which goals
they considered most important, choosing between such things as economic
growth, fighting rising prices, maintaining order, and the fight against crime
(which tap Materialist priorities); and freedom of speech, giving people
more say in important government decisions, more say on the job, and a
society where ideas count (which tap Postmaterialist priorities).1

Representative national surveys in 1970 asked these questions in six West
European countries (Great Britain, France, Italy, West Germany, Belgium
and The Netherlands).

These surveys revealed large differences between the values of young
and old in all six countries. As Figure 2.1 indicates, among those aged 65
and older, people with Materialist value priorities outnumbered those with
Postmaterialist value priorities by more than 14:1. This suggests that in the
early twentieth century, Materialists outnumbered Postmaterialists
overwhelmingly. In that era, the Marxist claim that politics is dominated by
class conflict and economic issues was a reasonably good first
approximation of reality. But as one moves from older to younger cohorts,
the balance gradually shifts toward a diminishing proportion of Materialists
and a growing proportion of Postmaterialists. Among the youngest cohort
(those 18– 25 years old in 1970) Postmaterialists outnumber Materialists.
This cross-sectional evidence suggests that, as the oldest birth cohorts die
off and are replaced by younger cohorts during the decades following 1970,



we should observe a shift in prevailing motivations, with Postmaterialists
becoming increasingly numerous.

Figure 2.1 Value type by age group, among the publics of Britain,
France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium and The Netherlands in 1970.

Source: European Community survey in February 1970.

Based on original 4-item Materialist/Postmaterialist values battery.

Reprinted from Inglehart, 1990: 76.

But do these age differences reflect enduring birth cohort effects or
transient life-cycle effects? With data from just one time point, one can’t be
sure –  and the two interpretations have very different implications. The life-
cycle interpretation implies that the postwar cohort will become
increasingly Materialist as they age, so that by the time they are 65 years
old they will be just as Materialist as the 65-year-olds were in 1970 –  and



society as a whole won’t change at all. The cohort-effects interpretation
implies that the younger cohorts will remain relatively Postmaterialist over
time –  so that as they replace the older, more Materialist cohorts, the
society’s prevailing values will change.

Cohort analysis provides the only conclusive way to answer this
question and it requires: (1) survey data covering several decades; (2)
surveys carried out at numerous time points, enabling one to distinguish
period effects from life-cycle and birth-cohort effects; and (3) sufficiently
large numbers of respondents at each time point so that one gets accurate
estimates when one breaks the sample down into several birth cohorts.

Figure 2.2 shows the results of a cohort analysis based on over
300,000 interviews. It follows given birth cohorts over four decades, using
data from Euro-barometer surveys that included the
Materialist/Postmaterialist battery in almost every year from 1970 to 1997,
supplemented with data from the Values Surveys from 1999 and 2007–
2009.2 This figure pools the data from all six countries in order to provide
sufficiently large samples to reliably estimate each cohort’s position at a
given time –  which is calculated by subtracting the percentage of
Materialists from the percentage of Postmaterialists. Thus, at the zero point
on the vertical axis, the two groups are equally numerous. The proportion of
Postmaterialists increases as one moves up; and the proportion of
Materialists increases as one moves down on Figure 2.2.



Figure 2.2 Cohort analysis: Percentage of Postmaterialists minus
percentage of Materialists in six West European countries (Britain,
France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium and The Netherlands), 1971– 2009.

Source: data from 1970 through 1997 are from Euro-Barometer
surveys; data from 1999, 2006 and 2008– 2009 are from European

Values Study/World Values Survey.

If the age differences shown in Figure 2.2 reflected life-cycle effects,
then each of the lines on this figure would shift downward as they moved to
the right, with each cohort becoming more Materialist as it aged from 1970
to 2009. If the age differences reflect stable birth cohort effects, the lines
would be horizontal, with each cohort remaining about as Postmaterialist at
the end of the time series as it was at the start.

But we also need to take period effects into account. Our theory
implies that events that diminish existential security, such as major
recessions, will push all cohorts downward in response to current
conditions. With recovery, they will return to their former level, so that in
the long run they could remain just about as Postmaterialist as they were at
the start. In the short run, a period effect that pushed all the cohorts
downward would give the misleading impression that the age differences



reflected life-cycle effects. But in the long run, positive and negative
fluctuations are likely to cancel each other out.

With detailed data from the long time series in Figure 2.2, we can see
that period effects clearly are present. As Inglehart and Welzel demonstrate,
they reflect current economic conditions, particularly inflation.3 During
periods of economic downturn, each birth cohort moves down, becoming
more Materialist; with recovery, each birth cohort moves up again,
becoming more Postmaterialist –  but the differences between given birth
cohorts remain stable. Consequently, the period effects have no lasting
impact: the younger cohorts remain relatively Postmaterialist despite short-
term fluctuations, and over a period of four decades we find no overall
tendency for the members of given birth cohorts to become more
Materialist as they age.

But during this four-decade span, the three oldest birth cohorts left the
sample. They were replaced by three younger cohorts, born in 1956– 65,
1966– 75 and 1976– 85. The cohort analysis in Figure 2.2 shows no evidence
of life cycle effects. It is clear that the age-related differences found in 1970
reflect lasting cohort differences. This implies that as younger, less
Materialist cohorts replace older ones in the adult population, these
societies will shift from Materialist toward Postmaterialist values.

This is precisely what happened. During the past four decades, there
was a substantial shift toward Postmaterialist values among the six publics
first surveyed in 1970 (we also found similar shifts in the USA and other
Western countries). The heavy shaded line on Figure 2.2 shows the net shift
toward Postmaterialist values among the adult population as a whole at
various time points from 1970 to 2009. In the early 1970s, Materialists
heavily outnumbered Postmaterialists in all six countries. Overall,



Materialists were four times as numerous as Postmaterialists, and 14 times
as numerous as Postmaterialists among the oldest cohort. Similarly, in the
USA in 1972, Materialists were three times as numerous as
Postmaterialists. During the ensuing years, major shifts occurred. By 2000,
Postmaterialists were slightly more numerous than Materialists in Western
Europe and twice as numerous as Materialists in the USA. The predicted
shift toward Postmaterialist values had taken place.

But Western levels of economic security have not continued to rise
during the past two decades. Economic growth has been slow and, because
of rising income inequality the gains have gone almost entirely to the top; a
large share of the population has experienced stagnant or declining real
income. This has been reinforced by cutbacks in the welfare state and high
levels of unemployment, particularly among youth. The shift toward
Postmaterialist values has tapered off in these Western countries. Thus, in
the most recent surveys, the youngest cohorts are no more Postmaterialist
than the other postwar cohorts –  though they are significantly more so than
the one surviving prewar cohort, in which Materialists still outnumber
Postmaterialists. As a result, intergenerational population replacement no
longer brings a large shift toward Postmaterialist values.

But a major value transition has occurred: in 1970, Materialists vastly
outnumbered Postmaterialists in all Western countries. By 2000
Postmaterialists were slightly more numerous than Materialists –  but
because Postmaterialists tend to be concentrated among the more secure,
better-educated and more articulate strata of society, they set the tone: their
values have become politically correct. The Postmaterialist value shift is no
longer a major factor in these countries; except for the oldest cohort, young



and old now have pretty similar values. But the culture of high-income
Western countries has been transformed.

The logic of the Postmaterialist shift has significant implications for
other countries. The world as a whole has shown unprecedented economic
growth since 1980, with India and China experiencing annual growth rates
from 6 to 10 percent. Only a few decades ago, most people in both
countries lived just above the starvation level. In the memory of living
people, at least 30 million Chinese starved to death after the failure of the
Great Leap Forward. These countries now have many millionaires (and
millions living in dire poverty). Their impressive growth rates mean that 40
percent of the world’s population is moving from starvation-level poverty to
a modest level of economic security. Evolutionary modernization theory
implies that in the long run, this will bring a shift toward Postmaterialist
values. But, as we have seen, multi-decade time-lags are involved. For now,
Postmaterialists constitute tiny minorities in both China and India. But our
theory predicts that if they continue on their present trajectories, a shift
toward Postmaterialist values will take place when a younger generation
emerges that has grown up taking survival for granted. Many other
countries from Mexico to Singapore already have reached this threshold.

In the world as a whole, the ratio between Materialists and
Postmaterialists varies tremendously according to a society’s level of
economic development. Low-income countries and strife-torn countries
show an overwhelming preponderance of Materialists, while prosperous
and secure ones are dominated by Postmaterialists. Thus, Materialists
outnumber Postmaterialists in Pakistan by a ratio of 55 to 1, and in Russia
by a ratio of 28 to 1; but in the USA Postmaterialists outnumber
Materialists by 2 to 1, and in Sweden by 5 to 1. No one can guarantee that



prosperity and peace will continue, but in countries that do attain high
levels of existential security, we can expect to find intergenerational value
change.

Figure 2.3 shows the distribution of Materialist and Postmaterialist
values in each birth cohort that was born from 1927 to 1996 in 11 ex-
communist countries that are now members of the European Union –
Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania,
Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia –  using the latest available survey
from 2008– 2012. These countries earliest available surveys (around 1990)
already showed large intergenerational differences indicating a shift toward
Postmaterialist values –  which probably contributed to the mass
demonstrations that led to the fall of communist regimes there.

Figure 2.3 Materialist vs. Postmaterialist values by birth cohort, in 11 ex-
communist countries now in the European Union (Bulgaria, Croatia,
Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania,
Slovakia and Slovenia), 2008– 2012.

The transition from state-run to market economies brought severe
economic dislocations that dampened the trend toward Postmaterialist



values, but this economic decline was not lasting in these countries, which
soon became members of the European Union; during their first decade in
the EU, these new members had economic growth rates about twice as high
as those of the older members. The intergenerational shift toward
Postmaterialist values has resumed, as Figure 2.3 indicates. Among the
oldest cohort, born from 1927 to 1936, Materialists still outnumber
Postmaterialists by a ratio of 8 to 1 –  but among the youngest cohort, the
ratio is only 2.5 to 1. Intergenerational value change seems to be emerging,
though these countries still lag far behind Western Europe in absolute
numbers of Postmaterialists.

The Russian public also showed signs of a strong intergenerational
shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values in the earliest available
survey in 1990 –  but the decline of existential security that the Russia
people experienced with the collapse of communism was much more severe
than in the ex-communist countries that are now European Union members.
The Soviet Union disintegrated, per capita income fell to about 40 percent
of its former level, social welfare institutions broke down, crime was
rampant and male life expectancy declined by about 18 years. Equally
important, faith in a Marxist belief system that once provided a sense of
meaning and purpose to many people collapsed. The Russian public
experienced an extraordinary malaise, in which a majority of the Russian
public described themselves as unhappy and dissatisfied with their lives as a
whole.

Around 2000, the Russian economy began to recover, largely due to
rising oil and gas prices, and order was restored by Vladimir Putin.
Subjective well-being levels are also recovering –  but the youngest Russian
birth cohorts have not experienced significantly higher levels of economic



and physical security than their elders: their formative years were shaped by
widespread poverty and disorder. Consequently, recent Russian surveys
show little evidence of an intergenerational shift toward Postmaterialist
values, and Materialists overwhelmingly outnumber Postmaterialists.

Figure 2.4 shows the distribution of Materialist and Postmaterialist
values by birth cohort in eight Latin American countries –  Argentina,
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Guatemala, Mexico, Peruand Uruguay –  based on
the latest available surveys, from 2005 to 2012. During the past 25 years,
most Latin American countries have experienced substantial economic
growth and many have made successful transitions from authoritarian
regimes to democratic governments. These countries now show signs of an
intergenerational shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values. Among
the oldest cohort (born from 1927 to 1936), Materialists outnumber
Postmaterialists by more than three to one. But among the youngest cohort
(born from 1987 to 1996), Postmaterialists outnumber Materialists. In their
overall value distributions, these countries still lag far behind the six West
European countries analyzed above –  and even farther behind the USA and
Sweden, where Postmaterialists outnumber Materialists by wide margins.
But an intergenerational transition seems to be transforming Latin
American countries.



Figure 2.4 Materialist vs. Postmaterialist values by birth cohort, in eight
Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia,
Guatemala, Mexico, Peru and Uruguay, 2005– 2012).

The forces of modernization are starting to transform Islamic societies,
but they are still at an early stage. The 2007– 2014 wave of the WVS shows
evidence that a process of intergenerational value change is now at work in
some Muslim-majority countries, particularly those that played leading
roles in the Arab Spring. Figure 2.5 shows the shifting balance between
Materialist and Postmaterialist values in nine Muslim-majority countries,
Morocco, Tunisia, Libya, Palestine, Jordan, Turkey, Albania and Indonesia.
Among the oldest birth cohort, Materialists outnumber Postmaterialists by a
ratio of more than 10 to 1; among the youngest birth cohort, the ratio is only
about 2 to 1. The ratio is shifting, but it has not yet produced a cohort in
which Postmaterialists outnumber Materialists.



Figure 2.5 Materialist vs. Postmaterialist values by birth cohort in nine
Muslim-majority countries (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Palestine,
Jordan, Turkey, Albania and Indonesia). N = 24,107.

Source: World Values Survey and European Values Study, 2007– 2013.

The age-related differences are relatively weak in 13 other Muslim-
majority countries: Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan,
Lebanon, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Yemen, Mali, Pakistan, Bangladesh and
Malaysia (median r = −.05). The countries that show evidence of relatively
strong intergenerational value change do not have the highest levels of per
capita GDP (which are found in the Gulf states) –  but they do have
significantly higher life expectancies, lower infant mortality rates and lower
fertility rates than the other Islamic countries. Thus, the median life
expectancy in the countries shown in Figure 2.5 is 75 years; the median life
expectancy in the others is 69 years. Muslim-majority countries with
relatively high life expectancies show relatively large intergenerational
value differences. Moreover, apart from Indonesia, these countries are
clustered on or near the Mediterranean and have relatively large population
flows to and from Western Europe.



Simply holding elections will not establish effective democracy in the
Muslim world. And it seems unlikely that the Arab-speaking countries will,
in the near future, establish an enduring wave of democratization like the
one that swept Eastern Europe in the final days of the Cold War. But there
are signs that intergenerational change is beginning to transform the culture
of some Muslim-majority countries.

Intergenerational Value Change Has
Launched a Positive Feedback Loop

The shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values has slowed in Western
Europe, but it is spreading to many other countries. Moreover, the
emergence of an intergenerational value shift in the postwar era eventually
launched a positive feedback loop under which each new birth cohort grew
up under more permissive conditions than those that had shaped older
cohorts. For people take the world into which they are born for granted: it
seems familiar and normal. And for the past 60 years, each successive birth
cohort in high-income societies has been born into a world in which
tolerance of gender equality and gays and other outgroups was steadily
becoming more widespread and ethnic diversity was increasing. This meant
that the gap between contemporary reality and the world that one was born
into was greater for older birth cohorts than it was for younger ones –  so
older cohorts felt more threatened and disoriented by contemporary levels
of social tolerance and ethnic diversity than younger ones. This process
continued even when younger cohorts no longer were shaped by higher
levels of economic security than their elders. For younger birth cohorts, the



legalization of same-sex marriage and the election of an African American
President were simply continuations of a familiar trend. For older cohorts
they were shocking events that had been inconceivable in the world in
which they had been born.

This principle applies to geographic differences as well as birth cohort
differences. If one was born in New York or Los Angeles in 1960, ethnic
and cultural diversity were familiar and relatively acceptable. If one was
born in 1960 in rural Montana or West Virginia, they were not. The
legalization of same-sex marriage and the election of an African American
President seemed incompatible with the norms of the world into which they
had been born. Consequently, both the younger birth cohorts and people
born in diverse metropolitan areas are considerably more supportive of the
new cultural norms than older people and those from rural areas. As
younger cohorts replace older ones, major cultural changes continue.



3

Global Cultural Patterns
◈

The shift toward Postmaterialist values is only one component of a broader
process of cultural change that is reshaping the political views, religious
orientations, gender roles and sexual norms of people in advanced industrial
societies.1 The emerging worldview moves away from traditional norms,
especially those that limit self-expression.

We find huge cross-national differences in what people believe and
value. The Values Surveys have monitored about 90 percent of the world’s
population. In some countries, 95 percent of the public say that God is very
important in their lives, while in others only 3 percent say so. In some
societies, 90 percent of the people believe that men have more right to a job
than women; in others, only 8 percent think so. These cross-national
differences are robust and enduring, and are closely linked with a society’s
level of economic development: people in low-income societies are much
likelier to emphasize religion and traditional gender roles than are people in
rich countries.

To identify the main dimensions of global cultural variation, Inglehart
and Baker performed a factor analysis of each society’s mean level on



scores of variables measured in the Values Surveys.2 The two most
important dimensions that emerged reflected: (1) Traditional versus
Secular-rational values and (2) Survival versus Self-expression values.

People holding Traditional values are strongly religious, have high
levels of national pride and respect for authority, and low tolerance for
abortion and divorce. Secular-rational values have the opposite
characteristics. The Traditional/Secular-rational values dimension reflects
the transition from agrarian society to industrial society. Classic
modernization theory focused on this dimension, arguing that
industrialization was linked with occupational specialization, urbanization,
centralization, bureaucratization, rationalization and secularization –  themes
discussed extensively by Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Spencer and other
classic modernization theorists. The evidence from the Values Surveys
supports their claims: the people of agrarian societies do indeed tend to
emphasize traditional values, while societies with a high percentage of
industrial workers are much likelier to emphasize Secular-rational values.

Another major dimension of cross-cultural variation is linked with the
transition from industrial society to postindustrial society. This is a recent
development that classic modernization theory did not discuss. We examine
it more closely here. The shift from a manufacturing economy to a
knowledge economy is linked with pervasive value changes that can be
summed up as a shift from Survival values to Self-expression values. Table
3.1 shows how strongly the responses to 20 different questions are
correlated with this Survival/Self-expression values dimension. A
correlation of zero indicates that responses to a given question are unrelated
to this dimension. Correlations near .90 indicate that responses to a given
question are linked with the underlying Survival/Self-expression dimension



in an almost one-to-one relationship. This table only shows the relatively
strong correlations; many other questions are also linked with this
dimension.

Table 3.1 Orientations linked with Survival vs. Self-expression values

People with SURVIVAL
VALUES endorse the following:

Correlation

Materialist rather than
Postmaterialist values (economic
and physical security are one’s
top priorities)

.87

Men make better political leaders
than women

.86

I am not highly satisfied with my
life

.84

A woman has to have children to
be fulfilled

.83

I wouldn’t want foreigners,
homosexuals or people with AIDS
as neighbors

.81

I have not and would not sign a
petition

.80

I am not very happy .79

I favor more emphasis on the
development of technology

.78



People with SURVIVAL
VALUES endorse the following:

Correlation

Homosexuality is never justifiable .78

I have not recycled to protect the
environment

.76

I have not attended a meeting or
signed a petition to protect the
environment

.75

A good income and safe job are
more important than a feeling of
accomplishment and working with
people you like

.74

I do not rate my health as very
good

.73

A child needs a home with both a
father and a mother in order to
grow up happily

.73

When jobs are scarce, a man has
more right to a job than a woman

.70

A university education is more
important for a boy than for a girl

.69

The government should ensure that
everyone is provided for

.69



People with SURVIVAL
VALUES endorse the following:

Correlation

Hard work is one of the most
important things to teach a child

.65

Imagination is not one of the most
important things to teach a child

.62

Tolerance is not one of the most
important things to teach a child

.62

People with SELF-EXPRESSION VALUES take the opposite
position on all of the above

The original polarities vary; some statements have been reworded to reflect
Survival values.

As Table 3.1 demonstrates, whether one has Materialist or
Postmaterialist values is a particularly sensitive indicator of the broader
Survival/Self-expression values dimension. This is logical, since the
conditions that lead to Postmaterialist values are also conducive to Self-
expression values. But these values also reflect a number of issues that go
beyond Postmaterialist values. For example, Self-expression values reflect
mass polarization over such questions as whether “Men make better
political leaders than women,” and “When jobs are scarce, men have more
right to a job than women.” Self-expression values are also linked with
tolerance of outgroups, gays and lesbians. People with Self-expression
values give high priority to environmental protection, tolerance of diversity
and rising demands for participation in decision-making in economic and
political life.



People who emphasize Survival values tend to be significantly less
satisfied with their lives and less happy than people with Self-expression
values. This is a remarkable finding. It suggests that certain value systems
may be more conducive to happiness than others. As long as a society
remains near the survival level, its culture is mainly oriented toward
ensuring physical survival. But as survival becomes secure, a society’s
culture tends to become adapted to maximizing subjective well-being. Self-
expression values are conducive to subjective well-being in so far as they
emancipate people from traditional constraints that are no longer necessary
for survival, allowing greater freedom of choice in how to live one’s life.
For many groups such as women and gays, emancipation from traditional
constraints makes a major contribution to life satisfaction and happiness,
and in this sense the shift from Survival values to Self-expression values is
an effective cultural evolution. Though it reflects the impact of complex
events with unforeseen consequences, in retrospect this cultural shift looks
as if the people of advanced industrial societies had consciously chosen to
adopt a cultural strategy that enhances their happiness and life satisfaction.

The shift from Survival values to Self-expression values also includes
a shift in child-rearing values, from emphasis on hard work toward
emphasis on imagination and tolerance as important values to teach a child.
Societies that rank high on Self-expression values tend to have an
environment of trust and tolerance, in which people place a relatively high
value on individual freedom and have activist political orientations –
attributes that, the political culture literature has long argued, are crucial to
democracy.

A major component of rise of Self-expression values is a shift away
from deference to all forms of external authority. Submission to authority



has high costs: the individual’s personal goals must be subordinated to
those of others. Under conditions of insecurity, people are willing to do so.
Under threat of invasion, civil war or economic collapse, people tend to
seek strong authority figures who can protect them from danger.
Conversely, prosperity and security are conducive to tolerance of diversity
and rising demands to have a say in what happens to them. This helps
explain a long-established finding: rich societies are much likelier to be
democratic than poor ones. Under conditions of insecurity, people may
readily submit to authoritarian rule, but with rising levels of existential
security, they become less willing to do so.

The rise of Self-expression values brings an intergenerational change
from norms linked with survival of the species, to norms linked with the
pursuit of individual well-being. Thus, younger birth cohorts are more
tolerant of homosexuality than their elders, and they are more favorable to
gender equality and more permissive in their attitudes toward abortion,
divorce, extramarital affairs and euthanasia. Economic accumulation for the
sake of economic security was the central goal of industrial society. Its
attainment set in motion a process of gradual cultural change that makes
these goals less crucial –  and is now bringing a rejection of the hierarchical
institutions that helped attain them.

Economic Development and Value
Change

The central claim of classic modernization theory is that economic and
technological development tend to bring coherent and roughly predictable



social and political changes. Evolutionary modernization theory agrees, but
argues that these societal changes are largely driven by the fact that
modernization brings value changes that are causing the people of
economically advanced societies to have systematically different
motivations –  and consequently different behavior –  from the people of less
developed societies.

Is this empirically true? Data from hundreds of surveys covering 90
percent of the world’s population indicates that it is –  to a striking degree.
Figure 3.1 presents a cross-cultural map of the world, showing where the
publics of given countries are located on each of the two major dimensions.
Moving from the bottom to the top of this map, one moves from emphasis
on Traditional values to emphasis on Secular-rational values; moving from
left to right, one moves from emphasis on Survival values toward emphasis
on Self-expression values.



Figure 3.1 Mean scores of 75 countries on two major value dimensions,
by level of development.

Source: Data from Values Surveys (median date of survey 2005);
economic level based on World Bank’s income categories as of 1992.

As Figure 3.1 demonstrates, the publics of high-income societies rank
high on both major dimensions of cross-cultural variation, placing relatively
strong emphasis on both Secular-rational values and on Self-expression
values. Conversely, the publics of low-income and lower-middle-income
societies rank relatively low on both dimensions, tending to emphasize
Traditional values and Survival values. The publics of upper-middle-income
societies fall into an intermediate zone.3 The zones’ boundaries capture a
remarkably consistent relationship between economic development and
values: all of the high-income societies –  without a single exception –  fall
into the upper-right-hand zone, ranking relatively high on both major
dimensions of cross-cultural variation (each of which taps the responses to



scores of questions). Conversely, all of the low-income and lower-middle-
income societies –  again without a single exception –  fall into the lower-
left-hand zone, ranking relatively low on both dimensions. The remaining
societies fall into an intermediate zone.

The cross-cultural differences depicted here are huge: in relatively
Traditional societies, up to 95 percent of the public say that God is very
important in their lives; in Secular-rational societies, as few as 3 percent do
so. In Survival-oriented societies, up to 96 percent of the public say that
homosexuality is never justifiable; in Self-expression-oriented societies, as
few as 6 percent say so. To a remarkable degree, a society’s values and
goals reflect its level of economic development. The classic Marxist
emphasis on economic determinism seems justified.

The Persistence of Traditional Cultures
But reality is not quite that simple. Modernization theorists from Marx and
Weber to Bell and Toffler have argued that the rise of industrial society is
linked with coherent cultural shifts away from traditional value systems.4

But other social scientists including Huntington, Putnam, Fukuyama,
Inglehart and Baker, Inglehart and Welzel argue that cultural traditions are
remarkably enduring and shape the political and economic behavior of their
societies today. Both claims are true.5

Evidence from around the world indicates that socioeconomic
development does tend to propel various societies in a roughly predictable
direction. Socioeconomic development brings occupational specialization,
rising educational levels and rising income levels; it diversifies human



interaction, shifting the emphasis from command– obedience relations
toward bargaining relations; in the long run this brings cultural change,
including changing gender roles, changing attitudes toward authority,
changing sexual norms, declining fertility rates, broader political
participation and more critical, less easily manipulated publics.

But cultural change is path dependent. The fact that a society was
historically Protestant or Orthodox or Islamic or Confucian gives rise to
cultural zones with distinctive value systems that persist even when one
controls for the effects of socioeconomic development. These cultural zones
are robust. Although the value systems of different countries are moving in
the same direction under the impact of powerful modernizing forces, their
value systems have not been converging, as simplistic models of cultural
globalization suggest.

This may seem contradictory, but it is not. If all of the world’s
societies were moving in the same direction at the same rate of speed, the
distances between them would remain constant and they would never
converge. The reality is not that simple, of course, but this illustrates an
important principle: postindustrial societies are changing rapidly and they
are moving in a common direction –  but the cultural differences between
them were empirically as great in 2014 as they were in 1981. Though
socioeconomic development tends to produce systematic changes in what
people believe and want out of life, the influence of cultural traditions does
not disappear. Belief systems have remarkable durability and resilience.
Though values can and do change, they continue to reflect a society’s
historical heritage. Cultural change is path dependent.

Nevertheless, socioeconomic development brings predictable long-
term changes. One indication of this is the fact that the worldviews and



behavior of the people in developed societies differ immensely from those
of people in low-income societies. Another indication is the fact that the
value systems of developed societies are changing in a consistent and
roughly predictable direction. These changes do not reflect a homogenizing
trend –  they cannot be attributed, for example, to the impact of a global
communications network that is transmitting a common set of new values
throughout the world. If this were the case, the same value changes would
occur in all societies that are exposed to global communications. But this
has not been happening. These value changes are not taking place in low-
income countries, or in societies that were experiencing sharply declining
standards of living, such as the Soviet successor states from 1990 to 2000 –
even though these societies were integrated into the global communications
network. These changes occur only when the people of a given society have
experienced high levels of existential security for long periods of time.
Socioeconomic development brings predictable cultural and political
changes –  and its collapse tends to bring changes in the opposite direction.

These changes are probabilistic and they are not linear.
Industrialization brings a shift from traditional to Secular-rational values –
but with the rise of postindustrial society, cultural change starts to move in
another direction. The shift from Traditional to Secular-rational values
becomes slower, while another change becomes more powerful –  the shift
from Survival to Self-expression values, through which people place
increasing emphasis on free choice, autonomy and creativity. This change
was moving slowly during the transition from pre-industrial to industrial
societies, but it becomes the dominant trend when industrial society gives
way to postindustrial society. The classic modernization theorists focused
on the rise of Secular-rational values. Quite understandably, they did not



foresee the rise of Self-expression values that emerges in later stages of
modernization. This trend is very different from the technocratic
authoritarianism that many modernization theorists (and novelists such as
George Orwell)6 thought would shape the future. In contrast with these
expectations, Self-expression values make democracy the most likely
outcome at advanced levels of modernization.

The industrial phase of modernization does not necessarily lead to
democracy, but allows for authoritarian, fascist and communist versions of
industrialization and mass mobilization. But in the postindustrial phase of
modernization, rising Self-expression values challenge authority and raise
growing demands for genuinely responsive democracy, as Chapter 7 will
demonstrate.

Progress is not inevitable. Socioeconomic development brings massive
and roughly predictable cultural changes, but if economic collapse occurs,
cultural changes start to move in the opposite direction. Development has
been the dominant trend of recent centuries: most countries are far more
prosperous today than they were two hundred years ago. But this rising
long-term trend shows numerous fluctuations.

The fact that a society was historically shaped by a Protestant or
Confucian or Islamic cultural heritage leaves an enduring impact, setting
that society on a trajectory that continues to influence subsequent
development –  even when the direct influence of religious institutions fades
away. Thus, although few people attend church in Protestant Europe today,
the societies that were historically shaped by Protestantism continue to
manifest a distinctive set of similar values and beliefs. The same is true of
historically Roman Catholic societies and historically Islamic or Orthodox
or Confucian societies, as Figures 3.2 and 3.3 demonstrate.



Figure 3.2 Locations of 43 societies on global cultural map, 1990– 1991.

Source: Inglehart, 1997: 93.



Figure 3.3 Locations of 94 societies on global cultural map, 2008– 2014
(median year of survey is 2011).

Source: Values Surveys. The size of the mean standard deviation
within a given country is shown on the lower right. The names of

Muslim-majority societies are in italics.

Factor analysis of data from the 43 societies in the 1990 WVS/EVS
found that the Traditional/Secular-rational values dimension and the
Survival/Self-expression values dimensions accounted for over half of the
cross-national variance on scores of variables.7 Figure 3.2 shows the
locations of 43 countries on these two dimensions, based on surveys carried
out in 1990– 1991. When this analysis was replicated with data from the
1995– 1998 surveys, the same two dimensions emerged (see Figure A2.1 in
appendix). Similarly, in analysis of the 2000– 2001 surveys (see Figure A2.2



in appendix) and the 2005– 2007 surveys, these same two dimensions again
emerged –  although the new surveys included dozens of additional
countries.8

Figure 3.3 shows the locations of 94 countries on the global cultural
map, using the latest available data from the 2008– 2014 Values Surveys.
Comparing this cultural map with the maps based on earlier surveys, one
finds the same basic pattern, with cultural zones consisting of Protestant
Europe, Catholic Europe, the English-speaking countries, Latin America,
Africa, the Confucian countries, South Asia and Eastern Europe/Orthodox
all in similar positions on the two cultural maps.9 But Figure 3.3 is based on
surveys carried out more than 20 years later than those in Figure 3.2, adding
scores of new countries and dropping several countries that were included
earlier: the later map includes more than twice as many countries as the
earlier one. Nevertheless, the overall pattern is remarkably similar. The
1990 map included only four Latin American countries; the 2011 map
contains ten –  but they all fall in the same region. The 1990 map had only
two African countries while the 2011 map has 11 –  but they too fall in the
same region at the lower-left. The 1990 map had only one Muslim-majority
country (and thus no Islamic zone); the 2008– 2014 map has 15 Muslim-
majority countries (five of which are in Africa), and they all fall into the
lower-left quadrant together with the African countries. Their relative
positions on these two dimensions were remarkably stable attributes of
given countries from 1981 to 2014.

Welzel has developed alternative measures of cross-cultural variation
that are conceptually and empirically rather similar to these two
dimensions:10 at the national level, the scores on Welzel’s Sacred vs.
Secular values dimension correlate with Traditional/Secular-rational values



at r = .82, and his Survival/Emancipative values dimension correlates with
Survival/Self-expression values at r = .80. Though his measures are
constructed in a more elegant way than mine, they are correlated with each
other (r = .56) which is logical, since they tap two phases of the
modernization process. But this has the drawback of pulling any two-
dimensional map into a long, narrow diamond shape. My two dimensions
are constructed to be uncorrelated, which distorts reality somewhat (as does
any two-dimensional map of the world) but makes it possible to display the
relative positions of many countries on each dimension in a clearer, less
crowded fashion.

Evolutionary modernization theory holds that rising levels of
existential security are conducive to a shift from Traditional values to
Secular-rational values, and from Survival values to Self-expression values.
Accordingly, as we have seen, virtually all of the high-income countries
rank high on both dimensions, falling into the upper-right region of the
chart –  while virtually all of the low and lower-middle-income countries
rank low on both dimensions, falling into the lower-left region of the chart.

But the evidence also supports the Weberian view that a society’s
religious values leave a lasting imprint. The publics of Protestant Europe
show relatively similar values across scores of questions –  as do the publics
of Catholic Europe, the Confucian-influenced societies, the Orthodox
societies, the English-speaking countries, Latin America and sub-Saharan
Africa. At first glance, these clusters might seem to reflect geographic
proximity, but this holds true only when geographic proximity coincides
with cultural similarity. Thus, the English-speaking zone extends from
Great Britain and Ireland to the USA and Canada to Australia and New
Zealand, while the Latin American zone extends from Tiajuana to



Patagonia; and an Islamic subgroup within the African– Islamic cluster
shows that Morocco is culturally relatively close to Indonesia, though they
are on opposite sides of the globe. The cross-national differences found here
reflect each society’s economic and sociocultural history.

Is it justifiable to use national-level mean scores on these variables as
indicators of societies’ attributes? National means tell only part of the story;
measures of variance and skew are also informative. But having examined
them, we conclude that the most interesting statistical aspect of subjective
orientations are the differences in national-level means.

One can imagine a world in which everyone with a university-level
education had modern values, placing them near the upper-right-hand
corner of the map –  while everyone with little or no education clustered
near the lower-left-hand corner of the map. We would be living in a global
village where nationality was unimportant. Perhaps some day the world will
look like that, but the reality today is quite different. Although individual
Swedes or Nigerians can fall anywhere on the map, there is surprisingly
little overlap between the prevailing orientations of large groups from one
country and their peers in other countries. The cross-national cultural
differences are so large that they dwarf the differences within given
societies. The ellipse in the lower-right-hand corner of Figure 3.3 shows the
size of the mean standard deviation on each dimension within given
countries.11 It occupies a tiny fraction of the map. Two-thirds of the average
country’s respondents fall within one standard deviation of their country’s
mean score on both dimensions and 95 percent fall within two standard
deviations. Despite globalization, nations remain an important unit of
shared experiences, and the predictive power of nationality is much stronger
than that of income, education, region or sex.12



Modernization-Linked Attitudes Tend to
Be Enduring and Cross-nationally

Comparable
The two main dimensions of cross-cultural variation constitute stable
attributes of given societies that are fully as stable as per capita GNP. Most
attitudinal variables tap transient orientations. But the forces of
modernization have impacted on large numbers of societies in enduring and
comparable ways. Urbanization, industrialization, rising educational levels,
occupational specialization and bureaucratization produce enduring changes
in people’s worldviews. They do not make all societies alike, but they do
tend to make societies that have experienced them differ from societies that
have not experienced them, in consistent ways. For example, modernization
tends to make religion less influential. Specific religious beliefs vary
immensely, but the worldviews of people for whom religion is important
differ from those for whom religion is not important in remarkably
consistent ways.

Our theory holds that Self-expression values should be strongly
correlated with indicators of economic modernization. Although measured
at different levels and by different methods, we find remarkably strong
linkages between individual-level values and societies’ economic
characteristics. Across all available societies, the average correlation
between Self-expression values and ten widely used economic
modernization indicators, ranging from per capita GDP and mean life
expectancy to educational levels, is .77.13



The Self-
expression/Individualism/Autonomy

Super-dimension
Survival/Self-expression values have been measured in hundreds of surveys
in countries containing 90 percent of the world’s population. This
dimension is robust. In wave after wave of the Values Surveys, the relative
positions of given countries on the global cultural map are remarkably
stable over time. Relative scores on this dimension are much more stable
than most other orientations: only religion and its close correlate,
Traditional/Secular-rational values, shows even greater stability. The Values
Surveys have measured over 100 orientations repeatedly in scores of
countries over the last 35 years. The correlations between a country’s
position on the earliest and latest available surveys range from a low of .04
(in response to the question, “Do you live with your parents?”) to a high of
.93 (in response to the question “How important is religion in your life?”).
The stability of responses concerning religion is not surprising. Whether
religion is considered extremely important or completely unimportant is one
of the most deeply rooted aspects of any culture. For religious people, one’s
views on this topic are instilled early in life, supported by religious
institutions, and reinforced by weekly or even daily prayer –  while secular
people have the opposite experience. But Survival/Self-expression values,
though not supported by any formal institutions and having no clear
external label, are almost as stable as religion: r = .89.

Moreover, the Survival/Self-expression values dimension seems to tap
a dimension of cross-cultural variation that psychologists have been
studying for decades under the name of “Collectivism/Individualism.”



Oyserman, Coon and Kemmelmeier cite hundreds of studies dealing with
Individualism/Collectivism. Individualism is usually seen as the opposite of
Collectivism.14 Social psychologists find that Individualism is more
prevalent in Western societies than elsewhere, arguing that Protestantism
and civic emancipation in Western societies led to institutions that gave
greater scope to individual choice, personal freedom and self-actualization.

Hofstede defined Individualism as a focus on rights above duties, a
concern for oneself and immediate family, an emphasis on personal
autonomy and self-fulfillment, and basing identity on one’s personal
accomplishments.15 Collectivism emphasizes conformity to group norms
and goals. In collectivist societies, group membership is a central aspect of
identity and collectivist goals, such as sacrifice for the common good, are
highly valued. Furthermore, Collectivism implies that life satisfaction
derives from successfully carrying out social roles and obligations, and
restraint in emotional expression is valued to ensure in-group harmony.

Hofstede first measured “Individualism/Collectivism” in the early
1970s in surveys of IBM employees in scores of countries. Despite the
lapse of several decades and although he did not use representative national
samples, the relative positions of the countries Hofstede measured around
1973 correspond closely to the relative positions of countries on the
Survival/Self-expression values dimension, as measured in national surveys
conducted several decades later.

Furthermore, Survival/Self-expression values also seem to tap the
same dimension of cross-cultural variation as does Schwartz’s
“Autonomy/Embeddedness” dimension. Schwartz examined a broad array
of values. Factor analysis of data from scores of countries reveals an



Autonomy–Embeddedness dimension that corresponds to the concept of
Individualism and Collectivism. According to Schwartz:

In autonomy cultures, people are viewed as autonomous, bounded
entities. They cultivate and express their own preferences, feelings,
ideas, and abilities, and find meaning in their own uniqueness…  In
embeddedness cultures, meaning in life comes largely through social
relationships, identifying with the group, participating in its shared
way of life, and striving toward its shared goals. Embedded cultures
emphasize maintaining the status quo and restraining actions that
might disrupt in-group solidarity or the traditional order.16

As Table 3.2 above demonstrates, despite large differences in
theoretical approaches and measuring techniques, Survival/Self-expression
values, Individualism/Collectivism and Autonomy/Embeddedness all tap a
single underlying dimension that accounts for 81 percent of the cross-
national variation. Countries that rank high on Self-expression (rather than
Survival values) tend to rank high on both Individualism (rather than
Collectivism) and Autonomy (rather than Embeddedness). I will refer to
this underlying super-dimension as Self-expression/Individualist/Autonomy
values. Survival/Self-expression values show the strongest loading on this
super-dimension, correlating with it at .93, but Individualism/Collectivism
and Autonomy-Embeddedness also show very strong correlations.

Table 3.2 The Self-expression/Individualism/Autonomy factor
(first principal component loadings)

Survival/Self-expression values,
national mean scores

.93



Individualism-Collectivism scores
(Hofstede)

.89

Autonomy-Embeddedness scores
(Schwartz)

.87

One factor emerged, which explains 80 percent of the cross-national
variation.

Source: Values Survey data; Hofstede 2001 (with additional country
scores from Chiao and Blizinsky, 2009); and Schwartz (2003).

The fact that these three dimensions go together so closely at the
national level is a remarkable finding for several reasons. First, because
Hofstede did not measure Individualism/Collectivism using representative
national samples –  his studies were based on surveys of IBM employees.17

Furthermore, although Hofstede covered scores of countries, his surveys
were conducted around 1973 –  but the cross-national differences he found
then correspond closely to those found in representative national surveys in
the twenty-first century. Clearly, IBM employees are not representative of
their national populations, so the absolute levels of their values do not
provide accurate measures of the national means. Nevertheless, if they
deviate from the national mean in the same direction, and by roughly the
same amount, then the relative positions of given societies will be in the
right ball park. Furthermore, most of Hofstede’s fieldwork was carried out
in the early 1970s. As Inglehart and Welzel have demonstrated, in recent
decades there has been a systematic shift toward growing emphasis on Self-
expression values.18 Being linked with rising levels of existential security,



this shift has been strongest in high-income countries, but it has also
affected other societies to some extent.

Nevertheless, the relative positions of given societies that Hofstede
found around 1973 correspond closely to those of the same societies
measured in recent representative national surveys. This may seem
astonishing. But if –  as Inglehart and Welzel have found –  virtually all
developed countries are moving in the same direction at roughly the same
pace, their relative positions will remain roughly constant.19 A growing gap
has been opening up between the values of the people in high-income
countries and those in low-income countries, but this has left the rank order
of their positions largely unchanged. The positions of given countries on the
global cultural map in the earliest available survey are strongly correlated
with their positions in the latest available survey, as measured thirty years
later.

The same principles apply to Schwartz’s measures of
Autonomy/Embeddedness values. They were not measured with
representative national samples –  Schwartz studied students, who clearly
are not a representative sample of their countries’ populations. But if the
students deviate from their national means in the same direction, and by
roughly the same amount, then the relative positions they show for given
societies will be reasonably accurate. Accordingly, the relative positions of
given countries on the Autonomy/Embeddedness dimension correspond
closely to those found on both Survival/Self-expression values and
Individualism/Collectivism. As Table 3.2 indicates, the correspondence is
astonishingly strong. Survival/Self-expression values,
Individualism/Collectivism and Autonomy/Embeddedness all tap a
common underlying dimension, with Survival/Self-expression values



showing the highest loading.20 Individualism-Collectivism, Autonomy-
Embeddedness and Survival/Self-expression values all reflect variation in
the extent to which given societies allow people a narrow or broad range of
free choice. Scarcity and insecurity impose severe constraints on human
choice but modernization gradually frees people from the rigid cultural
constraints that prevail under insecure conditions.

An additional reason why this Self-
expression/Individualism/Autonomy super-dimension is so robust may be
because its cross-national differences reflect genetic variation –  which in
turn is rooted in different levels of historic vulnerability to disease and
starvation as Gelfand et al. and Thornhill and Fincher have argued.21

Examining the impact of biological factors on culture, Chiao and Blizinsky
find linkages between genetic factors and collectivist attitudes, arguing that
cultural values have evolved, adapting to the social and physical
environments under which genetic selection operates.22 The evidence
suggests that certain populations evolved in environments that were
relatively vulnerable to disease, giving a survival advantage to genetic
variations linked with avoidance of strangers and strict conformity to social
taboos –  while other populations evolved in environments that were less
vulnerable to disease, which gave a survival advantage to genetic variation
linked with greater openness to strangers and different social norms. This
led to the emergence of a pattern of cross-cultural variation in which some
societies were relatively closed to outsiders and cultural diversity, while
other societies were relatively open. Empirically, the
Individualism/Collectivism dimension that Chiao and Blizinsky use is
rather closely correlated with Self-expression values.23



Economic development, the emergence of the welfare state and other
historic factors can change people’s values considerably –  but the process is
path dependent, with the influence of genetic differences persisting to some
degree. With technological development, human vulnerability to disease has
diminished dramatically –  but its historic impact has not disappeared. Even
today, cross-national differences on this cultural super-dimension are so
robust that any competently designed study seems likely to uncover them.

The work of Acemoglu and Robinson also points in this direction.24

They trace the roots of economic development and democracy back for 500
years, attempting to determine which came first. They conclude that both
economic development and democracy can be traced to enduring fixed
national effects –  which they claim reflect institutional differences. But
calling them institutions is arbitrary: fixed national effects capture any
enduring attribute of given countries, from institutions to language to
culture to climate and topography and historic vulnerability to disease.
Recent research has produced additional relevant evidence, with Shcherbak
finding that cross-national differences in lactose intolerance have a genetic
basis and are strongly correlated with cross-national differences on this
cultural super-dimension.25 Meyer-Schwarzenberger analyzes the structure
of 166 languages, finding strong and robust correlations between Self-
expression values and a measure of Linguistic Individualism that may also
be rooted in genetic differences.26 Inglehart et al. find strong correlations
between cross-national variation on certain genes, and the extent to which a
given society emphasizes tolerance and Self-expression values.27

Building on earlier exercises in genetic mapping, Inglehart et al.
gathered data on 79 STR allele frequencies of five genetic markers used in
forensic genetic testing to identify people’s ethnic origins.28 They obtained



data from 39 countries (countries such as the USA, Canada, Australia,
Uruguay and Argentina –  populated mainly by immigrants from other
countries –  were not included). A principal components factor analysis of
each country’s mean score on the 79 STR alleles produces two main
dimensions. When we map the 39 countries on these two dimensions, they
fall into five geographic clusters, grouping countries in Europe, sub-
Saharan Africa, South America, South Asia and North Africa, and East and
Southeast Asia –  replicating some of the clusters found on the global
cultural maps shown above. The first principal component could be
interpreted as reflecting the degree of historical parasite prevalence, with
which it is correlated at r = – .86. It seems possible that historical
vulnerability to disease may, over the course of many centuries, have given
a survival advantage to certain genetic variations over others.

I do not view a country’s score on this genetic variation dimension as
reflecting genetic variation and nothing else: like Acemoglu and Robinson’s
Fixed Country Effects, this score is a black box that reflects not only
genetic variation but also anything else that co-varies with geography. But
since this score is directly derived from measures of genetic variation, it
would be rash to deny that it includes genetic variation –  along with
differences in culture, language, institutions, topography, climate and
anything else linked with a country’s geographic location.

Benjamin et al. analyzed a sample of comprehensively genotyped
subjects with data on economic and political preferences, finding evidence
of significant heritability of these traits –  but also finding evidence that the
heritable variation on these traits is explained by many genes with small
effects.29 Coupled with the fact that genetic variation goes in clusters, this
has important implications. At this stage, we don’t know which genes (if



any) are shaping cross-cultural variation on the Self-
expression/Individualism/Autonomy Super-dimension. But a growing body
of evidence suggests that genetic factors may be involved –  in a complex
causal chain linked with climatic conditions and historic vulnerability to
disease.

Cultural differences reflect a society’s entire historical heritage –  and
this heritage can be reshaped by dynamic societal processes. In other words,
Individualism is not a static individual-level psychological attribute –  it is
shaped by a society’s level of development. Self-expression values,
Autonomy values and Individualism all tap a set of orientations that become
more widespread as existential constraints on human choice recede.
Modernization facilitates a shift away from Collectivism, toward
Individualism, bringing increasing emphasis on individual autonomy and
weakening traditional hierarchical norms. This cultural shift, in turn, is
conducive to societal changes such as the emergence and flourishing of
democratic institutions. Possibly because of linkages with genetic variation,
this pattern of cross-cultural variation is so robust and so deep-rooted that
almost any competently designed empirical study of cross-cultural
differences is likely to uncover it –  and researchers in a wide range of fields
have done so.

Value Change on Two Major Dimensions
Evolutionary modernization theory holds that the pervasive differences we
have found between the values of rich and poor societies reflect a process of
intergenerational value change that occurs when societies attain such high



levels of existential security that the younger birth cohorts grow up taking
survival for granted. If so, we would expect to find more intergenerational
value change in high-income societies than in low-income societies.

As Figure 3.4 indicates, empirical evidence supports this expectation.
The vertical axis on this graph reflects the extent to which given birth
cohorts in given types of countries emphasize Survival values or Self-
expression values. As it demonstrates, the publics of high-income societies
emphasize Self-expression values much more strongly than the publics of
low-income or middle-income countries. But we also find that the
intergenerational differences are much greater in high-income societies than
elsewhere: the oldest cohort (born in 1927 or earlier) is only slightly above
the global mean on Survival versus Self-expression values (the zero point
on the vertical scale); but among the youngest cohort (born since 1978),
Self-expression values are almost one standard deviation above the mean
for the world as a whole.



Figure 3.4 Age-related differences on Survival/Self-expression values, in
three types of societies.

Source: Values Surveys, 1981– 2014. The countries included in each of
the three types of societies are listed in Appendix 2.

Among the publics of developing countries, we find much less
emphasis on Self-expression values –  and only a slight increase in emphasis
on Self-expression values as we move from old to young: these countries
are still approaching the threshold at which a substantial share of the
population has grown up taking survival for granted.

The publics of ex-communist societies show even lower levels of
emphasis on Self-expression values –  but we find a relatively strong
intergenerational increase in emphasis on these values as we move from old
to young. The publics of these societies attained relatively high levels of
existential security during the decades after World War II, producing a
substantial amount of intergenerational value change. But the collapse of
communism and existential security around 1990 produced strong period



effects that drove down all birth cohorts’ absolute levels of Self-expression
values to levels from which they have not yet recovered.

This pattern of age differences, together with the strong linkage found
between value systems and per capita GDP, suggests that economic
development brings systematic changes in a society’s beliefs and values.
Time-series evidence supports this expectation. Tracing given countries’
positions in successive surveys from 1981 to 2014, one finds that the
publics of virtually all high-income countries moved in the predicted
direction. As Figure 3.5 demonstrates, the publics of eight Protestant
European countries, eight Catholic European countries plus seven English-
speaking countries and Japan, all moved toward greater emphasis on
Secular-rational values and Self-expression values.30



Figure 3.5 Net change on two major dimensions of cross-cultural
variation from earliest to latest available survey (1981– 2014) in ten types
of societies.
The countries included in each of the ten types of societies are listed
below in Appendix A2.4.

In striking contrast, the publics of Russia, China and a group of 21
other former communist countries moved toward greater emphasis on
Traditional values. This reflects the resurgence of religion that occurred
following the collapse of the communist belief system. Although Africa,
Latin America and the Islamic countries show the highest levels of
religiosity, they changed very little from 1981 to 2014. By far the largest
gains in religiosity occurred in the ex-communist world, where religion and
nationalism moved in to fill the ideological vacuum left by the collapse of a
communist belief system that once gave a sense of meaning and purpose to
millions of people.



Despite this increasing emphasis on Traditional values, rising
economic security brought a significant overall increase in emphasis on
Self-expression values. Russia was a particularly dramatic case: initially, it
experienced a much sharper decline in existential security than most other
ex-communist countries, with real per capita income falling to about 40
percent of its previous high, along with rising crime, and declining male life
expectancy. These conditions began to reverse themselves around 2000,
when Putin restored order and oil and gas prices recovered, bringing strong
economic recovery. The Russian public shifted from rising emphasis on
Survival values and moved toward growing acceptance of Self-expression
values –  but traditional values continued to fill the vacuum left by the
collapse of the communist belief system.

The values of African publics show very little change. Sub-Saharan
Africa has recently begun to enjoy strong economic growth, but because
cultural change involves long time-lags, we would not expect to see them
emerge in the adult population for some time.

Conclusion
We have found that rising levels of existential security tend to bring
coherent and roughly predictable social and cultural changes, leading the
people of relatively secure societies to have systematically different values
from those of less developed societies. Though globalization has
undermined the bargaining position of workers in high-income countries, it
is transferring capital and technology to other countries throughout the



world, raising their levels of existential security and bringing greater
openness to new ideas and more egalitarian social norms.

Cultural change is path-dependent: a society’s values reflect its entire
historical heritage. But despite approaching it from different theoretical
perspectives and using completely different measurement methods,
researchers in many different fields have found a pattern in which
existentially secure societies consistently rank high on an underlying
Individualism/Autonomy/Self-expression super-dimension, while less
secure societies consistently rank low on it. How this dimension is labeled
and how it is interpreted is shaped by one’s theoretical expectations, but this
pattern of cross-cultural variation is so robust and deep-rooted that a variety
of empirical studies of cross-cultural differences, carried out by researchers
from a wide range of disciplines, have uncovered it. This super-dimension
of cross-cultural variation seems to be shaping contemporary levels of
democracy and legislation concerning gender equality, gays and lesbians
and many other topics, as succeeding chapters will demonstrate.



4

The End of Secularization?*

◈

The leading social thinkers of the nineteenth century –  Comte, Spencer,
Durkheim, Weber, Marx and Freud –  all believed that religious beliefs
reflected a pre-scientific worldview that would gradually disappear as
scientific rationality became increasingly widespread.1 And ever since the
Enlightenment, leading figures in philosophy, anthropology and psychology
have postulated that theological superstitions, liturgical rituals and sacred
practices will be outgrown in the modern era. During most of the twentieth
century, many social scientists assumed that religion was disappearing, and
secularization was ranked with bureaucratization, rationalization and
urbanization as an inherent aspect of modernization.

More recently, this thesis has been challenged. The growth of
fundamentalist2 movements and religious parties in the Muslim world, the
evangelical revival sweeping through Latin America and many former
communist countries, and the prominence of fundamentalist politics in the
USA demonstrate that religion has not died out and shows no sign of doing
so. It remains a powerful factor in social and political life. Prominent critics
suggest that it is time to bury the secularization thesis, arguing that religion



is a permanent feature of human society. The decisive factor in whether
religion flourishes or decays, they claim, is whether religious leaders
energetically build and maintain their congregations.3

Religious market theory provides the most prominent challenge to the
secularization thesis. It suggests that supply-side factors, notably
denominational competition and state regulation of religious institutions,
shape levels of religious participation. In recent decades, many social
scientists have advanced this account, although it has encountered sustained
criticism.4 Market-based theories of religion assume that the demand for
religious products is constant, based on the otherworldly rewards of life
after death promised by most faiths. Dissimilar levels of religious behavior
in various countries are said to result less from “bottom up” demand than
from “top down” variance in religious supply. Established churches are said
to be complacent monopolies taking their congregations for granted, with a
fixed market share due to state regulation and subsidy for the established
faith. By contrast, where a free religious marketplace exists, energetic
competition between churches expands the supply of religious “products,”
thereby mobilizing religious activism among the public.

The theory claims to be a universal generalization, but the evidence
supporting it is mainly drawn from the United States and Western Europe.
The proliferation of diverse churches in the United States is claimed to have
maximized choice and competition among faiths, stimulating religiosity
among the American public. American churches are subject to market
forces, depending on their ability to attract clergy, volunteers and financial
resources. Competition produces diversity, stimulates innovation and
compels churches to actively recruit congregations by responding to public
demands. Starke and Finke argue that most European nations, by contrast,



sustain what they term “a socialized religious economy,” with state
subsidies for established churches. Religious monopolies, they claim, are
less innovative, responsive and efficient. Where the clergy enjoy secure
incomes and tenure regardless of their performance, they will grow
complacent, slothful, and lax: “when people have little need or motive to
work, they tend not to work, and subsidized churches will therefore be
lazy.”5 Finke and Stark believe that if the “supply” of churches was
expanded in Europe through disestablishment (deregulation), and if
churches made more effort, this would lead to a resurgence of religious
behavior among the public: “Faced with American-style churches,
Europeans would respond as Americans do.” In short, they conclude, “To
the extent that organizations work harder, they are more successful.”6

Were Comte, Durkheim, Weber and Marx completely wrong in their
beliefs about the decline of religion in industrialized societies? We think
not. The supply-side critique relies on selected anomalies and focuses
heavily on the United States (which happens to be a deviant case) rather
than comparing systematic evidence across a broad range of rich and poor
societies. This theory fails to explain why virtually all Muslim-majority
societies are much more religious than the USA, though one religion not
only holds a monopoly in most of these societies but can sometimes even
impose the death penalty on anyone converting to another faith.

There is no question that the traditional secularization thesis needs
updating. It is obvious that religion has not disappeared from the world, nor
does it seem likely to do so. Nevertheless, the concept of secularization
captures an important part of what is going on. Evolutionary modernization
theory emphasizes the importance of a sense of existential security: when
people feel that survival is so secure that it can be taken for granted,



religion becomes less important. If this is true, we should find religiosity to
be strongest among vulnerable populations, especially those facing
survival-threatening risks. We argue that economic and physical insecurity
is a key factor driving religiosity and will demonstrate that the process of
secularization –  a systematic erosion of religious practices, values and
beliefs –  has moved farthest among the most prosperous strata of secure
postindustrial nations.

Religion is not an unchanging aspect of human nature.
Anthropological studies have found that the belief in a creator God who is
concerned with human moral conduct is rarely found in hunting and
gathering societies. Instead of accepting this core concept of contemporary
world religions, the people of hunting and gathering societies tend to have
animist beliefs that local spirits inhabit trees, rivers, mountains and other
natural features. The concept of a God concerned with moral conduct
remains rare among horticultural societies; it only becomes prevalent with
the emergence of agrarian societies.

Since the Biblical era, changing concepts of God have evolved –  from
an angry and punitive tribal God who could be placated by human sacrifice,
and who not only accepted but demanded genocide against outsiders –  to a
benevolent God whose laws applied to all of humanity. Moral concepts are
also evolving, in ways that are linked with socioeconomic development.
Prevailing moral norms have changed gradually throughout history, but in
recent decades the pace of change has accelerated sharply.

The decline of xenophobia, racism, sexism and homophobia are part of
a long-term trend away from inward-looking tribal moral norms, under
which large parts of humanity were excluded from moral citizenship, and
genocide and slavery were standard practice. The distinction is fading



between an in-group, who merits just treatment, and outgroups, to whom
moral norms do not apply. Globalization and the emergence of knowledge
societies is linked with a trend toward universal moral norms in which
formerly excluded groups, such as foreigners, women and gays, are
believed to have human rights. And war is becoming less acceptable for a
growing part of the world’s population.

Figure 4.1 Percentage of societies with a belief in a creator God
concerned with human moral conduct.

Source: Nolan and Lenski, 2011: 72, based on data from George Peter
Murdock Ethnographic Atlas (1962– 1971).

Rights have existed for centuries, but they originally applied only to
given individuals or social classes.7 After World War II, the United Nations
Charter included the concept of universal human rights, though some of the
founding members were dictatorships that blatantly ignored human rights.
But with the spread of democracy, support for the idea of universal human
rights has become increasingly widespread.



Evolutionary modernization theory suggests that economic and
political changes go together with cultural developments in coherent and
consistent ways. As societies develop from agrarian to industrial economies
and then to postindustrial societies, growing existential security reduces the
importance of religion in people’s lives. The greater economic and physical
security, longevity and health found in postindustrial nations mean that
fewer people in these societies view traditional spiritual values, beliefs and
practices as vital to their lives, or to the lives of their community. This does
not imply that all forms of religion disappear; some elements may remain,
such as formal adherence to religious identities, even when their emotional
impact and central position in life has dwindled. But people living in
advanced industrial societies tend to become less obedient to traditional
religious leaders and institutions, and less inclined to engage in religious
activities. Contrary to the claims of the religious markets school, the
“demand” for religion is far from constant; instead striking variations are
evident, reflecting the degree to which survival is secure or insecure.

In pre-industrial societies, humanity was at the mercy of inscrutable
and uncontrollable natural forces. Because their causes were dimly
understood, people tended to attribute whatever happened to
anthropomorphic spirits or gods. When the majority of the population began
to make their living from agriculture, they were largely dependent on things
that came from heaven, like the sun and rain. Farmers prayed for good
weather, for relief from disease, or from plagues of insects.

Industrialization brings a cognitive mismatch between traditional
normative systems, and the world which most people know from their first-
hand experience. The symbols and worldview of the established religions
are no longer as persuasive or compelling as they were in their original



setting. In industrial society, production moves indoors into a man-made
environment. Workers do not passively wait for the sun to rise and the
seasons to change. When it gets dark, people turn on the lights; when it gets
cold, people turn up the heating. Factory workers do not pray for good
crops –  production depends on machines created by human ingenuity. With
the discovery of germs and antibiotics, even disease ceases to be seen as a
divine visitation; it becomes a problem that is increasingly under human
control.

Such profound changes in people’s daily experience lead to changes in
the prevailing cosmology. In industrial society, where the factory is the
center of production, a mechanistic view of the universe seems natural.
Initially, this gave rise to the concept of God as a great watchmaker who
had constructed the universe and then left it to run largely on its own. But as
human control of the environment increased, the role ascribed to God
dwindled. Materialistic ideologies arose that proposed secular
interpretations of history, and secular utopias to be attained by human
engineering. As knowledge societies evolved, the mechanical world of the
factory became less pervasive. People’s life experiences dealt more with
ideas than with material things. In the knowledge society, productivity
depends less on material constraints than on information, innovation, and
imagination. Concern about the meaning and purpose of life has not
dwindled. But under the conditions of existential insecurity that dominated
the lives of most people throughout most of history, the great theological
questions concerned a relatively narrow constituency; the vast majority of
the population was more concerned with the need for reassurance in the
face of a world where survival was uncertain, and this was the dominant
factor motivating the grip of traditional religion on mass publics.



Virtually all of the world’s major religious cultures provide
reassurance that, even though the individual alone can’t understand or
predict what lies ahead, a higher power will ensure that things work out.
Both religion and secular ideologies assure people that the universe follows
a plan, which guarantees that if you follow the rules, everything will turn
out well, in this world or the next. This belief reduces stress, enabling
people to cope with anxiety and focus on dealing with their immediate
problems. Without such a belief system, extreme stress tends to produce
withdrawal reactions. Under conditions of insecurity, people have a
powerful need to see authority as both strong and benevolent –  even in the
face of evidence to the contrary.

Individuals under stress yearn for rigid, predictable rules. They want to
be sure of what is going to happen because survival is precarious and their
margin for error is slender. Conversely, people raised under conditions of
relative security can tolerate more ambiguity and have less need for the
absolute and rigid rules that religions provide. People with relatively high
levels of existential security can more readily accept deviations from
familiar patterns than people who are uncertain that their survival needs will
be met. In economically secure industrial societies, with an established
social safety-net insuring people against the risks of poverty, an increasing
sense of security brings a diminishing need for absolute rules, contributing
to the decline of traditional religious institutions.

The Values Surveys ask each respondent to rate the importance of six
major aspects of life, family, work, religion, friends, leisure and politics.
Figure 4.2 shows the percentage saying that a given domain is “Very
important” in their life, based on hundreds of thousands of interviews in
countries containing most of the world’s population. Virtually everyone



views the family as very important –  this seems to be a constant across rich
and poor societies. But the importance attached to religion drops sharply as
we move from low-income societies (where 62 percent of the population
consider it very important) to high-income societies (where only 20 percent
consider it very important). In low-income societies, only family and work
are rated as more important than religion. In high-income societies, both
friends and leisure are rated as more important than religion. The cross-
sectional evidence in Figure 4.2 suggests, but does not prove, that the
importance of religion declines in high-income societies (the time-series
evidence presented below in Figure 4.3 does so). The demand for religion is
far from constant.

Figure 4.2 Economic development and the changing importance of major
aspects of life.



Figure 4.3 Change in percentage saying God is very important in their
life, from earliest to latest survey.

Source: World Values Survey and European Values Study surveys
carried out from 1981 to 2012, including all countries providing at
least a ten-year time series. The median change is zero; the median

time-span covered is 21 years.

Emphasis on friendship shows a curvilinear pattern, declining as one
moves away from the face-to-face communities of low-income countries,
and then showing a renewed emphasis on friendship in high-income
societies. In low-income societies, religion is considerably more important
than friends and vastly more important than leisure. Conversely, a central



characteristic of high-income societies is the fact that both friends and
leisure are more important than religion.

The linkage between economic security and secularization is a
tendency, not an iron law. One can easily think of striking individual
exceptions, such as Osama bin Laden who was very rich and fanatically
religious. But when we go beyond anecdotal evidence, we find that the
overwhelming bulk of evidence points in the opposite direction: people who
experience threats to themselves and their families or their community
during their formative years tend to be far more religious than those who
grow up under safer and more predictable conditions. In relatively secure
societies, religion has not disappeared. In surveys most West Europeans still
say they believe in God, or identify themselves as Protestants or Catholics
on official forms. But the importance and vitality of religion, and its
influence on how people live their daily lives, has eroded markedly. During
the twentieth century in nearly all postindustrial nations –  from Canada and
Sweden to France, Britain and Australia –  official church records show that
where church attendance once was high, it has declined to the point where
today, churches are being converted to museums or hotels. Public opinion
surveys monitoring European churchgoing during the last fifty years
confirm this phenomenon.

The overall trend is clear: in advanced industrial societies, church
attendance has fallen during the past several decades; moreover, the clergy
have largely lost their authority over the public and are no longer able to
dictate to them concerning birth control, divorce, abortion, sexual
orientation and the necessity of marriage before childbirth. Secularization is
not limited to Western Europe, as some critics have claimed. It is occurring
in most advanced industrial societies including Australia, New Zealand,



Japan and Canada. The United States remains an outlier among
postindustrial societies, with a public that holds more traditional
worldviews than that of any other high-income country except Ireland. But
even in America, there has been a clear trend toward secularization; this
trend has been weakened by the country’s relatively weak social welfare
institutions and high levels of economic inequality, and partly masked by
massive Hispanic immigration, bringing in people with relatively traditional
worldviews and high fertility rates. But despite these factors, even the USA
shows a clear trend toward secularization. Weekly church attendance
declined from about 35 percent in 1972 to 25 percent in 2002, while the
percentage saying that they never attend church rose from 9 percent to
about 20 percent.8

Nevertheless, religion is unlikely to disappear in the foreseeable future.
In a previous book, Norris and I argued that:

1. The publics of virtually all advanced industrial societies have been
moving toward more secular orientations during the past fifty years.
Nevertheless,

2. The world as a whole now has more people with traditional religious
views than ever before –  and they constitute a growing proportion of
the world’s population.

Though these two propositions initially seem contradictory, they are
not. As we will see, the fact that the first proposition is true helps
account for the second –  because secularization reduces human fertility
rates. Practically all of the countries in which secularization is most
advanced, show fertility rates far below the replacement level –  while
societies with traditional religious orientations have fertility rates that



are two or three times the replacement level. They contain a growing
share of the world’s population.9

Due to these demographic trends, the world as a whole now has more
people with traditional religious views than ever before –  and they
constitute a growing proportion of the world’s population. Rich societies
are secularizing but they contain a declining share of the world’s
population; while poor societies are not secularizing and they contain a
rising share of the world’s population. Thus, modernization does indeed
bring a de-emphasis on religion within virtually any country that
experiences it –  but the percentage of the world’s population for whom
religion is important, is rising.

The differential fertility rates of religious and secular societies is by no
means coincidental; it is directly linked with secularization. The shift from
traditional religious values to Secular-rational values brings a cultural shift
from emphasis on traditional roles for women, largely limited to producing
and raising many children, to a world in which women have an increasingly
broad range of life choices, and most women have careers and interests
outside the home. This cultural shift is linked with a dramatic decline in
fertility rates, as Chapter 5 will demonstrate.

Classic secularization theory held that religion would gradually
disappear, with the spread of education and scientific knowledge. But
influential recent work that we have cited claims that the human demand for
religion is fixed and only requires energetic religious entrepreneurs to be
revitalized –  or even that there has been a global resurgence of religion.10

What has actually been happening?



Has religion been disappearing, or are we witnessing a global
resurgence of religion? Figure 4.3 shows the changes that have taken place
in response to the question, “How important is God in your life?” This
question has been asked in every wave of the Values Surveys since 1981
and is a particularly sensitive indicator of religiosity, being strongly
correlated with the responses to a score of other questions concerning
religion. It uses a ten-point scale on which “1” indicates that God is not at
all important in the respondent’s life, and “10” indicates that God is very
important. This figure shows the changes in the percentage choosing “10”
on this scale, from a country’s earliest available survey to its latest available
survey in all 60 countries from which we have a time series of at least ten
years (the median time-span being 21 years). As this figure indicates, as
many societies experienced declining religiosity as rising religiosity.
Because of widely differing human fertility rates, a larger share of the
world’s population is religious today than it was 30 years ago, but among
the 60 countries examined here, religiosity rose in 30 countries and fell in
30. And the pattern of changes was far from random.

People living in Africa, Latin America and countries with Muslim
majorities are far more religious than people living in most other countries,
as Figure 3.3 in the previous chapter suggests (virtually all such countries
are located on the lower half of the map, reflecting their emphasis on
Traditional values). They already ranked high on religiosity in the earliest
available survey and they continue to do so –  but Figure 4.3 focuses on
change, and most of these countries showed little change.

Around 1990, most ex-communist countries experienced the collapse
of their political, social and economic systems, the breakdown of order and
the collapse of a communist ideology that once gave a sense of



predictability and meaning to the lives of many people. This opened an
ideological vacuum that is being filled by a resurgence of religion and
nationalism. Consequently, we find growing emphasis on religion in those
societies that were hardest hit by the collapse of the communist order.

Thirteen of the 16 countries showing the largest gains in religiosity are
ex-communist (including China, still ruled by a communist party but now
having one of the world’s most competitive market economies and a Gini
economic inequality index even higher than that of the USA). Sixteen of the
22 ex-communist countries show increased religiosity –  and all six
exceptions (Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic and the three Baltic
countries) made relatively smooth transitions to market economies and are
now members of the European Union and NATO: if existential security is
conducive to secularization, these are countries that would be expected to
secularize. Poland is the most extreme exception to the tendency for ex-
communist countries to become more religious, showing one of the most
dramatic declines in religiosity to be found among these 60 countries. For
most of its history since 1792, Poland was ruled by Russia, Austria and
Prussia, and then by the Soviet Union. The Roman Catholic church became
a center of resistance to rule by the Protestant Prussians and Orthodox
Russians, and finally by Atheist Soviet oppressors. Being a practicing
Catholic was a way to show support for Polish independence. The Polish
population became hyper-Catholic, in much the same way as the Irish
became hyper-Catholic in resistance to domination by Protestant England.
During the last 25 years Poland has been free from Soviet domination and is
now a relatively secure member of the European Union and NATO. Without
the stimulus of oppression by neighbors of another religion, religiosity has
receded toward the level found in other high-income countries –  as has also



happened in Ireland. At the other extreme, Azerbaijan is a historically
Muslim country where religion was firmly repressed under Soviet Rule. It
is considerably less prosperous than Poland or Ireland and, like most ex-
communist societies, it has become increasingly religious –  and its
protracted territorial struggle with neighboring Armenia has probably
contributed to the fact that it shows the largest increase in religiosity to be
found among these 60 countries.

Increasing emphasis on religion is found mainly in Soviet successor
states that experienced traumatic transitions to market economies (and war
with their neighbors, as with Azerbaijan, Georgia and Armenia); countries
that emerged from the bloody breakup of Yugoslavia; or continuing political
instability. In addition to the economic stress that accompanied the
transition from state-run economies, ex-communist countries have
experienced the collapse of a Marxist belief system. To a considerable
extent, its place is being filled by growing religiosity.

Conversely, 20 of the 21 high-income countries (as defined by the
World Bank in 1990)11 in Figure 4.3 show decreases in religiosity, or
statistically insignificant increases; only one such country shows an
increase of more than three percentage points. The overall pattern is clear:
low-income countries tend to be much more religious than economically
secure ones; but the countries showing the largest increases in religiosity
since 1981 are mainly ex-communist countries in which economic and
physical security broke down and the communist ideology collapsed.
Conversely, the importance of religion has declined in almost all high-
income countries –  including the USA which, despite the offsetting
influence of heavy Hispanic immigration, shows a decline.



Other indicators of religiosity show similar patterns. Changes in
religious service attendance and changes in the percentage identifying
themselves as strong believers, increased in most former communist
countries, and declined in most high-income societies.

Secularization Moves at the Pace of
Intergenerational Population

Replacement
Generally, deep-rooted values change at the pace of intergenerational
population replacement. For example, the shift from Materialist to
Postmaterialist values mainly reflects intergenerational population
replacement. Figure 2.2 showed a cohort analysis of changes in these values
in six West European countries from 1970 to 2009. Although one finds
substantial short-term fluctuations linked with period effects, the long-term
pattern is clear: a given birth cohort’s mean score on the
Materialist/Postmaterialist values index changed very little across this 39-
year time span. But among the population as a whole, we do find a
substantial shift toward Postmaterialist values: the mean score on this index
rose by 30 points for the combined six-nation sample. This change was
overwhelmingly due to intergenerational population replacement: within a
given birth cohort, the average net change from the earliest to the latest
available measure was an increase of only five points. This may reflect the
increasing social acceptability of Postmaterialist responses, but it accounts
for only one-sixth of the net change.



Changes in religiosity show a similar pattern. Though religiosity has
remained strong in most low-income and middle-income countries, and
increased in most ex-communist countries, in recent decades it has declined
in almost all high-income countries –  and this decline is largely due to
intergenerational population replacement. Figure 4.4 shows the relationship
between birth cohort and religiosity in 14 high-income countries that were
surveyed in 1981 and again around 2009. One line shows the 1981 levels
for all cohorts, and the other line shows the 2009 levels. Both lines show a
downward slope as we move from older to younger birth cohorts, reflecting
the fact that younger respondents are less religious than their older
compatriots. Five of these birth cohorts are present in substantial numbers
in both 1981 and 2009, and their levels of religiosity are almost identical at
both points in time: the intergenerational differences do not reflect life-
cycle effects –  the religiosity of given birth cohorts remained almost
unchanged across this 28-year period, so the two lines overlap where they
are based on the same birth cohorts. But the 1981 line includes two highly
religious older birth cohorts (on the left side of the graph) that had dropped
out of the sample by 2009. They were replaced by two much more secular
younger birth cohorts (on the right side). This process of intergenerational
population replacement brought a substantial decline in emphasis on
religion in these 14 high-income countries, producing a net decline of .77
points on the religiosity index –  a change that was almost entirely due to
intergenerational population replacement.



Figure 4.4 Changes in Importance of Religion, as measured by the
question “How important is God in your life?” due to intergenerational
population replacement, and due to within-cohort changes, in 14 high-
income societies.

Source: Combined data from EVS and WVS surveys in following
high-income countries: Australia (1981 + 2012), Belgium (1981

+2009), Canada (1981 + 2006), Denmark (1981 + 2008), France (1981
+ 2008), Great Britain (1981 + 2009), Iceland (1984 + 2009), Ireland

(1981 + 2008), Italy (1981 + 2009), Netherlands (1981+ 2008),
Norway (1982+ 2008), Spain (1981 + 2011), Sweden (1981 + 2011),

USA (1982 +2011). Median span=28 years.

As Figure 4.5 demonstrates, changes in attendance at religious services
show a similar pattern, with given birth cohorts showing almost exactly the
same levels in both 1981 and 2009, causing the lines to overlap where they
are based on the same birth cohorts –  even though the 2009 line measures
these cohorts 28 years later than the 1981 line. But because the older
cohorts dropped out by 2009 and were replaced by younger, more secular
cohorts, intergenerational population replacement brought a substantial



decline in attendance. The decline in religiosity in high-income countries is
almost entirely due to intergenerational population replacement.

Figure 4.5 Changes in Religious Practice, as measured by the question
“…  How often do you attend religious services these days?” due to
intergenerational population replacement, and due to within-cohort
changes, in 14 high-income societies.
Mean factor scores on Individual-choice norms factor based on tolerance
of homosexuality, divorce and abortion.

Source: Combined data from EVS and WVS surveys in following
high-income countries (according to World Bank categories as of

2001): Australia (1981 + 2012), Belgium (1981 +2009), Canada (1981
+ 2006), Denmark (1981 + 2008), France (1981 + 2008), Great Britain

(1981 + 2009), Iceland (1984 + 2009), Ireland (1981 + 2008), Italy
(1981 + 2009), Netherlands (1981 + 2008), Norway (1982+ 2008),
Spain (1981 + 2011), Sweden (1981 + 2011), USA (1982 + 2011).

Median span = 28 years.

The End of Secularization?



Although economic modernization tends to bring secularization within any
country that experiences it, I see no prospect of religion disappearing in the
foreseeable future. There are several reasons:

First, secularization brings a sharp decline in human fertility rates,
which remain relatively high in religious societies –  so the world as a whole
has a larger proportion of people with strong religious beliefs today than it
did 30 years ago.

Second, while industrialization was linked with an increasingly
materialistic, mechanical secular worldview, the rise of the knowledge
society brings growing interest in ideas, innovation and Postmaterialist
concerns. Hierarchical authoritarian religious institutions are losing their
ability to tell people how to lead their lives but spiritual concerns, broadly
defined, are becoming more widespread in postindustrial societies. The shift
from an industrial economy to a knowledge economy brings a shift from the
materialist, mechanistic world of the factory, to a world where ideas are
central. A new version of religion that allowed space for individual
autonomy could provide a growing market for an enterprising religious
entrepreneur.

Such entrepreneurs undoubtedly can help promote religion. But the
supply-side hypothesis doesn’t provide an adequate explanation for what
has been happening in the world unless one assumes that both the Muslim-
majority countries and the ex-communist countries are teeming with
energetic religious entrepreneurs –  while high-income countries (including
the USA) are devoid of them. The USA obviously does have plenty of
energetic religious entrepreneurs, but religion is nevertheless losing ground.
It seems pretty clear that the demand for religion is diminishing in high-
income countries.



Moreover, there has been a reaction against the perceived decadence of
secular Western societies in preindustrial societies, leading them to reject
secularization. In addition, one might expect the recent global economic
crisis to undermine existential security, leading to increasing emphasis on
religion. Whether religion expands or erodes partly depends on the extent to
which the trend toward growing prosperity that has been shaping the world
for the past three centuries, resumes or disappears.

There is another reason why I do not expect that religion will
disappear in the foreseeable future: as Chapter 7 will demonstrate, having a
clear belief system is conducive to happiness. This belief system need not
be religious –  but some firm set of convictions is crucial. With the collapse
of communism, the twentieth century’s main alternative to religion
disappeared in many countries –  and to a considerable extent, the void this
opened up, is being filled by the spread of religious beliefs.

* This chapter draws on Norris and Inglehart, 2011.



5

Cultural Change, Slow and Fast:
The Distinctive Trajectory of

Norms Governing Gender
Equality and Sexual

Orientation*

◈

Introduction
As we have seen, high levels of economic and physical security encourage a
shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values. This makes people more
favorable to a variety social changes, ranging from greater emphasis on
environmental protection to democratization. It is also bringing growing
acceptance of gender equality and homosexuality.1

Throughout history, most societies instilled norms limiting women to
the roles of wife and mother, and stigmatizing homosexuality and any other
sexual behavior not linked with reproduction.2 High levels of security bring



growing acceptance of gender equality and other behavior that was
discouraged by agrarian societies, which require high fertility rates to
maintain their populations. During the past century these cultural norms
have been changing slowly in high-income societies, mainly through
intergenerational population replacement –  but this process recently reached
a threshold at which rapid cultural change began, leading to major societal-
level changes such as growing numbers of women holding positions of
authority and the legalization of same-sex marriage.

Advanced industrial societies no longer require high fertility rates, and
they have dropped sharply. Effective birth control technology, labor-saving
devices, improved childcare facilities and very low infant mortality make it
possible for women to have full-time careers and children –  with or without
a husband. Traditional Pro-fertility norms are no longer needed and they are
giving way to Individual-choice norms, which allow people to choose their
own behavior.

But basic cultural norms don’t change immediately. As the persistence
of religion demonstrates, they generally change slowly. Although leading
nineteenth-century social theorists agreed that religion was heading toward
extinction, a larger share of the world’s population held traditional religious
values in 2004 than in 1980.3 But, as we will see, norms concerning gender
equality, divorce, abortion, and homosexuality are now changing with
remarkable speed, although this shift from Pro-fertility norms to Individual-
choice norms is opposed by virtually all major religions.

People are reluctant to give up traditional norms governing gender
equality and sexual behavior, as is evident from persistent opposition to
abortion, same-sex marriage and gender equality even in such economically
secure societies as the USA. Adherence to traditional lifestyle norms is



stronger still in countries suffering from insecure conditions that make
people cling to familiar norms. But when a society attains high levels of
existential security, and survival comes to be taken for granted, people
become increasingly open to new norms.

If economic development is conducive to the emergence of individual-
choice norms, we would expect these norms to be more widespread among
the publics of rich countries than poor ones –which is precisely what we
find.

When a society reaches a sufficiently high level of economic and
physical security that younger birth cohorts grow up taking survival for
granted, it launches an intergenerational shift from survival-norms to
individual-choice norms. But the effects of reaching this threshold do not
manifest themselves immediately: until they reach adulthood, the birth
cohorts formed under the new conditions have little influence. Even when
they begin to enter adulthood, they are still a minority and it takes
additional decades before they become a majority of the adult population.
Consequently, we are not dealing with a phenomenon in which economic
growth in one year brings a corresponding increase in emphasis on
individual-choice norms the next year. Instead, we are dealing with a
process of intergenerational population replacement that may reflect
thresholds reached forty or fifty years earlier.

Nevertheless, intergenerational population replacement has gradually
made individual-choice norms increasingly acceptable in high-income
societies –  and they seem to have reached a tipping point at which the
prevailing outlook shifts from rejection to acceptance of new norms. At this
point, the influence of conformism reverses polarity: instead of inhibiting



tolerant attitudes, it encourages them, sharply accelerating the pace of
cultural change.

Thus when a society attains high levels of existential security, rapid
cultural changes can occur –  but this happens only after a lag of several
decades between the time when secure conditions emerge, and the time
when new norms become predominant. For example, Western economic
miracles, welfare states and the Long Peace all emerged fairly soon after
1945. But the political consequences of these events only began to manifest
themselves twenty years later, when the first postwar birth cohort became
politically relevant as young adults: the Student Protest Era erupted in 1968,
when those born from 1945 to 1955 were in their teens and early twenties.4

Student protest in advanced industrial societies continued throughout the
1970s but was still a minority phenomenon that evoked strong negative
reactions. But by the 1980s, the older members of the postwar birth cohorts
were in their thirties and forties, occupying influential positions in society.
By the 1990s, Postmaterialists had become as numerous as Materialists, and
norms that were considered deviant in the 1960s became politically correct.
Conformist influences began to reverse polarity among growing segments
of the adult population of high-income countries, bringing rapid cultural
change. As we will demonstrate:

1) These value changes involve very long time-lags between the onset
of the conditions leading to them, and the societal changes they
produce. There was a time-lag of 40– 50 years between when Western
societies first attained high levels of economic and physical security
after World War II, and the occurrence of such relevant societal
changes as legalization of same-sex marriage.



2) One distinctive set of norms concerning gender equality, divorce,
abortion and homosexuality supports a pro-fertility strategy that was
essential to the survival of pre-industrial societies but eventually
became superfluous. This set of norms is now moving on a trajectory
that is distinct from that of other cultural changes.

3) Although basic values normally change at the pace of
intergenerational population replacement, the shift from Pro-fertility
norms to Individual-choice norms has reached a tipping-point where
conformist pressures have reversed polarity and are now accelerating
value changes they once resisted, bringing major societal changes such
as legalization of same-sex marriage.

Theory and Hypotheses
Our analysis deals with two distinct phenomena:

1. The first is a shift from “Pro-fertility Norms” (emphasizing
traditional gender roles and stigmatizing any sexual behavior not
linked with reproduction) to “Individual-Choice Norms” (supporting
gender equality and tolerance of homosexuality). Decades ago,
Lesthaeghe and Surkyn5 and Van de Kaa,6 demonstrated that the
intergenerational shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values led to
lower human fertility rates in Western Europe. This chapter deals with
another, more recent shift in societal norms concerning gender equality
and tolerance of gays and lesbians. This cultural change has important
political consequences, encouraging new legislation concerning gender
and sexual orientation.



2. The second phenomenon involves the speed of cultural change –
which normally moves at the glacial pace of intergenerational
population replacement. When the conditions shaping a society’s
younger generation’s pre-adult years differ substantially from those
shaping older groups, intergenerational value change occurs. It
proceeds with a multi-decade time-lag between the emergence of the
societal conditions conducive to the change, and the time when a
society as a whole has adopted new values.

But the process can reach a tipping point at which prevailing opinion
becomes favorable to the new norms and conformist pressures reverse
polarity. In high-income countries, the shift from Pro-fertility norms to
Individual-choice norms recently reached this point. Instead of resisting the
effect of intergenerational population replacement, conformism now
reinforces it, bringing rapid cultural change.

The Values Surveys have monitored norms concerning gender equality
and sexual orientation in successive waves of surveys from 1981 to 2014.
Although deep-seated norms limiting women’s roles and stigmatizing
homosexuality persisted from Biblical times to the twentieth century, these
surveys now show dramatic changes in high-income countries from one
wave to the next, with growing support for gender equality and tolerance of
gays and lesbians.

This is changing society. For most of recorded history, same-sex
marriage did not exist in large societies. In 2000 it was legalized in The
Netherlands, followed by a growing number of other countries. Similarly,
until recently women were second-class citizens in most countries, not
obtaining the vote (even in developed countries) until well into the



twentieth century. In recent years, women have been elected to top political
office in many countries.

Cultural Evolution and the Shift to Individual-Choice Norms

Many thousands of societies have existed, most of which are now extinct.
They instilled a wide variety of norms concerning gender equality and
reproductive behavior. Some agrarian societies encouraged having large
numbers of children, while others emphasized higher investment in fewer
children. But all pre-industrial societies that survived for long, encouraged
much high human fertility rates than those of today’s high-income societies.
Preindustrial societies encouraged high fertility rates because they faced
high infant mortality rates and low life expectancies, making it necessary to
produce large numbers of children in order to replace the population. Even
West European societies (which emphasized higher investment in fewer
children), produced six to eight children per woman.7 In striking contrast,
contemporary West European societies now produce from 1.1 to 1.9
children.

Economic factors reinforced the tendency for agrarian societies to have
high fertility rates: having many children was economically beneficial, but
as development proceeded, having many children became an economic
liability.

Not all pre-industrial societies encouraged high fertility rates. From
Biblical times to the twentieth century, some societies (such as the Shakers)
required celibacy –  but these societies have disappeared. Virtually all
societies that survive as independent nations today, inculcated gender roles
and reproductive norms encouraging high fertility rates. Accordingly, the



public of every low-income or lower-middle-income society included in the
Values Surveys –  without a single exception –  places relatively strong
emphasis on Pro-fertility norms. These norms encourage women to cede
leadership roles to men and devote themselves to bearing and raising
children. They also stigmatize any form of sexual behavior that is not linked
with reproduction, such as homosexuality, abortion, divorce or
masturbation.

In some countries the daughters or widows of kings, from Cleopatra to
Catherine the Great, could inherit the throne, with one woman ruling the
country while the rest were second-class citizens. Because tiny numbers of
women were involved, this had a negligible impact on the society’s human
fertility level, making it compatible with traditional Pro-fertility norms.
Much more recently, women’s suffrage movements emerged, with women
winning the right to vote around 1920 in historically Protestant democracies
and around 1945 in historically Catholic democracies. This was a major
advance, but allowing women to vote once every few years still had little
impact on fertility rates. Traditional Pro-fertility norms began to erode
noticeably in the 1960s and 1970s when the post-war birth cohorts first
became politically relevant.

Rising Existential Security and Cultural Change

Survival has become increasingly secure. Life expectancies, incomes and
school attendance rose from 1970 to 2010 in every region of the world.8

Poverty, illiteracy and mortality are declining globally.9 And war, crime
rates and violence have declined dramatically for many decades.10



The world is now experiencing the longest period without war between
major powers in recorded history. This, together with the postwar economic
miracles and the emergence of the welfare state, produced conditions under
which a large share of those born since 1945 in Western Europe, North
America, Japan, Australia and New Zealand grew up taking survival for
granted, bringing intergenerational shifts toward Postmaterialist values and
Self-expression values (as Chapter 2 demonstrated). Most societies no
longer require high fertility rates, which have dropped dramatically –
especially in high-income societies where life-expectancy rates have almost
doubled in the past century11 and infant mortality rates have fallen to one-
thirtieth of their 1950 level.12 For many years, it has no longer been
necessary to women to produce six to eight children in order to replace the
population.

But deep-rooted cultural norms change slowly. Virtually all major
world faiths emphasize pro-fertility norms –  and they do so vigorously. Pro-
fertility norms are not presented as matters of individual judgment. They
are held to be absolute values, violation of which will bring eternal
damnation. It was necessary to make these cultural sanctions strong because
Pro-fertility norms require people to suppress strong natural urges. “Thou
shalt not commit adultery” goes against deep-rooted desires; requiring
women to devote their lives to child-bearing and child-rearing entails major
sacrifices; and defining homosexuality as sinful, unnatural behavior
imposes severe self-repression and self-hatred on gays and lesbians.

These norms are no longer necessary for societal survival, but deep-
rooted values resist change. Nevertheless, modernization brings high levels
of economic and physical security.13 People grow up taking survival for
granted, making them increasingly open to new ideas. As Chapters 3 and 4



demonstrated, Self-expression values –  which include tolerance of
homosexuality –  have become widespread in societies with secure living
conditions.

Evolutionary Modernization Theory

Evolutionary modernization theory argues that the degree to which people
experience threats to their survival has pervasive effects on their society’s
cultural norms. Western Europe’s postwar economic miracles and welfare
states led to the emergence of a predominantly Postmaterialist generation
born after 1945, but this generation did not become politically visible until
20 years later, when they reached adulthood –  contributing to the student
protest era of the late 1960s and 1970s. At that point, there was a huge gap
between the values of this first postwar birth cohort and all older cohorts.

But the 20-year-olds eventually became 30-year-olds and then 40-year-
olds and then 50-year-olds. As postwar birth cohorts replaced older cohorts,
their values gradually spread. Today, Western Europe’s social norms are
profoundly different from those of 1945. In 1945, homosexuality was still
criminal in most West European countries; it is now legal in virtually all of
them. Church attendance has declined dramatically, fertility rates have
fallen below the replacement level, and women have won high political
office. But there was a time-lag of 40 to 50 years between the onset of the
conditions conducive to these changes, and the point where new values
were accepted by society as a whole.

The long time-lags between the onset of conditions conducive to deep-
rooted cultural changes and the time when they transform a society means
that current socioeconomic conditions don’t explain current cultural



changes. The intergenerational shift to Individual-choice norms in Western
countries has now attained enough momentum that it seems unlikely to
reverse itself. But, as we have seen, these countries are currently
experiencing economic stagnation, rising inequality and high
unemployment, which is often blamed on massive immigration. Many
recent immigrants are Islamic and hostility to them is compounded by
highly publicized Islamic terrorism. Today, women and gays do not seem
threatening, but Muslim immigrants do. Accordingly, in recent years,
ethnocentric populist parties have won unprecedentedly large shares of the
vote in national elections. Clearly, not all aspects of cultural change are
moving at the same pace.

In pre-industrial societies, tolerance of abortion, homosexuality and
divorce remains extremely low and conformist pressures inhibit people
from expressing tolerance. In Egypt, for example, fully 99 percent of the
public condemned homosexuality in recent surveys –  which means that
even the homosexuals were condemning homosexuality.

But intergenerational population replacement has gradually made
individual-choice norms increasingly acceptable in high-income societies –
initially among the student population and then among society as a whole.
A tipping point is being reached where the prevailing outlook shifts from
rejection to acceptance of new norms, and instead of inhibiting tolerant
attitudes, conformism and social desirability begin to encourage them. As
attitudes become more tolerant, gays and lesbians come out. Growing
numbers of people realize that some of the people they know and like are
gay, leading them to become more tolerant –  encouraging more gays to
come out, in a positive feedback loop.14



In short, when a society attains high levels of existential security and
people grow up taking survival for granted, rapid cultural changes can
occur –  but this happens with a time-lag of several decades between when
secure conditions first emerge, and when new norms become predominant.

Hypotheses

This theory generates the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1. A syndrome of Individual-choice norms exists, in which

the publics of some societies endorse a coherent set of traditional Pro-
fertility norms, while the publics of others support a set of Individual-
choice norms concerning gender equality and divorce, abortion and
homosexuality. Support or opposition to the various components of this
syndrome go together.

Hypothesis 2. High levels of existential security are conducive to
Individual-choice norms. The publics of societies with high per capita GDP,
high life expectancy and low infant mortality (the three indicators of
existential security used here) will be likelier to support Individual-choice
norms than those with low levels. Similarly, within given countries, the
most secure strata will be likeliest to support Individual-choice norms.

Hypothesis 3. Over the past 50 years, existential security levels have
risen substantially in developed countries, producing large differences
between the values of younger and older cohorts. Consequently, as younger
cohorts replace older ones, we should observe an intergenerational shift
from Pro-fertility norms to Individual-choice norms.

Hypothesis 4. Because this shift reflects the level of existential
security that prevailed during the pre-adult years of people who were born



several decades ago, the strongest predictor of a society’s level of
support for new values will not be its current levels of per capita GDP,
life expectancy and infant mortality, but levels that prevailed several
decades ago.

Hypothesis 5. Although intergenerational population replacement
involves long time-lags, cultural change can reach a tipping point at
which new norms become perceived as dominant. Social desirability
effects then reverse polarity: instead of retarding the changes linked with
intergenerational population replacement, they accelerate them –  bringing
rapid cultural change.

Hypothesis 6. When they become dominant, the new norms can have
major societal-level consequences, such as gender quotas on electoral lists,
or legalization of same-sex marriage.

Data and Methods
We test these hypotheses against data from the Values Surveys, which cover
the full range of economic development, including 22 low-income
countries, 29 lower-middle income countries, 20 upper-middle income
countries and 28 high-income countries, as classified by the World Bank in
2000 (these countries are listed in Appendix A3.1).15 The Values Surveys
also cover all major cultural zones, including the most populous countries
in each group. The questions analyzed here were asked in identical form in
successive waves of these surveys.

Our dependent variable is Individual-choice norms. Although value
change occurs at the individual level, we are primarily interested in how



this leads to societal-level changes. Value change does not automatically
change a society’s laws and institutions, but it does make such changes
increasingly likely. Individual-level cultural change leads to societal-level
change in two ways: first, democratic elites and institutions are necessarily
responsive to mass preferences, but even autocratic leaders are not immune
to them. Moreover, because elites grow up within a given society, in the
long run they tend to reflect its prevailing norms.

It is sometimes suggested that aggregating individual-level data to the
societal-level is somehow tainted. This interpretation is mistaken. Over 60
years ago, in his classic article on the ecological fallacy, Robinson pointed
out that the relationships between two variables at the individual level are
not necessarily the same as those at the aggregate level.16 This is an
important insight, but it does not mean that aggregating is wrong –  it simply
means that one can’t assume that a relationship that holds true at one level
also holds true at another level. Social scientists have been aggregating
individual-level data to construct national-level indices such as fertility
rates for so long that they seem familiar and legitimate –  but they are no
more legitimate than aggregated subjective data. Its infant mortality rate is
an important national-level attribute of any country –  but all of the living or
dying is done by individuals. Similarly, income inequality is a valid and
meaningful national-level variable, although it is based on the incomes of
individuals.

In this chapter, Individual-choice norms are measured at both the
individual level and the societal level. We happen to find similar causal
relationships at both levels: relatively secure individuals and relatively
secure countries rank highest on these norms. But because this chapter



focuses on how cultural change leads to sociopolitical changes, our key
analyses are done at the societal level.

Table 5.1 shows a national-level factor analysis that demonstrates that
three questions concerning acceptance of divorce, abortion and
homosexuality and responses to three questions concerning acceptance of
gender equality have a strong tendency to go together. Each question’s
factor loading shows how strongly responses to that question are correlated
to an underlying Pro-fertility versus Individual-choice dimension. Loadings
around .90 indicate that they go together in an almost one-to-one
relationship. The publics of some societies tend to be strongly favorable to
gender equality and relatively tolerant of divorce, abortion and
homosexuality, while the publics of other societies tend to have unfavorable
attitudes toward all six questions. Consequently, we used the responses to
these six questions to measure the extent to which a society (or an
individual) supports traditional Pro-fertility norms or Individual-choice
norms.17

Table 5.1 Pro-fertility norms vs. individual-choice norms
(Principal component factor analysis)

Response: Factor loading:

Homosexuality is never justifiable −.90

When jobs are scarce, men have
more right to a job than women

−.89

Divorce is never justifiable −.89



Response: Factor loading:

On the whole, men make better
political leaders than women do

−.88

Abortion is never justifiable −.80

A university education is more
important for a boy than for a girl

−.78

High positive scores indicate support for Individual-choice norms.

Source: National-level data from 80 countries included in the Values
Surveys.

Our key independent variable is an index of Existential Security, based
on factor scores from a principal components analysis of each country’s
levels of life expectancy, infant mortality and GDP/capita.18 They also tap a
single dimension, showing loadings of .97, – .97 and .90 respectively in
1960. Reliable cross-national data are available since 1960, enabling us to
construct this index at various time points.

Although people who emphasize Individual-choice norms also tend to
emphasize Postmaterialist values, the shift from Pro-fertility to Individual-
choice norms shows distinctive behavior and is moving at a much more
rapid pace than the shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values.19

Empirical Analyses and Findings
Hypothesis 1. A syndrome of Individual-choice norms exists, in which the
publics of some societies endorse traditional Pro-fertility norms, while



others support Individual-choice norms concerning gender equality and
divorce, abortion and homosexuality.

As Table 5.1 demonstrates, acceptance or rejection of all six indicators
of Individual-choice norms does go together, with the publics of some
societies being relatively favorable to gender equality, divorce, abortion and
homosexuality, while others reject them. One dimension emerges, with Pro-
fertility norms and Individual-choice norms at opposite poles.

Hypothesis 2. High levels of existential security are conducive to
Individual-choice norms.

As Figure 5.1 demonstrates, the publics of high-income countries are
much likelier than those of low-income countries to hold tolerant attitudes
toward all six indicators of Individual-choice norms. Averaged across the
six items, in low-income countries only 38 percent of the public has tolerant
attitudes, compared with 80 percent in high-income countries.20 These
findings support the hypothesis that high levels of existential security are
conducive to Individual-choice norms –  but before testing this hypothesis
more conclusively, let us explore a key characteristic of our main
independent variable, Existential Security:



Figure 5.1 Six aspects of tolerance, by level of economic development.
Percentage expressing tolerant views on given topic. Question wording is
shown in Table 5.1.
The questions concerning divorce, abortion and homosexuality are
measured on 10-point scales, with codes 6 through 10 being coded as
tolerant. The questions concerning gender equality have tolerant and
intolerant responses. The countries included in each category are listed in
Appendix A3.1.

Hypothesis 3 holds that, in so far as societies have attained high levels
of existential security, support for Individual-choice norms will become
more widespread over time. This has indeed happened, as Figure 5.2
demonstrates. Support for these norms increased in 40 of the 58 countries
from which we have at least ten years of time-series data –  and, in keeping
with the claim that these changes are linked with existential security, it
increased in 23 of the 24 high-income countries, with the one deviant case
(Italy) showing only a minuscule decline.



Figure 5.2 Changes in Individual-choice norms from earliest available
survey to latest available survey in all countries having time series of at
least ten years.

Hypothesis 3 also holds that the strongest predictor of a society’s
support for Individual-choice norms will not be its current level of
Existential Security (as measured by per capita GDP, life expectancy and
infant mortality) but the level that prevailed several decades before these
norms were measured.

Figure 5.3 compares the predictive power of a country’s level of
Existential Security as measured at various time-points before thesurvey in
which Individual-choice norms were measured (around 2009).21 Our two
earliest measures –  Existential Security in 1960 and 1970 –  are the strongest
predictors of Individual-choice norms around 2009 (each explaining almost
70 percent of the cross-national variation). Surprising as it may seem –  but
as predicted by Hypothesis 3 –  these much-earlier measures explain far



more variance than does Existential Security measured in 1980, 1990, 2000
or at the time of the survey. This is remarkable. Normally, the strongest
version of a predictor is one measured shortly before the dependent
variable.22 Thus, voting intentions measured a week before an election are
usually stronger predictors of the actual vote than voting intentions
measured a month before the election –  which are a stronger predictor than
voting intentions six months or a year before the election. As Silver
demonstrates, if a survey carried out one year before the election indicates
that a US Senate candidate has a five-point lead over her opponents, the
probability that she will actually win is only slightly better than would be
predicted by a random coin flip.23 But as the survey gets closer to the
election, its predictive power gets steadily stronger. A survey carried out
one week before the election showing the same five-point lead has an 89
percent likelihood of accurately predicting the result, and a survey carried
out one day before the election has a 95 percent likelihood of being
accurate. The appropriate time-lag depends on the topic being explored, but
time-lags of more than a few years are unusual.24



Figure 5.3 Impact of a country’s level of Existential Security at various
time points on adherence to Pro-fertility norms vs. Individual-choice
norms around 2009.
Cell entry is the percentage of variance in Individual-choice norms in
latest available survey that is explained by a country’s score on the
Existential Security index measured in given year.

Here, our strongest predictor of a public’s acceptance of Individual-
choice norms in 2009, is an index of Existential Security based on their
country’s Life Expectancy, Infant Mortality and per capita GDP almost 50
years before the dependent variable. Why?

We are dealing with exceptionally deep-rooted cultural norms that
were already established in Biblical times and showed little change for
many centuries. The usual time series analysis approach, in which change
on the dependent variable is predicted by slightly earlier changes in the
independent variables is not appropriate here, for the dependent variable –
Individual-choice norms –  is linked with religious and cultural traditions
that strongly resist change and largely do so through intergenerational
population replacement. The emergence of low levels of infant mortality
and high levels of life expectancy and economic security in 1960 were



conducive to change in these norms –  but it took decades for their impact to
become manifest at the societal level.

All three components of the Existential Security index show this same
unusual pattern: recent measures of life expectancy (and infant mortality
and GDP/capita) have a much weaker impact on acceptance of new norms
governing gender equality and reproductive behavior than do earlier
measures –  with the levels that existed in 1960 or 1970 explaining far more
of the variance in Individual-choice norms in 2009, than more recent
measures.

This also holds true of religiosity (as measured by the perceived
importance of God in one’s life). Religiosity is one of the most deep-rooted
of all mass attitudes and is very resistant to change. Here again, Existential
Security in 1960 or 1970 is a significantly stronger predictor of religiosity
in 2009, than is Existential Security in 2000 or 2008, as Figure 5.4
demonstrates.



Figure 5.4 The impact of Existential Security measured at various time
points, on religiosity and on Materialist/Postmaterialist values as
measured in latest available survey.
Importance of God and Postmaterialist values were measured in the latest
available survey for each country (the median year being 2008), in 96
and 94 countries respectively.

This also holds true of Postmaterialist values. Existential Security in
1960 or 1970 explains about twice as much of the variance in a country’s
level of Postmaterialism in the latest survey (around 2010), as does
Existential Security in 2000 or 2008, as Figure 5.4 also demonstrates. These
values reflect the level of security that prevailed during a given birth
cohorts’ pre-adult years.25

A recent article tested the hypothesis that high levels of existential
security are conducive to Individual-choice norms, using regression
analysis –  a statistical technique designed to help sort out what is causing
what.26 The results of these analyses support Hypothesis 2, indicating that a
society’s level of Existential Security in 1970 explains fully 65 percent of
the cross-national variation in its acceptance of Individual-choice norms
around 2009. The findings also show that Postmaterialist values explain



additional variance in support for Individual-choice norms. Postmaterialist
value priorities emerge if one grows up taking survival for granted. They
tap aspects of existential security, such as declining violence rates that are
not captured by our Existential Security index. Accordingly, Existential
Security in 1970 plus a nation’s level of Materialist/Postmaterialist values
explain 73 percent of the cross-national variation in support for Individual-
choice norms. Since virtually all major religions instill Pro-fertility norms,
we would expect religiosity to have a negative impact on Individual-choice
norms. It does: adding religiosity to the equation modestly increases the
explained variance, in the predicted negative direction.

This article also uses multi-level regression analysis to explore the
cross-level interactions effects of existential security with individual-level
variables. It finds that, while education has no effect on support for
Individual-choice norms in countries with low levels of Existential Security,
education has a strong effect on support for Individual-choice norms in
countries with high levels of Existential Security. In other words, we can’t
attribute the rise of Individual-choice norms to rising education levels per
se: in less secure societies, education has little effect –  but in countries with
high levels of Existential Security, education is strongly linked with support
for Individual-choice norms. This suggests that high-income societies have
reached a tipping point where the new norms have become prevalent among
the more educated strata. Other interaction effects indicate that religiosity
has a stronger (negative) effect on support for Individual-choice norms in
less secure countries, while income and Postmaterialist values have stronger
effects on support for Individual-choice norms in more secure countries. In
other words, religion plays a major role in reinforcing traditional Pro-
fertility norms in societies with low levels of Existential Security, but



gradually loses its power to do so as societies attain higher levels of
security. Conversely, both income and Postmaterialist values have little
impact on norms governing gender roles and reproductive behavior in less-
secure societies, but have increasing impact in societies with high levels of
Existential Security.

What is causing these changes? Analysis of the changes in support for
Individual-choice norms from the earliest to the latest available survey
indicates that a society’s level of Existential Security is the strongest single
predictor –  by itself, accounting for 40 percent of the net change.27 A
country’s level of Materialist/Postmaterialist values also has a significant
impact on changing support for Individual-choice norms, and a country’s
level of religiosity also has a significant (negative) impact on change in
support for Individual-choice norms.

Although a country’s economic growth rate from 1990 to 2010 is a
change indicator, it does not have a significant impact on changes in support
for Individual-choice norms –  in fact, high growth rates are negatively
linked with changing support for Individual-choice norms. Though it may
seem surprising, a country’s level of existential security is a stronger
predictor of changes in support for Individual-choice norms than its recent
rate of economic growth –  which actually points in the wrong direction.

Despite the maxim that only change can explain change, broader
empirical evidence confirms this finding. High-income countries are likelier
to show growing support for Individual-choice norms on all six of the
Individual-choice indicators than less-prosperous countries. But countries
with high economic growth rates in recent years were less likely to show
growing support for Individual-choice norms than countries with low



growth rates: high economic levels are a better predictor of increasing
support for Individual-choice norms than high economic growth rates.

This is true because we are dealing with exceptionally deep-rooted
norms. Change does not begin until a high-security-level threshold is
reached, and the results become manifest much later, through
intergenerational population replacement. Ultimately, of course, the process
does reflect change, since attaining this threshold reflects many decades of
economic growth that contributed to high levels of existential security.
Change is caused by change. But such long time-lags are involved that in
the interim (which may be 50 years or more), a country’s level of existential
security provides a more accurate predictor of change than does its recent
economic growth rate –  or recent changes in life expectancy, infant
mortality, and per capita GDP.

In recent decades, low-income and middle-income countries have had
much higher economic growth rates than high-income countries: the
countries with the highest growth rates are below the threshold at which
people start adopting Individual-choice norms. This explains why high
recent economic growth rates are negatively correlated with rising support
for Individual-choice norms.

When support for Individual-choice norms reaches a level where the
dominant opinion in a given social milieu comes to support Individual-
choice, it can reverse the polarity of social desirability effects –  producing
much more rapid changes than those from intergenerational value change
alone. This is unusual.

For example, as we saw in Chapter 2, the shift from Materialist to
Postmaterialist values is mainly due to intergenerational population
replacement. Although substantial short-term fluctuations occur, a given



birth cohort’s mean score on the Materialist/Postmaterialist values index
changes very little from the earliest to the latest reading across a 38-year
time span. But among the population as a whole, there was a substantial
shift toward Postmaterialist values: the mean score on the
Materialist/Postmaterialist index rose by 30 points for the combined six-
nation sample. This change was overwhelmingly due to intergenerational
population replacement: within a given birth cohort, the average net change
was an increase of only five points.

The shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values was almost entirely
driven by intergenerational population replacement. Changes in religiosity
show a similar pattern. Though religiosity has increased in most ex-
communist countries, in recent decades it has declined in almost all high-
income countries –  and this decline almost entirely reflects
intergenerational population replacement, as the preceding chapter
demonstrated.

Changes in Individual-choice norms show a very different pattern, as
Figure 5.5 (based on the same 14 high-income countries) demonstrates.
Here, the effects of intergenerational population replacement are reinforced
by large changes within given birth cohorts –  with each cohort becoming
substantially more supportive of Individual-choice norms in 2009 than it
was in 1981.28 Though intergenerational population replacement is linked
with a .265 increase on the Individual-choice norms index, changes within
given cohorts account for an even larger increase of .435 points. We can’t
prove that these intra-cohort shifts reflect changes in social desirability
effects (which are inherently difficult to measure since they imply that one
can’t take one’s measurements at face value) but this explanation seems
plausible. If true, it supports the hypothesis that exceptionally rapid changes



in Individual-choice norms are occurring in high-income societies because
conformist pressures have reversed polarity.

Figure 5.5 Changes in Individual-choice norms due to intergenerational
population replacement, and to within-cohort changes, in 14 high-income
societies.
Based on mean factor scores on Individual-choice norms 3.

Source: Values Surveys in the 14 high-income countries listed in
Figure 6.3.

Historical evidence also suggests that this was the case. During the
2004 US presidential election, same-sex marriage was so unpopular that, in
order to increase turnout among social conservatives, Republican strategists
put referenda banning same-sex marriage on the ballot in key swing states.
The ban was approved in every case. From 1998 through 2008, there were
30 statewide referenda seeking to ban same-sex marriage, and all 30 of
them succeeded. But the tide suddenly turned. In 2012, there were five new
statewide referenda on the topic –  and in four out of five cases, the public
voted in favor of legalizing same-sex marriage. In recent cases, appellate
courts generally struck down restrictions on same-sex marriage and in 2015



the US Supreme Court ruled that the Constitution guarantees a right to
same-sex marriage: even elderly judges seemed to sense that a watershed
social change is occurring and wanted to be on “the right side of history.”

Hypothesis 6 holds that when new norms become culturally dominant
they can have major societal-level consequences, such as growing numbers
of women gaining positions of authority, or the legalization of same-sex
marriage.

The spread of Individual-choice norms can bring important societal-
level changes. As Figure 5.6 demonstrates, legislation concerning
homosexuality is closely linked with the degree to which Individual-choice
norms have emerged among given publics. The scale used here ranges from
a score of “1” in countries where homosexuality is punishable by the death
penalty, to a score of “8” in countries where same-sex marriage is legal.
Countries that rank high on Individual-choice norms are much likelier to
have adopted legislation favorable to gays and lesbians (r = .79).



Figure 5.6 National legislation concerning homosexuality in 2012, by
public acceptance of gender equality, divorce, abortion and
homosexuality (r = .79).
Based on country’s mean score on 6-item Individual-choice norms index.
Legislation concerning homosexuals in 2012 downloaded from LGBT
Portal (original scale’s polarity reversed to make high scores reflect
tolerant legislation).
Scale: 1 = death penalty for homosexuality, 2 = heavy penalty, 3 =
minimal penalty, 4 = homosexuality illegal but not enforced, 5 = same
sex unions not recognized, 6 = some form of same sex partnership but
not marriage, 7 = same sex unions recognized but not performed, 8 =
same sex marriages performed. No cases available with codes 4 or 6.

It seems unlikely that this strong correlation between mass-level values
and societal legislation exists because the legislation shaped the values.
Same-sex marriage first became legal in 2000, but the relevant values had



been spreading for decades. In 2001 The Netherlands experienced a sudden
surge in same-sex marriages. The proximate cause was the fact that the
Dutch parliament had just legalized same-sex marriages. But the root cause
was the fact that a gradual shift had taken place in the Dutch public’s
attitudes toward homosexuality. In the 1981 Values Surveys, almost half of
the Dutch expressed disapproval of homosexuality (the old being much less
tolerant than the young) –  but the Dutch were more tolerant than any other
public surveyed. In most countries, 75– 99 percent of the public disapproved
of homosexuality. These attitudes gradually become more tolerant through
an intergenerational value shift. By 1999, disapproval among the Dutch
public had fallen to less than half its 1981 level. A year later, the Dutch
parliament legalized same-sex marriage, soon followed by a growing
number of other countries –  all of which had relatively tolerant publics.29

As Figure 5.7 demonstrates, countries that rank high on Individual-
choice norms also tend to rank high on the UN Gender Empowerment
Measure (reflecting the extent to which women hold high positions in
political, economic and academic life). The correlation between the six-item
Individual-choice index and the UN Gender Empowerment measure is .87.
Legislative changes (such as the adoption of gender quotas) probably help
legitimate Individual-choice norms, but here again, the underlying norms
have been changing for 50 years, while the legislative changes are relatively
recent. The cultural changes clearly preceded the institutional changes, and
seem to have contributed to them.

The claim that institutions determine culture does not hold up in the
light of historical evidence, which suggests that culture and institutions
influence each other, with cultural change sometimes preceding institutional
change.



Figure 5.7 Societal levels of Gender Empowerment, by mass support for
Individual-choice norms (r = .87).

Conclusion
We hypothesized that high levels of existential security are contributing to
an intergenerational shift from Pro-fertility norms to Individual-choice
norms, and evidence from the past three decades indicates that these
changes have indeed occurred. A handful of variables linked with
Existential Security explain most of the cross-national variation in support
for Individual-choice norms –  and they also explain most of the change in
support for Individual-choice norms levels from 1981 to 2014. Though in
high-income countries, the more educated and secure strata are likeliest to
hold the new norms, education itself is not driving these changes: these
norms are not linked with education in low-income countries.



Although the rise of Postmaterialist values and the declining
importance of religion in high-income countries have moved at the pace of
intergenerational population replacement, Individual-choice norms are now
spreading much more rapidly. This seems to reflect a reversal of the social
conformity effects linked with Pro-fertility norms among the publics of
high-income societies.

During the past century, sharply falling infant mortality and rising life
expectancy rates produced conditions where women no longer needed to
devote their lives to producing and rearing large numbers of children in
order to replace the population. The repression and self-denial linked with
traditional Pro-fertility norms was no longer needed for societal survival –
and the shift toward Individual-choice norms was conducive to higher
levels of subjective well-being, as Chapter 8 will demonstrate. After long
time-lags linked with intergenerational population replacement, the spread
of Individual-choice norms seems to have reached a tipping point where
conformist pressures reversed polarity –  greatly accelerating the rate of
change.

Future research on intergenerational value change should take into
account the remarkably long time-lags between the onset of conditions
conducive to individual-level changes and the point at which they produce
societal-level changes. It should also probe into the conditions under which
value change does not move at the pace of generational replacement. The
evidence examined here suggests, but does not prove, that value change can
reach a tipping-point at which conformist pressures reverse polarity,
accelerating changes they once retarded. As Chapter 9 demonstrates,
xenophobia shows the opposite pattern: although younger birth cohorts in
high-income countries are less xenophobic than older ones, xenophobia has



not been declining in many high-income countries –  apparently because of a
large-scale influx of immigrants and refugees, and widespread fear –  stoked
by massive media coverage of terrorist activities –  that foreigners may be
terrorists.

The rapid shift from Pro-fertility norms to Individual-choice norms has
stimulated strong negative reactions among social conservatives in many
countries. In the 2016 election Donald Trump mobilized xenophobic and
sexist sentiments to win the US Presidency. But the social base for the
sexist component of such appeals seems to be dwindling. The evidence
examined here suggests that, after centuries of stability, traditional norms
concerning gender equality and sexual orientation are rapidly eroding in
high-income societies, in a cultural shift that has already begun to transform
legislation concerning homosexuality and the extent to which women hold
positions of authority. Though she didn’t win the Presidency, Hillary
Clinton was the first woman to win the Presidential popular vote –  by a
margin of almost three million votes. If the USA operated on the principle
of one person, one vote, Clinton would be President.

* This chapter is based on Inglehart, Ponarin and Inglehart, 2017.
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The Feminization of Society and
Declining Willingness to Fight

for One’s Country: The
Individual-Level Component of

the Long Peace*

◈

Overview: The Feminization of Society
The shift from Pro-fertility norms to Individual-choice norms that we have
just examined is part of a broader feminization of society that occurs at
advanced stages of modernization. This reduces the extent to which people
are willing to engage in war, contributing to one of the most dramatic
developments of recent decades: the virtual disappearance of war between
major powers.

Societies dominated by Pro-fertility norms are patriarchal, but the rise
of Individual-choice norms is linked with rising gender equality –  and



declining rates of violence. In 2013, one third of all murders in the USA
were committed by young men 17– 29 years of age, although this group was
less than 10 percent of the population. Virtually everywhere, young men are
much likelier to commit violent acts than the rest of the population. This
seems to reflect both biological factors (high testosterone levels, linked with
violent behavior) and cultural norms (violence being much more acceptable
among men than among women). The testosterone levels seem to be fairly
constant, but the cultural norms are changing.

Societies dominated by Pro-fertility norms allow sex only within
marriage, imposing severe sexual repression on unmarried young men.
Throughout history, societies have encouraged young men to demonstrate
their fitness through heroic acts of violence on behalf of their tribe or
country, motivating them to risk their lives in war. The ideal leader was the
Alpha Male who fought fearlessly and demanded unquestioning obedience
in combat. Gat has argued that war sometimes provided almost the only
opportunity for young men to have sex, with rape being a fringe benefit of
war.1

Knowledge societies need a less hierarchical leadership style:
innovation and creativity become crucial, and people need to think for
themselves. The shift toward Individual-choice norms has a better fit with
the functional needs of a Knowledge Society, where a supportive,
stereotypically feminine style of leadership is more effective than a
command-obedience model. Violence is discouraged and non-Alpha males
like Bill Gates become desirable marriage partners. Lower fertility rates and
longer life expectancies bring an aging population in which young males
constitute a smaller percentage, and sexual repression diminishes. The



public becomes less willing to fight for their country, reinforcing macro-
societal trends linked with modernization and globalization.

Since the end of World War II, war between major powers has virtually
disappeared. In an early attempt to explain this phenomenon, Doyle
described it as the “Democratic Peace,” presenting evidence that
democracies almost never fight each other.2 But more recent work shows
that only the rich democracies of modern times have been at peace with
each other –  earlier democracies fought each other regularly.3 These
findings support the argument that the “democratic peace” exists because
most modern democracies are prosperous and interrelated through trade.4

Mueller,5 Gat6 and Pinker7 present massive evidence of a long-term
decline in rates of murder, war and other forms of violence; these trends
suggest that there has been a diminishing acceptance of violence and war
among the publics of developed countries, but these authors do not provide
any individual-level evidence of such changes. This chapter does,
presenting the results from representative national surveys covering 90
percent of the world’s population. This evidence demonstrates that, over the
last 30 years, willingness to fight for one’s country has been diminishing
among the publics of most countries, particularly among the publics of
high-income countries. The reasons for this declining willingness to fight
are complex, but one major factor seems to be the spread of Individual-
Choice norms discussed in the preceding chapter. Our species is gradually
adopting more peaceful, feminine orientations. The Long Peace is gaining
an increasingly solid mass basis.

For decades after World War II, hard-headed realists took it for granted
that it was only a question of time before World War III broke out, possibly
eradicating civilization. But events took an unexpected turn. The world



became unexpectedly peaceful. By 1984, the world had already experienced
the longest period without war between major powers since the Roman
Empire, and this long peace now extends over more than thirty additional
years.

Much earlier, liberal thinkers had argued that expanding markets and
trade would make war unprofitable. In 1909, Angell predicted the end of
war between European powers because of their extensive economic
interdependence.8 But the two world wars that followed discredited the
claim that development and trade would make war obsolete.

Decades later, the enduring peace among major powers led a new
generation of scholars to reconsider this seemingly disproven idea.
Penetrating analyses of large bodies of evidence suggests that the classic
liberals were right.9 While this view has become widely accepted among
political scientists, disputes continue over the question of whether modern
democracies’ prosperity and interdependence accounts for their
peacefulness,10 or whether there is something inherent in democracy itself
that makes democracies less warlike.11

Theory
Since the end of World War II, peaceful interstate relationships have
become increasingly prevalent.12 As Pinker argues, this trend is part of a
long-term decline of violence. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
societies began to abolish slavery, dueling, witch burning, torture and other
cruelties.13 Murder rates in developed countries have been declining
dramatically for centuries. Since World War II, developed states have



stopped waging war on one another and the number of wars and war
casualties worldwide has declined.14 Since the end of the Cold War, civil
wars have also been declining.15 Even mass insurrections have become less
violent in recent decades, and non-violent insurrections have been more
successful in ending oppression than violent ones.16

The decline in violence parallels rising levels of existential security.
By 2010, the world as a whole had attained the highest level of prosperity
ever experienced.17 During the past two decades, Western societies have
had relatively slow growth rates, but material well-being remains high; life
expectancies have reached unprecedentedly high levels and continue to
increase, as do levels of education and access to information.18 The rest of
the world has been catching up with the West.19 China and India –  with
almost 40 percent of the world’s population –  have had exceptionally high
rates of economic growth, and many other developing societies have made
impressive gains, and sub-Saharan Africa is now beginning to catch up in
life expectancies, education and per capita incomes.20 From 1970 to 2010,
people in all regions of the world experienced growing material well-being,
increased access to education and rising life expectancies.21

These changes have been accompanied by growing emphasis on
human rights and democracy.22 For the past two centuries, democracy has
become increasingly widespread –  with each surge being followed by a
decline, but with a long-term upward trend. Despite the recent revival of
authoritarianism, human rights and democracy have made massive progress
since the late 1980s.23

Pinker suggests that the decline of violence reflects the spread of
markets and trade, which depend on nonviolent human transactions, as well
as increasing education and access to information, which enable people to



see the world from the perspective of people unlike themselves.24 As this
happens, ‘enlightenment values’ begin to dominate people’s worldviews.

As this book argues, economic development, together with declining
vulnerability to starvation, disease and violence, bring a rising sense of
existential security. Young generations grow up taking survival for granted
and feel less threatened by people from other countries and less eager to
fight them.

The negative relationship between pro-choice values and tolerance of
violence and war reflects an evolutionary principle: sexual freedom and
physical violence are at opposite poles of the existential security continuum.
At one pole, life is full of threats, making violence and rigid sex norms a
necessity of survival. At the opposite pole, violence becomes counter-
productive and sexual repression becomes less crucial.25

Cultural evolution is also shaped by historical learning. Thus, defeat
and devastation in World War II left a legacy among the publics of the
former Axis powers. From the earliest available surveys to the latest ones,
the Japanese, German and Italian publics have expressed the lowest
willingness to fight for their country among any of the publics for which we
have data. Conversely, the publics of the five Nordic countries show an
anomalously high level of willingness to fight for their country that reflects
the evolution of a new role for the military in those countries. Sweden
played a leading role in this development. In 2000 the Swedish parliament
made important changes in the role of the Swedish Armed Forces.
Previously, the Swedish Armed Forces were mainly oriented toward
repelling an invasion of Swedish territory, but by 2000 the risk of invasion
was seen as low. The new policy held that, “Defending a nation has
historically been equivalent to protecting its borders. Today, defending a



nation can take place far away, through creating peace, stability and
prosperity in turbulent parts of the world. In this manner, defending a nation
has come to include defending its values, and protecting democracy or
human rights.”26 Accordingly, Swedish military personnel are now mainly
involved in international peace support operations, which have been carried
out in Afghanistan, Kosovo, Bosnia, Liberia, the Congo and Lebanon. The
Swedish military has close ties with those of the other Nordic countries,
which hold common military exercises and share camps at missions in
troubled countries. The publics of the Nordic countries have become aware
of these changes, and military service has taken on connotations of serving
international development and peace-keeping –  in much the same way as
serving in the Peace Corps has positive and prestigious connotations in the
USA.27 It seems possible that in the long run, this outlook might spread to
other European countries; for now, it is almost exclusively a Nordic
phenomenon. In the world as a whole, willingness to fight for one’s country
is still motivated by xenophobic fears, more than by the goal of defending
democratic values.

Our evolutionary modernization theory suggests three hypotheses:

(1) Cross-sectionally, the publics of more developed societies will
place more emphasis on Individual-choice values and be less willing to
risk their lives in war.

(2) Longitudinally, in societies in which Individual-choice values are
most widespread, people’s willingness to risk lives in war will fall
most sharply.

(3) In multi-level perspective, individuals who live in societies with
widespread Individual-choice values will be less willing to risk their



lives in war.

Since historical learning is also an influence on cultural evolution, this
adds a fourth hypothesis:

(4) Historically, the former Axis powers’ devastating defeat in World
War II sharply diminished their people’s willingness to fight for their
country; while the exceptionally strong prevalence of Self-expression
values in the Nordic countries led to the emergence of a military
primarily geared to peace-keeping missions and developmental aid;
this, in turn, led to the emergence of a distinctive and positive view of
the role of the military among the Nordic publics, making them more
willing to fight for their country.

Methods, Samples, Measurements
To test our hypotheses, we use Values Survey data from societies around the
world. Surveys at multiple time points are not available from all countries,
so our sample size drops to 41 countries when analyzing change in people’s
willingness to fight. Our dependent variable is measured by the following
question:

“Of course, we all hope that there will not be another war, but if it
were to come to that, would you be willing to fight for your country?”

The response options were “yes” and “no.” Respondents who did
not answer this question (30 percent of all respondents) are treated as
missing.



Findings
As Figure 5.1 in the preceding chapter demonstrated, all six components of
Individual-choice norms are strongly linked with levels of economic
development, rising as we move from low-income societies to lower-
middle-income societies, to upper-middle societies and reaching their
highest level among high-income societies. Since economic levels have
been rising during recent decades in most of the world, this suggests that
Individual-choice values should have been spreading, particularly in high-
income countries. This has indeed been the case, as Figure 5.4
demonstrates: Support for these norms increased 40 of the 58 countries
from which we have at least ten years of time-series data –  and, in keeping
with the claim that these changes are linked with existential security, it
increased in 23 of the 24 high-income countries.

The graphs in Figures 6.1a and 6.1b show the proportion of a public
that is unwilling to fight for their country, in the latest available survey from
84 societies. The levels vary widely, from lows of 2 percent in Vietnam and
Qatar and 3 percent in Turkey and China, to a high of 74 percent in Japan.
The publics of Germany, Japan and Italy –  the Axis Powers of World War II
–  show some of the world’s highest rates of unwillingness to fight for their
country.



Figure 6.1a Individual-choice and willingness to fight for country (with
former Axis and Nordic countries).
Based on each country’s latest available survey, median year being 2007.
r = .44, r2 = .20, N = 84 countries.



Figure 6.1b Individual-choice and willingness to fight for country
(without former Axis and Nordic countries).
r = .55, r2 = .31

Willingness to fight for one’s country also varies with levels of
development. In low-income societies28 the mean figure is 20 percent, in
middle-income societies 25 percent and in high-income societies, an
average of 37 percent of the public is unwilling to fight for their country.

These findings suggest a link between existential security and
willingness to fight for one’s country, but this link is mediated by the
tendency for economic development to encourage Individual-choice values.
Figure 6.1 shows how a public’s average willingness to fight in war is
linked to the prevalence of Individual-choice values. Figure 6.1a shows the
relationship in all countries from which data are available. It demonstrates
that the overall correlation between Individual-choice values and
unwillingness to fight (r = .44) is fairly strong and in the predicted
direction.29



Andorra provides a critical test case of the inverse relationship
between Individual-choice values and willingness to fight. A majority of
Andorra’s population now consists of prosperous French and Spanish
citizens who maintain residence there to take advantage of low taxes. It has
one of the world’s highest per capita incomes and no perceived military
threat, and accordingly, its public shows some of the strongest pro-
Individual-choice orientations among all surveyed publics –  and very little
willingness to fight.

There are two coherent groups of outliers, as Figure 6.1a indicates.
The first group consists of the Germans, Italians and Japanese –  all of
whom are even more unwilling to fight than their strong pro-choice
orientation predicts. This reflects the historical learning experience of their
history under fascist regimes that led to devastating defeat in World War II.
This left a lasting aversion to militarism that shows up in all available
surveys since 1981. A contrasting group of outliers are the Nordic
countries: Norway, Sweden and Finland.30 Although their publics exhibit
some of the world’s strongest pro-choice orientations, their willingness to
fight is much higher than this would predict because military service has
taken on very different connotations from what it has in other countries.

Because of their distinctive historic experiences, these two groups of
societies deviate from the overall pattern, weakening the otherwise strongly
negative relationship between Individual-choice values and willingness to
fight. Accordingly, if we drop these two groups from the analysis, the
impact of choice values on willingness to fight becomes stronger, as Figure
6.1b demonstrates: the overall relationship between Individual-choice
norms and unwillingness to fight for one’s country rises to r = .55.



Regression analyses demonstrate that a multivariate index of
existential security explains 26 percent of the variance in willingness to
fight for one’s country: moving from societies with the lowest levels of
existential security to those with the highest increases a public’s
unwillingness to fight by 28 percentage points.31 Adding dummy variables
for the former Axis and Nordic groups has an additional powerful effect,
raising the explained variance to 55 percent. Adding Individual-choice
values to the analysis raises the explained variance still further, to 65
percent. Moreover, while the effects of historic experiences remain strong
and highly significant when we drop existential security from the analysis,
choice values almost entirely absorb the pacifying effect of existential
security –  in keeping with the hypothesis that existential security diminishes
willingness to fight largely through its tendency to produce an Individual-
choice-oriented culture. Consequently, a model with only two explanatory
variables –  historical learning experiences and Individual-choice values –
explains 65 percent of the cross-national variance in willingness to fight.

Longitudinal Evidence
Individual-choice values are linked with low willingness to fight for one’s
country at both the national and individual levels, but this does not
demonstrate a causal linkage. To move toward a causal interpretation, we
must establish that a dynamic relationship exists between Individual-choice
values and willingness to fight. Figure 5.2 in the preceding chapter
demonstrated that pro-choice values have been rising in most societies. This



suggests that people’s willingness to fight for one’s country should have
fallen as these values were rising.

As Figure 6.2 demonstrates, this is indeed what we find –
overwhelmingly. This figure covers all 41 societies from which data is
available across a span of at least ten years.32 As it demonstrates, the
public’s willingness to fight fell in 36 societies, showed no change in two
societies, and increased in three societies. Among societies showing any
change, 92 percent became less willing to fight for their country. The mean
change was a six-point decline per decade in the percentage saying they
were willing to fight.



Figure 6.2 Change in people’s willingness to fight for their country in
war.
Bars show average change scores per national population, from the
earliest to latest, for all 41 countries covered by a time series of at least
ten years (WVS/EVS, 1981– 2012). Since length of time in change
measures varies from country to country, all changes are standardized to
the length of a decade.

The two countries showing the largest increases in willingness to fight
are Italy and France. Throughout the postwar period, both countries had
powerful communist parties that opposed their countries’ participation in
NATO, which was seen as directed against the Soviet Union. After 1990,
both communist parties collapsed, opening the way for modest increases in
willingness to fight for one’s country.



Longitudinal analyses33 demonstrate that willingness to fight is a
relatively stable characteristic of given societies: it changes, but does so at a
glacial pace. Contrary to the original version of the “democratic peace”
thesis, this analysis shows that rising democracy from Time 1 to Time 2
does not significantly diminish willingness to fight at Time 2. Nor does
rising existential security show a significant diminishing effect. The
strongest effect –  and the only one that is highly significant besides the
Nordic experience –  reflects rising emphasis on Individual-choice values.34

When these values rise from their minimum to their maximum levels, a
public’s willingness to fight falls by 55 percentage points from time 1 to
time 2.35 Although only limited longitudinal evidence is available, these
findings converge with those from the broader cross-sectional data,
suggesting that rising Individual-choice values play a major role in reducing
a public’s willingness to fight.

Conclusion
Cross-sectional evidence, longitudinal evidence and multi-level evidence
from societies containing most of the world’s population indicates that
rising existential security gives rise to Individual-choice values. As these
values become widespread, people’s willingness to fight other countries
dwindles.

Without full experimental controls, one cannot prove causality. But
evidence from countries around the world suggests that rising existential
security encourages a shift toward Individual-choice orientations and
reduces tolerance of human casualties, bringing a diminishing willingness



to fight for one’s country. The evidence suggests that this transformation
has been going on over the last thirty years, strengthening the factors
supporting international peace.

Cultural evolution is also driven by historic learning experiences.
World War II left a lasting legacy: from the earliest available surveys to the
present time, only a minority of the German, Japanese and Italian publics
say that they would be willing to fight for their country. Conversely, a
distinctive role for the military has emerged in the Nordic countries,
endowing military service with connotations of peace-keeping among the
publics of the Nordic countries.

These trends are reversible. Russia’s seizure of Crimea and
intervention in the Eastern Ukraine evoked widespread concern, bringing
economic sanctions, capital flight from Russia and impelling Nordic
political leaders to reassess the role of their countries’ military forces. But
so far, no influential Western leaders –  not even the Hawks –  have
advocated military action against Russia. The norms of the Long Peace
continue to prevail for now.

* This chapter draws on Inglehart, Puranen and Welzel, 2015.
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Development and Democracy*

◈

Overview
In recent years, a democratic boom has given way to a democratic
recession. Between 1987 and 1995, scores of countries made transitions to
democracy, bringing widespread euphoria about democracy’s future. But
since then, democracy has retreated in many countries and attempts to
establish democracy in Afghanistan and Iraq have left both countries in
chaos. Moreover, democracy is in disarray in many high-income countries,
for reasons discussed in Chapter 9. This, together with growing
authoritarianism in China and Russia, has led many observers to argue that
democracy has reached its high-water mark and is in long-term retreat.

That conclusion is mistaken. The underlying conditions of societies
around the world point to a more complicated reality. The bad news is that
it is unrealistic to assume that democratic institutions can be set up easily,
anywhere. Although the outlook is never hopeless, democracy is most
likely to emerge and survive when certain social and cultural conditions are



present. The US government ignored this reality when it attempted to
establish democracy in Iraq without considering cultural cleavages that
endangered the effort.

The good news, however, is that the conditions conducive to
democracy can and do change –  and abundant evidence indicates that the
process of modernization advances them. Modernization is a syndrome of
social changes linked with industrialization. Once set in motion, it tends to
penetrate all aspects of life, bringing occupational specialization,
urbanization, rising educational levels, rising life expectancy and rapid
economic growth. This transforms social life and political institutions,
bringing rising mass participation in politics and –  in the long run –  making
democratic political institutions more likely.

The long-term trend toward democracy has always moved in surges
and declines. At the start of the twentieth century only a handful of
democracies existed, and even they were not full democracies by today’s
standards. There was a large increase in the number of democracies
immediately after World War I, another surge following World War II, and a
third surge at the end of the Cold War. Each of these surges was followed
by a decline, such as the spread of fascism during the 1930s –  and each
period of decline stimulated widespread belief that the spread of democracy
had ended, and that the wave of the future was fascism (or communism; or
bureaucratic authoritarianism). But the number of democracies never fell
back to its original base line, and in the long run, each decline was followed
by a renewed spread of democracy. By the early twenty-first century, about
90 countries could be considered democratic.1

Although many of them are flawed democracies, the overall trend is
striking: in the long run, the cognitive mobilization and changes in mass



values linked with modernization tend to bring democracy. There is no
reason to believe that this does not apply to contemporary Russia and
China. Although Russia experienced a period of sharp decline following the
collapse of the Soviet Union, with per capita GDP falling to 40 percent of
its former peak, and life expectancy falling rather than rising, Russia’s long-
term trend has been toward rising economic and physical security.

Though China has had rapid economic growth since 1980, its public
has not forgotten that, as recently as the 1960s, more than 30 million
Chinese citizens starved to death: for now, prosperity takes top priority for
most of the Chinese public, and economic success helps legitimate one-
party rule by the Chinese Communist Party. The Chinese leadership is
currently cracking down on dissent –  partly because they are aware that
economic development tends to bring demands for an increasingly open and
democratic political system, as is already true in China’s most prosperous
region, Hong Kong. There is no need to panic about the fact that democracy
is currently in retreat. The dynamics of modernization and democracy are
becoming increasingly clear, and it is unlikely that they will fail to function
in the long run.

Development and Democracy
Over half a century ago, Seymour Martin Lipset pointed out that rich
countries are much likelier to be democracies than poor countries. Although
this claim was contested for many years, it has held up against repeated
tests. Why are economic development and democracy so closely linked?
Simply reaching a given level of economic development does not



automatically produce democracy; it can do so only by bringing changes in
how people act. Accordingly, Lipset suggested that development leads to
democracy because it produces certain sociocultural changes that shape
human actions.2 The empirical data needed to test this claim did not exist
then, so his suggestion remained a passing comment.3 But it has a very real
basis.

A century and a half ago, Karl Marx argued that industrialization leads
to the rise of the bourgeoisie, the bearer of democracy. Karl Deutsch argued
that urbanization, industrialization and rising mass literacy transform
geographically scattered and illiterate peasants into participants who
become increasingly able to play a role in politics.4 But representative
democracy is only one possible outcome –  industrialization can also lead to
fascism or communism.5

The causal direction of the linkage between economic development
and democracy has been questioned: are rich countries likelier to be
democratic because democracy makes countries rich, or is development
conducive to democracy? Today, it seems clear that the causal sequence
works mainly from economic development to democratization. During early
industrialization, authoritarian states are just as likely to attain high rates of
economic growth as are democracies. But beyond a certain level,
democracy becomes increasingly likely to emerge and survive. Thus,
among the scores of countries that democratized around 1990, most were
middle-income countries: almost all of the high-income countries already
were democracies, and few low-income countries made the transition.

The strong correlation between development and democracy reflects
the fact that economic development is conducive to democracy. The
question of why development leads to democracy has been debated



intensely. It does not result from some mysterious force that causes
democratic institutions to emerge automatically when a country attains a
certain level of GDP. Instead, economic development brings democracy if it
changes people’s values and behavior. Economic development is conducive
to democratization insofar as it (1) creates a large and articulate middle
class and (2) transforms people’s values and motivations, so that they give
higher priority to free choice and freedom of expression.

Today, we have better measures than ever before of what the key
changes are, and how far they have progressed in given countries.
Multivariate analysis of the data from the Values Surveys makes it possible
to sort out the relative impact of economic, social and cultural changes, and
the results indicate that economic development is conducive to democracy
insofar as it brings specific structural changes (particularly the rise of a
well-educated, articulate population that is accustomed to thinking for
themselves) and certain cultural changes (particularly the rise of Self-
expression values).6 Wars, depressions, institutional changes, elite decisions
and specific leaders also influence what happens –  but cultural change is a
major factor in the emergence and survival of democracy.

Modernization brings rising educational levels as the workforce moves
into occupations that require independent thinking, making people more
articulate and more skilled at organizing political action. As knowledge
societies emerge, people become accustomed to using their own initiative
and judgment on the job, and become increasingly likely to question
hierarchical authority.

Modernization also makes people economically more secure, and Self-
expression values become increasingly widespread when a large share of
the population grows up taking survival for granted. The desire for freedom



and autonomy are universal aspirations. They may be subordinated to the
needs for subsistence and order when survival is precarious, but they take
increasingly high priority as survival becomes secure. The basic motivation
for democracy –  the universal human desire for free choice –  starts to play
an increasingly important role. People place growing emphasis on free
choice in politics and demand civil and political liberties and democratic
institutions.

Effective Democracy
During the explosion of democracy that took place from 1987 to 1995,
democracy spread rapidly throughout the world. Strategic elite agreements
played an important role in this process, facilitated by an international
environment in which the end of the Cold War opened the way for
democratization. Initially, there was a tendency to view any regime that
held competitive elections as a democracy. But many of the new
democracies suffer from massive corruption and fail to provide the rule of
law that is needed to make democracy effective. A growing number of
observers now emphasize the inadequacy of “electoral democracy,”
“hybrid democracy,” “authoritarian democracy,” and other forms of sham
democracy in which mass preferences –  instead of being a decisive
influence on government decisions, as democratic theory holds –  are largely
ignored by elites. It is crucial to distinguish between effective and
ineffective democracies.

The essence of democracy is that it empowers ordinary citizens.
Effective democracy reflects not only the extent to which civil and political



rights exist on paper, but also the degree to which officials actually respect
these rights. The first of these two components –  the existence of rights on
paper –  is measured by the annual Freedom House rankings: if a society
holds free elections, Freedom House tends to rate it as “free,” giving it
scores near or at the top of its scale. Thus, soon after they emerged, the new
democracies of Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania received scores as
high as those of the long-established Western democracies, although closer
analysis showed that widespread corruption made these new democracies
far less responsive to their citizens’ choices.

If one uses the minimalist definition of electoral democracy, the
characteristics of mass publics are relatively unimportant: one can hold
elections almost anywhere. But generally accepted standards of what
constitutes democracy have become increasingly demanding over time.
When representative democracy first emerged, property qualifications
existed and excluding women and slaves from voting was viewed as
compatible with democracy. Today no one would accept that definition.
Scholars of democracy have become increasingly critical of narrow
electoral definitions of democracy. If one views democratization as a
process by which political power moves into the hands of ordinary citizens,
one needs a broader definition of democracy –  and one finds that the
orientations of ordinary citizens play a crucial role in democratization.

Effective democracy is linked with high levels of societal
development. One can establish electoral democracy almost anywhere, but
it may not be deep-rooted or long-lasting if it does not transfer power from
the elites to the people. Effective democracy is most likely to exist with a
relatively developed infrastructure that includes not only economic



prosperity but also widespread participatory habits and emphasis on free
choice among the public.

Democracy emerges when economic development increases people’s
resources, leading to (1) cognitive mobilization and (2) the emergence of
Self-expression values. Since material sustenance and physical security are
the most immediate requirements for survival, people give them top priority
when they are scarce –  but with growing prosperity, they become more
likely to emphasize autonomy and Self-expression values that give high
priority to free choice and participation in decision-making. Socioeconomic
development makes people more likely to want democratic institutions –
and cognitive mobilization makes them more skilled at organizing in order
to get them.

In response to survey questions about whether democracy is desirable,
strong majorities endorse democracy, even in countries where Self-
expression values are weak –  but in such cases, both the priority placed on
self-expression, and the propensity to engage in political action are weak,
leaving elites free to ignore mass preferences. Outside pressures from
agencies such as the World Bank may prompt elites to adopt democratic
institutions, but if they are not under strong domestic pressure to make these
institutions effective, elites are likely to corrupt them, rendering democracy
ineffective. Economic development tends to make Self-expression values
increasingly widespread, both in democracies and in authoritarian societies.

The Role of Self-Expression Values



The political culture literature has always assumed that certain mass
attitudes are conducive to democracy, but until recently this assumption was
simply an act of faith. The influential Civic Culture study covered only five
countries so it could not perform statistically significant tests of whether
certain individual-level attitudes were linked with democracy (which exists
only at the societal level). Today, the Values Surveys cover more than 100
countries, making it possible to measure whether countries where certain
attitudes are relatively widespread actually are more democratic than other
countries. The findings indicate that certain mass attitudes are strongly
linked with democracy.

But face-validity is an unreliable guide concerning which attitudes
have the most impact on democracy. Much research on democracy is based
on the assumption that societies in which the public says favorable things
about democracy are most likely to be democratic. This assumption seems
perfectly plausible –  until one discovers that the percentage of the public
expressing favorable attitudes toward democracy is higher in Albania and
Azerbaijan than it is in Sweden or Switzerland. At this point in history,
most people are ready to give lip service to democracy, and in public
opinion surveys strong majorities of the public in almost every country say
that democracy is the best form of government. But this does not
necessarily tap deep-rooted orientations or strong motivations –  in some
cases it simply reflects social desirability effects.

Explicit mass-level endorsement of democracy shows a fairly strong
correlation with the existence of democracy at the societal level. But,
surprising as it may seem, Self-expression values –  which do not even
mention democracy –  are a much stronger predictor of democracy than is
explicit support for democracy.7 For endorsement of democracy does not



necessarily go with the interpersonal trust, tolerance of other groups and
political activism that are core components of Self-expression values –  and
empirical analysis demonstrates that these are far more important to the
emergence and survival of democratic institutions than mere lip service.
Consequently Self-expression values are much more strongly linked with
democratic institutions than is explicit endorsement of democracy.

One reason why this is true is because Self-expression values are
conducive to pro-democratic mass action. Self-expression values place a
high value on freedom and autonomy. Explicit endorsement of democracy,
on the other hand, may reflect various other motivations, such as the belief
that democracy brings prosperity. Thus, survey questions concerning
whether democracy is preferable to authoritarian alternatives are
substantially weaker predictors of whether democratic institutions are
actually present at the societal level than are Self-expression values.

These findings help us understand why economic development is
linked with democracy: development brings rising education and
employment in knowledge-sector jobs that make people more articulate and
skillful in organizing to make effective demands; it also makes them more
secure, encouraging Self-expression values that give high priority to
freedom of choice. Since democratic institutions provide greater free choice
than authoritarian institutions, people with Self-expression values generally
want democracy. Elites do not choose in a vacuum whether to adopt
democracy. As publics become increasingly articulate, well-organized and
place higher priority on freedom, elites have less choice in the matter.

To construct an index of effective democracy, we multiply the
Freedom House measures of civil and political rights by the World Bank’s
anti-corruption scores,8 which is an indicator of “elite integrity,” or the



extent to which state power actually follows legal norms. When we
examine the linkage between this measure of genuine democracy and mass
Self-expression values, we find an amazingly strong correlation of r = .90
across 73 nations, as Figure 7.1 demonstrates. This pattern reflects a
powerful cross-level linkage, connecting mass values that emphasize free
choice, and the extent to which societal institutions actually provide it.

Figure 7.1 Effective democracy around 2000 by a country’s mean level
of Self-expression values in mid 1990s.

Source: Inglehart and Welzel, 2005: 155.

Figure 7.1 shows the relationship between this index of effective
democracy and mass Self-expression values. The extent to which Self-
expression values are present in a society explains over 80 percent of the
cross-national variance in the extent to which liberal democracy is actually
practiced. These findings suggest that the importance of the linkage



between individual-level values and democratic institutions has been
underestimated. Today, mass preferences seem to play a crucial role in the
emergence of genuine democracy.9

The linkage between mass Self-expression values and democratic
institutions is remarkably strong and consistent, showing only a few outliers
–  but these outliers are significant. China and Vietnam show considerably
lower levels of democracy than their publics’ values would predict. Both
countries have authoritarian regimes that have greatly increased the latitude
for individual choice in the economic realm, and have been experimenting
with local-level democracy –  but their one-party regimes are extremely
reluctant to allow competition at the national level. In the long run, the
success of their economic reforms tends to give rise to societal pressures
that erode one-party dominance.

Authoritarian rulers of some Asian societies have claimed that the
distinctive “Asian values” of these societies make them unsuitable for
democracy (Zakaria and Lee, 1994; Thompson, 2000). In fact, the position
of most Asian countries on Figure 7.1 is about where their level of
socioeconomic development would predict. Japan ranks with the
established Western democracies, both on the Self-expression values
dimension and on its level of democracy. And South Korea’s position on
both dimensions is similar to those of other relatively new democracies
such as Chile and Uruguay. The publics of Confucian societies are more
supportive of democracy than the “Asian values” school assumes.

On the other hand, in the Muslim-majority societies from which we
have data, less than 30 percent of the public ranks high on Self-expression
values. The goal of democracy is attractive to these publics, but their levels
of tolerance and trust and the priority they give to self-expression fall short



of what is found in all established democracies. But we do not find an
unbridgeable chasm between Islamic societies and the rest of the world.
The belief systems of these Islamic countries also fall roughly where their
level of socioeconomic development would predict them to be. The most
developed of them, Turkey, is near the transition zone along with other
countries such as the Philippines, South Africa, Poland, South Korea and
Slovenia that experienced relatively recent transitions to democracy. Iran is
a significant exception insofar as it has a lower level of democracy than its
public’s values would predict. Among all Islamic countries, Iran shows the
strongest liberalizing pressures from its public. This tension leads us to
expect that growing mass support may eventually help the country’s
liberalizing forces overcome theocratic rule, bringing the country on a path
to liberal democracy. In recent national elections, strong majorities of the
Iranian public voted in favor of regimes seeking closer relations with
Western democracies –  but their ability to move in this direction was
blocked by unelected theocratic elites who control the military and police.

Which comes first –  a democratic political culture or democratic
institutions? The extent to which people emphasize Self-expression values
is closely linked with the flourishing of democratic institutions. But what
causes what? Previous research indicates that socioeconomic development
leads to democracy, rather than the other way around. Thus, the causal
direction of the relationship between socioeconomic development and
democracy has been analyzed by Burkhart and Lewis-Beck (1994), using
empirical data from 131 countries. They conclude that socioeconomic
development causes democracy, but that democracy does not cause
socioeconomic development. Helliwell (1993) reaches similar conclusions.
Let us pursue these finding further.



The Impact of Self-Expression Values
Empirically, one finds a remarkably strong correlation between Self-
expression values and effective democracy. But do Self-expression values
lead to democracy, or does democracy cause Self-expression values to
emerge? The evidence indicates that the causal flow moves mainly from
Self-expression values to democracy.10 One strong indication is the fact that
democratic institutions do not need to be in place for Self-expression values
to emerge. In the years preceding the 1990 wave of democratization, Self-
expression values had emerged through a process of intergenerational value
change –  not only in Western democracies, but also within many
authoritarian societies.11 By 1990, the publics of East Germany and
Czechoslovakia –  living in two of the world’s most authoritarian regimes –
had developed high levels of Self-expression values. Although their
political system were authoritarian, these countries were among the most
economically advanced countries within the communist world, with highly
developed educational systems and advanced social welfare systems –  and
high levels of Self-expression values. Thus, when the threat of Soviet
military intervention was removed, they moved swiftly toward democracy.

Self-expression values emerge when a large share of the population
grows up taking survival for granted. As countries develop, this worldview
tends to emerge even under authoritarian political regimes. People become
economically and physically more secure and more articulate. They seek
more freedom of choice concerning how to spend time and money, what to
believe, and with whom to interact. Even repressive regimes find it difficult
to check these tendencies, for they are intimately linked with
modernization, and repressing them hinders the emergence of an effective



knowledge sector. Self-expression values seem to emerge in any regime
where modernization increases people’s sense of existential security.

In knowledge societies, people become accustomed to using their own
initiative and judgment in their daily lives. They become increasingly likely
to question hierarchical authority, for the desire for free choice and
autonomy are universal aspirations. They may be subordinated to the needs
for subsistence and order when survival is precarious, but they take
increasingly high priority as survival becomes more secure. The specific
democratic institutions that emerged during the past two hundred years are
largely a product of Western history. But the basic motivation for
democracy –  the human desire for free choice –  is the natural product of an
environment in which rising existential security leads to the spread of Self-
expression values.

Elites almost always seek to stay in power. Accordingly, democratic
institutions generally emerge only when people struggle to attain them; this
has been true from the liberal revolutions of the eighteenth century to the
democratic revolutions of the late twentieth century. People’s motivations
and values played an important role in the past and they are becoming
increasingly important. Self-expression values place an inherent value on
freedom and self-expression, and in recent decades these values have been
spreading across most of the world. Does this mean that authoritarian
systems will inevitably crumble? Not automatically. Rising emphasis on
Self-expression values erodes the legitimacy of authoritarian systems, but
as long as determined authoritarian elites control the army and secret police,
they usually can repress pro-democratic forces.

But modernization tends to bring both cognitive mobilization and
growing emphasis on Self-expression values. A growing share of the people



becomes motivated to demand democratic institutions, and increasingly
effective in doing so. The costs and risks of repression become increasingly
high. Finally, with intergenerational replacement, the elite itself may
become less authoritarian and repressive, as its younger cohorts emerge
from a society that places increasing value on self-expression. Social
change is not deterministic, but modernization brings a growing probability
that democratic institutions will emerge.

Explaining Shifts to and away from
Democracy

Let us test the thesis that Self-expression values are conducive to
democracy, from another perspective, building on a central premise of the
political culture approach –  the congruence thesis. Prominent social
scientists claim that the stability of political regimes depends on the
congruence between political institutions and mass values:12 political
institutions must be consistent with the citizens’ value orientations or they
will lack legitimacy, and their stability will be low. The greater the
incongruence between mass values and political institutions, the more
unstable the regime will be. If this claim is true, shifts to and away from
democracy should reflect the incongruence between institutions and culture:
the larger the incongruence, the larger subsequent change will be.13 If
changes occur, they should be greatest in countries that start out with the
largest gaps between culture and institutions: regime changes adjust the
discrepancy between culture and institutions.



One can view the linkage between democratic institutions and Self-
expression values as reflecting the congruence between the supply and the
demand for freedom. Democratic institutions provide a high supply of
freedom since they institutionalize civil and political liberties; and Self-
expression values create a cultural demand for freedom because these
values emphasize freedom of choice. This means that there are two varieties
of congruence: (1) an authoritarian state has congruent institutions and
culture if its people emphasize Survival values rather than Self-expression
values; and (2) democracies have congruence if their people emphasize
Self-expression values, creating a strong mass demand for freedom that is
consistent with their societies’ broad institutional supply of freedom.

Conversely, if the citizens of an authoritarian state place strong
emphasis on Self-expression values, moving toward democracy would
reduce incongruence, bringing it into closer correspondence with the
underlying cultural demand. Similarly, a society with high levels of
democracy but low emphasis on self-expression would have an institutional
oversupply of freedom, so one would expect a shift away from democracy.

During the Third Wave of democratization, in the late 1980s and early
1990s, dozens of countries made transitions from authoritarian to
democratic regimes. This provides an opportunity to analyze the dynamics
of the relationship between cultural values and democratic institutions.

The incongruence between the institutional supply of democracy and
the cultural demand for democracy is calculated by subtracting the demand
from the supply. In order to measure the incongruence that was present
before the Third Wave transition, we use the pre-transition levels of
democracy, as measured during 1981– 1986, to indicate the supply. To
calculate the cultural demand for democracy, we use Self-expression values



measured around 1990 as an indication of how strong these values were
before the transition.14

The more Self-expression values surpass a society’s level of
democracy, the greater the unmet demand. In the analysis shown on Figure
7.2, a score of – 1 indicates the strongest possible lack of demand for more
democracy, while a score of +1 indicates the maximum demand for more
democracy. Our sample includes a number of stable Western democracies in
which the levels of democracy have been constant since measurement
began. These 16 democracies are in an equilibrium where supply and
demand for democracy are in balance; accordingly, they are at the zero-
point on the incongruence scale. They also are at the zero-point on the
vertical dimension, which measures how much change a country
experienced in its level of effective democracy from the early 1980s to the
late 1990s: since the supply and demand for democracy were in balance,
they experienced no change.



Figure 7.2 Change in level of effective democracy from early 1980s to
late 1990s, by unmet demand for (or surplus supply of) democracy in
early 1980s.

Source: Inglehart and Welzel, 2005: 189.

The horizontal incongruence scale on Figure 7.2 reflects the extent to
which the demand for democracy exceeds, or falls short of, its supply. We
hypothesize that a society’s score on this scale in the early 1980s will
predict both the direction and the extent to which a society experienced
subsequent changes towards more or less democracy: countries with unmet
demand should move toward more democracy; while countries with more
democracy than their culture demands should move toward less democracy.
Moreover, moves toward democracy should be largest among the countries
with the highest positive scores on the incongruence scale.

These predictions are right on target, as Figure 7.2 demonstrates.
Unlike Figure 7.1, which shows the relationship between levels of Self-



expression values and levels of democracy, this figure analyzes the impact
of the discrepancy between mass values and levels of democracy, on
changes in levels of democracy from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s.15 As
Figure 7.2 demonstrates, the more the cultural demand for democracy
exceeded its institutional supply around 1986, the greater were the
subsequent moves towards democracy, from 1987 to 2002. The reverse
relationship also holds also true: the more the cultural demand for
democracy fell short of its actual supply, the larger the moves away from
democracy.

We interpret scores on the horizontal axis as reflecting unmet mass
demand for democracy –  which created a political tension that was released
when the blocking factors were removed around 1990. As the data
demonstrate, the countries that had the highest unmet mass demand for
democracy, were the ones that made the largest subsequent movement
toward democracy.

Self-expression values exert pressure for change in levels of
democracy. These values emerge through long-term intergenerational
changes, while democracy often emerges suddenly after long periods of
institutional blockage. Consequently, it is the level of Self-expression values
at the time of the breakthrough, not recent changes in these levels, that
determines the magnitude of subsequent changes toward democracy. The
analysis shown in Figure 7.2 is not the usual way to analyze change, but it
is an appropriate way to analyze processes involving thresholds and
blocking factors, as applies here. The results indicate that a society’s unmet
demand for democracy in 1990 accounts for 67 percent of the change in
levels of democracy from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s.



But do Self-expression values lead to democracy, or does democracy
bring Self-expression values? It seems to be mainly the former, for
democratic institutions do not need to be in place for Self-expression values
to emerge. Time series evidence from the Values Surveys indicates that in
the years preceding the 1988– 1992 wave of democratization, Self-
expression values had emerged through a process of intergenerational value
change –  not only in Western democracies, but also in many authoritarian
societies. By 1990, the publics of East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania –  living under strongly authoritarian regimes –  had
developed high levels of Self-expression values despite their authoritarian
political systems, reflecting the fact that they were among the most
economically advanced countries in the communist world, with high levels
of prosperity, education and advanced social welfare systems. In the
decades before 1990, Self-expression values had been spreading, making
people more likely to intervene directly in politics. Thus, when Gorbachev
withdrew the threat of Soviet military intervention, unprecedented numbers
of people participated in the demonstrations that helped bring about the
wave of democratization that took place from 1988 to 1992. As long as
determined authoritarian elites control the army and police, they can repress
pro-democratic forces. But even repressive regimes find it costly to do so,
for it tends to block the emergence of an effective knowledge sector.

There was only one case of the opposite phenomenon, where levels of
democracy declined although the demand exceeded the supply –  China
being the sole exception. The Chinese government provided an extremely
low supply of democracy, but mass demands gradually built up, erupting in
the Democracy Movement of 1989, when demonstrators took over
Tiananmen Square in Beijing, demanding greater freedom of expression.



For a few months the government wavered –  but in June 1989 China’s top
leaders ordered the army to repress the movement, using tanks to do so. The
repression of the Democracy Movement illustrates the fact that mass
demands for freedom do not always succeed. Determined authoritarian
elites can repress mass pressures as long as they control the military. But
sheer repression is costly. In 1989, the Democracy Movement was mainly
concentrated among the younger and more educated segments of the urban
population, in a society that was still predominantly rural. If socioeconomic
development continues at its current pace, mass emphasis on self-
expression will eventually become more widespread. In the long run it is
likely to permeate the ranks of the younger military and party elites, making
it increasingly difficult to resist democratization.

There were far more societies where the demand for freedom exceeded
its supply, than societies where the demand for freedom fell short of its
supply. But there were some countries in the latter category, such as
Venezuela and Peru –  and these were precisely the cases that showed
declining levels of democracy.

The overall pattern is dominated by a strong tendency for the balance
between mass demands for democracy, and a society’s supply of
democracy, to become congruent. This tendency explains fully 67 per cent
of the variance in changes towards higher or lower levels of democracy
during the Third Wave. This dynamic model explains changes in levels of
democracy, and not just static levels of democracy.

It is virtually impossible to interpret the relationship depicted in Figure
7.2 as reflecting the impact of democratic institutions on Self-expression
values. As we have seen, changes in Self-expression values built up steadily
over long periods of time. The level of Self-expression values measured



around 1990 had been accumulating over many years, and it existed before
democratization occurred. Democratization around 1990 could not have
created the levels of Self-expression values that existed in the 1980s. The
causal arrow can only run from accumulated Self-expression values toward
the sudden societal changes: the supply of democracy moved toward greater
congruence with the societies’ underlying demands for freedom.

This confirms a point made by Inglehart and Welzel:16 controlling for
other variables, the relation between Self-expression values and liberal
democracy operates primarily from values to democracy. Previous levels of
democracy show no impact on Self-expression values, when one controls
for the temporal autocorrelation17 of Self-expression values; but Self-
expression values do have a substantial impact on democracy levels –  even
controlling for the temporal autocorrelation of democracy.

Though elite bargaining was central when representative democracy
first emerged, and still plays an important role, effective democracy
increasingly emerges when ordinary people develop values and skills that
enable them to put effective pressures on elites. Modernization not only
brings growing emphasis on Self-expression values –  it also leads to social
and cognitive mobilization. These two sets of changes make people more
likely to want democracy, and increasingly effective in organizing to get it.
Let us discuss the cognitive mobilization factor in more detail.

Social Mobilization and Cognitive
Mobilization: The Shifting Balance of

Political Skills



In early face-to-face political communities such as the tribe or city state,
political communication was by word of mouth and dealt with things one
knew first hand. Virtually everyone possessed the skills necessary for
political participation, so politics could be relatively democratic, with
decision-making often taking place in councils where every adult male had
a voice.

The emergence of extensive political communities, governing millions
rather than thousands of people, required special skills such as literacy.
Word of mouth communications were no longer adequate; written messages
had to be sent and received across great distances. Human memory was no
longer capable of recording such details as the tax base of thousands of
villages or the military manpower they could raise; written records were
needed. And personal chains of loyalties were inadequate to hold together
large empires; legitimating myths or ideologies had to be propagated.

The extensive political community had a greatly enlarged population
and resource base, which enabled it to drive smaller competitors out of
existence. But a price was paid. Elites with specialized skills were needed
to coordinate the system. A wide gap opened between the illiterate masses,
who did not have the specialized training needed to cope with politics at a
distance, and a small elite who dealt with national politics. The peasant
masses became almost irrelevant to the politics of large agrarian nations.

Industrialization makes it possible to narrow again the gap between
elites and masses. As parochial people become urbanized, literate, and in
contact with mass media, they gain the skills needed to relate to the national
political community rather than just their village.18 Deutsch analyzed the
process of “social mobilization,” which occurs when people are uprooted
from physical and intellectual isolation, and from old traditions,



occupations, and places of residence.19 Gradually they became integrated
into modern organizations and extensive communications networks –
expanding their horizons beyond the scope of word-of-mouth
communications and increasingly coming in touch with national politics.

Advanced industrial societies have long since completed the outwardly
visible stages of social mobilization, such as urbanization, industrialization,
mass literacy, mass military service and universal suffrage. But the core of
the process continues: the dissemination of the skills needed to cope with an
extensive political community. The term “cognitive mobilization” refers to
this aspect of the process. Though formal education is only one component
of cognitive mobilization, it is the best readily available indicator (though
having a job that requires thinking for oneself is equally important).

As Figure 7.3 indicates, the proportion of the population of 18– 25-
year-olds receiving higher education has risen dramatically during the past
half-century in advanced industrial societies: in 1960, only 16 percent of the
people in the relevant age-group in the USA, Germany and Japan were
enrolled in higher education. The figure increased steadily, to the point
where in 2010, well over half of this age-group were enrolled in higher
education. This is just one indication of the extent to which the general
population is gaining skills that enable them to communicate and organize
for effective political action. Educated people are more likely to have a
sense of “subjective political competence” and to take part in politics.20

Numerous other studies have found that people with higher socioeconomic
status are also likelier to participate in politics. But is this due to cognitive
mobilization or to social status itself? In other words, are the better
educated more likely to have more say in politics because they have the
skills needed to press their demands more effectively –  or simply because



they have better social connections, and more money with which to induce
officials to bend the rules on their behalf?

Figure 7.3 Mean percentage of college-age population enrolled in higher
education in the USA, Germany and Japan, 1960– 2010.
(columns show mean percent for the three countries, equally weighted).

Sources: US data from National Center of Education Statistics, 2012;
Snyder, 1993 and US Census Bureau, 2012. Japan data from: Ministry
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology –  Japan, 2012.
German data from: Kehm, 1999 and Statistisches Bundesamt (2012).
Size of relevant age group is based on UN Department of Economic

and Social Affairs, 2012.

It would be naive to think that wealth and personal connections are
unimportant. But skills and information are important too. By definition,
there will always be an upper third, a middle third and a lower third in
socioeconomic status. But ordinary citizens’ levels of education and
information have risen greatly, shifting the balance of political skills



between elites and mass, increasing the citizens’ ability to make effective
political demands.

Economic development tends to increase the size of the middle class,
bringing higher rates of membership in formal organizations. Education is
an indicator of one’s social status, but it is also an indicator of
communication skills. The distinction is important, for in multivariate
analysis, cognitive variables such as education and political information
prove to be much more powerful predictors of political participation than do
relatively pure social-class indicators such as income or occupation.21

Communication skills seem to be even more conducive to political
participation than is social status per se.

Participation springs from two fundamentally different processes, one
underlying an older mode of political participation, the other a newer
mode.22 The institutions that mobilized mass political participation in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century –  labor unions, churches and
mass political parties –  were hierarchical organizations in which a small
number of leaders or bosses led a mass of disciplined troops. They were
effective in bringing large numbers of newly enfranchised citizens to the
polls in an era when universal compulsory education had just taken root and
the average citizen had a low level of political skills. But while these elite-
directed organizations could mobilize large numbers, they usually produced
only a relatively low qualitative level of participation, generally the simple
act of voting.

A newer elite-directing mode of participation expresses the
individual’s preferences with greater precision than the old. It is issue-
oriented, and based on ad hoc groups rather than on established
bureaucratic organizations. And it aims at effecting specific policy changes



rather than simply supporting the representatives of a given group. This
mode of participation requires relatively high skill levels.

Thus, if we take one’s formal education as an indicator of political
skills, we find that sheer literacy seems sufficient for voting. Most Western
citizens reached this threshold generations ago. But while literacy alone
may be sufficient to produce high rates of voting, higher educational levels
are closely associated with more active forms of political action, such as
signing petitions or participating in demonstrations. But high levels of
political skills are a much stronger predictor of active participation than are
education or social class.23

The rise of the knowledge society also leads to a growing potential for
citizen participation in politics. In knowledge societies, one’s job
experience develops politically relevant skills. The traditional assembly-line
worker produced material objects, working in a hierarchical system that
required (and allowed) little autonomous judgment. Workers in the service
and information sectors deal with people and concepts; operating in an
environment where innovation is crucial, they need autonomy to use their
own judgment. It is inherently impossible to prescribe innovation from
above. Accustomed to working in less hierarchical decision structures in
their job life, people in the information and service sectors are relatively
likely to have both the skills and the inclination to take part in decision-
making in the political realm as well.

Strong organizational networks can help less advantaged groups attain
higher participation rates, and situational factors are also important. But in
the long run, rising levels of skills are even more significant. In politics,
exciting periods tend to alternate with dull ones; in the long run, people
tend to lose interest. But the long-term effects of Cognitive Mobilization –



that is, rising individual-level political skills –  tend to be cumulative.
Cognitive Mobilization is gradually raising the baseline of mass political
participation.

The emergence of postindustrial society brings social and cultural
changes that make democracy increasingly probable. Knowledge societies
cannot function effectively without highly educated publics, who become
increasingly accustomed to thinking for themselves –  on the job and in
political life. Furthermore, rising levels of economic security bring a
growing emphasis on Self-expression values, which give high priority to
free choice and motivate political action. Beyond a certain point, it becomes
difficult to avoid democratization, because repressing mass demands for
more open societies becomes increasingly costly and detrimental to
economic effectiveness. Thus, in its advanced stages, modernization brings
social and cultural changes that tend to bring democratic institutions.

Redistribution and Democracy
Some highly influential literature treats democracy as something that elites
grant, if the costs in terms of economic redistribution are not excessive.
This approach largely ignores the impact of cognitive mobilization and
changing mass values.

Empirically, we find tremendous variation in the degree to which given
publics give high priority to obtaining democratic institutions, and in their
ability to organize effective demands for them. Economic development
dramatically increases people’s material and cognitive resources, enabling
them to mount more powerful collective actions, and putting increasingly



effective pressure on elites.24 Moreover, it is not the have-nots who desire
democracy most strongly. Instead, when people have relatively ample
economic and cognitive resources, and move from emphasizing Survival
values toward emphasizing Self-expression values, they strive most
strongly for democratic institutions.

Accordingly, the survival of authoritarian regimes is not simply a
question of whether elites choose to repress the masses. It reflects the
balance of forces between elites and masses –  which changes over time.
The massive wave of democratization around 1990 was, in large part, a
story of effective mass mobilization, motivated by strong emphasis on Self-
expression values among people who had become increasingly articulate
and skilled at organizing mass movements. The most important effect of
modernization is not that it makes democracy more acceptable to elites. It is
that modernization increases ordinary citizens’ capabilities and willingness
to struggle for democratic institutions.

An analysis of income and democracy carried out by Acemoglu et al.
is a penetrating attempt to understand why rich countries are much likelier
to be democratic than poor ones.25 Using a massive historical data base,
Acemoglu and his colleagues probe far back in time to see if increasing
wealth preceded increasing democracy. Only when they push their analysis
back fully 500 years do they find a positive correlation between changes in
income and changes in democracy –  which weakens or disappears when
they control for fixed country effects. They conclude that both economic
development and the rise of democracy are strongly path-dependent and
that five centuries ago, certain European countries and their colonists
embarked on a development path linked with both democracy and



economic growth, while other countries moved on a path that led to
political repression and less economic growth.

Their analysis indicates that nation-specific effects play a decisive role,
but they do little to clarify the nature of these all-important effects. The
remarkable durability of these effects suggests that they are deep-rooted
cultural and institutional factors similar to those that Putnam uncovered in
his analysis of the differences between the political cultures of Northern and
Southern Italy –  which also could be traced back to patterns that have
persisted for centuries.26 His findings also indicate that deeply rooted
cultural and institutional factors play a decisive role.

Acemoglu, Robinson and their colleagues are right: economic
development alone does not bring democracy. It does so only in
combination with certain cultural and institutional factors. But these factors
are not necessarily unique to certain European countries and countries
populated mainly by their emigrants. Evidence from the Values Surveys
indicates that in recent years, these cultural and institutional factors have
been spreading through much of the world.

The model used by Acemoglu and Robinson treats mass desire for
democracy as a constant that cannot explain why democracy emerges.
Consequently, it leaves an unexplained elephant in the room: at the start of
the twentieth century, there were only a handful of democracies in the
world; by the end of the century there were scores of democracies. If
economic development didn’t bring this change, what did? Their model
indicates that certain countries have long had a lead in both economic
development and democracy, but doesn’t explain what caused this immense
increase in democracy. I argue that the root cause was economic and social



modernization, which brought changes in values and social structure that
made democracy increasingly likely.

Evolutionary modernization theory implies –  and data from many
countries confirms –  that emphasize on Self-expression values has grown in
recent decades, increasing the strength of mass demands for democracy.
Around 1990, changes on the international scene opened the way for dozens
of countries to democratize.27 The extent to which given countries then
moved toward higher levels of democracy reflects the strength of the unmet
demand for democracy in these societies when this window of opportunity
opened.

Acemoglu et al. don’t treat mass values and skills as having an
autonomous impact on democratization: mass protest is simply assumed to
be something that happens whenever economic inequality is high. These
assumptions fit earlier historical data relatively well, when the masses were
illiterate peasants, but they are inadequate to explain the most recent wave
of democratization. Political motivations have been changing massively and
the propensity to participate in demonstrations in postindustrial societies
has more than doubled since 1974.28 Thus, in the 1987– 1995 wave of
democratization, historically unprecedented numbers of demonstrators
participated in demands for democratization from Seoul and Manila to
Moscow and East Berlin. Moreover, this time the struggle was not primarily
about economic redistribution but about political liberty. To a striking
degree, democratization in the ex-communist world was not motivated by
mass pressures for greater economic equality –  it shifted power from elites
who strongly emphasized economic equality, to groups that emphasized it
less strongly.



Democracy does not simply emerge from the desire for economic
redistribution. It emerges from a struggle for democratic freedoms that go
far beyond the right to vote. Throughout most of human history, despotism
and autocracy prevailed. This was not simply because elites chose to
repress the masses, but also because until the modern era, the masses lacked
the organizational skills and the resources needed to mobilize effective
demands for democratic institutions –  and obtaining them was not their top
priority. To understand how democracy emerges, it is not sufficient to focus
solely on elites –  increasingly, one must also study mass-level
developments.

Conclusion
Modernization theory has both positive and negative implications. It holds
that high levels of existential security are conducive to the spread of
democracy –  and that declining economic security has the opposite effect.
And as Chapter 9 demonstrates, for the past three decades, a large share of
the population of high-income societies has experienced declining real
income and sharply declining relative income in comparison with their
country’s top 10 percent. This has stimulated the rise of xenophobic
authoritarian populist parties in many European countries, and the election
of a US President who attacks the mass media as “the enemy of the
American people” and attempts to intimidate “so-called judges” who refuse
to carry out his edicts –  threatening freedom of the press and an
independent judiciary.



Democracy is currently in retreat. The question is: “Is this the end of
the line, or is it a temporary decline comparable to the declines experienced
earlier?” The long-term trend is clear: since the Industrial Revolution, the
world has become richer and safer, with declining rates of both war and
domestic violence. Even today, the world as a whole is becoming richer,
though the high-income countries are currently experiencing an
Authoritarian Reflex –  not because of objective scarcity (their economic
resources are abundant and growing) but largely because of steeply rising
economic inequality that is ultimately a political problem. If it were
reversed, the long-term spread of democracy probably would resume.

Economic development is strongly linked with the rise of effective
democracy because it tends to bring rising Self-expression values and mass
mobilization. Modernization is a process based on industrialization that
brings rising education, a modern occupational structure and rising levels of
existential security –  which eventually leads mass publics to give increasing
high priority to democracy.

Evolutionary modernization theory has both encouraging and
cautionary implications for US foreign policy. Iraq provides a cautionary
lesson. Contrary to the appealing view that democratization can readily be
established almost anywhere, this theory implies that democracy is much
likelier to flourish under certain conditions than others. A number of factors
made it unrealistic to expect that democracy would be easy to establish in
Iraq, including deep ethnic cleavages that had been exacerbated by
Saddam’s policies. And after Saddam’s defeat, allowing physical security to
collapse was a fatal mistake. Interpersonal trust and tolerance flourish when
people feel secure. Democracy is unlikely to survive in a society torn by
distrust and intolerance, and in recent surveys, the Iraqi public manifested



the highest level of xenophobia of any society for which data are
available.29

Evolutionary modernization theory also has positive implications for
US foreign policy. Supported by a large body of evidence, it points to the
conclusion that economic development is a basic driver of democratic
change –  meaning that the US government should do what it can to
encourage development. If it wanted to bring democratic change to Cuba,
for example, isolating it was counterproductive. Lifting the embargo,
promoting economic development, and fostering social engagement and
connection to the world are likely to be more effective. Nothing is certain,
but empirical evidence suggests that a growing sense of security and
growing emphasis on Self-expression values tend to erode authoritarian
regimes.

Similarly, although many observers have been alarmed by the
economic resurgence of China, it has positive long-term implications.
Beneath China’s seemingly monolithic political structure, the social
preconditions for democratization are emerging, and have progressed
farther than many observers realize. In terms of the public’s orientations,
China is moving toward the level of mass emphasis on Self-expression
values at which Chile, Poland, South Korea and Taiwan made transitions to
democracy. As long as the Chinese Communist Party controls the security
forces, democratic institutions will not emerge at the national level. But
mass pressures for liberalization are likely to emerge, and repressing them
will have growing costs in terms of economic efficiency and public morale.
In the long run, growing prosperity for China is favorable to the US
national interest. More broadly, modernization theory implies that the



United States should welcome and encourage economic development
around the world.

* This chapter includes material from Inglehart and Welzel, 2005;
Inglehart and Welzel, 2009; Welzel and Inglehart, 2008; and Inglehart
and Welzel, 2010.
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The Changing Roots of
Happiness*

◈

Overview
Cultural change is a process through which societies adapt their survival
strategies. The process operates as if evolutionary forces were consciously
seeking to maximize human happiness.

In agrarian societies with little or no economic growth or social
mobility, people’s options are severely limited and religion makes people
happier by lowering their aspirations and promising upward social mobility
in an afterlife. But modernization brings changes that are conducive to
happiness because they give people a broader range of choices in how to
live their lives. Consequently, although within most countries religious
people are happier than non-religious people, the people of modernized but
secular countries are happier than the people of less modernized but
religious countries: the modern strategy seems to be more effective than the
traditional strategy to maximize happiness.



But can human happiness be maximized? Until recently, it was widely
held that happiness fluctuates around fixed set-points –  possibly genetically
determined ones –  so neither individuals nor societies can lastingly increase
their happiness. Recent evidence undermines that conclusion. Data from
representative national surveys carried out from 1981 to 2014 show that
happiness rose in an overwhelming majority of the 62 countries for which
substantial time series data are available. Why?

Extensive empirical evidence indicates that the extent to which a
society allows free choice has a major impact on happiness. From 1981 to
2007, economic development, democratization and rising social tolerance
increased the extent to which the people of most countries had free choice
in economic, political and social life –  leading to higher levels of happiness
and life satisfaction.

Development, Freedom and Happiness:
A Global Perspective

Psychologists, economists, biologists, sociologists and political scientists
have investigated human happiness for many years and until recently one
claim found widespread acceptance: happiness remains constant. An
influential body of research holds that neither rising prosperity nor severe
misfortune permanently affect happiness. After a period of adjustment, it is
claimed, individuals return to their baseline levels of well-being, leaving
humanity on a “hedonic treadmill.”1 Similarly, as entire countries become
richer, relative gains and losses neutralize each other across populations,
bringing no overall increase in the happiness of their citizens.2



Moreover, biological factors are closely linked with a sense of well-
being,3 and research on genetic factors suggest that happiness is largely
heritable.4 Individual differences in happiness may be more or less
permanent.5 A widely accepted view is that happiness fluctuates around a
fixed set-point.6 Insofar as this set-point is biologically determined, neither
individual efforts nor social policy can bring lasting changes in happiness.

In keeping with this belief, a large body of evidence indicates that the
mean subjective well-being levels of given countries tend to be remarkably
stable over long periods of time.7 Social comparison theory claims to
explain this stability, arguing that happiness stays the same in the face of
rising income because of shifts in reference. If happiness is shaped by one’s
relative position in a society, then even if a nation’s overall economy grows,
only those with above-average gains will experience rising happiness, and
these increases will be offset by decreases among those with below-average
gains.8

The strongest support for the claim that the happiness levels of
countries remains constant comes from the United States, which provides
the longest and most detailed time series. Hundreds of surveys have
measured happiness and life satisfaction among the American public since
1946, and the data show a flat trend from then to the present. Because the
happiness levels of given societies do not seem to change over time, the
idea that economic development brings rising happiness has been widely
rejected.

Can Happiness Change?



But recent research demonstrates that the subjective well-being levels of
some people can and do change over time.9 Individuals are not necessarily
trapped on a hedonic treadmill.

What about nations? Findings that happiness can change for
individuals do not necessarily mean that the happiness levels of given
societies change. If the relative gains and losses of different individuals
cancel each other out, there will be no discernible shifts, upward or
downward, for a society as a whole.

But cross-sectional comparisons of nations show a great deal of
variation in happiness and life satisfaction that seems to reflect their
prosperity. In 1990, I analyzed data from 24 countries covering the full
range from rich to very poor, and found a .67 correlation between per capita
GNP and life satisfaction. I interpreted this as implying that economic
development is conducive to rising happiness.10 Sufficient longitudinal
evidence was not then available to provide compelling support for this
interpretation. Although rich nations clearly do show higher levels of
subjective well-being than poor countries, it was claimed that this simply
reflects idiosyncratic cultural differences.

We now have compelling evidence. The Values Surveys have
measured the happiness and life satisfaction levels of representative
national surveys in scores of countries containing most of the world’s
population, tracing changes from 1981 to 2014. This massive time series
demonstrates that the happiness levels of entire countries can and do rise or
fall substantially –  and that rising or falling prosperity helps explain these
changes.



Theoretical Frame: Human
Development and Happiness

Important as it is to determine if the happiness of nations has changed, it is
even more important to understand why it has changed. I argue that cultural
changes operate as if evolutionary forces were employing a strategy
consciously designed to maximize human happiness.

Escaping from starvation-level scarcity brings a dramatic increase in
subjective well-being. But there is a threshold at which economic growth no
longer increases subjective well-being significantly. At this level, starvation
is no longer a real concern for most people and survival begins to be taken
for granted. Sizeable numbers of Postmaterialists begin to emerge and for
them, further economic gains no longer produce substantial increases in
subjective well-being. If people (or societies) behaved rationally, one would
expect this to bring a shift in survival strategies. It does.

Figure 8.1 suggests how this works. At low levels of economic
development, even modest economic gains bring a high return in terms of
caloric intake, clothing, shelter, medical care and ultimately, in life
expectancy itself. For individuals to give top priority to maximizing
economic gains, and for a society to give top priority to economic growth,
is an effective survival strategy for people just above the starvation level.
But eventually, one reaches a point at which further economic growth
brings only minimal gains in both life expectancy and subjective well-
being. There is still a good deal of cross-national variation, but from this
point on non-economic aspects of life become increasingly important
influences on how long, and how well, people live. Beyond this point, a
rational strategy is to place increasing emphasis on these non-economic



goals, rather than to continue giving top priority to economic growth, as if it
were the ultimate goal itself.

Figure 8.1 Economic development leads to a shift in survival strategies.

Source: Inglehart, 1997: 65.

This strategy actually seems to work. As we will see, economic
development tends to bring a shift toward Self-expression values that
encourages rising gender equality, growing tolerance of gays and other
outgroups, and democratization –  all of which tend to increase a society’s
levels of happiness and life satisfaction.

This societal-level shift reflects individual-level value changes, from
giving top priority to economic and physical security toward giving top
priority to Self-expression values that emphasize freedom of expression and
free choice. As long as a society is just above the survival-level, people’s
choices are narrow: simply surviving takes most of their time and energy,



and their culture tends to stress solidarity against dangerous outsiders and
rigid conformity to group norms. But with rising prosperity, survival
becomes more secure. People’s values shift from Survival values to Self-
expression values, bringing more tolerant, open worldviews that are more
conducive to happiness and life satisfaction because they allow greater
freedom to choose how to live one’s life. This is particularly important for
women and gays, whose life choices were very narrowly restricted until
recently. But as we will see, rising tolerance and freedom of choice also
tend to bring higher levels of life satisfaction and happiness for the society
as a whole.

As people shift their emphasis from Survival values toward Self-
expression values, they shift from pursuing happiness indirectly –
maximizing the economic means to attain this goal –  toward a more direct
pursuit of happiness by maximizing free choice in all realms of life. The
feeling that one has free choice and control over one’s life is closely linked
with happiness11 and this link seems to be universal: happiness is linked
with one’s sense of freedom in all cultural zones.12

The fact that people change the way in which they pursue happiness
does not necessarily mean that they will attain it. But in the years since
1981, Self-expression values became increasingly widespread, contributing
to democratization, growing support for gender equality and growing
acceptance of outgroups such as gays and lesbians –  changes that are
conducive to human happiness.13

People who live in democracies tend to be substantially happier than
those who live in autocracies:14 democracy provides a wider range of free
choice, which is conducive to subjective well-being.15 Social tolerance also
broadens the range of choices available to people, enhancing their



happiness. Accordingly, support for gender equality and tolerance of
outgroups are strongly linked with happiness –  not just because tolerant
people are happier, but because living in a tolerant society makes life less
stressful for everyone.16

Around 1990, dozens of societies experienced transitions to democracy
that enhanced freedom of expression, freedom to travel and free choice in
politics. Moreover, since 1981, support for both gender equality and
tolerance of outgroups has increased substantially in most of the countries
monitored by the Values Surveys.17 And finally, during the past few
decades, low-income countries containing fully half of the world’s
population experienced the highest rate of economic growth in history,
allowing them to escape from subsistence-level poverty. By a fortuitous
combination of circumstances, the societal changes of recent decades
increased the economic resources of people in less-prosperous societies,
and the political and social freedom of people in middle-income and high-
income societies, enhancing the extent to which people in both types of
societies have free choice in how to live their lives. I hypothesize that these
changes were conducive to rising levels of happiness within entire societies.

Does Growing Freedom of Choice
Increase Happiness and Life
Satisfaction? Empirical Tests

The Values Surveys have carried out several waves of surveys since 1981
that included two widely used measures of subjective well-being, asking
questions about (a) happiness and (b) overall life satisfaction. Happiness



and life satisfaction are shaped by somewhat different factors, but they tend
to go together, showing a societal-level correlation of .81 Life satisfaction
was measured by asking respondents how satisfied they were with their
lives as a whole, using a scale ranging from 1 [not at all satisfied] to 10
[very satisfied]. Happiness was measured by asking respondents how happy
they were, using four categories: very happy; rather happy; not very happy;
and not at all happy. These items have been extensively validated as
measures of subjective well-being.

From its inception, the World Values Survey group has been concerned
with issues of cross-cultural equivalency, a serious but not insoluble
problem. For many decades, researchers have been developing and refining
techniques such as back-translation that help to produce equivalent
translations –  and also identifying questions that are so situation-specific as
to have no meaningful equivalent, making them useless in comparative
analysis. For example, asking whether it is acceptable for women to wear
head scarves in public places would evoke negative responses from
conservatives in France, positive responses from conservatives in Turkey,
and puzzlement in countries where this is not an issue. It would be
misleading to treat the responses as equivalent. But through analysis of an
item’s connotations and demographic correlates in pilot tests and successive
waves of surveys, the WVS group has identified a number of key concepts
that have comparable, though not identical, meanings around the world and
the concepts of happiness and life satisfaction seem to be meaningful in
every country we have surveyed. Virtually everyone answers these
questions and their responses show consistent patterns of correlations with
other indicators of subjective well-being, such as satisfaction with one’s
family or one’s job,18 and with external validating criteria such as the



society’s mean life expectancy or its level of democracy. The meaning of
happiness is not identical everywhere –  in low-income societies, it is more
strongly correlated with income, while in high-income societies it is more
strongly correlated with social tolerance –  but there is a large component of
shared meaning that makes valid comparisons possible. Although people
often don’t answer, or don’t give logically consistent answers to questions
about complex policy issues, they do know whether they are happy or
unhappy, and virtually everyone can answer these questions, resulting in
extremely low non-response levels.

We constructed a subjective well-being index based on reported
happiness and life satisfaction, giving equal weight to each variable.19 This
index provides a broader indicator of the subjective well-being levels of
given societies than either of its two components. We examined the trends
on this indicator and each of its components in 62 nations for which data
are available from at least two surveys conducted at least ten years apart.
On average, we analyze changes that took place over a period of 21 years,
as measured by more than four surveys per country.

Since we hypothesize that having free choice and control over one’s
life is a major influence on happiness, we also measure changes on this
variable.20 To measure the impact of economic factors and democratization,
we use the society’s GDP/capita (using purchasing power parity estimates)
and economic growth rate from the World Bank database; and a measure of
democracy from the Polity IV project.21

Findings



As far back as the 1990s, cross-sectional evidence from the Values Surveys
suggested that economic development is conducive to rising levels of
subjective well-being,22 but we did not yet have data examining changes
over long periods of time –  except from the USA, which showed very little
change. Consequently, the claim that growing prosperity was conducive to
rising happiness was not generally accepted. The following analyses test the
hypothesis that economic development –  along with other factors conducive
to free choice, such as growing social tolerance and democratization –  does
bring rising levels of subjective well-being.

The last several decades brought unprecedented economic
development in much of the world and a spread of democracy. At the same
time, the people of rich democracies experienced major changes in social
norms, with rising gender equality and growing tolerance of outgroups
increasing freedom of choice for over half of the population and creating a
more tolerant social environment for everyone. This suggests that
subjective well-being levels should rise.

Before examining evidence that it does, let’s examine the cross-
sectional relationship between economic development and subjective well-
being among most of the world’s population. We will then examine actual
changes over time in scores of countries, using a broader data base than has
ever before been available, covering the years from 1981 to 2014.

Economic Development and Happiness:
The Cross-sectional Relationship



Figure 8.2 shows the relationship between life satisfaction and per capita
GDP in 95 countries containing 90 per cent of the world’s population.23 To
maximize reliability, this figure is based on data from all of the Values
Surveys carried out from 1981 to 2014. These countries’ mean life
satisfaction scores are plotted against per capita GDP in 2000. The curve on
Figure 8.2 shows the logarithmic regression line for the relationship
between per capita GDP and life satisfaction.24 If each society’s life
satisfaction level were wholly determined by its level of economic
development, all of the countries would fall on this line. Most countries are
fairly close to the regression line, but it shows a curve of diminishing
returns. As hypothesized, at the low end of the scale even small economic
gains bring relatively large gains in subjective well-being –  but the curve
then levels off among rich countries, and at the high end of the scale, further
economic gains bring little or no further gains in subjective well-being. A
country’s GDP and its life satisfaction level correlate at r = .60, a fairly
strong correlation but well short of a one-to-one relationship. It suggests
that economic development has an important impact on subjective well-
being, but that it is only part of the story. At the high end of the scale,
different countries still show large differences in life satisfaction, but these
differences seem to reflect the kind of society in which one lives, rather
than economic factors. This suggests that, for an impoverished country, the
most effective way to maximize well-being is to maximize economic
growth –  but that maximizing happiness in a high-income country requires
a different strategy.



Figure 8.2 Life satisfaction by economic development.
Mean life satisfaction scores on all available WVS/EVS surveys from
given country, 1981– 2014, by World Bank 2000 GDP/capita purchasing
power parity estimates. Logarithmic curve plotted (r = .60).

The cultural changes linked with modernization can be seen as a shift
from maximizing one’s chances of survival by striving for economic and
physical security above all, to maximizing human happiness through
cultural and societal changes. This shift in strategies seems to work: people
who emphasize Self-expression values show higher levels of happiness and
life satisfaction than those who emphasize Survival values; and people who
live in democracies show higher levels of happiness than people who live in
authoritarian societies.

A graph showing the relationship between economic development and
self-reported happiness shows a similar curvilinear pattern: happiness rises



steeply as one moves from extreme poverty to higher levels of economic
development, and then levels off. Among the richest societies, further
economic gains are only weakly linked with higher levels of happiness.

For desperately poor people, economic gains have a major impact on
happiness: at the starvation level, happiness can almost be defined as
getting enough to eat. As one moves from desperately poor countries like
Zimbabwe or Ethiopia to other poor but less-impoverished countries, the
curve rises sharply –  but when one reaches the level of Cyprus or Slovenia,
the curve levels off. Although Luxemburg is twice as rich as Denmark, the
Danes are happier than the Luxemburgers. At this level, variation in life
satisfaction reflects other factors than per capita GDP.

The people of high-income countries are both happier and more
satisfied with their lives than the people of low-income countries, and the
differences are substantial. In Denmark, 52 percent of the public said that
they were highly satisfied with their lives (placing themselves at 9 or 10 on
a ten-point scale), and 45 percent said they were very happy. In Armenia,
only 5 percent were highly satisfied with their lives, and just 6 percent were
very happy. In contrast with the modest differences found within most
countries, the cross-national differences are huge.

Economic Development and Happiness in Two Types of Countries

Figure 8.3 again shows the relationship between economic development
and subjective well-being –  but this time the figure outlines the countries
that fall into two distinctive groups (1) former communist countries and (2)
Latin American societies. This makes it evident that, controlling for their
level of economic development, some types of societies seem to do a better



job of maximizing their citizens’ subjective well-being than others.
Although the two groups of countries have roughly similar income levels,
the Latin American countries consistently show much higher levels of life
satisfaction and happiness than the ex-communist countries. All 12 of the
Latin American countries for which we have data fall above the regression
line, showing show higher levels of subjective well-being than their
economic levels would predict. Conversely, almost all of the ex-communist
societies show lower levels of subjective well-being than their economic
levels would predict. Indeed, Russia and several other ex-Soviet states show
lower levels than much poorer countries such as India, Bangladesh, Nigeria,
Mali, Uganda or Burkina Faso.



Figure 8.3 Life satisfaction by economic development, identifying two
distinctive groups: (1) former communist countries and (2) Latin
American societies.
Mean life satisfaction scores on all available WVS/EVS surveys from
given country, 1981– 2014, by World Bank 2000 GDP/capita purchasing
power parity estimates. Logarithmic curve plotted (r = .60).

Life satisfaction and happiness show similar patterns, with the Latin
American societies being over-achievers and the ex-communist societies
being under-achievers on both indicators of subjective well-being. Among
the Latin American countries, an average of 45 percent of the population
described themselves as very happy, and 42 percent rated themselves as
very satisfied with their lives as a whole –  while in the ex-communist
countries, only 12 percent described themselves as very happy, and only 14
percent were very satisfied with their lives.



Communist rule is not necessarily linked with low levels of subjective
well-being: China and Vietnam –  still ruled by communist parties and
currently enjoying high rates of economic growth –  showed much higher
levels of well-being than the Soviet successor states. But the collapse of
their political, economic and belief systems seems to have sharply reduced
the subjective well-being of the other ex-communist societies.

Belief systems play an important role. Although religion has long been
weak in these countries, communist ideology once played a role comparable
to that of religion. For many decades, communism seemed to be the wave
of the future. The belief that they were building a better society gave a
sense of purpose to many people’s lives. The collapse of communism left a
spiritual vacuum in the ex-communist countries, but in Latin America,
traditional beliefs in God and country remain strong.

Regression analyses of the factors conducive to subjective well-being
show that high levels of religiosity at Time 1 predict relatively high levels
of subjective well-being at a later time.25 For, especially under conditions of
low economic security, religion provides a sense of predictability and
security.26 Until recently, communist ideology filled this function for many
people but its collapse left a void and a declining sense of well-being.
Religiosity has been growing in most ex-communist countries to help fill
this void.

These regression analyses indicate that the extent to which people live
in a tolerant society also helps shape subjective well-being, even when we
control for levels of economic development. Intolerant social norms rigidly
restrict people’s life choices, reducing subjective well-being. Tolerance of
gender equality, gays and lesbians and people of other religions has a
significant impact on subjective well-being. It is not just that being tolerant



makes one happy –  living in a tolerant social environment is conducive to
happiness for everyone.27

Although national pride is strongly correlated with subjective well-
being, it is also closely linked with strong emphasis on religion, so when
religiosity is included in the analysis, national pride shows little impact.
Both religion and national pride are stronger in less developed societies
than in developed ones, partly compensating for low levels of development.
Thus, the contrast between the Latin American societies and the ex-
communist societies may partly reflect the fact that virtually all of the Latin
American publics are strongly religious and have a strong sense of national
pride, while the publics of the ex-communist nations do not.

Democracy is also strongly linked with happiness: Our subjective
well-being index showed a .74 correlation with democracy in 1987, just
before a major wave of democratization: the people of democracies were
substantially happier than the people of authoritarian countries.28

Evolutionary Modernization theory holds that the central reason why
the changes of the past 30 years led to rising happiness is because they
brought greater freedom of choice. Here, too, Latin Americans rank much
higher than the ex-communist countries: 45 percent of the Latin Americans
said they had “a great deal of choice” (points 9 or 10 on a 10-point scale) as
compared with a mean of 21 percent among the people of ex-communist
countries.

Rising Happiness and Life Satisfaction: Time Series Evidence

The theory and cross-sectional evidence examined above imply that as a
society becomes economically more secure, more democratic and more



tolerant –  increasing its people’s freedom of choice in how to live their lives
–  its people’s subjective well-being level should rise. In keeping with this
expectation, during years from 1981 to 2014, both life satisfaction and
happiness rose in an overwhelming majority of the 62 countries from which
a substantial time series is available.

Thus, as Figure 8.4 shows, during this period happiness rose in 52
countries and fell in only ten; and as Figure 8.5 shows, life satisfaction rose
in 40 countries and fell in only 19 (three showed no change). In short,
happiness rose in 84 percent of these countries and life satisfaction rose in
65 percent of them: from 1981 to 2014, there was an overwhelming trend
toward rising subjective well-being.



Figure 8.4 Change in percentage saying they are “very happy” taking all
things together, from earliest to latest available survey.

Source: World Values Survey and European Values Study surveys
carried out from 1981 to 2014, including all countries with at least a

ten-year time series. The median time-span covered is 20 years.



Figure 8.5 Change in life satisfaction mean score, from earliest to latest
available survey.

Source: World Values Survey and European Values Study surveys
carried out from 1981 to 2014, including all countries with at least a

ten-year time series. The median time-span covered is 20 years.

The trend toward rising happiness spans the spectrum from low-
income to high-income countries and cuts across cultural zones. Many of
the increases were sizeable: in the median country, the percentage of people
saying they were “very happy” increased by eight points from the earliest
to the latest available survey. The probability that these increases reflect
random variation is negligible (one scholar claimed that this pervasive rise
in happiness and life satisfaction was due to a change in the interviewer



instructions used with the happiness question; empirical evidence refutes
this claim, as Appendix 1 demonstrates).29

Happiness and life satisfaction are closely correlated, and increases in
life satisfaction tend to accompany increases in happiness. But they reflect
different aspects of subjective well-being. Life satisfaction is more closely
linked with financial satisfaction and a society’s economic level, while
happiness is more closely linked with emotional factors. This helps explain
why recent years brought a stronger trend toward rising happiness than
toward rising life satisfaction. For while democratization brought a
widespread expansion of freedom, it was not necessarily accompanied by
rising prosperity. In most ex-communist countries, democratization was
accompanied by economic collapse, leading life satisfaction to fall while
happiness rose. Moreover (as Chapter 5 demonstrated) support for gender
equality and tolerance of gays has been rising rapidly –  but (as Chapter 9
will demonstrate) during the last three decades rich countries have
experienced rising income inequality and declining real income. We would
expect rising gender equality and tolerance of gays to have a greater impact
on happiness than on life satisfaction; conversely we would expect
economic decline to have a greater impact on life satisfaction than on
happiness. In keeping with these expectations, happiness has risen more
consistently across the world than has life satisfaction.

Furthermore, we would expect the Great Recession to have had a
negative impact on both happiness and life satisfaction.30 Figure 8.6 tests
this expectation, using data from all 12 countries for which dataare
available from both the earliest Values survey and the most recent survey,
carried out around 2012. As it demonstrates, both happiness and life



satisfaction reached a peak in these countries around 2005 and then
declined in the post-2008 surveys.



Figure 8.6 Life satisfaction and happiness trends in 12 countries, 1981–
2012.

Source: Based on Values Survey data from all 12 countries from which
data is available from both the first wave, carried out in 1981– 1983
and from the sixth wave, carried out in 2010– 2014, calculating the

mean score in each year from surveys in Argentina, Australia, Finland,
Germany, Japan, South Korea, Mexico, The Netherlands, South

Africa, Spain, Sweden and the US. Life satisfaction was measured on a
ten-point scale where 1 = very dissatisfied and 10 = very satisfied.



Happiness was measured on a 4-point scale where 1 = very happy and
4 = very unhappy. To make the scales comparable, the polarity of the

happiness scale was reversed and its scores were multiplied by 2.5.

Why Did These Trends Escape Notice?

How did such an important phenomenon as this long-term rise in subjective
well-being escape notice? We suggest three reasons. First, most of the
earlier evidence came from rich countries that were already well past the
point of diminishing returns from economic development, and showed
relatively little change –  supporting the interpretation that a society’s
happiness levels does not change. Second, the decisive social changes –
global economic growth, widespread democratization, growing tolerance of
diversity and a rising sense of freedom –  are relatively recent and the earlier
surveys, carried out in relatively few countries, did not reflect them. Finally,
cross-national research on the determinants of happiness has tended to
focus on life satisfaction rather than happiness, which shows the stronger
trend.

The much-cited time series showing flat happiness levels in the USA
began in 1946 –  which may have been an historic high point. The USA had
just emerged from World War II as the world’s strongest and richest
country. Moreover, the American public was probably experiencing a sense
of euphoria linked with their historic victory of Good over Evil in World
War II. If surveys had been taken during the Great Depression of the 1930s,
they probably would have shown much lower levels of subjective well-
being than those found in 1946. But even if one dismisses this possibility,
the USA is not a typical country.



The conclusion that happiness has risen in most countries is supported
by additional evidence from 26 countries from which the World Database of
Happiness provides time series data on happiness going as far back as
1946,31 supplemented by more recent data from the Values Surveys. Among
these 26 countries, 19 show rising happiness levels. Several countries –
India, Ireland, Mexico, Puerto Rico and South Korea –  show steeply rising
trends. Other countries with rising trends are Argentina, Canada, China,
Denmark, Finland, France, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, The Netherlands,
Poland, South Africa, Spain and Sweden. Three very rich countries –  the
USA, Switzerland and Norway –  show flat trends from the earliest to latest
available survey, but all three are at very high levels. Only four countries
(Austria, Belgium, the UK and West Germany) show downward trends. In
keeping with the hypothesis that the relationship between economic
development and happiness follows a curve of diminishing returns, all but
one of the countries that show steeply rising trends were low-income or
middle-income countries when the time series started; and all of the
countries showing flat or declining trends were high-income countries.

Under certain conditions, a society’s happiness and life satisfaction can
show massive and enduring changes that are incompatible with claims that
subjective well-being is determined by fixed set-points or genetic factors.
The collapse of the Soviet Union provides particularly dramatic evidence.32

Subjective Well-being and Societal
Collapse: The Case of Russia



In 1982 the Russian people’s happiness and life satisfaction ranked about
where their level of economic development would predict. But with the
subsequent collapse of their economic, political and belief systems,
subjective well-being in Russia fell to levels never before seen –  reaching a
low point in 1995– 99 at which most Russians described themselves as
unhappy and dissatisfied with their lives as a whole. This was extraordinary.
Before this was observed, articles had been published explaining why the
publics of virtually every country always give positively skewed responses
to questions about happiness and life satisfaction.33

Most of this decline occurred before the Soviet Union collapsed in
1991 –  which suggests that a sharp decline in subjective well-being may be
a leading indicator of political collapse. Considerable recovery occurred
after 1999, but in 2011 life satisfaction in Russia was still below its 1982
level. Contrary to set-point theory, the collapse of communism was linked
with a dramatic and enduring drop in subjective well-being.

Genetic factors may explain a large share of the variation in subjective
well-being within a given country, at a given point in time. But genetic
factors cannot possibly explain the massive and enduring changes in
subjective well-being levels that occurred in Russia, where life satisfaction
fell by almost two entire scale categories and the percentage describing
themselves as “very happy” fell by fully 28 points. Moreover, these
changes extended over a period of three decades, showing theoretically
predictable shifts in both directions: first there was a massive downward
movement in subjective well-being, accompanying Russia’s economic,
political, social and ideological collapse; seventeen years later, there was an
upswing linked with economic and political recovery. It was also linked
with growing religiosity and nationalism that seemed to be filling the void



left by the abandonment of Marxist ideology. For Russia’s dramatic decline
of subjective well-being did not merely reflect economic and political
collapse –  it was also linked with the collapse of a Marxist belief system
that once gave meaning to the lives of many Russians.

Throughout history there have been two strategies for reducing
unhappiness: the first is to lower one’s expectations and accept the
inevitability of suffering –  a strategy endorsed by virtually all of the world’s
major religions. The second is to expand one’s range of material, political
and social choices, a strategy called modernization. Both economic
development and belief systems help shape people’s subjective well-being.
Humans have evolved to seek meaningful patterns, and a strong belief
system, whether religious or secular, is linked with relatively high levels of
subjective well-being.

Belief systems have probably always played an important role in
subjective well-being, for religious people tend to be happier than non-
believers.34 Although religion was systematically discouraged in
communist countries, Marxist ideology once played a role similar to that of
religion. For many decades, communism seemed to be the wave of the
future. The belief that they were building a better society seems to have
given a sense of purpose to the lives of many people.

During the Brezhnev era, from 1964 to 1982, the Marxist belief system
eroded in Russia. The once-vigorous Soviet economy fell into economic,
technological and intellectual stagnation. It became evident that the
revolutionary vision of an egalitarian classless society had given way to a
society ruled by a privileged and self-perpetuating New Class, dominated
by the Communist Party. The belief that the Soviet Union represented the
wave of the future, gave way to demoralization, absenteeism and rising



alcoholism. When Gorbachev took power in 1985, he attempted to halt this
decline, but it became increasingly evident that the main barrier to reform
was the Communist Party itself. By the time that communist rule and the
Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, it was evident that Marxist ideology was
bankrupt in Russia.

Russian also emerged with a damaged national self-image. The Soviet
Union once ranked with the USA as one of the world’s two superpowers,
which probably brought pride and satisfaction to many Russians. In 1991
the USSR splintered into 15 diminished successor states, damaging feelings
of national pride. In Latin America, 72 percent of the public says they are
very proud of their nationality, while in the ex-communist countries only 44
percent say so. In Latin America, traditional beliefs in God and country
remain strong,35 but in the ex-communist countries, the collapse of
communism seems to have left a vacuum that nationalism and religion are
beginning to fill.

The publics of most ex-communist societies show lower levels of
subjective well-being than their economic level would predict. We argue
that this has not always been the case –  their distinctively low levels reflect
the collapse of their economic, social and political systems and of the
Marxist belief system.

To test this claim, let us examine the rise and fall of life satisfaction
and happiness in Russia. To do so most effectively requires us to make an
important assumption. Analyzing the impact of communism’s collapse
requires measures of subjective well-being from before and after the
collapse. But as long as communist regimes were in power, they rarely
permitted their country to take part in cross-national surveys. Hungary was
exceptional, being the sole communist country included in the first Values



survey in 1982. It was not possible to carry out a representative national
survey in the Soviet Union at that time, but colleagues in the Soviet
Academy of Science claimed that Tambov oblast –  an administrative region
of Russia –  was representative of the Russian republic as a whole, and they
carried out the Values survey there. The claim that Tambov is representative
of Russia is crucial, since we will use the results from Tambov to estimate
the first time point in our Russian time series. Though we also have a
Russian survey from 1990, one year before the Soviet Union disintegrated,
treating Tambov as a proxy for Russia as a whole enables us to examine a
longer time series, from 1982 to 2011. To test whether Tambov is a
reasonably good proxy for Russia as a whole, we carried out additional
surveys of Tambov in 1995 and again in 2011. As we will see, in both years
the results from Tambov closely approximate those from representative
national surveys of Russia carried out at the same time. Our colleagues at
the Soviet Academy of Science seem to have been correct in claiming that
Tambov was representative of Russia as a whole.

Regression analyses designed to identify the factors conducive to
subjective well-being indicate that having experienced communist rule has
a significant negative impact on life satisfaction, even controlling for a
country’s prosperity and other factors. In part, this seems to reflect the
vacuum left by the collapse of Marxist belief. As Figure 4.3 above
demonstrated, religiosity is increasing more rapidly in the ex-communist
world than anywhere else –  as if it were filling such a vacuum. The extent
to which people feel they have free choice in life has a major impact on a
country’s level of life satisfaction, and when we take free choice into
account, the impact of both religiosity and communist experience drop
sharply: this suggests that one reason why ex-communist societies score



low is because their people have a relatively weak sense of control over
their lives; and conversely, that religiosity is important because it helps
people feel that their lives are safely in the hands of a higher power.

Figure 8.7 shows the trajectory of life satisfaction in Russia from 1982
to 2011 (using Tambov as a proxy for Russia in 1982). At the start of this
period, the subjective well-being of the Russian people was about where its
economic level would predict, and slightly higher than that of China and
Vietnam –  two societies where communism did not collapse. In the 1960s
and 1970s, Russia’s level of well-being was probably even higher, since by
1982 Russia already was experiencing rising alcoholism, absenteeism and
declining male life expectancy. In subsequent years, with the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the communist belief system, life satisfaction in Russia
fell to levels never before seen.



Figure 8.7 The collapse of communism and changing levels of life
satisfaction, 1981– 2011.
Mean life satisfaction scores from the World Values Surveys in years
indicated, by World Bank 2000 GDP/capita purchasing power parity
estimates.

The Russian people experienced profound social and economic shocks.
Income per capita fell by 43 per cent, while unemployment rose from near
zero to a peak of almost 14 per cent.36 Along with this, Russia experienced
an explosion of corruption, economic inequality and organized crime. Male
life expectancy fell from a high of almost 65 years in the Soviet era, to less
than 58 in 1995 –  lower than in many countries of sub-Saharan Africa.37

In 1982 the Russian public showed a mean life satisfaction score of
7.13 on a ten-point scale. This fell to 5.37 in 1990 (just before the breakup
of the Soviet Union), plummeting to an unprecedented low point of 4.45 in
1995, followed by a modest recovery to 4.65 in 1999, when a majority of
the Russian public still placed themselves well below the midpoint on the
life satisfaction scale. When Putin took power in 2000, he restored order



and a sharp rise in oil prices brought an economic boom. Life satisfaction
rose to 6.15 in 2006, reached a high point of 6.50 in 2008 and then subsided
to 6.13 in 2011 –  still well below the 1982 level. The decline of life
satisfaction in Russia was far from transient.

Hungary is the only other communist society in which it was possible
to carry out the Values Surveys before communism collapsed. Hungary’s
transition to a market democracy was less severe than Russia’s. Economic
decline and the breakdown of civil order were milder, and Hungary retained
its national identity while the Soviet Union disintegrated. By 2003,
Hungary was sufficiently prosperous and democratic to be admitted to the
European Union. Nevertheless, the collapse of communism was linked with
a sharp decline of life satisfaction. In 1982 the Hungarians showed a mean
life satisfaction score of 6.93 –  close to Tambov’s level at the time and
slightly above China’s level. But with the collapse of communism,
Hungarian life satisfaction fell to 6.03 in 1991, dropped further to 5.69 in
1999 and then recovered to 6.3 in 2008, still well below its 1982 level.

We lack the before-and-after data from other ex-communist countries
that would be needed to demonstrate that the collapse of communism led to
declining life satisfaction there. But it is striking that ex-communist
Armenia, Georgia, Ukraine, Belarus, Bulgaria, Albania, Latvia, Lithuania,
Estonia, Macedonia, Romania and Azerbaijan all show much lower levels
of subjective well-being than their economic levels would predict. It seems
unlikely that this is due to some fixed cultural predisposition for people in
this culturally diverse set of countries to say they are dissatisfied. We
suspect that their low levels reflect the traumatic experiences linked with
the disintegration of communism.



Similarly, we have no long-term time series data from Iraq, Ethiopia
and Zimbabwe, so we cannot demonstrate that their publics have not always
had the extremely low levels of subjective well-being shown on Figure 8.2
–  but it is implausible. These societies are experiencing catastrophic
economic, social and political conditions. Perhaps the Iraqis, Ethiopians and
Zimbabweans are among the world’s most dissatisfied people because they
have unique cultural understandings of what life satisfaction means. But it
seems much likelier that they are dissatisfied because life in their countries
has become nasty, brutish and short.

Major events such as the collapse of communism can lastingly reshape
the subjective well-being levels of entire societies. Such sharp declines in
subjective well-being do not occur often, but when they occur they can have
far-reaching consequences. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 was
preceded by sharply declining subjective well-being. Similarly, the breakup
of the Belgian state in the 1980s and its reorganization into a federation
based on ethnicity was preceded by a steep decline in subjective well-
being.38 A nation’s level of subjective well-being is normally pretty stable –
but a major decline of life satisfaction and happiness may be a leading
indicator of political collapse.

Figure 8.8 puts Russia’s changing life satisfaction into comparative
context, showing mean levels in Russia and, for comparison, in two high-
income stable democracies, Sweden and the USA. Throughout the 30-year
period from 1981 to 2011, the Swedish and American publics showed
stable high levels of life satisfaction, scoring about 7.5 on a 10-point scale.
In 1982 the Russian public already showed a significantly lower score of
7.13 –  which fell to a low point of 4.45 in 1995, followed by a recovery to
6.13 in 2011 –  still well below the 1982 level.



Figure 8.8 Changing levels of life satisfaction, Russia, USA, Sweden,
1982– 2011.
Note: Mean life satisfaction scores from the World Values Surveys.

As Figure 8.8 demonstrates, surveys of Tambov that were replicated in
1995 and 2011 show life satisfaction levels very similar to those of Russia
in the same years –  supporting the claim that Tambov’s life satisfaction
level in a given year provides a reasonably accurate estimate of Russia’s.
The stable high levels found in the USA and Sweden reflect the pattern
typically found in high-income democracies, in which most previous
research has been conducted. But the drastic swings observed in Russia and
Hungary demonstrate that life satisfaction is not nearly as stable as set-point
theory or social comparison theory imply.

The Role of Belief Systems: Religion vs. Free Choice as Sources of
Happiness

There is extensive evidence that religious people are happier than non-
believers, but the evidence comes mainly from developed democracies.39 Is
this true for the world as a whole? Figure 8.9 shows the relationship



between subjective well-being and religion in over 100 countries at various
levels of economic development. The vertical axis shows the zero point
where there is no correlation between religiosity and life satisfaction.
Countries to the right of this line show positive correlations, while countries
to the left show negative correlations. In an overwhelming majority of
countries, we find positive correlations, indicating that religious people tend
to be happier than non-religious people. Fully 79 countries show
statistically significant positive correlations between religiosity and life
satisfaction; six countries show significant negative correlations; and 23
countries show no significant correlation. Among the countries showing
significant correlations, 93 percent show a positive relationship between
religiosity and life satisfaction.



Figure 8.9 Correlation between religiosity and life satisfaction.
Life satisfaction and religiosity scores from the World Values Survey,
1981– 2014; World Bank per capita GNI in 2000, purchasing power
parity estimates.

China, with 20 percent of the world’s population, is the most important
exception, showing a statistically significant negative correlation between
religiosity and life satisfaction. We think this reflects the fact that most of
China’s religious people have turned to religion recently. In the first survey
that measured religiosity in China, in 1990, only a tiny minority (1.2
percent) considered God to be very important in their lives, giving ratings
of 9 or 10 on a 10-point scale. In 2012, 4.7 percent gave such ratings:
Starting from an extremely low baseline, the proportion who were religious
almost quadrupled. Religion may be conducive to subjective well-being in
the long run –  but in China, most religious people are recent converts, who
probably turned to religion because they were unhappy. In the long run,



religiosity may be conducive to subjective well-being, but it seems to
recruit new followers among those who are dissatisfied with their lives. In
keeping with this interpretation, most of the other cases showing negative
correlations between religiosity and life satisfaction are low-income
countries with low levels of life satisfaction.40

In Chapter 4, we examined changes in emphasis on religion from 1981
to 2014 in all countries for which a time series of at least 15 years was
available (the median span being 23.5 years). Contrary to prominent claims,
we did not find a global resurgence of religion.41 Quite the opposite, the
publics of most high-income countries show declining emphasis on
religion. But the publics of some countries did show rising emphasis on
religion, and all seven of the countries showing the greatest gains are ex-
communist societies –  Russia, Belarus, Bulgaria, China, Romania, Ukraine
and Slovakia. Though Muslim-majority countries show the highest absolute
levels of religiosity, the greatest gains in religiosity have occurred in ex-
communist countries, where religion seems to be expanding to fill an
ideological vacuum.

Does Rising Freedom of Choice Bring Rising Happiness?
Analyzing the Causes of Changes in Subjective Well-being Levels

Evolutionary Modernization theory argues that a major reason why the
changes of the past 30 years led to rising happiness is because they brought
rising emphasis on Self-expression values, emphasizing freedom of choice.

Three key intervening factors predict the extent to which a country’s
sense of having free choice rose or fell during the years covered by the
Values Surveys. First, people living in countries that experienced relatively



strong economic growth felt a rising sense of free choice: economic scarcity
severely limits free choice, while growing resources increase it.
Democratization is equally important: the publics of countries that
experienced rising levels of democracy also experienced a rising sense of
free choice –  in fact, every country that made a transition from authoritarian
rule to democracy during this period showed a rising sense of free choice.
But, surprising as it may seem, rising social tolerance has an even greater
impact on people’s sense of free choice than either economic growth or
democratization.

As societies become wealthier, threats to survival recede and people
become more tolerant of gender equality and social diversity. More open
social norms concerning the role of women, ethnic diversity and alternative
lifestyles give people a wider range of choice in how to live their lives, and
during the past quarter century, tolerance of diversity has increased
substantially. For example, the proportion of respondents claiming that
homosexuality is never justifiable fell from 33 percent in 1981, to 15
percent around 2011, in the countries for which data are available from both
time points. Discriminatory attitudes toward women showed similar
downward trends in most countries.

As societies become wealthier, income has a diminishing impact on
one’s subjective well-being, but personal freedom has an increasing impact.
When people are barely able to fill their basic needs, economic factors are a
major determinant of their happiness and life satisfaction. But in more
secure societies, people give higher priority to free choice and self-
expression –  which, accordingly, play an increasingly important role in
shaping their well-being.



Evolutionary Modernization theory argues that the main reason why
the changes of the past 30 years led to rising happiness is because they
brought greater freedom of choice. And when we analyze changes in
subjective well-being from the first available survey to the most recent one
in each country, we find that a growing feeling that one has free choice was
by far the most important influence on whether subjective well-being rose
or fell. The feeling that one has free choice and control over one’s life
increased in 79 percent of the countries for which a substantial time series is
available from the Values Surveys. And virtually every country that
experienced a rising sense of freedom also experienced rising subjective
well-being. This suggests that the changes of recent decades were
conducive to happiness mainly by increasing free choice, as evolutionary
modernization theory argues.

Figure 8.10 summarizes the results of a path analysis, a statistical
technique for analyzing causal sequences.42 This is a dynamic model,
indicating to what extent changes in one variable were followed by changes
in another variable, controlling for the impact of the other variables in the
model. This provides a much stronger test of causality than the cross-
sectional analyses examined above. It analyzes the changes observed in all
56 countries43 from which data are available covering a substantial time
span (averaging more than 20 years before and after 1990). The width of
the arrows indicates the relative impact of each factor.



Figure 8.10 Factors contributing to increase in subjective well-being
from earliest available survey to most recent survey, in 56 countries.
Based on graph in Inglehart et al., 2008: 280.

As this figure indicates, both rising per capita GDP and rising levels of
democracy were followed by statistically significant increases in the
prevailing sense of free choice. But social liberalization (as indicated by
rising levels of tolerance for outgroups) had an even stronger tendency to be
linked with rising feelings of free choice. An increasing sense of free
choice, in turn, had by far the strongest impact on rising levels of subjective
well-being, as measured by an index based on reported happiness and life
satisfaction. The impact of economic development and democratization was
almost entirely due to the fact that they tended to increase a sense of free
choice, though growing social liberalization also had a modest direct impact
on subjective well-being (as the arrow connecting them indicates).

The gains in economic development, democratization and social
liberalization that a country experienced during this period explain 44
percent of a country’s gains in a sense of freedom; and these gains, together
with an increased sense of free choice, explain 62 percent of a country’s
increase in subjective well-being.



Though religiosity shows a significant cross-sectional linkage with
subjective well-being, it does not show a significant impact on the changes
in subjective well-being analyzed here: although religious people tend to be
happier than non-religious people, increasing emphasis on religion was not
associated with rising happiness. Indeed, evidence examined above
suggests that rising religiosity tends to be found in relatively unhappy
countries.

Our findings support the claim that research on happiness should not
focus solely on economic growth.44 Economic growth makes a substantial
contribution to subjective well-being, but it is the weakest of the factors
examined here.

A major reason why people living in high-income societies have
relatively high levels of subjective well-being is that they have relatively
great freedom of choice in how to live their lives. Since 1989, dozens of
countries have become more democratic; and virtually all high-income and
middle-income countries have become more supportive of gender equality
and more tolerant of outgroups –  all of which increased people’s freedom of
choice. In the great majority of countries from which time series data are
available, the proportion of the public saying that they have free choice and
control over their lives increased since 1981. The hedonic treadmill and
social comparison models would dismiss these facts as irrelevant, claiming
that the low-ranking countries have always been low and will remain so.
But, as we have seen, the years from 1981 to 2014 saw rising levels of
subjective well-being in an overwhelming majority of countries.

We would not expect subjective well-being to continue rising forever.
Even apart from ceiling effects, the period we’ve been examining saw a
remarkable conjunction of favorable circumstances. Many low-income and



middle-income countries experienced exceptionally high rates of economic
growth. Rich countries had less economic growth, but they experienced
high rates of social liberalization, with hard-core opposition to gender
equality and homosexuality becoming less than half as widespread as it was
in 1981. And in this same period, dozens of countries experienced
democratization, which tends to be a one-shot occurrence. It seems unlikely
that such strong rates of economic growth and social liberalization as
occurred from 1981 to 2007 will occur in the future.

Conclusion
The findings presented here indicate that the subjective well-being levels of
entire societies are not immune to enduring change –  as genetically
determined, set-point and social comparison theories claim. We do not
suggest that these factors have no impact –  on the contrary, persuasive
evidence indicates that they do have an effect, and within any given stable
high-income country they may dominate what happens for substantial
periods of time. But when mega-events occur, such as the collapse of a
country’s political, economic and belief systems, the happiness and life
satisfaction levels of entire societies can experience massive changes.

Our findings suggest that the hedonic treadmill model should be
revised but not abandoned. Recent research provides convincing evidence
that genetic factors have an important impact on subjective well-being. And
there is abundant and equally convincing evidence that people adapt to
changes, so that subjective well-being levels tend to fluctuate around stable
set-points. But these factors are not the full story, as earlier interpretations



suggested. The hedonic treadmill model is a tendency that prevails only
when other factors hold constant. It may be adequate to explain most of the
variation in happiness that occurs during normal times, such as the
prolonged period of prosperity and stable democracy that the USA
experienced since World War II. It cannot account for the sharp decline of
life satisfaction that accompanied the collapse of communism or the rise of
happiness in most countries that was observed from 1981 to 2014.

Historical, cultural and institutional factors can have a major impact on
subjective well-being. These factors have received relatively little attention
in previous research because most of it has been carried out in single
countries –  where history, culture and national institutions are constants.
Similarly, virtually all of the research on genetic influences on subjective
well-being was carried out within single countries over relatively short
periods of time –  with subjective well-being varying within a relatively
narrow range. Within this range, genetic factors may explain most of the
variance. But a society’s economic and political institutions and its belief
system help shape the subjective well-being of its people, and as one moves
from one society to another or traces given societies over time, we find
large amounts of variation that genetic factors can’t explain.

Belief systems seem to play a major role in the subjective well-being
of entire countries. Economic factors seem to have a strong impact on
subjective well-being in low-income countries, but at higher levels of
development, evolutionary cultural changes occur through which people
place increasing emphasis on self-expression and free choice.45 Successful
modernization brings high levels of prosperity and a shift to Self-expression
values that is conducive to social solidarity, tolerance, and democracy –
which tend to produce high levels of subjective well-being. In this sense,



the shift from Survival values to Self-expression values is an example of
successful cultural evolution.

Modernization does not necessarily increase a society’s overall level of
happiness. Subjective well-being is shaped by many factors, so economic
development alone does not guarantee that happiness will rise.
Nevertheless, the .60 correlation between life satisfaction and a society’s
per capita GDP suggests that development tends to bring rising happiness –
but the relationship is probabilistic rather than deterministic and the payoff
is greatest when one moves from starvation-level poverty to a modest level
of economic security, with freedom and social tolerance becoming more
important at higher levels of development. Historical evidence suggests that
the transition from foraging to agricultural society did not do so: foragers
tended to be taller, better-nourished, and had more autonomy than the
people of early agrarian societies.

And the emergence of Artificial Intelligence Society brings sharply
rising inequality that may eventually reduce overall happiness levels. But
from 1980 to 2014, a fortunate combination of circumstances linked with
economic development and rising freedom brought rising happiness to the
people of most countries.

Long before modernization became possible, traditional societies
evolved ways of coping with the stresses of human existence and the need
for a sense of meaning. Thus, although religion today is strongest in poor
countries –  which have relatively low levels of happiness –  it is conducive
to happiness. Both faith and freedom can be conducive to happiness. To
some extent they substitute for each other –  but there is no reason why a
society could not attain both high levels of autonomy and a belief system
conducive to happiness.



This may explain why many Latin American countries have attained
higher levels of subjective well-being than their economic level would
predict. In recent decades, most Latin American countries have attained
democratic institutions and experienced surprisingly rapid social
liberalization in both gender equality and tolerance of homosexuality –
while retaining relatively high levels of religious faith and national pride.
This balancing act gains some of the benefits of both traditional and modern
routes to happiness.

These findings have important implications for social scientists and
policymakers: They indicate that human happiness is not fixed, but can be
influenced by belief systems and social policies.

* This chapter draws on material from Inglehart, Foa, Peterson and
Welzel, 2008; Inglehart, 2010; and Inglehart, 1997.
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The Silent Revolution in Reverse:
The Rise of Trump and the

Authoritarian Populist Parties*

◈

Overview
Being able to take survival for granted makes people more open to new
ideas and more tolerant of outgroups. Insecurity has the opposite effect,
encouraging an Authoritarian Reflex in which people close ranks behind
strong leaders, with strong in-group solidarity, rigid conformity to group
norms and rejection of outsiders. The three decades of exceptional security
experienced by developed democracies after World War II brought
pervasive cultural changes, including the rise of Green parties and the
spread of democracy. Economic growth has continued since 1975, but in
high-income countries virtually all of the gains have gone to those at the
top. Most of the population, especially the less-educated, have experienced
sharply declining existential security, fueling support for xenophobic



populist authoritarian movements such as British Exit from the European
Union, France’s National Front and Donald Trump’s takeover of the
Republican Party. This raises two questions: (1) “What motivates people to
support xenophobic authoritarian movements in high-income countries?”
And (2) “Why is the xenophobic vote in these countries much higher now
than it was several decades ago?” The two questions have different
answers.

Support for xenophobic populist authoritarian movements is motivated
by a backlash against cultural change. From the start, the younger
Postmaterialist birth cohorts disproportionately supported environmentalist
parties, while older, less secure people supported xenophobic authoritarian
parties, in an enduring intergenerational value clash. But during the past
three decades, strong period effects have been working to increase support
for xenophobic parties: a large share of the population experienced
declining real income and job security, along with a massive influx of
immigrants and refugees. Cultural backlash explains why given individuals
support xenophobic populist authoritarian movements –  but declining
existential security explains why support for these movements is greater
now than it was 30 years ago.

From the Silent Revolution to the
Authoritarian Reflex

More than 40 years ago, The Silent Revolution argued that when people
grow up taking survival for granted, they become more open to new ideas
and more tolerant of outgroups. Accordingly, as we have seen, the



unprecedentedly high level of existential security that developed
democracies experienced after World War II gave rise to an
intergenerational shift toward Postmaterialist values, bringing greater
emphasis on freedom of expression, democratization, environmental
protection, gender equality and tolerance of gays, handicapped people and
foreigners.1

Insecurity has the opposite effect. For most its existence, humanity
lived just above the starvation level and under extreme scarcity, xenophobia
is realistic: when a tribe’s territory produces just enough food to sustain it,
and another tribe moves in, it can bring a struggle in which one tribe or the
other survives. Such insecurity stimulates a xenophobic Authoritarian
Reflex. Conversely, the high levels of existential security that emerged after
World War II gave more room for individual free choice and openness to
outsiders.

During the postwar era, the people of developed countries experienced
peace, unprecedented prosperity and the emergence of advanced welfare
states, making survival more secure than ever before. Postwar birth cohorts
grew up taking survival for granted, bringing an intergenerational shift
toward Postmaterialist values.2 Survival is such a central goal that when it
seems insecure, it dominates people’s entire life strategy. Conversely, when
survival can be taken for granted, it opens the way for new norms
concerning everything from sexual orientation to democratic institutions.
Compared with previous values, which emphasized economic and physical
security above all, Postmaterialists are less conformist, more open to new
ideas, less authoritarian and more tolerant of outgroups. But these values
depend on high levels of economic and physical security. They did not



emerge in low-income countries, and were most widespread among the
younger and more secure strata of high-income countries.3

The three decades of rapid economic growth and high economic and
physical security experienced by developed democracies after World War II
brought pervasive cultural changes, contributing to the rise of Green parties
and the spread of democracy.

These decades of exceptional security led to rising gender equality,
growing tolerance of outgroups, and growing emphasis on environmental
protection and individual autonomy. During the past few decades, these
countries continued to have economic growth, but almost all of the gains
went to the top ten percent; the less-educated experienced declining real
income and an even more sharply declining relative position. At the same
time, massive immigration also fueled support for populist authoritarian
parties.

To some extent, Postmaterialism was its own gravedigger. From the
start, the emergence of radical cultural changes provoked a reaction among
older and less secure strata who felt threatened by the erosion of familiar
values. Accordingly, Ignanzi has described the rise of extreme right parties
in Europe as a “Silent Counter-revolution.”4 A Materialist reaction against
these cultural changes led to the emergence of xenophobic parties like
France’s National Front. This brought declining social class voting,
undermining the working-class-oriented Left parties that had implemented
redistributive policies for most of the twentieth century. Moreover, the new
non-economic issues introduced by Postmaterialists overshadowed the
classic Left-Right economic issues, drawing attention away from
redistribution to cultural issues, further paving the way for rising
inequality.5



Forty years ago, the Silent Revolution explored the implications of the
high prosperity and advanced welfare states that prevailed during the
postwar era. The book you are reading explores the implications of a new
phase that highly developed countries are entering –  that of Artificial
Intelligence Society. This new phase of development offers wonderful
opportunities –  but it has a winner-takes-all economy that brings steeply
rising inequality. Unless offset by appropriate government policies, this
undermines democracy and the cultural openness that emerged in the post-
war era.

Cultural Backlash and the Rise of Xenophobic Populist
Authoritarian Parties

The intergenerational shift toward Postmaterialist values generated support
for movements advocating peace, environmental protection, human rights,
democratization and gender equality. These developments first manifested
themselves in the politics of high-income societies around 1968, when the
postwar generation became old enough to have political impact, launching
an era of student protest.6 This cultural shift has been transforming
postindustrial societies, as younger cohorts replace older ones in the
population.

The Silent Revolution thesis predicted that as Postmaterialists became
more numerous they would bring new non-economic issues into politics
and declining social class conflict. Postmaterialists are concentrated among
the more secure and better-educated strata, but they are relatively favorable
to social change. Consequently, though recruited from the more secure



strata that traditionally supported conservative parties, they have gravitated
toward parties that support political and cultural change.

From the start, this triggered a cultural backlash among older and less
secure people who felt threatened by the erosion of familiar values. Over
twenty years ago, I described how this was stimulating support for
xenophobic populist parties, presenting a picture that is strikingly relevant
today:

The Materialist/Postmaterialist dimension has become the basis of a
major new axis of political polarization in Western Europe. During the
1980s, environmentalist parties emerged in West Germany, The
Netherlands, Belgium, Austria and Switzerland. In the 1990s they
made breakthroughs in Sweden and France, and are beginning to show
significant levels of support in Great Britain. In every case, support for
these parties comes from a disproportionately Postmaterialist
constituency. As Figure 9.1 demonstrates, as we move from the
Materialist to the Postmaterialist end of the continuum, the percentage
intending to vote for the environmentalist party in their country rises
steeply…  Pure Postmaterialists are five to twelve times as likely to
vote for environmentalist parties as are pure Materialists.



Figure 9.1 Intent to vote for environmentalist political parties, by
Postmaterialist values in four countries having such parties.

Source: Inglehart, 1997: 243 (originally Figure 8.2).

West Germany was the scene of the first breakthrough by an
environmentalist party in a major industrial nation. In 1983 the Greens
were sufficiently strong to surmount Germany’s 5 percent hurdle and
enter the West German parliament. But more recently, the Greens have
been pitted against a Republikaner party characterized by cultural
conservatism and xenophobia. In the 1994 national elections, the
Greens won 7 percent of the vote. The Republikaner, on the other
hand, were stigmatized as the heirs of the Nazis and won only two
percent of the vote, which was insufficient to win parliamentary
representation. Nevertheless, xenophobic forces have already had a
substantial impact on German politics, motivating the established
parties to shift their policy positions in order to coopt the Republikaner
electorate. These efforts included an amendment to the German
constitution: to cut down the influx of foreigners, the clause



guaranteeing free right of political asylum was eliminated in 1993, in a
decision supported by a two-thirds majority of the German parliament.

The rise of the Green Party in Germany also had a major impact, for
the Greens are much more than an ecological party. They seek to build
a basically different kind of society from the prevailing industrial
model. They have actively supported a wide range of Postmodern
causes, from unilateral disarmament to women’s emancipation, gay
and lesbian rights, rights for the physically handicapped and
citizenship rights for non-German immigrants.

Inglehart, 1997: 243– 245.

The Greens and the Republikaner are located at opposite poles of a
New Politics dimension, as Figure 9.2 indicates. The Republikaner did not
call themselves the Anti-Environment Party and the Greens didn’t call
themselves the Pro-Immigrant Party, but they advocate opposite policies on
these and other key issues. One pole reflects the Silent Revolution dynamic,
while the opposite pole reflects the Authoritarian Reflex that motivates
support for xenophobic authoritarian parties.



Figure 9.2 The social class-based Left–Right dimension and the
Postmodern politics dimension in Germany.

Source: Inglehart, 1997: 245.

The older parties are arrayed on the traditional Left–Right axis that
was established in an era when political cleavages were dominated by social
class conflict. On this axis (the horizontal dimension of Figure 9.2) the
Party of Democratic Socialism (the ex-communists) was on the extreme
Left, followed by the Social Democrats, with the Free Democrats and the
Christian Democrats on the Right. Though most people think of the Greens
as located on the Left, they actually fall on a new dimension. Traditionally,
the Left parties were based on a working-class constituency, and advocated
redistribution of income. In striking contrast, the Postmaterialist Left
appeals primarily to a middle-class constituency and is only faintly
interested in the classic program of the Left. But Postmaterialists are
intensely favorable to major political and cultural changes, which
frequently repel the Left’s traditional working-class constituency,



stimulating the rise of xenophobic authoritarian parties. Similarly, while
prominent writers refer to the latter parties as Extreme Right or Radical
Right parties, this suggests that they are like the traditional conservative
parties only more so. This can be misleading because while the traditional
right largely drew its support from the more prosperous segments of society
and gave top priority to reducing taxes and government regulation, the
Populist Authoritarian parties draw their support mainly from the less-
educated strata, and are mainly motivated by xenophobia and rejection of
rapid cultural change.

The vertical axis on Figure 9.2 reflects the polarization between
Postmaterialist values and xenophobic authoritarian values. At one pole of
this New Politics axis we find openness to ethnic diversity and gender
equality; and at the opposite pole we find emphasis on authoritarian and
xenophobic values.

As Figure 9.3 demonstrates, from the start, across five advanced
industrial societies 70 percent of the pure Materialists supported a policy of
reverse affirmative action –  holding that “When jobs are scarce, employers
should give priority to [one’s own nationality] over immigrants.” Among
the pure Postmaterialist type, only 25 percent were in favor of giving
preference to native-born citizens.7 Similarly, in response to a question
about whether they would like to have immigrants or foreign workers as
neighbors, Materialists were six times as likely as the Postmaterialists to
say they would not want foreigners as neighbors.



Figure 9.3 Support for giving preference to one’s own nationality over
immigrants, when jobs are scarce –  in the USA, Britain, France, West
Germany and Sweden.

Source: Inglehart, 1997: 247.

A New Politics axis also emerged in many other countries, including
France, Denmark, Sweden, Switzerland, The Netherlands, Italy and Austria.
The success of new parties partly depends on how skillfully they shape their
appeal within their country’s institutional constraints: a two-party system,
for example, tends to stifle new parties.8 But in 2016, New Politics
movements broke through in the USA, despite its two-party system,
stimulating major revolts within each of the two major parties –  with
Trump, backed by older, less-secure voters, capturing the Republican
Presidential nomination and Sanders, backed by younger, better-educated
voters, mounting a strong challenge for the Democratic nomination.

Why is xenophobic authoritarianism so much more powerful now than
it was 30 years ago?



The backlash against Postmaterialism that motivates populist
authoritarian parties is not new –  it has been present for decades. What is
new is the fact that, while these parties were once a fringe phenomenon,
today they threaten to take over the governments of major countries.

The rise of xenophobic populist authoritarian parties raise two key
questions: (1) “What motivates people to support these movements?” And
(2) “Why is the xenophobic authoritarian vote so much higher now than it
was several decades ago?” As we have suggested, the two questions have
different answers.

Support for these parties is motivated by a backlash against the cultural
changes linked with the rise of Postmaterialist and Self-expression values,
more than by economic factors. The proximate cause of the populist vote is
widespread anxiety that pervasive cultural changes and an influx of
foreigners are eroding the way of life one knew since childhood. Though
they are often called Radical Right parties,9 the main common theme of
these parties is a reaction against immigration and cultural change.10

Indeed, several leading authorities argue that these parties should be called
Anti-immigration parties instead of Radical Right parties, because this is
their common denominator.11 Other prominent writers suggest calling them
Traditional–Authoritarian–Nationalist parties.12 I prefer the label
“authoritarian populist parties.” A leading authority in the field, Herbert
Kitschelt, concludes that: “We should look skeptically upon the idea that
the radical right is purely a phenomenon of the politics of resentment
among the ‘new social cleavage’ of low-skilled and low-qualified workers
in inner-city areas, or that their rise can be attributed in any mechanical
fashion to growing levels of unemployment and job insecurity in



Europe.”13 Another leading expert, Cas Mudde is equally doubtful about
purely economic explanations for the rise of these parties.14

Economic factors such as income and unemployment rates are
surprisingly weak predictors of the populist authoritarian vote.15 Exit polls
from the US 2016 Presidential election show that those most concerned
with economic problems disproportionately voted for Clinton, while those
who considered immigration the most crucial problem voted for Trump.16

After he became President, support for Trump continued to be based
on an intergenerational cultural cleavage far more than on economic factors.
As Figure 9.4a demonstrates, in March 2017 only 20 percent of the
American public less than 30 years old had favorable attitudes toward
Trump –  as compared with 52 percent of those who were 65 and older:
members of the older group were more than twice as likely to support
Trump as the younger group. Income was a much weaker predictor of
support for Trump. As Figure 9.4b indicates, those with family incomes
under $50,000 were only slightly less likely to support Trump than those
with incomes over $100,000 and the relationship with income was
curvilinear.



Figure 9.4 (a) Support for Trump by age in 2017 (b) Support for Trump
by income in 2017.

Source: Economist/YOUGOV survey, March 13– 14, 2017.

Analysis of European Social Survey data covering 32 countries finds
that the strongest authoritarian populist support comes fromsmall
proprietors, not from poorly paid manual workers.17 Only one of five
economic variables tested –  employment status –  was a significant predictor
of support for xenophobic populist authoritarian parties. But when five



cultural factors such as anti-immigrant attitudes and authoritarian values
were tested, all five of them strongly predicted support for these parties.
Authoritarian populist support is concentrated among the older generation,
the less-educated, men, the religious and the ethnic majority –  groups that
hold traditional cultural values. Older voters are much likelier than younger
voters to support these parties, although unemployment rates are higher
among the young. And, although women tend to have lower-paying jobs,
men are much likelier than women to support authoritarian populist parties.

For the last three decades, support for xenophobic authoritarian
populist parties has come mainly from older, more Materialistic voters. But
30 years ago, the Republikaner and the National Front were relatively
small. In the 2017 national elections, support for the Alternative for
Germany (a successor to the Republikaner) had risen to almost 13 percent,
making it Germany’s third strongest party.18 And in 2017, the leader of the
National Front emerged as one of the two top candidates for the Presidency
of France. Other things being equal, one would expect that, as younger,
more Postmaterialist birth cohorts replaced older ones in the population,
support for these parties would dwindle. But when dealing with
intergenerational change, one must take current conditions or “period
effects” into account as well as birth cohort effects. Let us see how this
works.

One of the largest birth cohort analyses ever performed traced the shift
from Materialist to Postmaterialist values among the publics of six West
European countries, analyzing surveys carried out in almost every year
from 1970 to 2009, interviewing several hundred thousand respondents
(Chapter 2 presented this analysis in detail). Figure 9.5 shows a simplified
model of the results. From the start, younger birth cohorts were



substantially more Postmaterialist than older ones, and they remained so.
Cohort analysis revealed that after almost 40 years, given birth cohorts were
still about as Postmaterialist as they were at the start. They had not become
more Materialist as they aged: there was no evidence of life-cycle effects.
Consequently, intergenerational population replacement brought a major
long-term shift from Materialist to Postmaterialist values. But strong period
effects, reflecting current economic conditions, were also evident. From
1970 to 1980, the population as a whole became more Materialist in
response to a major economic recession –  but with subsequent economic
recovery the proportion of Postmaterialists recovered. At every time point,
the younger cohorts were more Postmaterialist (and more likely to support
Green parties) than the older ones (who were likelier to support xenophobic
parties). But at any time point, current socioeconomic conditions could
make the population as a whole more (or less) Materialist –  and more (or
less) likely to support xenophobic parties.



Figure 9.5 Model cohort analysis. Percentage of Postmaterialists minus
percentage of Materialists in six West European countries, 1971– 2009.

We do not have the massive database that would be needed to carry out
a cohort analysis of the vote for xenophobic authoritarian populist parties
similar to this analysis of Materialist/Postmaterialist values, but it is clear
that strong forces have been working to increase support for these parties.
One of the most striking characteristics of the xenophobic authoritarian
populist vote its strong linkage with age: older voters are consistently much
likelier than younger voters to vote for these parties, reflecting an enduring
pattern of intergenerational differences that was already evident in the
1990s.

Normally, this pattern of intergenerational differences would tend to
gradually reduce the vote for Populist Authoritarian parties as younger, less
xenophobic birth cohorts replace older ones in the adult population. But we
find, instead, that the vote for these parties has increased substantially
during the past 30 years. This implies the existence of a strong period effect



–  one strong enough to more than offset the effect of population
replacement. What is driving this powerful period effect?

Two factors are immediately obvious. The first is the declining real
income and rising economic inequality that many of the leading authorities
in this field have emphasized.19 This interpretation is consistent with a large
body of evidence that economic insecurity is conducive to xenophobia.
Indeed, it is so plausible that it comes as a surprise to find that economic
factors are not the main predictor of the Populist Authoritarian vote:
empirical evidence consistently indicates that this vote is driven by cultural
backlash far more than by economic factors. Although rising economic
insecurity is not the proximate cause of the Populist Authoritarian vote, the
experts who emphasized its importance were not wrong: it plays a crucial
role earlier in the causal process, helping explain why the Populist
Authoritarian vote is much stronger today than it was 30 years ago.

The second factor driving the long-term shift toward Populist
Authoritarian voting is equally obvious: it is the unprecedentedly high
levels of immigration into high-income countries. Both factors are involved,
and they complement each other. Massive immigration helps explain why it
is that some of the most secure and (until recently) most tolerant countries
such as Sweden, Denmark, Germany and The Netherlands now have strong
xenophobic authoritarian populist parties: they have been the target of the
largest immigration flows precisely because they are prosperous countries
with strong social welfare nets, that (until recently) were relatively
hospitable to refugees and immigrants. Though they may enter the
European Union through Italy or Greece, few immigrants want to stay
there, because conditions are much more attractive in Northern Europe.



In recent decades, much of the population of high-income countries
has experienced declining real income, declining job security and rising
income inequality, bringing growing existential insecurity. This has
happened in context with a massive influx of immigrants and refugees. The
first chapter of this book presented evidence from many sources indicating
that insecurity triggers an Authoritarian Reflex linked with in-group
conformity and xenophobia. Additional recent survey data confirms that
xenophobia increases in times of insecurity.20 Historical evidence points to
the same conclusion. Under the relatively secure conditions of 1928, the
German electorate viewed the Nazis as a lunatic fringe party, giving them
less than 3 percent of the vote in national elections. But with the onset of
the Great Depression, the Nazis won 44 percent of the vote in 1933,
becoming the strongest party in the Reichstag and taking over the
government. During the Great Depression a number of other countries,
from Spain to Japan, also fell under Fascist rule.

Similarly, in 2005 the Danish public was remarkably tolerant when the
publication of cartoons depicting Mohammed led to the burning of Danish
consulates and angry demands that Muslim edicts against blasphemy take
precedence over free speech. At the height of the cartoon crisis in 2005–
2006, there was no backlash.21 But after the Great Recession of 2007– 2009,
there was. In 2004, before the crisis erupted, the overtly anti-Muslim
Danish People’s Party won 7 percent of the vote; in 2014, it won 27
percent, becoming Denmark’s largest party. Cultural backlash, rather than
economic deprivation, was the strongest predictor of the vote for the Danish
People’s Party –  but rising economic insecurity made people increasingly
likely to vote for them.22



In high-income countries, at any given time, young Postmaterialist
voters are much less likely than Materialists to support xenophobic parties –
but the population as a whole has become increasingly likely to do so.
Cultural backlash largely explains why given people vote for xenophobic
parties –  but declining economic and physical security helps explain why
these parties are much stronger today than they were 30 years ago.

Decades of declining real income and rising inequality, together with
unprecedented massive immigration, have produced a long-term period
effect supporting the populist vote. Thus, although the proximate cause of
the populist vote is cultural backlash, its high present level largely reflects
the declining economic security, rising economic inequality and massive
immigration that many writers have emphasized.

The fact that birth-cohort effects can coexist with period effects is not
intuitively obvious and tends to be overlooked, but it explains the seeming
paradox that economic factors do not explain why given individuals vote
for populist parties –  but do help explain why the populist vote is much
stronger now than in the past. It also helps explains why, in the USA, the
vote shifted most strongly from Obama (in 2012) to Trump (in 2016) in
counties that experienced economic decline –  even though at the individual
level, the Trump vote was mainly motivated by cultural backlash.

The Distinctiveness of Attitudes toward Foreigners

As Chapter 5 demonstrated, favorable attitudes toward gender equality and
gays have been spreading rapidly in high-income countries –  but tolerance
of immigrants has not. Why?



Like other aspects of intergenerational change, xenophobia shows both
cohort effects and period effects, but attitudes toward foreigners are
distinctive. They have been influenced by an unprecedentedly large influx
of immigrants and refugees. This has happened in context with massive
media coverage of terrorist attacks (usually by foreigners) conveying the
perception that foreigners are dangerous. In recent decades, Western mass
media have intentionally presented positive images of gays and
emancipated women –  almost certainly contributing to increasingly
favorable public attitudes toward them. Although the mass media have not
intentionally conveyed negative images of foreigners, their extensive
coverage of terrorism has had that effect. Terrorist acts are designed to
attract maximum media exposure, and they get it. To an immense degree.
The World Values Survey has covered nine Arabic-speaking countries, and
I’ve become friends with a number of Arabs. It’s only a slight exaggeration
to say that virtually all the Arabs I know personally are engaging,
interesting, friendly people –  and all the Arabs I hear about on television are
terrorists.

In high-income countries, the objective danger of dying from smoking
(or even from riding a bicycle) is much greater than the danger of being
killed by a terrorist –  yet the media (especially TV) rarely mention the
dangers of smoking (or bicycles), but provide massive coverage of terrorist
incidents. This is reinforced by the fact that before any airline flight, the
process of taking off your coat and shoes, opening your luggage and taking
out your computer in order to be searched, subtly conveys the message that
terrorists are lurking in every airport.

Women and gays have always been present –  but foreigners have
become much more visible through massive immigration. From 1970 to



2015, the Hispanic population of the USA rose from 5 percent to more than
20 percent. Sweden, which in 1970 was inhabited almost entirely by ethnic
Swedes, now has a foreign-born population of 16 percent; in Switzerland,
the foreign-born population has risen to over 28 percent. In 2013, 20
percent of the German population had a migrant background. The influx of
large numbers of visibly different strangers tends to trigger a deep-rooted
Authoritarian Reflex that may have evolved during humanity’s prehistoric
hunting and gathering phase, when it was linked with survival. That reflex
is still with us today (and the tendency to respond to it may even have a
genetic component, as Chapter 1 suggests).23 Rapid cultural change,
coupled with large-scale immigration, tends to make older people feel that
they are no longer living in the country in which they grew up –  making
them feel uprooted and evoking their support for xenophobic authoritarian
populist parties that promise to stop immigration.

The period effects based on immigration and rising income inequality
did not wipe out the birth cohort differences in developed societies: younger
and better-educated respondents (who tend to be Postmaterialists) continue
to be substantially less likely to support authoritarian populist parties than
the rest of the population. Many members of the younger birth cohorts in
these societies grew up under secure conditions in multi-ethnic settings and
find diversity less threatening than older people do. And in virtually all
high-income countries, younger respondents are significantly less
xenophobic than older ones, as Figure A4.1 in Appendix 4 demonstrates.24

Consequently, although declining economic and physical security
encourage growing support for xenophobic authoritarianism, age-linked
cultural differences continue to be the strongest predictors of who votes for
populist parties.



Its Own Gravedigger: The Shift from Class-Based Politics to
Values Politics

For most of the twentieth century, working-class voters in developed
countries mainly supported Left-oriented parties, while middle-class and
upper-class voters supported Right-oriented economically conservative
parties.25 Governments of the Left brought redistribution and rising income
equality, largely through their influence on the size of the welfare state.26

Parties of the class-based Left successfully fought for greater economic
equality.

As the century continued, however, postwar generations emerged with
a Postmaterialist outlook, bringing declining emphasis on economic
redistribution and growing emphasis on non-economic issues. This, plus
large immigration flows from low-income countries with different cultures
and religions, stimulated a reaction in which much of the working class
moved to the Right, in defense of traditional values.

The classic economic issues did not disappear. But their relative
salience declined to such an extent that non-economic issues became more
prominent than economic ones in Western political parties’ campaign
platforms. Figure 9.6 shows how the issues emphasized in 13 Western
democracies evolved from 1950 to 2010. Economic issues were almost
always more prominent than non-economic ones from 1950 to about 1983,
when non-economic issues became more prominent. Since then, non-
economic issues have dominated the stage.



Figure 9.6 Changing salience of economic vs. non-economic issues in
the party manifestos of 13 Western Democracies, 1950– 2010.

Source: Party Manifestos data from Austria, Belgium, Canada,
Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway,

Sweden and Switzerland, in Zakharov (2016). Note: Table A.1 in the
appendix shows how Zakharov coded issues as economic or non-

economic.

Moreover, the rise of Postmaterialist issues tended to neutralize class-
based political polarization. The social basis of support for the left
increasingly has come from the middle class, while a substantial share of
the working class has shifted to the right. Consequently, as Figure 9.7
demonstrates, social class voting declined markedly. If 75 per cent of the
working class voted for the Left while only 25 per cent of the middle class
did so, one would obtain a class voting index of 50. This is about where the
Swedish electorate was located in 1948 –  but by 2008, Sweden’s index had
fallen to 24. But Swedish class voting was still relatively high: in France
and Germany the social-class voting indices had dropped from about 30 to



about 5 and in the United States, they fell to zero and even lower. Class and
income became much weaker indicators of political preferences than
cultural issues: by wide margins, those who opposed abortion and same-sex
marriage supported Republican Presidential candidates over Democrats.
The 2016 US Presidential elections actually showed a negative social-class
voting index, with white working-class voters being more likely to vote for
Trump than for the Clinton. The electorate had shifted from class-based
polarization toward value-based polarization, unraveling a coalition that
once brought economic redistribution.



Figure 9.7 The trend in social class voting in five Western Democracies,
1947– 2012.

Source: 1947– 1992 data from Inglehart, 1997: 255. More recent data
for USA from ANES surveys; for other countries, from Euro

Barometer surveys, taking rolling average of social class voting
indices from the most recent survey before, after and during given

year, supplemented with data from national election surveys (British
Election Survey, 1992, 1997, 2001, 2005, 2010; German Election

Study 1998, 2002, 2005, 2009; Politbarometer. 2012). US data from
1948 through 2008 are from Paul Abramson et al., 2015: 128– 129.

Because of inconsistent sampling of the non-white population across
surveys, they reflect social-class voting among the white population. A

similar index, based on exit poll data from the 2016 election, yields a
social class voting index of −8.



Declining Real Income and Rising Income Inequality

During the past 40 years, the real income and existential security of the
less-educated half of the population of many high-income societies has
been declining. Economic inequality declined in advanced industrial
societies for most of the twentieth century, but since about 1970 it has been
rising steeply, as Piketty has demonstrated.27 To take one example, in 1915
the richest 1 percent of Americans earned about 18 percent of the national
income. From the 1930s to the 1970s, their share fell below 10 percent –
but by 2007, it had risen to 24 percent. The US case is far from unique: all
but one of the OECD countries for which data are available experienced
rising income inequality before taxes and transfers from 1980 to 2009.28

Piketty’s work has been corrected on some points, but his claim that
economic inequality is rising in developed countries is clearly accurate. He
analyzes the evolution of income inequality in the US, Britain, Germany,
France and Sweden from 1900 to 2010. His evidence shows that at the start
of the twentieth century all four European countries had higher levels of
income inequality than the USA, with the top tenth of the population taking
from 40 percent to 47 percent of the total income. Inequality declined
substantially from then on, so that from 1950 to 1970 the top decile’s share
ranged from 25 to 35 percent of the total income. Since 1980, income
inequality has been rising –  so much so that in the US, the top decile is now
taking about 48 percent of the total income.

Though all five countries in Figure 9.8 show a U-shaped pattern, there
is striking cross-national variation that reflects the country’s political
system –  for economic inequality is ultimately a political question. Sweden
stands out: though it had substantially higher levels of inequality than the



USA in the early twentieth century, by the 1920s Sweden had attained
lower levels than the other four countries –  and has maintained them to the
present. In the USA, the top decile got almost half of the total income in
2010, while in Sweden it got only 28 percent. The advanced welfare state
culture introduced by Sweden’s long-dominant Social Democrats seems to
have had lasting effects. Conversely, neo-conservative regimes led by
Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s weakened labor unions
and sharply cut back state regulation. They left a heritage in which
conservatives in those countries seek to reduce government expenditures
with almost religious zeal –  and the USA (and to a lesser extent the United
Kingdom) now show higher levels of income inequality than other
developed capitalist societies. It seems more than sheer coincidence that
these two countries recently displayed the most powerful xenophobic
reactions to be found among highly developed societies, producing Trump’s
election to the Presidency and British withdrawal from the European Union.



Figure 9.8 The top decile’s share of total income in Europe and the USA,
1900– 2010.

Source: Based on data from Piketty, 2014: 323; his data sources are
shown in http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/capital21c.

The dramatic changes that occurred when former communist countries
abandoned their state-run economies is further evidence that income
inequality reflects a country’s political system. The collapse of communism
brought even larger increases in income inequality than in the West.29

Around 1980, most communist regimes had relatively low economic
inequality but, as Figure A5.1 in the appendix indicates, both China and
Russia now have even higher Gini indices of inequality than the USA or the
UK.

Piketty holds that rising inequality is the normal state of affairs, which
was temporarily offset by exogenous shocks (the two World Wars and the
Great Depression). But historical evidence doesn’t support this claim.
Inequality began falling in many capitalist countries before World War I,
and major welfare state legislation continued to be adopted long after World

http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/capital21c


War II. Indeed, Sweden established one of the world’s most advanced
welfare states without participating in either world war.

Political factors are outside Piketty’s model so he treats them as
random shocks. But they are far from random. Economic equality or
inequality ultimately depends on the balance of political power between
owners and workers, which varies at different stages of economic
development. The transition from agrarian society to industrial society
created rising demand for industrial workers. Initially they were exploited,
but when they became organized in labor unions and working-class-
oriented political parties, they were able to elect governments that
redistributed income, regulated finance and industry and established welfare
states that brought growing income equality throughout most of the
twentieth century. Since about 1970, organized labor has dwindled to a
small minority of the workforce, weakening its political influence.
Government redistribution and regulation of the economy were cut back
during the Reagan–Thatcher era; and the rise of the knowledge society
tends to establish a winner-takes-all economy in which the rewards go
mainly to those at the very top.

The Elephant Curve

A brilliant book by Branko Milanovic puts Piketty’s findings in global
context, demonstrating that rising inequality is not an inherent feature of
capitalist economies: it depends on their stage of development.30 As
Milanovic demonstrates, the world as a whole is getting richer, but it is
doing so on a very uneven trajectory that he describes as an “elephant
curve.” This curve is depicted by Figure 9.9, which shows the world-wide



gains in real per capita income that were made from 1988 to 2008. The
poorest tenth of the world’s population (the elephant’s tail at the left end of
the curve) made modest progress, with real incomes increasing by 15
percent. But most of the world’s population experienced large gains in real
income. The largest gains were made by the 40 percent near point A
(mostly living in China, India, Thailand, Vietnam and Indonesia) –  whose
real incomes increased by 80 percent during this 20-year period. In sharp
contrast, the decile near point B (mostly living in the high-income societies
of Western Europe, the USA, Canada, Australia and Japan) started from a
much higher base, but they made no gains during these 20 years –  and for a
large share of the population, real income declined. This is the exact
opposite of what people were led to expect by politicians who pushed for
deregulation, lower taxes and greater reliance on markets during the
Reagan–Thatcher revolution.

Figure 9.9 Relative gain in real per capita income by global income
level, 1988– 2008.

Source: Milanovic, 2016: 11.



The winners in recent decades have been the people of China, India
and Southeast Asia, while the losers have been almost everyone living in
high-income countries. But the greatest absolute gains by far were made by
the global top one percent at point C –  the very rich in high-income
countries –  who started out with very high incomes and made massive
gains, sharply increasing inequality.

Rising inequality and impoverishment of the poor is not an inevitable
aspect of capitalism. It reflects a society’s stage of development. Though
inequality has been increasing in high-income countries, real income has
been rising for most of the people in China, India and other developing
countries. For the transition from agrarian to industrial economies creates a
demand for large numbers of industrial workers, increasing their bargaining
power. The transition from industrial to service economies has the opposite
effect, undermining the power of organized labor, as automation replaces
humans –  first undermining the bargaining power of industrial workers and
then, as a later stage, undermining that of highly educated professionals.

High-income countries are now moving into an advanced phase of the
Knowledge Society –  that of Artificial Intelligence Society. This tends to
produce increasingly high levels of inequality. In industrial society the cost
of producing and distributing material products is substantial, so there are
niches for a wide range of products ranging from the very cheap to the very
expensive. But once you have produced a knowledge product such as
Microsoft, it costs almost nothing to produce and distribute additional
copies. There is no need to buy anything but the top product, which can
take over the entire market, producing enormous rewards for those who
produce the top product, but nothing for any other producers. Inequality
becomes still worse with the transition to Artificial Intelligence Society –  a



phase of development in which virtually anyone’s job can be replaced by
computer programs, making it possible to squeeze the entire workforce and
funnel economic gains to the very top. Outsourcing is only a transitional
problem: even China is now starting to automate its factories. The long-
term problem is automation, and erecting walls and trade barriers won’t
solve it.

One might attribute the fact that most of the world’s population made
major economic gains during the past 20 years to some random shock that
somehow did not affect high-income countries. But it seems much likelier
that the contrasting performance of China– India– Indonesia–Thailand–
Vietnam versus that of the high-income countries reflects the fact that the
two groups of countries are at different phases of modernization. China–
India– Indonesia–Thailand–Vietnam have been making the transition from
agricultural society to industrial society, in which the average person’s
bargaining power is inherently greater than in knowledge economies. High-
income countries have been making the transition from industrial society to
knowledge economies, in which jobs are highly differentiated according to
educational levels, giving the less educated little or no bargaining power.
Moreover, even the highly educated lose their bargaining power as these
countries become artificial intelligence societies, where almost everyone’s
job can be automated, leaving them at the mercy of those who control large
corporations.

Pay No Attention to That Man behind the Curtain

Conservatives argue that rising inequality doesn’t really matter. As long as
the economy as a whole is growing, everyone will get richer, and we should



pay no attention to rising inequality.
But everyone isn’t getting richer. For decades, the real income of the

developed world’s working class has been declining, while the material
basis of what counts as an acceptable standard of living has been rising. In
the nineteenth century, having enough to eat counted as doing well and “A
chicken in every pot” was an inspiring political slogan. Later, the slogan “A
car in every garage” was an ambitious goal. Today, having an automobile
and enough to eat are part of a minimal living standard in high-income
countries, but the working class has precarious job prospects and an
awareness of the vast economic gains made by those above them –  and they
feel shut out from the benefits of growth. A growing awareness of their
declining relative position is shaping how they see their social position: in
2000, 33 percent of the US public described themselves as “working class”;
by 2015, that figure had risen to 48 percent.31

Conservative economists used to argue that even very steep taxes on
the top earners wouldn’t raise enough money to change things substantially.
That is no longer true. Inequality has risen so rapidly that by 2007, the top 1
percent took home 24 percent of the US total income32 and in 2011 the top
1 percent of households controlled 40 percent of the nation’s wealth.33 In
2014, Wall Street paid out in bonuses roughly twice as much as the total
earnings of all Americans who work full time at the federal minimum
wage.34 And in 2015, 25 hedge fund managers were paid more than all the
kindergarten teachers in the USA.35

Since the start of the twentieth century, it seemed to be a law of nature
that modernization brought rising life expectancy. But since 2000 the life
expectancy of middle-aged non-Hispanic whites in the USA has been
falling.36 The decline is concentrated among those with less than a college



education, and is largely attributable to drug abuse, alcohol abuse and
suicide. This is a sign of severe malaise. The only comparable phenomenon
in modern times was the sharp decline in male life expectancy that
accompanied the collapse of the Soviet Union. In knowledge economies,
economic growth no longer raises everyone’s standard of living –  or even
their life expectancy.

Political Mobilization Shapes the Rise and Fall of Inequality

Inequality reflects the balance of political power between elites and mass –
which is shaped by modernization. Early industrialization brought ruthless
exploitation of workers, low wages, long working days, and suppression of
unions. But eventually, cognitive mobilization narrowed the gap between
elites and masses by redressing the balance of political skills. Urbanization
brought people into closer proximity; workers were concentrated in
factories, facilitating communication among them, and the spread of mass
literacy put them in touch with national politics, enabling workers to
organize for effective action. In the late nineteenth century and early
twentieth century, unions won the right to organize, enabling workers to
bargain collectively. The expansion of the franchise gave workers the vote,
and left-oriented political parties mobilized them. These newly mobilized
voters eventually elected governments that implemented redistributive
policies such as progressive taxation, social insurance and extensive welfare
states, causing inequality to decline for most of the twentieth century.

But that was when strong parties of the redistributive Left existed.
Under current conditions, the rich are able to shape government policies in
ways that increase the concentration of wealth. In 2012, the American



public discovered that billionaire Presidential candidate Mitt Romney was
being taxed at a lower rate than his secretary. And in 2016, despite repeated
requests, billionaire Presidential candidate Donald Trump refused to release
his income tax returns, evoking widespread belief that he wasn’t paying his
share. Gilens presents evidence that the US government responds so
faithfully to the preferences of the most affluent ten percent of the country’s
citizens that “under most circumstances, the preferences of the vast
majority of Americans appear to have essentially no impact on which
policies the government does or doesn’t adopt.”37

The safety net that once protected the American public is unraveling,
as politicians and corporations cut back on health care, income security and
retirement pensions.38 In the USA, financial institutions employ two to
three lobbyists for every representative in Congress –  largely to dissuade
them from regulating banks more closely.39 The fact that Congress has been
so reluctant to regulate banks, even after inadequate regulation of the
financial sector, led to a Great Recession that cost millions of people their
jobs and homes, suggests that this investment is paying off.

Stiglitz argues convincingly that a tiny minority of extremely rich
individuals has attained tremendous political influence in the USA, which
they are using to shape policies that systematically increase the
concentration of wealth, undermining economic growth and diminishing
investment in education, research and infrastructure.40 Hacker and Pierson
argue that winner-take-all politics in the USA is based on an alliance
between big business and conservative politicians that has cut taxes for the
rich from 75 percent in 1970 to less than 35 percent in 2004 and sharply
reduced regulation of the economy and financial markets.41 This is indeed
the proximate cause. But the ability of USA politicians to adopt one-sidedly



pro-business policies was enhanced by the weakening of organized labor,
globalization and the trend toward a winner-takes-all economy. Fifty years
ago, capitalists and conservative politicians were probably just as greedy
and as clever as they are today –  but they were restrained by an alliance of
strong labor unions and left-oriented political parties that was able to offset
the power of the rich, and establish redistributive policies. The decline of
labor-based parties and the rise of a winner-takes-all economy has
undermined this political alignment, and inequality is rising in virtually all
highly developed countries.

Rising inequality and economic insecurity are already generating
powerful political dissatisfaction. As the following chapter argues,
inequality and insecurity are likely to become even more severe as these
societies move into a mature phase of the Knowledge Society –  that of
Artificial Intelligence Society.

* Much of this chapter appeared as Inglehart, 1997 and Inglehart and
Norris, 2017.
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The Coming of Artificial
Intelligence Society

◈

Overview
High-income countries are now entering the stage of Artificial Intelligence
Society –  an advanced phase of the Knowledge Society, in which virtually
anyone’s job can be automated. Artificial intelligence has a huge potential
to improve our prosperity and health if used on behalf of society as a whole.
But if left to market forces, it brings a winner-takes-all society in which the
gains go almost entirely to the top.

Artificial Intelligence Society produces increasingly high levels of
inequality for two reasons:

(1) Industrial society produces material products that are expensive to
produce and distribute, creating niches for a wide range of products
ranging from very cheap to very expensive. But once you have
produced a knowledge product, it costs almost nothing to duplicate and



distribute. There is no reason to buy anything but the top product,
which tends to take over the entire market, generating huge profits –
but only for the top product.

(2) Inequality becomes even more extreme with the transition to
Artificial Intelligence Society –  a phase of development in which
virtually anyone’s job can be replaced by computer programs, making
it possible to squeeze the workforce and funnel economic gains even
more narrowly to the very top.

The Impact of Artificial Intelligence
Society

In manufacturing material objects, there is room for a wide range of
products –  from very small cars that cost very little to produce, to mid-size
cars, to large cars, to extremely expensive luxury cars. A wide range of
products compete on price. But in the knowledge economy, the cost of
reproduction approaches zero: once you have produced Microsoft software,
it costs almost nothing to produce and distribute additional copies –  which
means that there is no reason to buy anything but Microsoft. In this winner-
takes-all economy, Bill Gates became a billionaire before he was 40, and
Mark Zuckerberg became a billionaire before he was 30. The rewards to
those at the top are immense –  but they are largely limited to those at the
top.

This trend is exacerbated by the fact that in Artificial Intelligence
Society, virtually anyone’s job can be automated. In the early stages of the
Knowledge Society, there is growing demand for people with high levels of



education and skills and they can get secure, well-paid jobs. But the
transition to Artificial Intelligence Society changes this: computers begin to
replace even highly educated professionals. If left to market forces, secure
well-paid jobs will continue to disappear –  even for the highly educated. In
Artificial Intelligence Society, the key economic conflict is no longer
between a working class and a middle class, but between the top one
percent and the remaining 99 percent, as Stiglitz puts it.1

For the past 50 years the real income and existential security of the
less-educated people of high-income societies have been declining. Fifty
years ago, the largest US employer was General Motors, where workers
earned an equivalent of $50 per hour in 2016 dollars. Today, the largest
employer –  Walmart –  pays around $8 per hour. More recently, artificial
intelligence has been undermining the economic position of the more
educated strata, with computer programs taking over the jobs of the college
educated and those with graduate degrees. Initially, the knowledge society
brought them greater opportunities and rising living standards but as Figure
10.1 shows, this is no longer true. From 1991 to 2015, median real incomes
in the USA were flat across the entire educational spectrum. This applies to
college graduates, those with PhDs, and to lawyers, physicians and others
with professional degrees. The median real income of even these highly
educated groups have been stagnant since 1991 –  and has actually declined
since 1999. This figure shows the mean incomes of men and women
combined. This masks the fact that, while women’s real incomes were
rising, men’s real incomes were falling by more than enough to offset it –
contributing to the fact that men were much likelier than women to support
xenophobic populists like Trump.



Figure 10.1 Median real income of US employed people in 2013 dollars,
by educational level, 1991– 2015.

Source: United Census Bureau (available at
www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-

poverty/historical-income-people.html).

The income for each year is the mean of the median male and female
incomes.

The highly educated still make substantially higher salaries than the
less educated, but since 1991, the real incomes of not only the less
educated, but also those of the highly educated have been stagnant in the
USA. The problem is not lack of economic growth. Gross domestic product
has increased substantially since 1991. So where did the money go? To the
elite of the elite, such as the Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) of the
country’s largest corporations. During a period in which the real incomes of
highly educated professionals including doctors, lawyers, scientists,
university professors, journalists and engineers were flat, the real incomes
of the CEOs rose immensely. In 1965, the average CEO at the 350 largest
US companies was paid 20 times as much as the company’s average

http://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-income-people.html


worker; in 1989, they were paid 58 times as much; and in 2012 the CEOs
were paid 354 times as much as the average worker.2 This vastly increased
disparity doesn’t reflect improved CEO performance: economic growth was
higher in the 1960s than it is today. The CEOs are not 17 times as
productive as they were in 1965. Instead, we are living in a world where the
people who drove General Motors into bankruptcy were able to retire with
huge bonuses, while the workers lost their jobs and benefits.

In 1860, most of the US workforce was employed in agriculture. By
1950, most jobs in the agricultural sector had disappeared but this didn’t
bring widespread unemployment and poverty because there was a massive
rise in industrial employment. But by 2017, automation and outsourcing
had reduced the ranks of industrial workers to less than 9 percent of the
workforce. The loss of industrial jobs was offset by a dramatic rise in
service-sector jobs, which now employ most of the US workforce.

A key part of the service sector is the high-technology sector,
consisting of those employed in the information, professional, scientific and
technical services, and finance and insurance categories. It is often assumed
that the high-tech sector will produce large numbers of high-paying jobs.
But –  surprising as it may seem –  high-tech employment is not increasing.
As Figure 10.2 shows, the high-tech sector’s share of total employment in
the USA has been flat since statistics first became available about three
decades ago. As Figure A5.2 in the appendix indicates, this also holds true
of high-technology employment in other countries from which data are
available, including Canada, Germany, France, Sweden and the United
Kingdom. Unlike the transition from agricultural to industrial society,
Artificial Intelligence Society is not generating large numbers of secure,
well-paid jobs. For example, at peak employment in 1979, General Motors



alone employed nearly 840,000 workers and earned about $11 billion in
2010 dollars. By contrast, in 2010 Google generated a profit of nearly $14
billion while employing only 38,000 people –  less than one twentieth as
many as General Motors once employed.3 In 2005, YouTube was founded
by three people. Two years later, still employing only 65 people, it was
bought by Google for $1.65 billion. Artificial intelligence-based companies
can monopolize markets that serve millions, generating huge profits with
relatively few employees. For artificial intelligence is like a self-devouring
snake: it is getting better and better at doing anything that humans can do –
including writing computer programs.



Figure 10.2 Percentage of US workforce employed in agriculture and
industry, 1860– 2012, in service sector, 1900– 2012 and high-technology
sector since 1986 (data not available for service sector before 1900 and
for high-technology sector before 1986).

Sources: Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2014; Hadlock, 1991;
Hecker, 1999; Hecker, 2005; Kutscher and Mark, 1983; Lebergott,

1966; National Science Board, 2012; National Science Board, 2014;
Powell and Snellman, 2004; United States Bureau of Labor Statistics,

2013; United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014; United States
Bureau of the Census, 1977.

The number of industrial workers has already declined drastically,
weakening the electoral base of the labor-oriented political parties that once
were able to implement the welfare state. Automation and outsourcing have
long since eroded the bargaining position of industrial workers –  and with
the rise of the artificial intelligence economy, the entire human workforce is
losing its bargaining power. Until recently, law was considered a secure
profession. Law firms used to hire large numbers of newly minted lawyers
who were put to work sifting through thousands of pages of documents to



determine the basic facts of a case. Today computers can do this process of
discovery much faster, more cheaply and more accurately than lawyers. A
law degree once meant a good salary and a low risk of unemployment. In
recent years, 40 percent of those who graduated from law school in the
USA didn’t get jobs requiring law degrees. Many young lawyers are
unemployed or underemployed, bringing a 30 percent drop in law school
enrollment from 2010 to 2015.

The medical profession is better off because developed societies have
aging populations, creating a rising demand for medical care. But most
doctors are now employed by large corporations that can dictate their
salaries and working conditions. The bargaining power of physicians is
being further undermined by outsourcing. When you get an X-ray in the
USA it is likely to be transmitted to India, where it will be interpreted by a
physician who is paid a fraction of an American doctor’s salary. But this is
only the first stage of the squeeze. Synthetic intellects are being developed
that learn independently and can do medical diagnoses based on millions of
cases more accurately and faster than physicians –  and far more cheaply.
They are starting to replace the Indian radiologists. Outsourcing jobs to
other countries is an interim phenomenon, not the long-term problem. The
transfer of jobs from humans to artificial intelligence is a far more serious
long-term challenge.

The profession of print journalism is disappearing –  giving way to
internet news sources on which it’s difficult to distinguish fake news from
genuine news, weakening a crucial safeguard of democracy. And the
intellectual integrity of academic life is being undermined. Fifty years ago,
when people went into teaching at the university level, they assumed that
they would eventually get tenure and be free to investigate any topic that



interested them. In 1970, most of the university-level teaching in the USA
was done by people with tenure track jobs. In the last few decades, the
percentage of university educators with full-time tenure track jobs has
fallen from 45 percent to 25 percent.4 University presidents are behaving
exactly like the other CEOs, abolishing secure jobs and replacing them with
adjunct and part-time instructors with low salaries and insecure jobs. Most
academics now spend their careers seeking one temporary job after another.

And increasingly, computer programs themselves are being written by
computer programs –  a major reason why the number of jobs in the high-
technology sector is not increasing.

Building walls and denying visas will not stop this process. Although
politicians and voters blame global trade and offshoring for their countries’
economic difficulties, between 2000 and 2010 only 13 percent of American
manufacturing jobs were lost to trade, while over 85 percent were
eliminated due to productivity gains from technological advances.5

Automation eliminates far more jobs than international trade, for computers
are less expensive than even the most poorly paid humans. Computers will
work very fast and accurately for 24 hours a day without demanding
salaries, pensions or health benefits –  and their costs are declining rapidly.

Artificial intelligence has great promise. Properly harnessed, it could
make life safer, longer and better for everyone. But it is rapidly replacing
large numbers of jobs –  including highly skilled middle-class jobs.6 If this
is true, why don’t we see widespread unemployment? Superficially, the US
economy seems to be flourishing. In 2016 the economy was growing, the
stock market hit record highs and unemployment seemed low. By normal
standards, the 2016 Presidential election should have brought a resounding



vote of confidence for the incumbent party. Instead, there were massive
rebellions against the leadership of both major parties. Why?

One reason why artificial intelligence does not seem to be producing
unemployment is because dismal employment prospects have caused large
numbers of people to drop out of the workforce. The civilian
unemployment rate in December 2016 was down to 4.7 percent, which
seems like full employment. But this doesn’t take workforce dropouts into
account –  and the adult work rate in America was at its lowest level in more
than 30 years. From 1970 to 2016, the jobs-to-population ratio for civilian
men and women for Americans aged 20 and older fell from 64.6 to 59.7.7

The sharp drop in work rates for US adults between 2008 and 2010 was
roughly twice as large as that experienced during the country’s worst
previous postwar recession. In 2017, for every unemployed American man
between 25 and 55 years of age, there were another three who were neither
working nor looking for work. Work rates for women had been rising
steadily ever since World War II –  until the year 2000. Since then, they too
have declined.8

An impressive book by Martin Ford provides a detailed account of
how artificial intelligence is rapidly developing the ability to replace almost
any job; he makes a strong argument for establishing a universal basic
income.9 This would be better than doing nothing but it is not the optimal
solution.

Being unemployed or a labor-force dropout is not a happy experience.
Prime age men who are out of the labor force report very low levels of
emotional well-being and derive little meaning from their daily activities.10

Being out of the labor force can even lead to premature death. From 1999 to
2013, US death rates rose slightly for all non-Hispanic white men and



women 45– 54 years of age –  but they rose sharply for those with high
school degrees or less, and for this less-educated group, most of the rise in
death rates was accounted for by suicides, liver cirrhosis and drug
overdoses.11 A 2016 study examined the opioid epidemic in America,
demonstrating that nearly half of all working-age male labor-force dropouts
–  now comprising roughly 7 million men –  currently take addictive pain
medication on a daily basis.12 They are dying, not from starvation but from
leading pointless lives. In 2016 US deaths from drug overdoses had risen to
almost ten times their 1980 level. They are now the leading cause of death
among Americans under 50.13 This is one reason why simply providing a
universal basic income is not an adequate solution. The rising death rates of
labor-force dropouts have helped bring down the country’s overall life
expectancy. In December 2016, the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention reported that for the first time in decades, life expectancy at
birth for the American population as a whole had dropped slightly.14

Artificial intelligence is hollowing out the economy –  replacing secure,
well-paid jobs with insecure, poorly paid ones. At first, industrial workers
with strong unions were replaced by non-unionized workers with weaker
bargaining power and job security; now, lawyers are being replaced by
computers and tenured professors are being replaced by poorly paid part-
time instructors. Figure 10.3 illustrates this process, comparing the changes
in the structure of the US workforce from 1979 to 1999, with the changes
that occurred from 1999 to 2012.



Figure 10.3 Changes in structure of US workforce: 1979– 1999 vs. 1999–
2012.

Source: Based on data in McAfee, 2017 and Autor and Dorn, 2013.

From 1979 to 1999, the overall skill-level of the workforce was still
rising, as poorly paid jobs were replaced by well-paid jobs requiring higher
skill levels –  continuing a long-standing trend in which each generation
expected to do better than their parents. After 1999, a hollowing-out of the
economy set in. From 1999 to 2012, the proportion of middle-class jobs



declined and there was a massive increase in poorly paid and insecure jobs.
The growth of highly skilled, well-paid jobs was tiny in comparison with
previous growth. A December 2016 report calculated that the odds of a 30-
year-old’s earning more than his parents at the same age was now just 51
percent –  down from 86 percent 40 years ago.15 The odds of doing better
than one’s parents have fallen to about 50:50 and are declining sharply.

In the twenty-first century, many lawyers were unable to get jobs
requiring law degrees. Most of them did not become unemployed, but took
jobs below their expected level. Similarly, because of across-the-board cuts
in government spending, many medical doctors were unable to get
internships and consequently couldn’t practice as physicians –  despite a
shortage of doctors. Most of them did not become unemployed, but they
worked at levels far below their expectations. Superficially, the economy
seemed to be doing well, but the workforce was not. This pattern is not
unique to the USA. From 1993 to 2010, 16 high-income West European
countries also experienced a hollowing-out of their economies, losing large
numbers of middle-class jobs.16

Will this trend continue? The future is inherently unpredictable, but
market forces create a powerful incentive for it to do so. From a CEO’s
viewpoint, replacing your workforce with unorganized workers, poorly paid
foreigners or robots maximizes your corporation’s profits and strengthens
its position against competitors. Ideally, one would dispense with the
human workforce entirely. If every corporation did so, the country would be
in a far deeper depression than that of the 1930s –  but from the viewpoint of
each corporation, squeezing the workforce in this way is almost irresistible
and it’s the prevailing strategy.



These problems are soluble. High-income societies are not becoming
poorer. They are becoming more productive. The US economy has grown
substantially since 1970. Wealth is increasing and top salaries are soaring.
What has changed is the relationship between the bargaining power of the
people who control corporations, and that of their employees. Even highly
educated workers are no longer moving ahead, with the gains from the
growing gross domestic product going almost entirely to a thin stratum of
financiers, entrepreneurs and managers at the very top. As artificial
intelligence replaces people, unregulated market forces bring a situation in
which a tiny minority controls the economy, while the majority have
precarious jobs, serving them as gardeners, waiters, nannies and
hairdressers –  a future foreshadowed by the social structure of Silicon
Valley today.

The key political conflict today is no longer between the working class
and the middle class. It is between the 1 percent and the 99 percent. Until a
new political coalition emerges that represents the interests of the 99
percent –  including less-educated whites –  the economy will continue to be
hollowed out and most people’s existential security will continue to decline.

Government intervention is the only feasible way to overcome the
growing concentration of income at the top in technologically advanced
societies. A universal basic income has serious economic and psychological
drawbacks. A more effective solution would be for government to create
jobs that put people to work doing useful things that improve the society’s
quality of life and give people a sense of purpose and self-esteem. During
the New Deal era in the USA, government-sponsored programs built
highways and post offices, protected the environment and contributed to
education and cultural life. Today, people are as imaginative and as capable



of designing effective programs that require humans as they were then –  but
they are not yet organized to do so.

The Need for a New Political Coalition
There are indications that the 99 percent are becoming increasingly
dissatisfied. Historically, being a socialist was fatal to a career in American
politics. But in the 2016 US Presidential primary elections, Hillary Clinton,
despite being strongly favored by the Democratic Party establishment, lost a
number of primary elections to Bernie Sanders, a relative unknown who
was an openly acknowledged socialist –  in a country famous for having no
socialism. There is growing awareness among younger voters that we need
to change our political system. If only people under 35 could vote, Sanders
would probably have won the Presidency. There was also an open rebellion
within the Republican Party, with Donald Trump winning the nomination
despite being disavowed by virtually all of the party’s top leaders. There is
a widespread feeling that neither major party is effectively representing the
interests of most people –  and it is well-founded. The American economy is
being hollowed out and job security is fading.

In 2012, the gap between the richest one percent and the remaining 99
percent in the USA was the widest it has been since the 1920s.17 In the long
run, growing economic inequality is likely to bring a resurgence of mass
support for government intervention –  but for now, it is held in check by
emotionally hot cultural issues such as immigration and same-sex marriage
that enable conservative politicians to win the support of low-income
voters.



Effective politics is always a difficult balancing act. You can get too
much government intervention and you can get too little. Today, the
political stability and economic health of high-income societies requires
greater emphasis on the redistributive policies that were operating for most
of the twentieth century. The social base of the New Deal coalition and its
European counterparts is gone, but the conflicting interests of the 99
percent and the dominant one percent have created the potential for a new
coalition. A punitive attitude toward the top one percent would be counter-
productive –  it includes many of the country’s most valuable people. But
moving toward a more progressive income tax would be perfectly
reasonable. From 1950 to 1970, the US top one percent paid a much higher
share of their income in taxes than they do today. This did not strangle
economic growth –  it was stronger then than now. Two of the richest
Americans, Warren Buffet and Bill Gates, advocate higher taxes for the
very rich. They also argue that the inheritance tax is a relatively painless
way to raise funding that is badly needed for investment in education,
medical care, research and development, and infrastructure. But powerful
conservative interests have moved the USA in the opposite direction,
sharply reducing the inheritance tax and cutting government expenditures.

Trump promised to make America great again. But Trump’s policies of
deregulating the financial sector, cutting medical coverage and reducing
taxes on the very rich are the opposite of what is needed by the people who
have been left behind. They will make America great for billionaires who
pay no income tax.18

Hochschild argues that the paradox of low-income Americans voting
against their own economic interests by supporting conservative
Republicans reflects a powerful emotional reaction.19 It is not just that



right-wing politicians are duping them by directing their anger to cultural
issues, away from possible solutions to their status as a permanent under-
class. Less-educated white Americans feel that they have become
“strangers in their own land.” They see themselves as victims of affirmative
action and betrayed by “line-cutters” –  African-Americans, immigrants,
refugees and women –  who cut in ahead of them in the waiting-line for the
American Dream. They resent liberal intellectuals who tell them they
should feel sorry for the line-cutters, and dismiss them as bigots or
deplorables when they don’t. Donald Trump provides emotional support
when he openly expresses racist and xenophobic feelings.

A prominent Swedish social democrat asks:

In a country with staggering and increasing economic inequality, why
would people who will undoubtedly lose economically from [Trump’s]
policies support him? Why did his anti-government policies such as
cutting taxes for the super-rich and slashing the newly established
health care insurance system succeed to such a large extent? Moreover,
why were these policies especially effective in securing votes from the
white working class? … Instead of focusing on universal programs for
all or very broad segments of the population, the Democrats and
Clinton came to represent policies seen by the white male working
class as favoritism towards minority groups.20

We are witnessing a shift in political cleavages comparable to that of
the 1930s, which saw the rise of Fascism on one hand, and the emergence
of the New Deal and its European counterparts on the other hand. The
reaction against rapid cultural change and immigration has brought a surge
of support for xenophobic populist parties. But rising inequality has also



produced an insurgency on the Left by people who see the need for
redistributive policies. So far this movement has been supported mainly by
younger and more educated voters. Cultural politics continues to dominate
electoral behavior –  but demands for political realignment are emerging.

Increasingly, high-income societies have winner-takes-all economies
that lead to societies dominated by a small minority, while the
overwhelming majority have precarious jobs. If left to market forces, this
tendency will prevail. But government can be a countervailing force that
reallocates resources for the benefit of society as a whole. In recent
decades, government has mainly had the opposite effect, but a huge
majority of the population now has an incentive to elect governments
committed to reallocation. If a large share of the 99 percent becomes aware
of this fact, it can form a new winning coalition. There are signs that this is
happening.

In surveys carried out from 1989 to 2014, respondents around the
world were asked whether their views came closer to the statement
“Incomes should be made more equal” or that “Income differences should
be larger to provide incentives for individual effort.” In the earliest surveys,
majorities in four-fifths of the 65 countries surveyed at least twice (over a
median span of almost 18 years) believed that greater incentives for
individual effort were needed. But the situation reversed itself during the
next 25 years, as Figure 10.4 demonstrates, and in the most recent available
survey, the publics in four-fifths of the 65 countries had become more
favorable to making income more equal. The American public was among
those that shifted in favor of greater income equality.



Figure 10.4 Changing attitudes toward income inequality.

Source: World Values Survey and European Values Study surveys
carried out from 1989 to 2014, including all countries with at least a
ten-year time series. The median change is a shift of .86 scale-points
toward greater support for income equality; the median time-span is

17.6 years.

So far, emotionally charged cultural issues have hindered the
emergence of a new coalition. But both the rise of populist movements and
the growing concern for inequality reflect widespread dissatisfaction with
existing political alignments. A large share of the public is angry –  and it
should be. Government is not working on their behalf. Artificial



intelligence is making greater resources available, but government
intervention will be required to reallocate a significant part of these
resources to create meaningful jobs that require a human touch, in health
care, education (from pre-school to post-graduate levels), infrastructure,
environmental protection, research and development, care of the elderly,
and the arts and humanities –  with the goal of improving the quality of life
for society as a whole, rather than maximizing corporate profits.
Developing well-designed programs to attain this goal will be a crucial task
for social scientists and policy-makers during the next 20 years.

Conclusion
Whether survival seems secure or insecure shapes a society’s worldview.
One of the great achievements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was
the emergence of political movements that represented the interests of the
industrial working class. In the course of a long struggle, they helped elect
governments that brought higher salaries, greater job security, retirement
security, education and health care to most people. This eventually brought
high levels of existential security that led to another great achievement –  the
cultural and political changes of the Silent Revolution era. High-income
societies became more open, trusting and tolerant, emancipating women,
ethnic minorities and gays, giving people more freedom of choice in how to
live their lives –  encouraging the spread of democracy and producing higher
levels of happiness.

But history rarely moves in a straight line. The working-class base of
the classic Left melted away, and the coming of Artificial Intelligence



Society brought a winner-takes-all economy that is concentrating wealth
and political power in the hands of a small minority –  undermining
existential security for most of the population. High-income societies are
currently regressing toward the xenophobic authoritarian politics linked
with insecurity. But –  unlike the xenophobic authoritarianism that surged
during the Great Depression –  this does not result from objective scarcity.
These societies possess abundant and growing resources, but they are
increasingly misallocated from the standpoint of maximizing human well-
being. Insecurity today results not from inadequate resources but from
growing inequality –  which is ultimately a political question. With
appropriate political realignment, governments could emerge that play the
role the classic Left once performed.

Developed societies could become dystopias controlled by a small
minority. Or their growing resources could be used to produce confident
and tolerant societies with high levels of existential security. There is no
objective reason why support for xenophobic authoritarianism should
continue to increase. The world is not in the depths of another Great
Depression. Resources are plentiful and increasing. Between early 2000 and
late 2016, the estimated net worth of American households and nonprofit
institutions more than doubled, from $44 trillion to $90 trillion –  an average
of over a million dollars for every family of four.21 This upsurge of wealth
took place despite the crash of 2008. Widespread insecurity in high-income
societies does not stem from inadequate resources –  it reflects the fact that
economic gains are going almost entirely to those at the top, and secure,
well-paid jobs are disappearing. Whether they continue to do so is a
political question. It depends on whether a new coalition emerges that
restores political power to the majority.



It took decades for the industrial working class to become literate,
cognitively mobilized and organized as an effective political force. But
today’s knowledge societies already have highly educated publics who are
accustomed to thinking for themselves. A large share of the 99 percent are
articulate and have political skills. All that is needed is an awareness that
the key economic conflict today is between them and the one percent.

Constructing a new political coalition will not be easy. The abstraction
of “inequality” doesn’t mean much to most voters. Inequality is hard to
visualize and hard to measure. It’s unlikely that one citizen in a thousand
could calculate or explain a Gini index of inequality. It’s much easier to
blame foreigners for the fact that life has become insecure. Foreigners are
easy to visualize –  we see them every day (especially on television) in ways
that reinforce a deep-rooted tendency to view them as dangerous. Doing so
obscures the fact that the key conflict in contemporary high-income
societies is between the majority and the one percent.

Foreigners are not the main threat. If developed societies excluded all
foreigners and all imports, secure jobs would continue to disappear, since
the leading cause –  overwhelmingly –  is automation. Once artificial
intelligence starts learning independently, it moves at a pace that vastly
outstrips human intelligence. Humanity needs to devise the means to stay in
control of artificial intelligence. I suspect that unless we do so within the
next 20 years or so, we will no longer have the option. Developing
successful strategies to cope with artificial intelligence is a crucial task that
will require imagination, persistence and experimentation.

And building a political coalition that represents the 99 percent will
not occur automatically. But in democracies it reflects the interests of the
overwhelming majority, and it is likely to emerge.



During the first half of the twentieth century a major component of
cultural evolution consisted of learning the benefits of government
intervention, as industrialized societies adopted universal compulsory
education, child labor laws, public health programs, pure food and drug
laws, old age pensions and social security systems. During the Great
Depression capitalism collapsed, giving way to fascism or communism in
many countries and probably would not have survived in the remaining
ones without the evolution of New Deals and postwar welfare states.
During the second half of the twentieth century, the world learned that state-
run economies don’t function well. Communist regimes from East Berlin to
Beijing collapsed or moved toward market economies because successful
politics is a balancing act between too much and too little government
intervention. In the twenty-first century, we are in the process of learning
that artificial intelligence society has strong, inherent winner-takes-all
tendencies that can only be offset by government intervention. Developing
the right balance between market and state will also require
experimentation and insightful innovation, but when survival is at stake,
humans usually rise to the occasion.
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Appendix 1
The Easterlin Paradox

The original Easterlin paradox held that the people of rich countries do not
have higher levels of life satisfaction than the people of poor countries.
Analyzing a sample of data from 14 countries surveyed in the 1950s,
Easterlin (1974)1 found almost no correlation between per capita gross
national product and life satisfaction: though West Germany was twice as
wealthy as Ireland, the Irish showed higher levels of life satisfaction. He
concluded that the absence of a correlation between GNP/capita and
subjective well-being meant that economic development did not improve
the human lot –  a finding that was widely cited as the “Easterlin Paradox.”

But Easterlin’s finding was based on a relatively small sample
consisting mainly of rich countries. Inglehart (1990)2 analyzed data from a
broader sample of countries and found a .67 correlation between GNP and
life satisfaction. Subsequent studies based on broad ranges of countries
confirmed this finding: contrary to the original Easterlin Paradox, rich
countries do have higher levels of subjective well-being than poor ones.

After these findings were published, Easterlin reformulated the
paradox to hold that economic development does not bring increases over
time in subjective well-being (which implies that the strong cross-sectional
correlation must be due to sheer coincidence). Since the longest time series



of happiness measures (by far) came from the USA and it showed no
increase from 1946 to the latest measurement, this claim seemed plausible.

But Inglehart, Foa, Peterson and Welzel (2008) analyzed data from
scores of countries covering the full range of development, gathered from
1981 to 2008 –  finding that both happiness and life satisfaction increased in
the overwhelming majority of countries. As Figure 8.2 demonstrates, life
satisfaction rises sharply as we move from very poor countries to
moderately prosperous ones and then levels off.

Easterlin (2009) claimed that the pervasive increase in happiness and
life satisfaction from 1981 to 2008 was due to a change in the interviewer
instructions used with the happiness question:

Between wave 2 and wave 3 of the WVS (from 1990 to 1995) the
instruction to interviewers to alternate the order of response choice
from one respondent to the next was dropped. Consequently a primacy
effect kicked in: a tendency for respondents to favor early over later
choices –  making more people choose “very happy” and fewer “not at
all happy.” This biased happiness choices upward so happiness rose
though life satisfaction declined in ex-communist countries.3

If the rise in happiness were due to this change in interviewer
instructions, the data would show a huge one-time increase in happiness in
the 1995 survey, and no increases in the earlier and later waves of surveys.
But the data show no such pattern: as Figure 8.6 demonstrates, happiness
rose steadily from 1981 to 2005 with no perceptible surge in 1995.

Moreover, the change in interviewer instructions for the happiness
question could not possibly explain the rise in life satisfaction. Easterlin
does not acknowledge this fact. Instead he comments that life satisfaction



declined in ex-communist countries, as if this were the prevailing pattern
(which it clearly is not).

Easterlin is attempting to explain away a massive increase in happiness
by attributing it to primacy effects, which normally have little impact unless
one is dealing with topics on which the respondent has no real opinion –  in
which case, one also tends to get large amounts of non-response. Questions
about one’s happiness and life satisfaction are topics on which nearly
everyone has an opinion, and they produce extremely low levels of non-
response: instead of the 30– 40 percent non-response found in response to
unclear or confusing questions, non-response to the happiness question is
about one percent. The average citizen may have no clear opinion about the
causes of global warming –  but is well aware of whether he or she is happy
or unhappy. The interviewer instruction was dropped because it was
expected to have no effect. The empirical results in Figure 8.6 support this
expectation: dropping it in 1995 had no perceptible impact.

The Easterlin Paradox is unsustainable. Economic development does
seem to improve the human lot –  though it does so on a curve of
diminishing returns, and (as Chapter 8 demonstrates) is only one of several
factors influencing happiness and life satisfaction.



Appendix 2

Figure A2.1 Global cultural map from 1995.



Figure A2.2 Global cultural map from 2000.



Figure A2.3 Age-related differences on Survival/Self-expression values,
in three types of societies.

Data from the following countries were used:

High Income countries (as of 1992): Andorra, Australia, Austria,
Belgium, Canada, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Great
Britain, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, Netherlands,
New Zealand, Northern Ireland, Norway, Singapore, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, Taiwan, United States.

Developing countries (as of 1992): Algeria, Argentina, Bangladesh,
Brazil, Burkina Faso, Chile, China, Colombia, Dominican Republic,
Ecuador, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Greece, Guatemala, India, Indonesia,
Jordan, Malaysia, Mali, Malta, Mexico, Morocco, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru,
Philippines, Portugal, Rwanda, South Africa, South Korea, Tanzania,
Thailand, Trinidad and Tobago, Turkey, Uganda, Uruguay, Venezuela,
Vietnam, Zambia, Zimbabwe.



Ex-Communist countries: Albania, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Bosnia,
Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Kazakhstan,
Kosovo, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro,
Poland, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Ukraine.



Figure A2.4 Net change on two major dimensions of cross-cultural
variation from earliest to latest available survey (1981– 2014) in ten types
of societies.
  The countries included in each of the ten types of societies are:
Ex-Communist countries: Albania (1998– 2008), Azerbaijan (1997–
2011), Armenia (1997– 2011), Bosnia (1998– 2008), Bulgaria (1991–
2008), Belarus (1990– 2008), Croatia (1996– 2008), Czech Republic
(1991– 2008), Estonia (1996– 2011), Georgia (1996– 2009), Hungary
(1991– 2008), Kyrgyzstan (2003– 2011), Latvia (1996– 2008), Lithuania
(1997– 2008), Moldova (1996– 2008), Poland (1990– 2012), Romania
(1998– 2012), Serbia (1996– 2008), Slovakia (1991– 2008), Slovenia
(1992– 2011), Ukraine (1996– 2011).
Latin American countries: Argentina (1984– 2006), Brazil (1991– 2006),
Chile (1990– 2011), Colombia (2005– 2011), Mexico (1981– 2012), Peru
(1996– 2012), Uruguay (1996– 2011), Venezuela (1996– 2000).
African countries: Ghana (2007– 2012), Morocco (2007– 2011), Nigeria
(1990– 2011), Rwanda (2007– 2012), South Africa (1982– 2006),



Zimbabwe (2001– 2012).
Catholic European countries: Austria (1990– 2008), Belgium (1981–
2009), France (1981– 2008), Greece (1999– 2008), Italy (1981– 2005),
Luxembourg (1999– 2008), Portugal (1990– 2008), Spain (1981– 2011).
Protestant European countries: Denmark (1981– 2008), Finland (1990–
2009), Germany (1981– 2008), Iceland (1990– 2009), Netherlands (1981–
2012), Norway (1982– 2008), Sweden (1982– 2011), Switzerland (1996–
2008).
English-speaking countries: Australia (1981– 2012), Canada (1982–
2006), Great Britain (1981– 2009), Ireland (1981– 2008), New Zealand
(1998– 2011), Northern Ireland (1981– 2008), United States (1982– 2011).
Russia (1990, 1995– 2011), China (2007– 2012), Japan (1981– 2010),
India (1990– 2012).
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Figure A3.1 Six aspects of tolerance, by level of economic development.
Percentage expressing tolerant views on given topic.
  The countries included in each category are:
Low-income countries (as classified by World Bank in 2000):
Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Armenia, Ethiopia, Georgia,
Ghana, India, Indonesia, Kyrgyzstan, Mali, Moldova, Nigeria, Pakistan,
Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, Viet Nam, Zambia,
Zimbabwe; Lower-middle income: Albania, Algeria, Bosnia, Bulgaria,
Belarus, China, Colombia, Dominican Rep., Ecuador, Egypt, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Iran, Iraq Kazakhstan, Jordan, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia,
Montenegro, Morocco, Peru, Philippines, Romania, Russia, Serbia,
Thailand, Tunisia, Turkey; Upper-middle income: Argentina, Brazil,
Chile, Croatia, Czech Rep., Estonia, Hungary, South Korea, Malaysia,
Malta, Mexico, Poland, Puerto Rico, Saudi Arabia, Slovakia, South
Africa, Taiwan, Trinidad, Uruguay, Venezuela; High-income: Australia,
Austria, Belgium, Canada, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Hong Kong, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg,
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Singapore, Slovenia,
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, United States.
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Figure A4.1 Xenophobia and intergenerational change.
“When jobs are scarce, employers should give priority to people of this
country over immigrants”
(percent agreeing by year of birth in 26 high-income countries)

Source: Based on all available Values Survey data from all available
countries that the World Bank classified as “high-income” countries in

1990 (we use the 1990 classification because of the intergenerational
time-lags involved here). The countries are Andorra, Australia,

Austria, Belgium, Canada, Cyprus (Greek), Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Great Britain, Hong Kong, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy,
Japan, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Qatar, Singapore,

Spain, Sweden, Taiwan and United States. Total number of
respondents is 122,008.



Appendix 5

Figure A5.1 Net household income inequality trends: Russia, China and
the West, 1981– 2007.
Vertical axis shows Gini indices.

Source: data from Whyte, 2014.



Figure A5.2 Percentage of total employment in information and
communication technology sector in five advanced economies, 1995–
2011.

Source: OECD (2014).

Table A5.1 How Zakharov (2016) coded given issues as economic or non-
economic from the categories used in the Comparative Party Manifestos
dataset

Economic right: Free enterprise, incentives,
economic orthodoxy, welfare state
limitation, labor groups (negative)

Economic left: Market regulation, economic
planning, Keynesian demand
management, controlled economy,
nationalization, Marxist analysis,
welfare state expansion, social
justice, labor groups (positive)

Non-economic right: National way of life (positive),
traditional morality (positive), law



and order, multiculturalism
(negative), political authority,
military (positive), internationalism
(negative)

Non-economic left National way of life (negative),
traditional morality (negative),
multiculturalism (positive),
underprivileged minority groups,
freedom and human rights,
democracy, internationalism
(positive), peace, anti-imperialism,
military (negative), environmental
protection.
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