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Contemporary Democratization in the Third World 

Jun Ma 

Question: Analyze the contemporary 11 Democratic Revolution 11 in non
Western Nations, indicating its scale (by region and approximate 
numbers), the factors that are propelling it forward, and its 
future prospects, positive and negative. 

Introduction 

The 11 Democratic Third Wave'', started from the mid 1970s, and 
reached its zinith at the end of 1980s. Within this fifteen 
years, about · forty countries made significant progress towards 
democratic political systems, although some of them have not been 
fully democratized. The number of countries rated 11 free 11 by 
Freedom House in 1991 has increased to sixt six, the number of 
11 partly free 11 has reached fifty one, and ·those 11 not free 11 fell to 
fifty. 1991 seems to be the- fir s t time in the world history that 
both the numbers of 11 free 11 and 11 partly free 11 countries exceeded the 

11 not free 11 countries. 

This essay tries to trace out the underlying factors that 
triggered this democratic wave in the Third World, then discusses 
the possibilities of the continuity of these factors in the future, 
and also look at the potential effects of some negative factors 
that may help to maintain ffieauthoritarian regimes and even credte 
a r~v~~~e movement away from democracy. To start with, we first 
give a general description of the democratic movements in the non
Western world region by region. 

I. What Has Happened in the 11 Third Wave 11 ? 

The beginning of the 11 third wave 11 are the democratization in 
the middle of ~~70s in three West European countries, Portugal, 
Spain and G~~~l<~ In the following decade, it swept to six Latin 
American countries, ended their military regimes, and then 
spreaded to Philippine and Thailand, though followed by some back 
and forth movements. Up to this moment, the democratic movement 
had not been considered as a 11 wave 11

, and few people realized that 
the 11 upheaval 11 of democratization was :r:• 1ming=soon. 
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'LIO~ C'ON,z ~ 'OLUt16LJ. 
Within two years since 1989, the very 1lnusual period in more 

than thirty non-western countrie?, all the East European Communist 
countries had given up the Communist regime and adopted democracy 
as their political system ; the Soviet Union, the oldest and 
largest communist country, has been moving toward political freedom 
though accompanied by severe ethnic conflicts; at least eight 
sub-Saharan African countries have improved human right records by 
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~~llowing free election and multiparty system. In Asia, Taiwan and 
,/ south Korea have accepted multi-party systems and free elections, 

Nepal is emerging from a constitutional monarchy system, and 
Mongolia became the first communist nation in Asia to drop Marxism 

, \ q»d ~~d competitive multiparty election. The only region that 
~in~ unchanged is the~Middle East, where only a little political 

change ~an be seen. 'l} ') l.q\\uc 

Let us look at these recent changes in some more details. 

Eastern Europe 

Three months after China's crackdown on the largest Tiananmen 
demonstration in China's history, a non-communist government carne 
into power in Poland following a free election. In November, the 
twenty-eight year old Berlin Wall was dismantled and resulted in 
the collapse of the communist regime in East Germany then the re
unification of the two Gernarnys. In the following days, 
Bulgaria's communist leader of thirty-five years standing, Todor 
Zhi vkov, was forced to resign. Shortly after that, a peaceful 
revolution -in Czechoslovakia forced the communists to hand over 
political power. Ro~anian communist dictatorship Ceausescu, after 
a bloody suppression~~ peaceful demonstration in December 1990, 
was immediately overthrowed by his reform colleagues and then 
executed. So far, communism had fallen in Eastern Europe except 
for Albania, where the communist regime was expected to endure 
longer. However, not more than one and a half years later, the 
Albanian communist party was forced to give up the one-party 
system and allow free elections in light of mass demonstrations . 

Between March and June 1990, seven countries had the first 
free elections in their histories. In June 1991, Albania became 
the last to hold multiparty elections. 

Unlike Eastern Europe, Asian countries have not shown dramatic 
snowballing effects between countries, but have a longer hi?tory 
of dernocratizati~n. Philipine, Thailand, Sri lanka had 
experienced altenative authoritanrain regimes and democratic 
regimes and tended to consolidate civilian and democratic 
government in the past few years. After 1989, two of the NICs 
in East Asia, Taiwan and Korea, made significant improvements 
toward democracy. For the first time in Taiwan's history, a free 
and fair election was held . in 1989, with opposition parties 
engaged. After years of student dernon~lrations against one party 
authoritarian government, South Korea Grn~~1rorn ~ presidential 
system to a parliamentary, cabinet-style government. The major 

~·.vii former opposition parties, except for Kim Dae Jung and his party, 
~agreed to cooperate with president Roh Tae Woo in this move. 

One of the poorest countries in Southern Asia, Nepal, lifted 
a twenty-nine-year ban on independent political activity in 1990, 
following the largest demonstration in the country's history. King 
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Birendra accepted a draft constitution that called for a 
constitutional monarchy and a freely elected parliament. In Burma, 
almost at the same time, there have been popular uprisings _against 
the totalitari~n regime. 4.sY~o~'ic., ./ 1 d~~,.:~ \k \U e""ll..Z '5 \, J rv + 12. u '-( 

Chang~in j,Soviet Union i:s followed by similar change:3 in 1 

Mongolia. In 1990, Mongolia became the first Communist nation in 
Asia to drop Marxism as its official ideology and hold competitive 
multiparty elections. 

Africa 

Bernard Muna noted in the NED conference of "The Unfinished 
Revolution" that "[the present] is an extraordinary time in 
Africa's history--it is a period of democratic ferment and 
tremendous possibility." 

From September 1990 to April 1991, nine authoritarian regi~es 
have fallen and multiparty democracy is spreading in these African 
countries. These fallen leaders are: Mengistu Haile Mariam in 
Ethiopia, Metsing Lekhanya in Lesotho, Moussa Traore in Benin, 
Aristides Pereira in Cape Verde, Siyad Barre in Somalia, Pinto da 
Costa in Sao Tome, Hissene Habre in Chad, Samuel Doe in Liberia. 
Among them, three fled the countries, two were toppled, two were 
voted out of office in public elections, and one was murdered. 

In roughly the same period, many other leaders in Africa 
accepted peaceful change and reform, under the pressure the 
irresistible wave of democrization. In June 1990, local and 
regional elections were held in Algeria, and the ruling party was 
defeated by the opposition Islamic Salvation Front. Nigeria 
lifted its ban on opposition parties, and a competitive election 
has been scheduled. Ivory Coast President Felix Houphouet Boigny 
acceded to demands for a multiparty system and national elections. 
Madagascar legalized opposition parties in March and eased 
censorship. In Tanzania, after years of moderate single-party 
government, Mwinyi set up a commission to see whether change is 
need. 

After being a prisoner for twenty-seven years, Nelson Mandela 
was released by the South African government. South Africa lifted 
its state of emergency and lifted the ban on black political 
organizations. Negotiation has been underway between the 
government and the African National Congress. 

Latin America 

Compared with Eastern Europe and Africa, Latin America has a 
longer history of a mixture of democratization and anti
democratization movements. In Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, and some 
other countries, civilian governments and military authoritarian 
regimes alternatively take power. However, the picture in the 
second half of 1980s showed a brighter future for this part of the 
world. 



By the end of the 1980s, Latin America had largely been 
democratized or semi-democratized except for Cuba. Most of the 
highly repressive military and authoritarian regimes came to their 
ends and were replaced by civilian governments, some of them 
elected democratically. Theses countries include~ Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, Paraguay, Bolivia and Guatemala. In 
Nicaragua, the ruler followed the Eastern European example and 
handed over power peacefully. Cuba, the only communist country in 
this region, refused to engage in democratic reform, however. This 
has created tension between Havana and the East European countries. 

II. Why Have These Dramatic Changes Happened ? 

The world is so diversified and the reasons for 
democratization in any two countries can differ va§tly due to 
their particular situations of polity, history, cultur~, and~ 
personalities of the leaders. However, there ddSexist some major 
forces that functioned in most countries' democratization, or 
propelled democratization at least in some part of the world. 
These forces can be classified into two general categories: 
internal and external. 

Internal Factors 

1) Political Factor 

Political repression (e.g.,lack of freedom for expression and 
publication, no political participation, ban on opposition 
parties) of authoritarian or totalitarian governments jn a ~tion 
whe~warene_s.s_of_democratic principles has grown subSEantialJ,y; 
'l~e middle class and upper class, the main demandants for 
democracy, has developed their scale to a certain level and formed 
their own political organizations, openly or secretly. 

The political factor is the most essential factor that can be 
observed in all the countries moving towards democracy. The 
contradiction between the growing demand for democracy and 
inability of accomodating this demand under the authoritarian 
system gives the government no political legitimac~. The more 
repressive the regime is, the worse end it has. Nicola Ceausescu, 
who used troop to kill thousands of demonstrators in the last days 
of his staying power, became the only East European communist head 
executed by the people. 

2) Economic Factor 

~j Both ecoB-Gmi c deterioration and_g_c;:_Q!JQmic g:~ can be the 
reason for political change. Economic deterioration is the result 
of the poor perfo~nce of the current government, and the 
inability to increase 1 or even maintain the living standard of its 
people. This being t e case, people ~~s every reason to request 
a change of the government, and if the performance is widely 
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considered to be related to the political system, a change of the 
system is likely to occur. 
, /)~2_ 
~he obvious examples are East Europe and Africa. Under forty 

years communist control, economic development in Eastern Europe was 
far lagged behind their neighboring West European countries: the 
ine.fficiency of state ..... owned enterprises, the obsolete of 
technology, poor _quality and inadequate supply of cons~mer goods, 
and- _ llea"'Vy foreign debts. Similarly, The poor ·-economic 
performance i f.l many African countries led to a almost zero economic 
growth and mor\people in poverty in the past two decades. ~n 
peo~ could no onger bear the living condition and placed no hope 
on the system, he revolution broke out. 

The major factor that triggered East Asia Small dragons 
democratization is so different from that in East Europe, as is 
their economic performance so different from East Europe. Taiwan 
and Korea have the most successful economies in developing 
countries in terms of growth rate and competitiveness in 
international trade. Economic development rather tha economic 
det~rioration, is therefore the basic factor responsible for their 
democratic transi ton. Huntington's 11 trans-i-tion zone 11 ·theory may 
well expla1n these ases. When a nation read$ to a certain~evel 
of development, ]people C:an enjoy relatively sufficient material 
products and don't have to concern too much about their life, then 
they tends to request their political participation and competition 
right. This is also true in Thailand, which is considered as the 
fifth small dragon in Asia . 

Another angle to look at the effects on democratization of 
economic development, or modernization is that it provides the 
means of advanced communication and transportation that could be 

~ 'Sc used to diffuse political information (e.g., lead into the 
Ec..Y!. demonstration effects of Western Democratic countries, expose the 

0 JJJI ~rcll /tr-::_ scandals of unlegi timated government) , and organize mass 
~4 ~~ participation in anti-authoritarian movement. 
Oo/,1( da~ ~"- 2-

3) Cultural Factor , \ ~ 1 , "' !\ .1 1 
\._j ))kt !~ ( u.\,)J \.u.( l ·, <s 

It has been argued that the Western ~culttlral a¥€ more 
conducive to democratization than the cultural 1n the East. Though 
it not evidently clear whether and how Islam and Confucianism 
hindered democrat1zation/ the facts since mid 1970s did show that 
the democratization was basically a wave in the countries with 
Western Christianity. From Portugal and Spain in the West Europe, 
to Mexico and Chile in the Latin America, then to Poland and 
Hungary in the Eastern Europe, almost three quar~ers of the 
countries that moved to democracy between 1974 and 1989 were 
predominantly Catholic . 

Many countries that moved toward democracy in the past fifteen 
years have had democratic experience or colonial experience before. 
~e experience, often became part of the nation's cultural and 
values, could provide a conducive, although not decisive, social 



condition for a nation's democracy. As mentioned in Huntington's 
"Democratic Third Wave", "Twenty-three of 30 countries that 
democratized between 1974 and 1990 had some history of democracy, 
while only a few countries that were nondemocratic in 1990 could 
claim such experience." Similarly, in many countries in Africa, 
Latin America, and South Asia, colonial experiences in their 
histories and the close economic, cultural, and political relations 
with the former ruling countries at present, provided sources of 
Western cultural, examples of institutional framework and 
management skills that are useful in the new democratic system. 

External Factors 

The role of external factors is important to the changes in 
East Europe, Africa and some Latin American countries. In 
Eastern Europe, the two major external factors were: a) the 
demonstration effect of China's democratic protest from April to 
June 1989; b) The loosen of Soviet Union's political monitoring on 
Eastern Europe, especially the unlikeness of Gorbacheve's using 
military force. 

- --

The snowballing effect is also evident in other areas, 
especially in the late 1980s democratic wave. Immediately after 
the transition made in East Europe, democratic upheaval swept to 
a dozen of sub-Saharan African countries, and some Arab countries 
such as Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia, and Algeria, and then to the 
poorest Asian countries, Burma and Nepal. 

United States is currently the major international force that 
promotes the Third World democratic movement by including this 
objective into its foreign policy. Although she directly involved 
in some countries' democratic movement by providing support to the 
the interested political organizations and activities or even 
sending U.S. troops to the territories--the cases of Nicaragua and 
Gulf, the more important influence that U.S. had exercised on the 
Third World is its demonstration effects. The U.S. success in 
maitain stable political freedom and economic growth gives the best 
example showing the advantage of democracy. 

The evolvement of other industrialized nations, such as EC 
countries, Japan, and the international organizations like the 
World Bank and IMF, is expected to increase. By attaching 
conditions of improving human right records to financial assistants 
or loans, the World Bank and IMF have already showed influence on 
some African countries where the economise are fragile and haveyiy 
rely on foreign aids. h t:-r::J '- 1\ 7 

III. Future Prospects of Democratic Movement 

As most of the changes happened in the "Third Wave" had not 
been predicted by politics scientists, the future political events 
in the third World are not predictable either. However, some 
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general trend may be sketched out by analyzing the positive and 
negative factors to democratization. 

Among the factors 
authoritarian regimes 
democracy in some newly 

that may contribute~ to the continuity of 
and possibly a reverse movement from 
democratized countries are: 

1) Uns~tisfactor~ce. Although an 
unprecedented democratic wave was underway in. Africa and many 
countries there adopted multiparty system and held free elections, 
the future of these democracies will largely depends on the 
economic performance of the new government. When a n~ system 
established in~ country without much democracy experience, people 
tend to equate the potentiality of the system to the performance 
of _the overnment, and are very likely to abandon the system if 
the government do es not function well. According to the World Ban k 
prediction, in the comming decade, the most pessimistic area in 
terms of economic growth is Africa. If this is the case, Africa 
could be a very unstable areas in terms of democratic movement. 

2) Lack of comm-i-t-ment of- t-he- pol-i-t-±-ca:-1--J:-ecrders to democratic 
values. Quite a few former authoritarian political leaders 
accepted some changes simply because the are scared by the 
irresistible wave of democratization. They will possibly become 
the obstacles to democracy as democracy moving to a higher stage. 
Some democratic leaders used democracy as a tool to win the power, 
and turned to some degree of dictatorship after they took over. 
These are the leaders who have no strong commitment to democracy 
but have over l.,y ambitious self- interest . Countries without 
democratic histOfY or colonial experience could be easier to foster 
these leaders. Many countries in Africa and South Asia could fall 
into this category. 

3) Cultural or national tradition that contradict with 
de~ocratic values. Islamic cultural, and probably Confucianism, 
would hinder the process of democratization in the Middle East and 
some East Asian countries. In the Middle East oil exporting 
countries, where per capita GNP and living standard is already 
comparable to some developed countries, there remain the most 
repressive regimes in the world. The overwhelming control of 
Islamic ideas over the societies and the rejection of any 
distinction between religious activities and political activities, 
are the basic reasons that prevents democracy from emerging in this 
part of the world. The unfortunate thing is, while the possibility 
of creating democracy within the islamic framework is rare, there 
is also little sign of giving up the Islamic concept of politics 
in the near future . 

4) E~hnic conflicts. In the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, the 
reformed political system is severely challenged by the national 
separatism. In Soviet Union, Republics of Lithuanian and Latvian 
declared independence and created military tension between the 
Union and the republics; In Yugoslavia, similar thing happened 
recently and it caused severe economic crisis in the whole country. 

'\ p0t a lC. c.J 
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/ More trouble is, these independence movement could easily be. 
/ ~mitated by other national minorities. India has experienced and '\ 

is still struggling with separatist movement in the North. China, \j 
if democratized, will definitely encounter the request of Tibet's 
independence again. 

Even with these negative factors in mind, we have no reason 
to be over-pessimistic. The major political and economic factors 
that contributed to the positive changes in the past few years will 
continue to function. To be more specific, the positive factors 
that could help democratization in the future are: 

1) The stronger force of democracy in the world. The collapse 
of the communism in the world gave rise to tile- dominant status of 
the democratic political ideology and indicated the converging 
trend toward market economic system. With more countries
democratized, it would be relatively easier for the remainders ~0 
follow. · 

2) The continuing economic growth in the Third World. -In the 
past twenty years, the per capita GNP in low income countries grew 
at _a average rate of_l .l percent, 0.8 percentage higher than the 
average rate of high income countries, and the trend is very likely 
to sustain in the next few decades according to the World Bank 
prediction. 

3) RE;gional and global ecmwmic _ integration. Economic. 
interaction among countries, especially ehe cCfoperation between\ 
poor countries and rich countries is developing to a new stage. f 
More international trade, international investment and 
,,technological transfer will be seen between the South and the 
JNorth. In this process, democratic ideas and examples of 
democratic institutions will be widely diffused to the Third World 
countries. 

4) Major industrialized countries, as well as some influential 
international organizations, are able to emphasis the objective of 
promoting democracy in their foreign policies thanks to the end of 
cold war. 

Whether the "Third Wave" could sustain and bring more countries 
into democracy, is determined by the relative strength of the 
positive and negative factors. Although we have no reason to rule . 
out the possibility that in a particular moment some negative force 
could suddenly explode and stagnate the democratization in some 
areas, the steady growth of the positive factors will eventually 
win with a long term perspective. 

August 6, 
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