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Abstract

Unless policy-makers debunk certain myths about what brings about democracy and what helps sustain it, they will waste years and billions of dollars on fruitless efforts – and not get democracy. This article asks: what effect on building and sustaining democracy do the media have? Using a dataset of 185 countries over a 23-year period (1975-1997), we study the relationship between freedom of information and regime type (democracy or dictatorship). Most definitions of democracy include an indicator for free information flows and media independence as an integral component of a well-functioning democracy. Our proxy for information freedom is the availability of television. We find a simple yet surprising relationship: a positive correlation between the availability of television, and the emergence and consolidation of democracy. The more TV sets there are in a country, the more likely democracy is to emerge and survive there.

I Want My MTV: Media, Freedom of Information and Democracy

The historian’s version of the law is that causes can invariably be found

for any event or phenomenon, however extraordinary or unexpected.

Whatever happens will be explained.

Timothy Garton Ash

Now that the United States, for better or worse, has embarked on a bold experiment to bring democracy to Iraq and other countries in the Middle East, it is incumbent on policy-makers to focus on the right priorities. Unless they check their own assumptions about what brings about democracy and what helps sustain it, they will waste years and billions of dollars on fruitless efforts – without getting democracy. In this article we ask: what effect do the media have on building and sustaining democracy? Using a dataset of 185 countries over a 23-year period (1975-1997), we study the relationship between freedom of information and regime type (democracy or dictatorship). 
Since the mid-1970s, a “third wave of democratization” has swept the world. There are now more democracies in the world, both as an absolute number and as a proportion of all countries, than ever before. Despite Winston Churchill’s famous dictum in 1947 that democracy is “the worst form of government, except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time,” most observers see the spread of democracy as a good thing because of several features that make it more desirable than dictatorship. With virtually no exceptions, democracies make their inhabitants better off than do dictatorships (Przeworski et al. 2000). Democracies give people greater power to shape their own destiny, enabling them to be more self-sufficient, than do dictatorships (Diamond 1999). Democracy also outperforms dictatorship in reducing infant mortality, generally viewed as a prime indicator of social well-being (Zweifel and Navia 2000; Navia and Zweifel 2003). 

But while it may be more desirable, there is nothing inevitable about democracy. The current wave of democratization could very well come to naught. History is full of countries that failed to consolidate their budding democracies and were overtaken by dictatorship. In the context of the long-debated question – what factors cause democracies to emerge, and what factors give them staying power? – we ask: what is the role that freedom of information plays in bringing about and sustaining democracy?
Freedom of Information: Essential for Democracy


Most definitions of democracy include an indicator for free information flows and media independence as an integral component of a well-functioning democracy (Dahl 1971; Gastil and Sussman 1980; Sussman 1982; Coppedge and Reinicke 1990; Bollen 1993; Freedom House 1992, 2003; Gasiorowski 1990; Gastil 1990; Zweifel 2002a, 2002b). Over thirty years ago, Dahl’s polyarchy scale listed “Alternative sources of information” as one of eight key criteria (Dahl 1971). A decade later, Bollen based two media indicators on Sussman: “freedom of broadcast media” and “freedom of print media” (Sussman 1980, 1982; Bollen 1993). Coppedge and Reinicke identified their alternative information indicator on Dahl’s criterion above, with these criteria: “Alternative sources of information exist and are protected by law. If [there is] significant government ownership of media, they are effectively controlled by truly independent or multi-party bodies” (Coppedge and Reinicke 1990). Gasiorowski’s Political Participation indicator “Freedom of Speech and Press” reflects freedom of information (Gasiorowski 1990). In Gastil’s Checklist for Civil Liberties, two indicators are “Media/literature free of political censorship” and “Open public discussion” (Gastil 1990). Freedom House’s first criterion in its Civil Liberties Checklist is: “Are there free and independent media, literature and other cultural expressions?” (Freedom House 2003)

But what prompts the birth of democracy? Theorists of democratization generally focus on three sets of factors: structural and contingent factors that precipitate openings in authoritarian rule (Moore 1967; O’Donnell et al. 1986); the relative importance of elite behavior versus mass mobilization strategies for reform (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986; Karl 1987, 1990; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992); and diffusion of change (Huntington 1991). There is widespread agreement across a range of theoretical perspectives that one essential condition for democracy is political accountability, and that the degree of accountability depends on a robust, autonomous civil society to curb the hegemony of the state (Robinson 1994).

And what sustains democracy? Diamond identified a range of factors, including political culture, political institutions and civil society – including independent media – as possible explanations of democratic consolidation (Diamond 1996). Dahlgren wrote that during the twentieth century, the health of democracy has been increasingly linked to the health of systems of communication; the dynamics of democracy are intimately linked to the practices of communication; and societal communication increasingly takes place within the mass media – to a degree that many scholars have even spoken of a “mediatization of politics” (Altheide and Snow 1979; Entman 1989; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Swanson and Mancini 1996; Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999). While “of course democracy cannot be reduced to issues of the media,” concern for democracy automatically necessitates a concern about television (Dahlgren 1995:2; see also Skidmore 1993; Rajagopal 2001).

Measuring Freedom of Information

There is widespread agreement among democracy theorists that freedom of information is a sine qua non condition of democracy. But can we measure information freedom? Unfortunately, most studies use highly subjective assessments by country experts (Freedom House 2003, Reporters Without Borders 2002) to measure this elusive public good. Evaluations of information freedom are inevitably informed by the political liberties existing in the countries studied. For example, in the 2002 Press Freedom Index by Reporters Without Borders, the ten lowest-ranked countries are all dictatorships (Iraq, Vietnam, Eritrea, Laos, Cuba, Bhutan, Turkmenistan, Burma, China and North Korea). In these types of indexes, democracies are consistently ranked above dictatorships; but this means that country assessors subjectively see the type of regime – democracy or dictatorship – as the causal variable, which somehow explains information freedom as the outcome variable. This tautological argument (regime type affects freedom of information which in turn affects regime type) makes such evaluations hardly useful for assessing the effect of freedom of information on regime type. 

To correctly assess the independent effect of freedom of information on the birth and consolidation of democracy, we need a variable that can serve as a proxy for freedom of information – but that at the same time is not itself informed by the regime type of a given country. Figure 1 depicts both the causal relationship that most indexes assume between information freedom and regime type and the causal relationship that we assess in this article. 

Figure 1. Freedom of Information as an Independent and Dependent Variable in Explaining Regime Type
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	Independent relationship analyzed in this article
	


Our proxy for information freedom is the availability of television – specifically the number of TV sets per 1,000 people in a given country. Needless to say, this is a gross oversimplification of the complex relationship between the access to information and the spread of democracy in the world. Access to TV does of course not have to mean access to free information. Watching TV in a democracy is very different from doing so in a country where the mass media is owned or controlled by the ruler’s family and friends. News watchers in Cuba, Saudi Arabia or China do not get the same information news watchers in European democracies get. We know that TV can be abused for political clientelism (Hallin and Papathanassopoulos 2002) or become a tool for religious nationalism (Rajagopal 2001) in many countries. And even in the most liberal democracies, TV is in the grip of a handful of media conglomerates. But our findings will show that regardless of the context in which people access television, democracy tends to flourish in countries where there are more TVs, and wilt in those with fewer TVs.

The intuition that access to TV equates or at least facilitates access to information is widespread. The Economist wrote in a recent survey of television:

There are few social phenomena, pernicious or benign, for which television is not being held responsible by someone or other: the stifling of children’s imagination, the increase in obesity, the decline of the family meal, the erosion of morality, the vulgarisation of taste, the worship of celebrity, the promotion of violence, the undermining of authority, the maintenance of American cultural hegemony – and the spread of democracy.

Days after the September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, even U.S. president George W. Bush used this argument to justify going to war against the Taliban: “Afghanistan’s people have been brutalized – many are starving and many have fled. Women are not allowed to attend school. You can be jailed for owning a television.”
 Wittingly or unwittingly, the president implied that access to television, freedom of information, and democracy are all linked. 
Although this way of operationalizing the concept of information freedom is admittedly a bit rough and at best an imperfect approximation, we insist that an objectively verifiable and quantifiable measure has its advantages.
 It allows us to escape the domain of mere opinions and to evaluate the extent to which free access to information can effectively bring about and strengthen democracy. At the risk of repeating ourselves: by avoiding subjectively construed indicators of freedom of information, we avoid falling into the tautological argument that would explain the existence of democracy with indicators that depend themselves on whether a country is democratic or not. 

Television and Freedom of Information

Everybody knows intuitively that television – from CNN to Fox News to Al Jazeera – plays a vital role in shaping public opinion. But let us have a brief look at what theorists have found when studying the relationship between media and democracy in specific countries or regions. In Japan, the power of the media, especially TV, was reflected by the longstanding rule that used to prohibit Japanese politicians in election years from spending money on TV commercials (as well as radio and print advertisements). But the Recruit scandal in the late 1980s brought about a fundamental change in Japanese thinking: now parties (though still not individual politicians) can buy TV time to announce their policy positions. Political alliances, which were once formed behind the scenes, are now brought out into the open, and the public has a somewhat better chance to judge who supports which interest. Similarly, in South Korea, TV publicity forced disclosure of the slush funds of two former presidents Roh Tae Woo and Chun Doo Hwan, who had secretly amassed between $650 million and $1.2 billion respectively in illegal contributions. Media coverage stripped the two ex-presidents of their immunity and opened the way to charging and punishing them for suppressing democracy. In the 1990s, Taiwan’s media were quick to pick up on opposition politicians’ charges that president Lee Teng-hui was party to an improper land deal for a villa for his family, calling it “Taiwan’s Whitewater” and putting Taiwan democracy seemingly on a par with US democracy (Pye 1997). By exposing scandals, TV and other media have played a role in strengthening government transparency and hence democracy. 

In liberal democracies, regulation provides the conditions for a more open flow of information by facilitating a marketplace of ideas. In authoritarian polities regulators play an entirely different role: they limit the flow of information and control production of certain approved forms of culture. But the picture is often more gray than black-and-white. In the high church of Chinese politics, for example, media and journalism work are sacred. Broadcasting policy is a key instrument by which China’s Communist Party seeks to preserve its existence, and the regime’s longevity is due to its success in regulating the flow and content of information. This monopolization of the mass media by the Party and the emphasis on propaganda work (sixiang gonzuo) led many scholars to classify the Chinese state as totalitarian – in the sense that ordinary citizens were unable to participate in policy formulation or to influence public debate. TV stations indeed enjoyed little autonomy in programming under China’s centrally controlled system until the mid-1980s. But later, deregulation of the television industry passed significant decision-making authority to local administrators and officials. China is no longer simply the “propaganda state” of the Maoist era. The further away from Beijing, the more we find evidence of creative compliance (Nathan 1989; Keane 1991). 

In Germany, nearly the same percentage of voters got “much information about politics” from friends (18%) and from TV (22%) in 1960. Already by 1987, the balance had tipped in favor of TV: three times more people (74% vs. 22%) received their information mainly from TV than from friends (Kepplinger and Maurer 2000; Schulz et al. 2000). The trend has only accelerated since. The “mediatization of politics” leads politicians to make increasingly conflictual statements with high news value, and declare or demand action to create the impression of political activity. The political system has been forced to accept the media’s criteria of success largely because of the media’s ability to sway the formulation of political opinion (Kepplinger 2002). 


Television has also played a major role in Latin America’s democratization. Although some candidates used TV to try manipulating voters, for example in Brazil (Straubhaar, Olsen and Nunes 1993; Lins da Silva 1993), the medium has been important in bringing about democratic consolidation in the region. And while there is growing concern about the negative effects that media manipulation can have on informing voters of the electoral choices available, there is widespread agreement that a majority of Latin American voters obtain their information primarily from television (Skidmore 1993). In Chile, free access to TV on a nightly basis helped the democratic opposition present its case before the 1988 plebiscite on Pinochet. Chileans overwhelmingly turned to their TV sets to learn about competing policies and promises of the Pinochet dictatorship versus the democratic opposition during a 30-day TV blitz broadcast by all channels. Without access to TV, the democratic opposition would have found it virtually impossible to convey its message of democratic revival and charges of human rights abuses to an otherwise unaware populace (Hirmas 1993). Most recently in Peru, TV played a crucial role in the downfall of the autocratic Fujimori regime (Fuguet 2001). 

Television arguably enhances accountability, transparency, and openness of government by assuring public contestation. In this view, TV is a weapon against the manipulation of information. This dynamic played in Benin, where in February 1990 General Kérékou, a reluctant reformer, convened a ten-day national conference in Cotonou. The event catalyzed democratization when the delegates declared the conference sovereign, suspended the constitution, dissolved the National Assembly, adopted plans for multi-party elections, and chose Nicéphore Soglo, a former World Bank official, as interim prime minister. The Benin story became an instant media event throughout francophone Africa. It was carried live on Benin radio, rebroadcast on national TV, and given prominent coverage in international electronic and print media, including Radio France International (RFI) and Jeune Afrique, a Paris-based journal with worldwide circulation. Benin’s government news agency produced a two-hour videotape of conference highlights; 400 copies had been sold by 1991, and untold numbers of pirated copies circulated. International media like CNN and BBC increased their Africa coverage and undercut the ability of the state to limit access to news (Robinson 1994).


In an empirical study by Van Belle, the presence or absence of a free press coincides 86 percent of the time with the presence or absence of democracy. In sum, a free media should substitute for democracy as an indicator of regime type. But how do we know that media is free? We know it is free when there is competition. The news media are not monolithic. They can be seen as a diverse arena in which elites compete against one another in an attempt to shape the overall coverage to reflect favorably on themselves and negatively on their opponents – and these elites often resort to media spin. For example, Bush Senior used the news media effectively in the 1991 Gulf War. An Iraqi report that a baby milk factory had been bombed was not believed by the US media. Instead, a US intelligence report by the executive branch that the same building was a chemical weapons plant was treated as reliable – despite the lack of any evidence to support either side’s claim (Van Belle 1997). 

Our Hypotheses and Basic Findings

Though anecdotal, these stories clearly establish the validity of TV sets as a proxy for information freedom. We can now test how the number of TV sets in a country interacts with the birth and survival of democratic regimes. Our hypotheses are: 

(1) Democracies have more TV sets than do dictatorships at all levels of development. 

(2) The more TV sets in a democracy, the less likely it will revert to dictatorship. 

(3) Conversely, the more TVs in a dictatorship, the more likely a transition to democracy will occur there. 

We follow Adam Przeworski in defining democracies as systems where parties lose elections (Przeworski 1991:10). Accordingly, we use the ACLP dataset (Alvarez et al. 1996), where regime type is a dichotomous variable: countries are either democracies or dictatorships; they cannot be half-democratic. In our total sample of 3,384 valid observations of 185 countries for 1975-1997, slightly more than 57 percent (2,280 cases) are dictatorships, while the rest (43 percent or 1,104 cases) are democracies. Overall, the countries in our dataset have an average of 149.9 TV sets per 1000 inhabitants (248.6 TV sets in democracies, 76.4 in dictatorships). The stark difference partially stems from the fact that on average democracies are wealthier and offer higher living standards than do dictatorships.
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Source: ACLP dataset (for regime type information) and World Development Indicators, World Bank (for TV sets data). 


Figure 2 presents a breakdown of TV sets by year and regime type. Unsurprisingly, the number of TV sets has increased in dictatorships and democracies alike over time. Our 3,384 valid cases are well spread out across years, with more cases in later years as a result of more valid observations, but also because many new countries became independent between 1975 and 1997. Although the number of democracies increased over time while the number of dictatorships declined, dictatorships outnumbered democracies every year until 1991. In 1975 there were 40 democracies and 92 dictatorships in our sample; but by 1992 the balance had tipped in favor of democracies, reflecting the third wave of democratization. By 1995, democracies outnumbered dictatorships 99 to 77. 

Figure 3 presents a regional breakdown of our sample, both visually in numerically; it shows the spread of television in each region, in both democracies and dictatorships. Again democracies have more TV sets on average than do dictatorships in every region. There are two exceptions: South East Asia and Pacific Islands/Oceania. The other outlier are oil-exporting countries in the Middle East, which have high numbers of TV sets, but no democracies: none of the 158 valid observations comes from a democratic country. The interaction between the availability of television and the rise and consolidation of democracy is least clear in that region. By contrast, there are few dictatorships in industrialized countries, which makes it difficult to draw inferences about the effect of television sets in promoting democracy there.
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Number of observations for each region:

	World Region
	Sub-Saharan Africa
	South Asia
	East Asia
	South East Asia
	Pacific Islands/Oceania
	Middle East/  North Africa 
	Latin America
	Caribbean & Non-Iberic America
	Eastern Europe and Soviet Union
	Industrial Countries
	Oil Exporters
	Total

	Democracies
	 99
	61
	16
	27
	34
	43
	251
	149
	105
	542
	0
	1327

	Dictatorships
	559
	52
	47
	116
	32
	175
	141
	24
	96
	3
	63
	1308

	Total**
	658
	113
	63
	1143
	66
	218
	392
	173
	201
	545
	63
	2635


** Total for which we have valid tvsets and geographic data.

Again, the majority of dictatorships suffer from low levels of development. More than half the dictatorships in our sample have incomes of below $3,000 per-capita GDP. Most valid observations for democracies came from countries with higher levels of development. 44 percent of all democratic observations had a per-capita GDP of $6,000 or higher; only 29 percent had one of less than $3,000. Because most democracies are wealthy and most dictatorships are poor, there are more TV sets in democracies than in dictatorships. 

Before we go further, though, a caveat is in order. It would be a mistake to infer from these data that democracy is necessarily the cause of more TV sets in a country. Why? Because the world has given us a truncated sample: mostly wealthy democracies and mostly poor dictatorships. In other words, there are very few poor democracies (for example Sri Lanka) and rich dictatorships (for example Saudi Arabia) in the world. So the larger number of TVs in democracies could result from their regime type, or their level of development, or both. Similarly, the fewer TVs in dictatorships could be a result of those countries’ lesser development, or of the fact that they are dictatorships, or of both. In order to correct the distortions produced by our truncated sample, we need to break the countries into different per capita income level brackets.

When we disaggregate our sample into various levels of development, democracies still present a higher number of TV sets at every development level. Even among the poorest nations, democracies have an average of 44.0 TV sets per 1,000 inhabitants compared to only 27.0 in dictatorships. The difference is even more striking among more developed countries. In countries with a per-capita GDP between $5,000 and $5,999, democracies had more than double the TV sets; in countries between $4,000 and $4,999, the difference was even larger (125 percent more TV sets). Even when controlling for level of development, democracies tend to have more TVs than do dictatorships. As Table 1 shows, regime type matters. 

Table 1: Television Sets by Level of Development and Regime Type, 1975-1997
	Level of Development

(LevelWB)
	Democracies*
	Number of observations
	Dictatorships*
	Number of Observations
	Total*
	Total Number of Observations

	$0 – 1999
	44.0
	233
	27.0
	808
	30.8 
	1041

	$2000-2999
	90.1
	183
	69.8
	194
	79.6
	377

	$3000-3999
	160.6
	136
	105.0
	159
	130.6
	295

	$4000-4999
	249.8
	117
	111.0
	78
	194.3
	195

	$5000-5999
	292.8
	59
	143.0
	51
	223.3
	110

	$6000+
	393.7
	636
	225.4
	152
	361.2
	788

	Total**
	253.3
	1364
	70.9
	1442
	159.5
	2806

	Grand Total
	248.6
	1608
	76.4
	2280
	149.9
	3888


Source: ACLP dataset and World Development Indicators, World Bank. * = Average # of television sets per 1000 inhabitants. ** Total for which we have valid level of development data. 

TV Sets, Transitions to Democracy and Authoritarian Reversals


We have seen that TV penetration is higher under democracy than under dictatorship. But can we say anything about the effect TV sets have on the likelihood of democratization (or its opposite, democracies experiencing reversals to authoritarian rule)? In this section, we show two findings: (1) that dictatorships with a greater penetration of TV became democracies, while dictatorships with fewer TVs remained dictatorial; and conversely, (2) that democracies that survived had a higher penetration of TV sets than democracies that were overthrown.


Table 2 shows a breakdown of countries for which we have valid observations on regime type and regime change. Each observation represents one country/year. For example, Argentina and the United States yielded all 23 valid annual observations, while Belize showed only 17 (for the years 1981-1997) from Belize. Latvia and Slovenia contributed 7 observations each (for the years 1991-1997). 

The table shows that of the 1,572 country/years that started out as democracies, only 20 fell to authoritarianism (Dem>Dic in the table). Meanwhile, of the 2,316 country/years that started out as dictatorships, 56 became democracies (Dic>Dem). If we add up the transitions (we call them regime changes), there were 76, with roughly three out of four (56 out of 76) democratizing. 

Table 2. Television Sets, Economic Development and Regime Change

	
	Number of Cases
	Average Level of Development (N)
	TV Sets (N)

(per 1000 inhabitants)

	Dem > Dic
	20
	$1,856.86 (18)
	59.8 (18)

	Dem > Dem
	1,552
	$7,040.47 (1,455)
	248.6 (1,444)

	
	
	
	

	Dic > Dic
	2,260
	$2,721.27 (1,580)
	76.6 (1,922)

	Dic > Dem
	56
	$2,529.35 (49)
	85.6 (53)

	
	
	
	

	All Democracies
	1,608
	$7,040.47 (1,455)
	248.6 (1,444)

	All Dictatorships 
	2,280
	$2,712.61 (1,596)
	76.4 (1,940)

	Total
	3,888
	$4,776.53 (3,051)
	149.9 (3,384)


N = number of valid observations. Level of Development from World Development Indicators, World Bank. Definition of dictatorship and democracy from ACLP dataset.

The 20 failed democracies (Dem>Dic) had a much lower penetration of TV sets (59.8 TVs per 1,000 inhabitants) than the surviving democracies (Dem>Dem, 248.6 TVs) – less than one-fourth the TVs. And television had a higher spread in the 56 cases that shifted from dictatorship to democracy (Dic>Dem, 85.6 TVs) than in the 2,260 country/years that remained dictatorial (Dic>Dic, 76.6 TVs). 

But aren’t televisions a result of higher levels of development? Didn’t failed democracies tend to also have lower levels of development? Since democracies enjoyed both a higher level of development and more TV penetration than dictatorships did, shouldn’t policy-makers simply push for economic growth, knowing that growth will contribute to more TV sets, which in turn will contribute to democratization? The short answer to all these questions is no. The numbers simply kill the idea that economic development by itself is the answer. The average per-capita GDP of dictatorships that became democracies (Dic>Dem) was slightly lower, not higher ($2,259) than the GDP for dictatorships that stayed dictatorial (Dic>Dic, $2,721). Since per-capita GDP was almost equal on average, other factors than the level of development alone must have played a role in the birth of democracy. What is striking is that with almost equal levels of development on average, the dictatorships that became democracies (Dic>Dem) had a higher penetration of television than did dictatorships that remained authoritarian (Dic>Dic). In sum: the more TVs, the more likely democratization. 

Now, what about the survival of democracy? Much ink has been spilled on linking democracy’s consolidation to higher levels of development. After all, the world has never observed a well-developed democracy fall (Argentina was the democracy at the highest level of development that ever fell – in 1976). Democracies that fell (Dem>Dic) had a per-capita GDP of $1,857 on average, while democracies that survived (Dem>Dem) had almost fourfold that: $7,040. On average, surviving democracies had both higher development levels and more TV sets than democracies that died. We cannot tell a priori if those failed democracies resulted from lower levels of development or from fewer TV sets. We have to separate the relationship between TV sets and transitions to democracy, on the one hand, from the expected relationship between economic development and television, on the other. This brings up the question: does the same pattern – more TV sets in surviving democracies than in failed democracies – hold when we exclude the wealthy countries? In other words: will poor democracies still be more likely to survive, as long as they have more TV sets?

Table 3 presents the same cases as Table 2, but we now exclude all democracies with levels of development higher than that of Argentina in 1976. In other words, we have artificially truncated our sample to countries with a relatively low level of development – a level that makes them vulnerable to a democratic breakdown. We are left with the same 20 cases of democracies that fell, but the number of democracies that survived has now gone down significantly (from 1,552 to 877 cases). The average per-capita GDP in the failed democracies (Dem>Dic) is still $1,857, while the value for surviving democracies (Dem>Dem) is indeed much higher ($3,126). But the difference in ratios of TV sets is again striking. Failed democracies (Dem>Dic) had an average of 59.8 TV sets, less than half the 143.0 in surviving democracies (Dem>Dem). 

Table 3. Television Sets, Economic Development and Regime Change (Excluding Rich Democracies, >$7,476.10, LevelWB, Argentina, 1976)

	
	Number of Cases
	Average Level of Development (N)
	TV Sets (N)

	Dem > Dic
	20
	$1,856.86 (18)
	59.8 (18)

	Dem > Dem
	877
	$3,125.59 (877)
	143.0 (797)


Now we go one step further and exclude all mid-level countries with per-capita GDPs of $4,000 and above. We are left with 631 democracy/years (616 that survived, Dem>Dem, and 15 that failed, Dem>Dic). The average level of development for the surviving democracies is now $2,197, while the rate for the failed democracies is $1,482. So the level of development undoubtedly makes a difference. But the difference in TV sets is again striking, with surviving democracies boasting more than twice the TV sets in democracies that failed. When we go even further and exclude all countries with per-capita GDPs higher than $2,500, we are left with 383 observations (370 democracies that survived, Dem>Dem, and 13 that failed, Dem>Dic). The average level of development among surviving democracies (Dem>Dem) was $1,512 per capita, slightly higher than for the failed democracies (Dem>Dic at $1,213). But the difference in TV sets stays pronounced: poor democracies that survived had on average more than twice the TV sets (53.1) than poor democracies that failed (23.5). 

Table 4. TV Sets for Democracies and Democracies that Failed, Excluding wealthy and medium level countries 

	
	Number of Cases
	Average Level of Development (N)
	TV Sets (N)

	Excluding all countries with GDP > 4000

	Dem > Dic
	15
	$1,482.25 (15)
	34.7 (13)

	Dem > Dem
	616
	$2,197.48 (616)
	88 (552)

	Excluding all countries with GDP > 2500

	Dem > Dic
	13
	$1,213.47 (13)
	23.5 (11)

	Dem > Dem
	370
	$1,511.98 (370)
	53.1 (325)


Radios, Democracies and Dictatorships

Apparently, not all information vehicles have the same effect on regime change. Consider radio. Table 5 shows again the four possible country types (Dem>Dic, Dem>Dem, Dic>Dic, and Dic>Dem) and each type’s average level of development, but now with the average number of radio transmitters per 1,000 people. The 11 democracies that fell for which we found valid data (Dem>Dic) had a higher penetration of radio transmitters than the democracies that survived (Dem>Dem). Similarly, the dictatorships that survived (Dic>Dic) had a slightly higher penetration of radios than those dictatorships that became democratic (Dic>Dem). 

Table 5. Radios, Economic Development and Regime Change 

	
	Number of Cases
	Average Level of Development (N)
	Radios (N) 

(per 1000 inhabitants)

	Dem > Dic
	20
	$1,856.86 (18)
	297.87 (11)

	Dem > Dem
	1,552
	$7,040.47 (1,455)
	293.04 (1209)

	
	
	
	

	Dic > Dic
	2,260
	$2,721.27 (1,580)
	292.92 (1214)

	Dic > Dem
	56
	$2,529.35 (49)
	287.4 (16)

	
	
	
	

	All Democracies
	1,608
	$7,040.47 (1,455)
	499.4 (455)

	All Dictatorships 
	2,280
	$2,712.61 (1,596)
	170.98 (770)

	Total
	3,888
	$4,776.53 (3,051)
	292.97 (1225)



By identifying a distinct characteristic of television penetration, we can safely distinguish TV from other forms of mass communication. The penetration of TV sets (but not radios) is strongly correlated with the chances of democracy at different levels of development. Unlike radios, where the independent effect of their penetration does not seem to positively affect the chances of democratic occurrence and survival, the penetration of television sets is positively correlated with the emergence of democracy and also with its survival. 

Conclusion

We have shown a simple relationship: a positive correlation between availability of television and the emergence and consolidation of democracy. The more TV sets there are in a country, the more likely democracy is to emerge and survive there. This is consistent with Huntington’s intuition that

demonstration effects were much more important in the third wave than in the first two waves of democratization or, very probably, in any other political waves in the twentieth century. The reason is the tremendous expansion in global communications and transportation that occurred in the decades after World War II and particularly the blanketing of the world by television and communications satellites in the 1970s (Huntington 1991:101-102).

We must again underscore the thin theoretical ice on which our study treads. While most scholars and analysts have enthusiastically identified freedom of the media and the free flow of information as an important, perhaps even necessary, condition for democracy to emerge and survive, few have convincingly delineated what exactly they mean by the term “freedom of information.” Many seem to assume a tautological relationship between information freedom and regime type, where regime determines the level of freedom of information as much as freedom of information influences regime type. We have taken the liberty to assess the concept of information freedom with an objectively verifiable measurement. Although we certainly share the concern of those who warn about the role the mass media can play in distorting the free flow of information and jeopardizing the free press – for example the “concern with the communication process regarding how and with what effects individuals and societies produce, send, receive and comprehend information” (Mahan 1995: 162) – we still find undeniable evidence suggesting that authoritarian countries with more television availability are more likely to become democracies, and democracies with more access to television are more likely to survive than democracies where fewer people enjoy access. Those seeking to promote and consolidate democracy around the world should smile when the “I want my MTV!” message reaches into ever more distant corners of the world. 

Appendix
Table A. Democratic Breakdowns in the World, 1975-1997

	Country
	Year of Democratic Breakdown
	Level of Development World Bank Data
	TV Sets per 1000 inhabitants

	Comoros
	1995
	1138.53
	3.79

	Congo
	1997
	729.03
	n.a

	Ghana
	1981
	1232.7
	6.31

	Niger
	1996
	529.99
	26.40

	Nigeria
	1983
	470.58
	6.39

	Sudan
	1989
	804.57
	62.76

	Uganda
	1985
	511.1
	6.08

	Grenada
	1979
	2291.14
	0

	Guatemala
	1982
	2417.1
	25.55

	Argentina
	1976
	7476.1
	170.45

	Bolivia
	1980
	n.a
	55.97

	Peru
	1990
	2350.99
	96.30

	Suriname
	1980
	n.a
	112.68

	Suriname
	1990
	n.a
	137.50

	Pakistan
	1977
	687.16
	7.93

	Sri Lanka
	1977
	1105.25
	n.a

	Thailand
	1976
	1506.93
	16.51

	Thailand
	1991
	3375.9
	114.84

	Turkey
	1980
	3082.7
	78.30

	Lebanon
	1975
	n.a
	148.01

	Average
	
	1,856.86
	59.78


Source: ACLP dataset.

Table B. Transitions to Democracy in the World, 1975-1997 

	Country
	Year of Transition to Democracy
	Level of Development World Bank Data
	TV Sets per 1000 inhabitants

	Benin
	1991
	567.84
	17.36

	Cape Verde
	1991
	1,967.71
	2.85

	Central
	1993
	772.91
	4.75

	Comoros
	1990
	1,333.35
	2.30

	Congo
	1992
	840.50
	6.33

	Ghana
	1979
	1,369.93
	4.76

	Madagascar
	1993
	588.91
	21.43

	Malawi
	1994
	302.76
	2.01

	Mali
	1992
	496.28
	10.04

	Niger
	1993
	529.63
	21.05

	Nigeria
	1979
	726.10
	6.06

	Sierra Leone
	1996
	448.27
	17.33

	South Africa
	1994
	6,177.41
	120.79

	Sudan
	1986
	771.57
	52.04

	Uganda
	1980
	n.a.
	5.50

	Zambia
	1991
	591.40
	33.78

	El Salvador
	1984
	2,174.41
	72.34

	Grenada
	1984
	2,360.38
	5.57

	Guatemala
	1986
	2,210.04
	36.59

	Haiti
	1994
	1,002.88
	4.83

	Honduras
	1982
	1,651.50
	39.47

	Nicaragua
	1984
	1,756.57
	58.60

	Panama
	1989
	3,005.61
	165.96

	Argentina
	1983
	7,013.70
	201.71

	Bolivia
	1979
	n.a.
	19.12

	Bolivia
	1982
	n.a.
	64.40

	Brazil
	1979
	4,775.27
	117.65

	Chile
	1990
	4,020.35
	206.11

	Ecuador
	1979
	2,311.47
	51.68

	Guyana
	1992
	2,038.84
	39.46

	Peru
	1980
	3,555.51
	51.73

	Suriname
	1988
	n.a.
	130.43

	Suriname
	1991
	n.a.
	136.14

	Uruguay
	1985
	4,103.87
	232.56

	Bangladesh
	1991
	799.18
	4.86

	Korea, South
	1988
	6,774.64
	205.71

	Mongolia
	1992
	1,127.65
	65.60

	Nepal
	1991
	738.19
	2.16

	Pakistan
	1988
	1,119.33
	20.39

	Philippi
	1986
	2,353.86
	35.84

	Sri Lanka
	1989
	1,650.89
	32.74

	Taiwan
	1996
	n.a.
	n.a.

	Thailand
	1975
	1,487.83
	12.08

	Thailand
	1983
	1,846.21
	61.10

	Thailand
	1992
	3,657.39
	122.16

	Bulgaria
	1990
	4,464.07
	250.28

	Czechoslovakia
	1990
	n.a.
	n.a.

	Hungary
	1990
	7,526.03
	416.35

	Poland
	1989
	4,716.73
	292.11

	Portugal
	1976
	6,026.03
	118.24

	Romania
	1990
	5,087.09
	193.97

	Spain
	1977
	7,996.75
	230.22

	Turkey
	1983
	2,874.26
	124.48

	Albania
	1992
	1521.40
	86.31

	Moldova
	1996
	1560.30
	300.23

	Sao Tome
	1991
	1,145.41
	n.a.

	Average
	
	2,529.35
	85.61


Source: ACLP dataset. 
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Endnotes





� Timothy Garton Ash, “’Neo-Pagan’ Poland,” New York Review of Books 43:1, 11 January 1996. 10.


� The Economist, 13 April 2002, “A survey of television,” 4.


� President George W. Bush, Address to Joint Session of Congress, September 20, 2001. Emphasis added.


� Why not use the nearly ubiquitous Internet to measure freedom of information? Because the Internet is too new a medium for our longitudinal study, and there have been too few democratic transitions since its ascent as a worldwide medium. Perhaps in a generation or two, the Internet might be the perfect indicator for information freedom; but not now.
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