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moves from being immature or “traditional” to being mature or “modern,” it needs to change 
to a more appropriate type of government. Dictatorships might be sustainable in immature 
societies, but this is no longer the case in mature societies once they develop economically. 
Przeworski and colleagues (2000, 88) summarize modernization theory in the following way:

As a country develops, its social structure becomes complex, new groups emerge and 
organize, labor processes require the active cooperation of employees, and, as a result, 
the system can no longer be effectively run by command: The society is too complex, 
technological change endows the direct producers with autonomy and private informa-
tion, civil society emerges, and dictatorial forms of control lose their effectiveness. 
Various groups, whether the bourgeoisie, workers, or just the amorphous “civil society,” 
rise against the dictatorial regime, and it falls.

In effect, democracy is “secreted” out of dictatorship by economic development. Although 
Przeworski and colleagues (2000) highlight modernization theory’s claim that countries will 
become democratic as they develop economically, Lipset (1959, 75) argues that moderniza-
tion theory also implies that democracy will be more likely to survive in economically  
developed countries—as he puts it, “the more well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances 
that it will sustain democracy.” In sum, classic modernization theory predicts that economic 
development will help both (a) the emergence of democracy and (b) the survival of democ-
racy. The basic outline of classic modernization theory is shown in Figure 6.1.

For many people, the terminology used by modernization theory and its implications are 
unsettling. After all, the theory suggests that all countries, once they mature, will eventually 
come to look like the United States and Western Europe. In effect, countries just need to 
grow up—rather like a baby growing up into a responsible adult. Attempts have since been 
made to change the terminology used to describe these “primitive” countries. These coun-
tries used to be called primitive, but scholars started to refer to them as “backward.” As this 
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