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new terminology took on negative connotations of its own, “backward” countries soon 
became “third world” countries. With the collapse of the Berlin Wall (see Box 8.3, “A Brief 
History of East Germany, 1945–1990”), this new term began to seem outmoded because the 
“second world” countries—the command economies behind the “iron curtain”—were no 
longer set apart from the rest of the world in the way they once were. In addition, “third 
world” began to take on negative connotations because the term third implied that these 
countries were somehow behind the “first” and “second” worlds. As a result, scholars started 
referring to these countries as “underdeveloped.” This too has recently changed to “develop-
ing” countries. Although scholars have changed the terminology of classic modernization 
theory and felt disturbed by the implication that all countries will eventually come to look 
like the United States and Western Europe, we should not let political correctness stop us 
from asking whether this theory is actually falsified or not in the real world. Just because we 
do not like some of the implications of our theory is not a good reason to reject it—we have 
to ask what the empirical evidence says. Is classic modernization theory falsified or not?

One of the central implications of modernization theory is that there should be a strong 
relationship between how economically developed a country is and whether it is a democ-
racy. But is there a positive relationship between income and democracy? Let’s look at some 
data. Figure 6.2 graphs the proportion of countries that are democratic at different levels of 

Proportion of Democracies at Various Levels of 
Income, 1950–1990Figure  6.2

Source: Data are from Przeworski and colleagues (2000, 80).
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