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that top-down transitions cannot occur unless someone makes a mistake. Our analysis 
highlights the important role that information, beliefs, and uncertainty play in democratic 
transitions—and politics more generally.

The number of independent countries in the world grew from 70 in 1946 to 192 in 2008. 
This large increase in the number of independent countries was largely the result of the 
accelerated decolonization process forced upon European powers in the 1950s and 1960s 

and the breakup of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. Figure 8.1 illustrates how the number 
of independent countries, dictatorships, and democracies in the world has changed since 
1946. Despite the consensus that now exists in favor of democracy, it is only since 1992 that 
the number of democracies worldwide has actually been greater than the number of dicta-
torships. Of those countries that gained independence in the 1950s and 1960s, the vast 
majority soon became dictatorships. By 1977 there were 2.7 times as many dictatorships as 
there were democracies—only 27 percent of the countries in the world were democratic.

Independent Countries, Democracies, and 
Dictatorships, 1946–2008Figure  8.1

Source: Data are from Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland (2010).
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