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UNDERSTANDING
THE THIRD WAVE:
SAMUEL P.
HUNTINGTON'S
VISION OF GLOBAL
DEMOCRATIZATIO
N

When political scientist
Samuel  P.  Huntington
published  The  Third
W a v e :
Democratization  in
the  Late  Twentieth

Century  in  1991,  he
offered  the  world  a
powerful framework for
understanding  one  of
t h e  m o s t
transformative political
phenomena  of  the
modern era. The book
arrived at a moment of
p r o f o u n d  g l o b a l
change. The Berlin Wall
had fallen.  The Soviet
Union  was  crumbling.
Democracies  were
emerging  across  Latin
America,  Asia,  and
Eastern Europe with a

https://turn-nyc-edge-vdmdp.louper.io/
https://turn-nyc-edge-vdmdp.louper.io/


2

2 The Third Wave Democratization In Late
Twentieth Century Samuel P Huntington

2023-11-03

speed  and  scale  that
few  had  predicted.
Huntington’s  central
argument  was  that
these  transitions  were
not random or isolated
events.  Instead,  they
constituted  a  distinct
histor ica l  wave  of
democratization,  the
third such wave in the
modern  age,  and  he
set out to explain why
it  happened,  how  it
unfolded, and whether
it would last.
Huntington  defined  a
w a v e  o f
democratization  as  a
group  of  transitions
from nondemocratic to
democratic  regimes
that  occur  within  a
specified period of time
and  that  significantly
outnumber  transitions
i n  t h e  o p p o s i t e
direction  during  that
period.  The  first  wave,
he  argued,  began  in
the  early  nineteenth
century  and  lasted

u n t i l  t h e  1 9 2 0 s ,
bringing democracy to
countries  such  as  the
United  States,  France,
Britain,  and  several
smal ler  European
nations. That wave was
followed  by  a  reverse
w a v e  o f
authoritarianism in the
1930s  and  1940s,  as
f a s c i s m  a n d
communism  swept
across  Europe  and
beyond.  The  second
wave  emerged  after
W o r l d  W a r  I I ,  a s
decolonization  and
Al l ied  occupat ion
brought  democracy  to
West  Germany,  Italy,
Japan, India, and other
nations. Yet that wave
too  receded,  giving
w a y  t o  a  s e c o n d
r e v e r s e  w a v e  o f
military coups and one-
party  regimes  in  the
1960s  and  1970s .
Then,  beginning  in
1 9 7 4  w i t h  t h e
Carnation Revolution in
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Portugal,  a third wave
g a t h e r e d  f o r c e ,
c r e s t i n g  a c r o s s
Southern Europe, Latin
America,  Asia,  and
eventually  Eastern
Europe.
Huntington’s  analysis
w a s  n o t  m e r e l y
descriptive. He wanted
to understand the deep
causes that  made the
third wave possible. He
identified  several
factors that converged
in  the  late  twentieth
century  to  create  a
uniquely  favorable
e n v i r o n m e n t  f o r
democratic  transitions.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important  was  the
deepening  legitimacy
crisis  of  authoritarian
regimes. By the 1970s,
m i l i t a r y  j u n t a s ,
p e r s o n a l i s t
dictatorships, and one-
party  states  faced  a
growing  gap  between
their  performance and
the  expectations  of

t h e i r  c i t i z e n s .
Economic  stagnation,
inflation,  rising
inequality, and military
defeats  eroded  the
authority of rulers who
had  once  claimed  to
de l iver  o rder  and
p r o s p e r i t y .  T h e
P o r t u g u e s e
dictatorship  collapsed
after  years  of  colonial
war.  The  Greek  junta
fell  after  a  disastrous
intervention in Cyprus.
In  La t in  Amer i ca ,
military  regimes  that
h a d  p r o m i s e d
e c o n o m i c
modernization  found
themselves  presiding
over  debt  crises  and
hyperinflation.  People
began  to  demand
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y ,
representation, and the
rule of law.

The Role
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of
Economic
Develop
ment and
the
Catholic

Church
A  second  factor  was
e c o n o m i c
d e v e l o p m e n t .
Huntington  drew  on
modernization  theory
t o  a r g u e  t h a t  a s
countr ies  became
w e a l t h i e r ,  m o r e
urbanized,  and  more
educated,  the  social
a n d  s t r u c t u r a l
c o n d i t i o n s  f o r
democracy  improved.
A growing middle class,
a  m o r e  l i t e r a t e

population, and a more
complex  economy  all
created  pressures  for
political  pluralism.  In
countr ies  such  as
Spain,  Brazil,  South
Korea,  and  Taiwan,
rapid  industrialization
h a d  t r a n s f o r m e d
society  long  before
political  liberalization
occurred.  The  third
wave  demonstrated
that  while  economic
development does not
automatically  produce
democracy,  it  does
create  the  conditions
u n d e r  w h i c h
democracy  becomes
more  likely  and  more
s u s t a i n a b l e .
Huntington  also  noted
that  the  relationship
between  wealth  and
democracy  was  not
linear;  countries  at
intermediate  levels  of
development were the
m o s t  l i k e l y  t o
experience  democratic
transitions,  while  very
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p o o r  c o u n t r i e s
r e m a i n e d  h i g h l y
resistant to democratic
change.
A  th i rd ,  and  of ten
u n d e r a p p r e c i a t e d ,
f a c t o r  w a s  t h e
dramatic  shift  in  the
stance of  the Catholic
Church. For much of its
history,  the  Catholic
Church  had  been  a
conservative institution
that  often  supported
authoritarian  regimes
i n  e x c h a n g e  f o r
p r o t e c t i o n  o f  i t s
privi leges.  But  the
Second Vatican Council
(1962–1965)  and  the
r i se  o f  l i be ra t i on
theology  transformed
the  Church  in to  a
powerful  advocate  for
human  rights,  social
justice, and democratic
p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  I n
countr ies  such  as
Braz i l ,  Ch i l e ,  the
P h i l i p p i n e s ,  a n d
Poland,  the  Church
provided organizational

resources ,  mora l
authority, and physical
sanctuary  for  pro-
d e m o c r a c y
movements. In Poland,
the  election  of  Pope
John  Paul  II  in  1978
electrified  the
opposition  and  gave
rise  to  the  Solidarity
movement ,  wh ich
directly  challenged
c o m m u n i s t  r u l e .
Huntington  considered
t h e  C h u r c h ’ s
transformation  one  of
the  most  significant
a n d  s u r p r i s i n g
developments  of  the
late  twentieth  century.

The
Internatio
nal
Context:
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The
United
States,
the
European
Communi
ty, and
the
Soviet

Union
The  internat iona l
env i ronment  a lso
played a critical role in
facilitating  the  third
wave. During the Cold
War, the United States
had  often  supported
authoritarian allies as a

b u l w a r k  a g a i n s t
communism. But in the
1970s  and  1980s ,
under  P res idents
J immy  Car te r  and
R o n a l d  R e a g a n ,
American foreign policy
p l a c e d  g r e a t e r
emphasis  on  human
rights  and  democratic
promotion.  Carter’s
human  rights  agenda
put  pressure  on  allies
such  as  Argentina,
Chile, and South Korea
to  liberalize.  Reagan’s
support for democratic
t rans i t ions  in  the
Philippines  and  Haiti,
and his pressure on the
Soviet  Union,  helped
c r e a t e  s p a c e  f o r
opposition movements.
At the same time, the
European  Community
provided  a  powerful
i n c e n t i v e  f o r
democratization.  The
p r o s p e c t  o f
membership  in  the
European  Community,
and later the European
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Union,  encouraged
Southern  European
countr ies  such  as
Greece,  Portugal,  and
Spain  to  consolidate
democratic institutions.
T h e  E u r o p e a n
C o m m u n i t y ’ s
conditionality,  linking
t r a d e  a n d  a i d  t o
po l i t i c a l  r e f o rm ,
became  a  model  for
democratic  promotion
worldwide.
Perhaps  the  most
dramatic  international
factor was the change
in  Soviet  policy  under
Mikhail  Gorbachev.
Gorbachev’s reforms of
p e r e s t r o i k a
(restructuring)  and
glasnost  (openness),
along with his decision
t o  a b a n d o n  t h e
Brezhnev  Doctrine  of
military intervention in
E a s t e r n  E u r o p e ,
removed  the  single
greatest  obstacle  to
democratization in the
Soviet  bloc.  Without

the  threat  of  Soviet
t a n k s ,  p o p u l a r
movements  in  Poland,
H u n g a r y ,  E a s t
G e r m a n y ,
Czechoslovakia,  and
Romania were able to
overthrow  communist
r e g i m e s  i n  t h e
extraordinary  year  of
1989.  As  Huntington
observed,  the  Soviet
withdrawal  of  support
for client regimes was
a  necessary  condition
for  the  third  wave  to
reach its full extent.

THE PATTERNS
AND PROCESSES
OF DEMOCRATIC
TRANSITION

Huntington  was  not
content  simply  to  list
the causes of the third
wave. He also offered a
detailed  typology  of
the processes by which
authoritarian  regimes
g a v e  w a y  t o
democratic  ones.  He
identified  three  main



8

8 The Third Wave Democratization In Late
Twentieth Century Samuel P Huntington

2023-11-03

p a t h s  t o
democratization.  The
first  was
transformation,  in
which the authoritarian
elite  took  the  lead  in
negotiating a transition
to  democracy.  This
occurred  in  countries
such  as  Spain,  Brazil,
a n d  C h i l e ,  w h e r e
incumbents recognized
t h a t  c o n t i n u e d
authoritarian  rule  was
unsustainable  and
chose to  negotiate  an
exit.  The  second path
was transplacement, in
which  democrat ic
f o r c e s  a n d
a u t h o r i t a r i a n
incumbents  were
roughly  balanced  and
negotiated a transition
together. This occurred
in  countries  such  as
Poland,  South  Africa,
and  South  Ko rea ,
where  neither  side
could  impose  its  will
unilaterally.  The  third
path was replacement,

i n  w h i c h  t h e
authoritarian  regime
c o l l a p s e d  o r  w a s
o v e r t h r o w n  f r o m
below. This occurred in
countr ies  such  as
Portugal,  Argentina
after  the  Falklands
War,  and  Romania  in
1 9 8 9 ,  w h e r e  t h e
r e g i m e  l o s t  a l l
credibility  and  was
swept away by popular
protest.
Each  of  these  paths
carried  different
implications  for  the
stability and quality of
t h e  r e s u l t i n g
democracy. Huntington
argued that negotiated
transitions,  whether
through transformation
or  transplacement,
tended  to  produce
m o r e  s t a b l e
democracies  because
t h e y  i n v o l v e d
agreements  between
the  major  pol it ical
forces on the rules of
the game. These pacts
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o f t e n  i n c l u d e d
protections  for  the
i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h e
outgoing  authoritarian
e l i t e ,  s u c h  a s
amnesties  for  past
abuses  or  reserved
positions  in  the  new
political  system. While
such  pacts  could  be
morally  unsatisfying,
t h e y  w e r e  o f t e n
necessary  to  avoid  a
violent  backlash  from
t h e  o l d  r e g i m e .
R e p l a c e m e n t
t r a n s i t i o n s ,  b y
contrast,  were  more
dramatic but also more
risky, as they often left
a  power  vacuum  and
opened  the  door  to
n e w  f o r m s  o f
instabil ity.

The
Problem

of
Authorita
rian
Breakdow
n and
Democrat
ic
Consolida
tion
A central theme of The
T h i r d  W a v e :
Democratization  in
the  Late  Twentieth
C e n t u r y  i s  t h e
distinction  between
democratic  transition
a n d  d e m o c r a t i c
c o n s o l i d a t i o n .
H u n t i n g t o n
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emphasized  that  the
moment  of  transition,
when  an  authoritarian
regime  falls  and  free
elections  are  held,  is
only the beginning of a
much longer and more
difficult  process.
Consolidation  –  the
process  by  wh ich
democracy  becomes
deeply  rooted  in  a
society’s  pol i t ical
culture,  institutions,
and  practices  –  can
take  decades  and  is
never  guaranteed.  He
identified  several
conditions that favored
consolidation, including
a  h i g h  l e v e l  o f
e c o n o m i c
development, a strong
c i v i l  s o c i e t y ,  a
moderate and inclusive
party  system,  and  a
favorable  international
environment.  He  also
w a r n e d  t h a t  n e w
democracies  faced
numerous  challenges,
including  the  legacies

of  authoritarian  rule,
t h e  f r a g i l i t y  o f
democratic institutions,
the  temptat ion  o f
p o p u l i s m  a n d
authoritarian nostalgia,
and  the  th rea t  o f
economic  crisis.
Huntington’s  analysis
also  included  a  sober
discussion of the limits
and weaknesses of the
third  wave.  He  noted
that  many  countries
that  had  undergone
democratic  transitions
did  not  necessarily
become  full  or  high-
quality  democracies.
Some became what he
c a l l e d  " i l l i b e r a l
d e m o c r a c i e s "  o r
" e l e c t o r a l
democracies," in which
free  elections  were
h e l d  b u t  o t h e r
democratic  norms,
such as the rule of law,
freedom of  the  press,
and  protect ion  o f
m i n o r i t y  r i g h t s ,
remained  weak.  In
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o t h e r  c a s e s ,
democratic  institutions
were  captured  by
oligarchies,  criminal
networks,  or  powerful
i n t e r e s t  g r o u p s .
H u n t i n g t o n  a l s o
recognized  that  the
third  wave  had  not
reached many parts of
the  world,  particularly
the  Middle  East  and
sub-Saharan  Africa,
where  authoritarian
regimes  remained
entrenched.

THE LEGACY AND
CRITICISMS OF
HUNTINGTON'S
FRAMEWORK

Since  its  publication,
The  Third  Wave:
Democratization  in
the  Late  Twentieth
Century  has  been
both  highly  influential
and  heavily  criticized.
Its  influence  is
u n d e n i a b l e .  T h e
concept  of  waves  of
democratization  has

become  a  standard
t o o l  f o r  p o l i t i c a l
scientists,  historians,
and  po l icymakers
seeking to  understand
global political change.
Huntington’s  emphasis
o n  t h e  r o l e s  o f
e c o n o m i c
development,  elite
nego t i a t i on ,  and
international  pressure
has shaped decades of
r e s e a r c h  o n
democratization.  His
w o r k  h e l p e d  t o
legitimize the study of
democratic  transitions
as  a  distinct  field  of
political  science  and
provided  a  vocabulary
for  d iscussing  the
p r o c e s s e s  o f
l iberal izat ion  and
consolidation.
However, the book has
a l s o  a t t r a c t e d
significant  criticism.
Some  scholars  argue
that Huntington’s wave
metaphor  is  too  rigid
a n d  s i m p l i s t i c ,
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obscuring the diversity
o f  d e m o c r a t i c
transitions  and  the
different  trajectories
that  countries  have
fo l l owed .  O the r s
c o n t e n d  t h a t
Huntington  placed  too
much  emphasis  on
elite  actors  and  not
enough on the role of
social  movements,
labor  organizations,
a n d  g r a s s r o o t s
a c t i v i s m .  T h e
revolutions of 1989, for
example,  were  driven
by  mass  mobilization
as  much  as  by  elite
negotiation. Still others
criticize the book for its
implicit teleology – the
a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t
democracy  i s  the
natural  and  desirable
endpoint  of  political
d e v e l o p m e n t .
Huntington  was  not  a
naive optimist, but his
framework can be read
as  suggesting  that
history  moves  in  a

progressive direction, a
view  that  has  been
challenged by the rise
o f  a u t h o r i t a r i a n
p o p u l i s m  a n d
democratic  backsliding
in  the  twenty-first
century.

The Third
Wave in
the
Twenty-
First
Century:
Has It
Receded?
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
debated  questions  in
contemporary  political
science is whether the
third  wave  has  ended
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and  whether  a  new
r e v e r s e  w a v e  i s
underway.  Huntington
himself  warned  that
w a v e s  o f
democratization  are
historically followed by
waves of  authoritarian
reversal. The evidence
from  the  2000s  and
2010s suggests that he
m a y  h a v e  b e e n
prescient.  In  countries
such as Russia, Turkey,
Hungary ,  Po land ,
Venezuela,  and  the
P h i l i p p i n e s ,
democratically  elected
l e a d e r s  h a v e
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
u n d e r m i n e d
democratic institutions,
eroded the rule of law,
suppressed  dissent,
and  concentrated
power.  Some  scholars
s p e a k  o f  a  t h i r d
reverse  wave,  or  of
" d e m o c r a t i c
b a c k s l i d i n g , "
" a u t h o r i t a r i a n
r e s u r g e n c e , "  o r

" d e m o c r a t i c
recession."  The  global
number of democracies
has plateaued, and the
quality  of  democracy
has  declined  in  many
countries  that  were
o n c e  c o n s i d e r e d
consolidated.
Yet  the  picture  is  not
uniformly  negative.
Some countries of the
third  wave,  such  as
Spain,  Portugal,  South
Korea,  and  Taiwan,
have  maintained  and
even  deepened  their
democratic institutions.
In other countries, such
as  Ghana,  Senegal,
a n d  I n d o n e s i a ,
democracy  has  taken
root  despite  significant
challenges.  The  third
wave may have stalled,
but  it  has  not  been
entirely  reversed.
H u n t i n g t o n ’ s
framework  remains
u s e f u l  f o r
understanding  these
dynamics  because  it
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r e m i n d s  u s  t h a t
democracy  is  never
permanently  secured.
It  must  be  constantly
renewed,  defended,
and  adapted  to  new
conditions.

CONCLUSION: WHY
HUNTINGTON'S
WORK STILL
MATTERS

Samuel P. Huntington’s
The  Third  Wave:
Democratization  in
the  Late  Twentieth
Century  remains  an
essent ia l  work  for
anyone  seeking  to
understand  the  great
p o l i t i c a l
transformations  of  our
time.  It  offers  a
powerful  synthesis  of
historical  analysis,
comparative  politics,
and  grand  theory.  Its
strengths  l ie  in  its
clarity,  its  ambition,
and  its  willingness  to
ask  b ig  quest ions
about  the  direction  of

history. Its weaknesses
remind  us  that  no
single  framework  can
c a p t u r e  t h e  f u l l
complexity  of  political
c h a n g e .  B u t  a t  a
m o m e n t  w h e n
democracy  faces  new
c h a l l e n g e s  f r o m
authoritarian populism,
digital  disinformation,
and geopolitical rivalry,
Huntington’s  insights
into the conditions that
favor  democratization
and  the  processes  by
which  it  occurs  are
more  relevant  than
ever.  The  third  wave
may have crested, but
the  end  of  the  story
h a s  n o t  y e t  b e e n
wr i t ten .  Whether
d e m o c r a c y  w i l l
continue to spread, or
whether  it  will  recede
once again, depends in
part  on  whether  we
learn  the  lessons  that
Huntington so carefully
laid out. Understanding
the  third  wave  is  not
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j u s t  a  m a t t e r  o f
historical curiosity. It is

a  g u i d e  t o  t h e
st rugg les  that  l ie
ahead.


