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Well before the onset of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the meteoric rise 

of the People’s Republic of China to the 

status of global superpower rekindled 

global debate over governance models.  

Since it began to open up its economy to 

private enterprise along with foreign 

trade and investment in 1979, under the 

relatively pragmatic Chinese leader, 

Deng Xiaoping, China has averaged 

annual GDP growth over nine percent, 

amounting to what the World Bank 

termed “the fastest sustained expansion 

by a major economy in history.”1  As a 

result, it has lifted hundreds of millions 

of people out of poverty in the space of 

just two generations.  Within just a few 

decades, it has risen from low-income 

status to become the world’s second 

largest economy (and the largest as 

measured in purchasing power parity), 

as well as the global leader in “value-

added manufacturing, merchandise 

trade, and holder of foreign exchange 

reserves.”2 In the course of this 

transformation, China has gone from 

being a technologically backward 

country to global dominance in 

manufacturing, and a global 

challenger—if not leader—in such 

cutting-edge fields of technology as 

advanced digital telecommunications, 

artificial intelligence, and facial 

recognition.  Although China’s rapid 

progress in advanced technologies has 

come in no small measure due to theft 

and misappropriation of American and 

other Western intellectual property,3 the 

transformation of China’s economy, 

physical infrastructure, and urban 

landscapes together with its dizzying 

pace of wealth creation had by the 2010s 

begun to awe the rest of the world, 

especially other developing countries. 

 China was the biggest and most 

recent country to achieve a 
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developmental transformation under 

authoritarian rule, but it was to some 

extent following in the footsteps of other 

“East Asian Miracle” countries, 

particularly South Korea, Taiwan, and 

Singapore (also, to a lesser extent, the 

semi-democratic Malaysia).  Moreover, 

recently other highly authoritarian 

countries, such as Rwanda, have 

claimed developmental success under 

non-democratic rule.  All of this has 

generated renewed interest in the 

question: Does authoritarian rule or 

democracy offer a developmental 

advantage?  In this essay, I will explore 

the relationship today between regime 

type and effective government and 

discuss whether people around the 

world have really been swayed by “the 

China model.” 

 

Democracy, Governance, and 
Human Prosperity 

 

  To answer the above question, we 

need to examine two types of 

relationships—between democracy and 

the quality of governance, and between 

democracy and economic development.  

Theoretically, scholars have long 

advanced strong reasons why democracy 

and the rule of law are strongly 

conducive to—if not always strictly 

necessary for—economic development.  

First, democratic institutions constrain 

the arbitrary power of rulers and thus 

constitute a check against predatory 

behavior, leading to secure property 

rights and economic growth.4  Second, 

democracies are more responsive to the 

public and thus better able to deliver 

public goods such as education and 

health care, thereby increasing the 

accumulation of human capital and 

enhancing economic growth.5 In 

addition, democracies provide 

mechanisms to moderate social conflicts 

and maintain political and economic 

stability.6  Finally, democracies are more 
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likely to facilitate technological progress 

and encourage innovation.7 Open 

societies with freedom of speech are 

instrumental for generating and 

disseminating new ideas, which 

encourage innovation.  

The features of governance that 

provide the enabling conditions for 

prosperity are closely related to 

democracy.  The World Bank measures 

annually six different elements of the 

quality of governance based on the 

perceptions of thousands of informed 

experts and stakeholders in the private 

sector, NGOs, and public sector 

agencies.8  Three of these measures 

capture particularly well the conditions 

for sustained prosperity: 

• Rule of Law: “the quality of 
contract enforcement, 
property rights, the police, 
and the courts, as well as the 
likelihood of crime and 
violence.”  

• Control of Corruption: “the 
extent to which public power 
is exercised for private gain, 
including both petty and 
grand forms of corruption, as 
well as ‘capture’ of the state by 
elites and private interests.”  

• Regulatory Quality: “the 
ability of the government to 
formulate and implement 
sound policies and regulations 
that permit and promote 
private sector development.”9 

Empirically, each of these three 

measures is very strongly related to 

democracy (and to the other two 

governance measures).  The overall 

correlation (which can range from -1 to 

+1) between the rule of law and the 

extent of democracy is about 0.75 (for 

the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) 

measure of Liberal Democracy10, or 0.72 

for the Freedom House scale of political 

rights and civil liberties11).  The positive 

correlations between democracy and 

regulatory quality are almost identical to 
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rule of law (0.75 and 0.73). The 

correlations with control of corruption 

are slightly lower (0.67 and 0.62), but 

the two democracy scales correlate 

higher with Transparency 

International’s measure of corruption 

control (0.75 and 0.70).  All of these 

correlations are highly statistically 

significant.  Moreover, these 

associations are highly robust across 

different regions of the world.  While 

they are weaker within Asia (generally 

between 0.3 and 0.5) they are still 

mostly statistically significant, and 

within some regions they are especially 

strong (over 0.80 in Central and Eastern 

Europe).  In most regions of the world 

(save the Middle East), the quality of 

governance is strongly positively related 

to the degree of democracy.    

 We get a similar perspective if we 

examine the Heritage Foundation’s 

2020 Index of Economic Freedom,12 an 

aggregate score evaluating rule of law, 

government size, regulatory 

efficiency, and openness of markets.  Of 

the 35 countries rated free or mostly 

free, 29 are democracies and two 

(Malaysia and Armenia) have had 

pluralistic and competitive political 

systems that have been approaching 

democracy.  The four authoritarian 

regimes are mainly familiar among the 

authoritarian “success stories”:  

Singapore, UAE, Qatar, and Rwanda.  

By contrast, most of the 19 worst 

economically repressed countries are 

politically authoritarian regimes, such as 

Iran, Zimbabwe, and Venezuela.  Over 

80 percent of the economically freest 

countries are democracies, and nearly 

80 percent of the least economically free 

countries are authoritarian regimes. The 

world’s most liberal democracies in 

political terms also generally have the 

freest economies. 

 
Democracy and Economic 

Development 
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  China benefited dramatically 

from its opening up to the world 

economy and market forces, but it was 

(especially in the early years) able to 

achieve such dramatic economic growth 

in part because of the size of its market 

and the huge reserve of low-wage labor 

it could mobilize for manufacturing.   In 

general, other developing countries 

could not deploy these advantages of 

scale and market power, which enabled 

China to attract massive foreign 

investment despite high levels of 

corruption and a weak rule of law.  

Over the decades, the 

econometric literature has generated 

somewhat conflicting evidence on the 

relationship between economic 

development and democracy.  More 

recent studies, however, have tended to 

affirm “the democracy advantage.”  An 

analysis of about 150 countries over the 

period 1960 to 2000 found that 

democracy is associated with a 0.75 

percentage point annual increase in 

economic growth.13 Similarly, an 

analysis of up to 166 countries during 

the 1960–2003 period showed that 

democratic transitions are associated 

with an increase of one percentage point 

in annual GDP per capita growth, and 

the effect is relatively larger in “partial 

democratizations”14 and in the medium 

and long run.15 Most recently (and 

exhaustively), Daron Acemoglu and his 

colleagues, drawing on a sample of 175 

countries from 1960 to 2010, 

consistently find that democratization 

increases GDP per capita by 

approximately 20 percent in the long 

run (more than 25 years).16 In other 

words, the GDP per capita of the typical 

authoritarian regime would be 20 

percent higher today had it 

democratized 25 years ago. 

Furthermore, the effect of democratic 

institutions is cumulative in the sense 
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that democratic stock—a country’s 

democracy history—is found to be 

robustly associated with economic 

growth rates.17 

 Contemporary patterns suggest 

the strong relationship between 

economic development level and 

democracy continues to hold.  As 

measured by per capita income, only 

four of the 25 richest countries—

Singapore, Qatar, Kuwait, and UAE—are 

non-democracies.  In fact, only one of 

those, Singapore, became wealthy by its 

own entrepreneurial initiative, as 

opposed to the natural resource windfall 

of oil.  With every step down the ladder 

of wealth, the percentage of 

authoritarian regimes rises.  While 

authoritarian regimes represent only 

one-fifth of the 50 richest countries, 

they account for more than three-

quarters of the 57 poorest countries.   

 A better way to measure 

development than per capita income 

(which tells us nothing about 

distribution) is the UNDP’s Human 

Development Index (HDI), which 

controls somewhat for income 

inequality by averaging three measures:  

gross national income per capita (in 

purchasing power parity dollars); 

health, as measured by years of life 

expectancy; and education (an average 

of the current expected years of 

schooling for children at school-entry 

age and the mean actual years of 

schooling of the adult population).18  

Because the HDI controls for inequality 

and tempers the artificial, distorting 

effect of oil wealth, it is more highly 

correlated with democracy (about 

0.70).19  This means nearly half of the 

variation (R2=0.49) in the 2019 HDI 

scores can be explained simply by the 

level of democracy in a country (as 

measured by the annual Democracy 

Index of The Economist20).  Among the 

top 25 states in human development, 
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only Singapore is not a democracy.  The 

next 25 include several oil-rich states 

(along with Russia and Belarus), but the 

step pattern then strikingly continues:  

with each step down the ladder of 

human development, there are fewer 

and fewer democracies.  Among the 

bottom 38 countries in Human 

Development, 80 percent are 

authoritarian regimes. 

 The Economist’s Democracy 

Index summarizes democracy scores 

into four categories:  full democracies, 

flawed democracies, hybrid regimes, and 

authoritarian regimes.  The latter two 

non-democratic regime types have 

significantly lower average HDI scores 

(a little over 0.610) than do the 

democracies.  Even the flawed 

democracies score much higher (0.786 

on average) and the full (liberal) 

democracies perform by far the best 

(0.902).  By any measure, and over any 

time period, democracies are more 

prosperous than authoritarian regimes—

and when one looks at “real” human 

development, rather than just the 

average money income, the advantage 

increases.  If we look at HDI scores over 

the past decade (2010-2019) according 

to the type of regime that has prevailed 

over the entire decade, the same pattern 

holds.  The countries that have been 

continuously liberal democracies over 

the decade—with strong protections for 

rule of law, private property, and control 

of corruption—have achieved and 

maintained the highest levels of human 

development (0.84 on average).  

Electoral democracies have performed 

better than hybrid regimes or 

continuous autocracies, but the 

difference is much smaller (0.68 vs. 

0.62). 

 

The Impact of the COVID-19 
Pandemic 
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 When the COVID-19 pandemic 

began to sweep across the globe in the 

Spring of 2020, there was already a 

strong pro-authoritarian narrative 

gathering momentum, as it had done in 

the 1960s and 70s.  This was due in part 

due to China’s phenomenally rapid rise 

and in part to China’s own trumpeting of 

its model of governance as superior to 

that of the Western democracies.  

Several other factors also contributed to 

what seemed to be the diminishing 

luster of democracy around the world.  

For one thing, democracy has been in a 

protracted recession that has seen levels 

of freedom and democracy weaken 

steadily for fourteen years.21  In the early 

years of this recession, the deterioration 

was modest and somewhat debatable, 

but in recent years more and more 

democracies have been degraded or 

overcome by authoritarian populist 

demagogues and other authoritarian 

challengers, to the point where the trend 

is now widely acknowledged and 

increasingly the subject of alarming 

annual reports.22  Even more damaging 

to the reputation of democracy has been 

the diminishing efficacy and declining 

quality of many of the world’s richest 

and most powerful democracies, 

especially the United States under the 

chaotic and illiberal presidency of 

Donald Trump.  Consequently, more 

and more people have been asking if 

democracy is really the best, most 

effective system of governance. 

 Then came the COVID-19 

pandemic.  Although the virus emerged 

in Wuhan, China, and reached epidemic 

and then pandemic proportions because 

of the lack of transparency and press 

freedom in China—which enabled local 

Chinese officials to cover it up and 

infected people to leave Wuhan and 

even China itself—China did get 

relatively firm control of the virus with 

drastic measures of lockdown and 
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surveillance after the initially disastrous 

outbreak.  The world’s democracies, by 

contrast, largely failed to do so.  Even 

allowing for the likely considerable 

under-reporting of COVID-19 cases and 

fatalities in less developed countries and 

in countries under authoritarian rule, 

the data still tell a stark story.  Almost 

all of the countries hardest hit by 

COVID-19, particularly in COVID deaths 

per 100,000 inhabitants, have been 

democracies.  Most of these have been in 

Europe (led by Belgium, Italy, Spain, 

UK, and France) and in Latin America 

(Peru, Mexico, Argentina, and Brazil), 

but the United States has consistently 

been among the top 10-15 countries in 

terms of fatality rate, and it leads all 

other countries by a wide margin in the 

raw numbers of confirmed cases and 

total deaths.23  Yet democracies have 

also been among the best performers in 

containing the pandemic, most of all 

Taiwan but also South Korea, Australia, 

New Zealand, and Japan.  These 

countries benefited not only from 

geography but from effective 

governments with strong public health 

systems that learned lessons from the 

SARS crisis in 2002-3.  These Asian-

Pacific countries, and others like 

Germany, demonstrated that it is 

possible to have a competent 

government managing a pandemic 

without sacrificing freedom:  “The 

successful governments responded early 

and vigilantly, with widespread testing 

and contact tracing, and they 

communicated with their publics in a 

transparent, coordinated manner that 

put health professionals at the 

forefront.”24  There was nothing about 

the required response that gave 

authoritarian regimes an intrinsic 

advantage; as a matter of fact, the 

transparency of democracies conferred 

certain benefits.  However, the stubborn 

advance of the pandemic in many of the 
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world’s wealthiest democracies has 

further damaged their global stature—

and that of democracy, too. 

 

Do People Want the China 
Model? 

 
  Despite the seeming spectacular 

success of the “China model,” global 

public opinion has recently shifted 

dramatically away from sympathy 

toward China.  A summer 2020 survey 

of 14 advanced industrial democracies 

(in Europe, the U.S., Canada, Australia, 

Japan, and South Korea) found that 

sizable majorities in each country 

(ranging from 62 to 86%) had an 

unfavorable view of China.  In most of 

these countries, disapproving views are 

at their highest level ever recorded in 

the survey, even though nearly all the 

countries still see China as the world’s 

leading economic power.  This rising 

hostility owes in part to negative 

assessments of how China has handled 

the virus, with an average of 61% across 

the 14 countries saying China has done a 

bad job of dealing with COVID-19.  

Further, it is a reaction against China’s 

increasingly aggressive efforts to 

dominate global politics and trade 

through bullying, intimidation, 

propaganda, censorship, corruption, and 

other “sharp power” tactics.25  As a 

result, a median of 78 percent in the 14 

countries say they have no confidence 

“in Chinese President Xi Jinping to do 

the right thing in world affairs.”26 The 

Pew survey found even lower confidence 

in US President Donald Trump along 

with more negative evaluations of how 

the US has handled the virus (as 

compared to China).  However, the 

damage that this sorry record of the US  

has done to global opinions about 

regime alternatives is mitigated by the 

fact that, in contrast to China, a 

democracy like the US can—and, in fact, 

recently did—replace a bad leader, and 
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(as noted above) many democracies 

have done a better job of managing the 

pandemic. 

 Hence, China’s rise and 

democracy’s disappointments have so 

far done little to dampen the overall 

global enthusiasm for democracy as a 

form of government.  Recent surveys 

(albeit preceding the COVID pandemic) 

show strong continuing support for such 

democratic principles as honest, 

competitive elections to choose leaders, 

an impartial judicial system, and 

freedom of expression.  In fact, between 

2015 and 2019 (the most recent Pew 

survey), support for free elections 

increased in more countries (eight) than 

it declined (five). 27 

 Even in the poorest region of the 

world, sub-Saharan Africa, the 

attachment to democracy remains 

robust. In its latest (2019-20) round of 

surveys (albeit only so far for 18 of the 

34 countries in the project), the 

Afrobarometer found: “Across 18 

countries, more than two-thirds (68 

percent) of respondents expressed a 

preference for democracy over any other 

political system, a preference that has 

remained fairly steady since 2011. Even 

larger proportions reject presidential 

dictatorship (81 percent), one-party rule 

(76 percent) and military rule (73 

percent).”28  Globally, there has been 

erosion in support for democracy 

(particularly in Latin America), but this 

appears to be more in response to 

performance failures that citizens 

perceive in their own democracies.  In 

every region of the world that has been 

surveyed, democracy remains (on 

average) the favored model of 

government.29  Indeed, survey results 

from authoritarian regimes show that 

democracy “remains the regime for 

which people long when they live under 

the heels of rulers who rob them of their 

rights and freedoms.”30 
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 In sum, despite China’s stunning 

rise to global power and its muscular 

efforts to promote its model of 

authoritarian governance, democracy—

though blemished and humbled—

remains the preferred form of 

government in the world, and the best 

form of government not only for 

protecting rights but for delivering 

sustained and broadly distributed 

prosperity.  Yet, ordinary people’s faith 

in democracy is stubborn but not blind. 

If the United States and other 

democracies do not ultimately vanquish 

the virus and demonstrate anew the 

capacity for effective governance, public 

support for democracy will eventually 

experience much greater and more 

disastrous erosion. 
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