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Introduction 

 Public opinion plays a crucial in the study of legitimacy. Regardless of how 

international donors or academic think tanks rate the extent of democracy in a given 

country, this form of regime will be consolidated only when the bulk of the public 

believes that democracy actually is better for their society and that democracy of an 

acceptable quality is being supplied. In a nutshell, the citizens are the final judges of 

the legitimacy as well as the characteristics of their democracy.  

Public opinion surveys such as Latinobarometro, Afrobarometer and Asian 

Barometer offer a valuable vantage point on whether the citizenry considers that 

political institutions produce an acceptable degree of democracy and deliver an 

acceptable level of good governance. In particular, it enables an empirical assessment 

of the extent of normative commitment to democracy among the public at large and 

thus tells us much about how far the political system has really traveled toward 

democratic consolidation.
1
 

Most of the recent theoretical and comparative contributions to the study of 

democratic consolidation were devoted to identifying the levels and determinants of 

favorable orientations toward democratic regime. But many of the analyses were 

founded on a rather shaky empirical ground as for many years students of 

democracies had relied heavily on a single item for measuring popular support for 

democracy as a preferred political system. Typically, respondents were asked to 

choose among three statements: “Democracy is always preferable to any other kind of 

government,” “Under some circumstances, an authoritarian government can be 

preferable to a democratic one,” and “For people like me, it does not matter whether 

                                                 
1 Yun-han Chu, Larry Diamond, and Doh Chull Shin, “Halting Progress in Korea and Taiwan,” Journal of 
Democracy 12 (January, 2001), 122-136; Doh Chull Shin, "Democratization: Perspectives from Global 
Citizenries," in Russell Dalton and Hans-Dieter Klingemann, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Political 
Behavior (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 259-282. 
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we have a democratic or a non-democratic regime.” It has been the most widely used 

item not only for its face validity but also for its availability.
2
 But a single-item 

measurement always suffers from a lack of conceptual breadth and depth, not to 

mention the familiar problem of yielding lower reliability as compared to multiple 

indicators.
3
 

There have been two approaches to address this deficiency in measurement. The 

first approach is to broaden the concept of democratic legitimacy with additional 

attitudinal dimensions. This will provide us with a multiple-indicator measurement of 

democratic legitimacy with greater depth and many levels of intensity. The second 

approach is to combine this single-item measurement with indicators measuring 

detachment from authoritarian alternatives. Neither approach provides a perfect 

solution to the issue of validity and reliability. 

The first approach argues that like any other complex concept, normative 

commitment to democracy consists of many attitudinal dimensions. More recently, 

Richard Rose and Doh Shin and their colleagues have respectively brought our 

attention to four other important aspects of democratic legitimacy, namely the desire 

for democracy, the suitability of democracy, the efficacy of democracy, and the 

priority of democracy. To operationalize this approach the Asian Barometer Survey 

has developed a five-item scale for measuring the democratic legitimacy.
4
 The desire 

for democracy refers to the level of democracy where citizens want their current 

political regime to be. Suitability of democracy refers to the degree of which citizens 

feel that democracy is appropriate for their country. Efficacy of democracy dwells on 

                                                 
2 This item has been employed by Latino Barometro, Afrobarometer, New Europe Barometer and 
World Values Survey. 
3 Robert Adcock and David Collier, “Measurement Validity: A Shared Standard for Qualitative and 
Quantitative research.” American Political Science Review 95(September, 2001), 538. 
4 Yutzung Chang, Yun-han Chu and Chong-min Park,“Authoritarian Nostalgia in East Asia.” Journal 

of Democracy, 18(3): 66-80. 
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the effectiveness of democratic regime in dealing with the country's major problems.  

Priority of democracy focuses on how important democracy is as compared with other 

desirable societal objectives, such as economic development. 

The second approach proposes that a robust popular base of legitimation entails 

both widespread and strongly felt attachment to a democratic regime and dwindling 

support for non-democratic alternatives. Richard Rose and others have put forward an 

argument about the competitive justification of democratic regimes. Referring to 

Winston Churchill‟s famous line „Democracy is the worst form of government except 

all those forms that have been tried from time to time‟, they argued many democracies 

survive not because a majority of people believes in its intrinsic legitimacy but 

because there are simply no preferable alternatives. This suggests that authoritarian 

detachment is as important as attachment to democracy in sustaining a democratic 

regime. Mike Brattan, Robert Mattes and their colleagues exemplified this approach 

with a composite index of measuring democratic legitimacy, or in their words, 

demand for democracy. They combined the most widely-used item on the 

preferability of democracy to any other form of government with a three-item battery 

measuring objection to authoritarian alternative.
5
 

Specifically, they asked respondents to approve or disapprove three non 

democratic alternative regimes -- one party rule, military government, and presidential 

dictatorship -- all forms of government with which most Africans are familiar and to 

which they can form experience-based responses. In their formulation, a fully 

committed democrat is someone who believes that democracy is “always preferable” 

and rejects all three form of authoritarian rule. Democrats must go beyond paying lip 

service to democracy; they must also reject real world alternatives to democracy. 

                                                 
5 To measure this, we tell respondents that “Our current system of governing with regular elections 
and more than one political party” is not the only one this country has ever had. Noting that “Some 
people say we would be better off if we had a different system of government. 
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However, both approaches are liable to criticisms. The first approach suffers 

from two obvious drawbacks. First it runs the danger of eliciting socially desirable 

answers from respondents because all items carry the “D” word. In our time the 

concept of “democracy” has been embraced by virtually all politicians everywhere 

including leaders of non-democratic regimes. Second, it runs the danger of lumping 

together apples and oranges as respondents may have differing ideas of what 

democracy actually is, thus threatening the comparability of any two responses. Or 

their ideas about democracy may differ from those of analyst, thus threatening our 

ability to infer the meaning of the response. Even in the most authoritarian countries 

such as Cuba or North Korea, the dictators always praise the value of democracy and 

keep claiming their regime the most democratic one. It is not difficult to understand 

why democracy embraces so many different meanings in different contexts, some of 

them even mutually exclusive. Therefore, the word “democracy” has lost its 

distinctive semantic meaning and usually is associated with desirable political values, 

covering any variety of political systems in the world. When any indicators carrying 

the “D” word, its validity can be easily compromised. We simply cannot naively 

assume people have the same cognitive understanding. 

The second approach can be also questioned for lacking validity and internal 

consistency. Rejection to non-democratic alternative is a very indirect way of 

measuring normative commitment to democracy. Respondents may not reject 

authoritarian alternatives for its intrinsic undesirability or out of their commitment to 

liberal democratic norms but for its infeasibility. In an emerging democracy, people 

might reject one-party rule, one-man rule or military rule because these options are no 

longer in the realm of possibility given a country‟s prevailing socio-economic 

conditions and/or the incentives and constraints imposed by the international system. 

Another possible criticism the second approach faces is the absence of empirical 
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evidence that the two – people‟s professed support for democracy and their objection 

to authoritarian alternatives – necessarily form an internally consistent scale. We have 

found, based on the analysis of the first-wave Asian Barometer survey data, the level 

of unconditional support for democracy, i.e., agreeing with the statement, 

“Democracy is always preferable to any other form of government” is a poor 

predictor of the proportion of the people rejecting all four authoritarian options, and 

vice versa. As a matter of fact, in most cases the two measures move in opposite 

directions. While Thailand registers the highest level of unconditional support for 

democracy (84.3%), its comparatively low level of authoritarian detachment (43.5%) 

made its citizens‟ extraordinarily strong overt commitment to democracy look very 

shallow. The way the Japanese citizens responded to the two measures is in stark 

contrast with that of the Korean. The Japanese respondents registered a very high 

level of unconditional support for democracy (78.5%) but didn‟t reject all 

non-democratic options in overwhelming numbers (only 55.2%). The Korean citizens 

responded the two measures in diagonally different way. They registered the highest 

level of authoritarian detachment (65.1%) but depressingly low level of unconditional 

support for democracy (only 49.4%). This perplexing misalignment suggests that both 

the dynamics of the two orientations and their determinants might be substantially 

different. 

 We also found that the correlation between our five-indicator measurement of 

positive orientation toward democracy and detachment from authoritarianism is very 

weak. A correlation analysis at the individual level confirms our suspicion that growth 

in citizens‟ positive orientations toward democracy does not necessarily bring about a 

corresponding decline in their attachment to authoritarianism. Based on the first-wave 

Asian Barometer survey, across all seven East Asian countries, the two indexes were 

weakly correlated at best. In the case of the Philippines and Thailand, the two 
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composite measures are not correlated at all. For the merged seven-country data set, 

the correlation coefficient amounts to only 0.103.
6
 As Doh Chull Shin and 

Chong-Min Park explicated the issue in the Korean context, for citizens with little 

experience and limited sophistication in democratic politics, either democracy or 

dictatorship may fail to provide satisfying solutions to their problems. Confronting 

such uncertainty, many citizens more often than not embrace both democratic and 

authoritarian political propensities concurrently.
7
 

 

II. Constructing a New Typology for Citizens’ Democratic Orientation 

One of the important methodological innovations that the Asian Barometer 

Survey brings to the field is the inclusion of items designed to probe further into the 

substance and depth of popular commitment to democracy. These items were 

intentionally designed to avoid the “D” word. We believe that while it is necessary for 

committed democrats to profess support for democracy, it is not sufficient. These 

additional items probe respondents‟ value orientations toward some fundamental 

organizing principles of liberal democracy. Specifically, Hu Fu and his colleagues 

have developed a multiple-indicator scale measuring people orientations toward five 

key components of liberal democratic values, namely political equality, popular 

accountability (or popular sovereignty), political liberalism, political pluralism and 

separation of power (or horizontal accountability).
8
 Indicators designed around these 

core liberal democratic values provide a clear conceptual anchorage and do away with  

the naïve assumption that respondents have the same cognitive understanding about 

the “D” word. 

                                                 
6 For details, see Yun-han Chu and Yutzung Chang, “The Uneven Growth of Democratic Legitimacy in 
East Asia,” International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 18 (2006): 246-255. 
7  
8 For an elaboration of the liberal-democratic value scale, please refer to 
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Since the ordinary citizens‟ concept about democracy does not necessarily 

correspond to our definition of core liberal democratic values, we don‟t expect that 

measurement of liberal democratic value orientation our measurements and our 

measurement of overt support for democracy necessarily form one internally 

consistent scale. The extent to which they are positively correlated may vary from one 

country to another depending on a country‟s trajectory of regime evolution as well as 

the exposure of the populace to the ideas and information transmitted through 

cross-national cultural contact and exchange. 

What we can do with the two conceptually separate and empirically correlated 

measurements is to combine the two and formulate a two-by-two typology of 

democratic orientation by dichotomizing each measurement into a High/Low category. 

While obviously such a dichotomy is somewhat arbitrary, we decide to use the 

medians as the cutoff points and categorize all the cases into four different types of 

democratic orientation: Consistent Democrats (high support for democracy, high 

liberal democratic value), Critical Democrats (low support for democracy, high liberal 

democratic value), Non-Democrats (low support for democracy, low liberal 

democratic value), and Superficial Democrats (High support for democracy, low 

liberal democratic value). The main assumption of this typology is that the liberal 

democratic value is a latent and stable attitude gradually shaped through the 

socialization process. With this new typology we might be able to explain the puzzle 

why citizens living in non-democratic countries professed a much higher level of 

overt support for democracy. 
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Table 1  A New Typology of Democratic Orientation 

               Support for Democracy 

L
ib
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 D
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o
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u
e  Low High 

High 

 

Critical Democrats 

 

Consistent Democrats 

 

Low 

 

Non-Democrats 

 

Superficial Democrats 

 

 

As can be seen in Table 1, “consistent democrats” are those who have a high 

level of support for democracy and liberal democratic value that show the two 

attitudes are consistent with each other. They are by definition the true supporters of 

democracy since they firmly believe in a political system anchored on liberal 

democratic principles also overtly support it. This also implies that their conception 

about democracy is highly consistent with the way experts define liberal democracy.  

Critical democrats are those who embrace all the substance that constitute a 

liberal of democracy but do register unconditional support for democracy. This also 

implies that the word “democracy” to them means “democracy in practice” rather than 

“democracy as an ideal.” We label these people “critical democrats” since they 

normatively committed themselves to liberal democratic principles but harbor some 

reservation about its preferability, suitability, efficacy or priority in a specific 

historical context. For those who neither profess their overt support for democracy nor 

embrace liberal democratic value, we label them “non-democrats” to indicate the fact 

they don‟t highly regard the liberal democratic value and do even uphold democracy 

as a socially desirable goal. Lastly, “superficial democrats” refer to those who provide 

lip service support for democracy but embrace many anti-democratic or authoritarian 
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value orientations. Since they don‟t embrace the substance of liberal democracy, their 

seemingly supportive attitude toward democracy is very superficial likely to be an 

artifact of social desirability or social conformity. 

In the following two sections, we will present the finding of the typological 

analysis in a cross-national context, including all thirteenth Asian countries in the 

second-wave Asian Barometer Surveys. After then, we will further discuss the 

theoretical implication for the explanation of democratic legitimacy and how the 

puzzle can be resolved with our new approach. 

 

III. Distribution of a Four-Fold Democratic Orientation Across East Asia 

To measure support for democracy, we apply for five commonly used survey 

items tapping into desirability, suitability, preferability, efficacy, and priority of 

democracy to measure. The exact wording of the questions can be seen in the 

appendix, and all of them mention the word “democracy” explicitly. For the 

measurement of liberal democratic value, we adopt a seven-item battery developed by 

Hu Fu to measure the degree of departure from dispositions of respect for authority, 

avoidance of conflict, collectivism, and lack of diversity. The exact wording is also 

available in the appendix but none contains the word “democracy”. 

     We use Mplus 4.12 to formulate a factor scale with the function of 

missing-value imputation. Except for the cases in which none of the questions have a 

valid answer, each factor scale will generate a score for the latent trait behind the 

measuring items. The factor score is derived as a posterior Bayesian estimate given 

the independent and dependent variables, which is commonly called “the regression 

method”.
9
 The mean and median of the score are usually close to zero with a varying 

                                                 
9
 Please see Muthén, B.O. (1998-2004). Mplus Technical Appendices. Los Angeles, CA: Muthén & 

Muthén, pp.47-48. 
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estimate of variance, and the range is usually between -2 and 2, but the scale could be 

possibly skewed to 4 or -4 depending on the skewness of the answers. For Example, 

all of the items for measuring support of democracy contain more than two-third 

positive responses and thus each one has a left-skewed distribution of answers. It 

therefore generates a skewed factor scale ranging from the minimum score -1.932 to 

the maximum 0.84, by which the former gives all questions the most negative answers 

and the latter the most positive ones.         

     Considering the unequal sample size of different country surveys, the factor 

scale is formulated by weighting each country equally. As to the measurement validity, 

except for the priority item, the factor loadings of all the measuring items are between 

0.45 and 0.69, which is acceptable but not particularly high. Since the two batteries 

has a long history of application, we decide not to drop any item and the magnitude of 

the loadings will factor into the weights when the factor scale is generated. 

     The scatter plot of the four types of democratic orientation can be seen in 

Figure 1. The overall sample includes 13 countries, 18668 cases. The horizontal and 

vertical axes are support for democracy and liberal democratic value, respectively. As 

mentioned earlier, the score range of the horizontal axis is asymmetric and skewed to 

the left because the distribution of all five measuring items in support for democracy 

are highly skewed. On the other hand, the score range of the vertical axis is more 

balanced between -2 and 2. The scatter plot is divided into four quadrants by two 

median cutoff points. Quadrant 1 to 4 are respectively where consistent democrats, 

critical democrats, non-democrats, and superficial democrats locate. For the overall 

sample, there are 23.83% consistent democrats, 26.61% critical democrats, 22.23% 

non-democrats, and 27.34% superficial democrats. Despite that the even distribution 

could be related to choice of median cutoff points, at least it shows the two factor 

scales are only slightly correlated (r=-0.104). This result suggests the appropriateness 

http://tw.dictionary.yahoo.com/search?ei=UTF-8&p=%E8%B1%A1%E9%99%90
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of the typological analysis. 

 

[Figure 1 about here] 

 

Now we are ready to compare the distributions of these four-type democratic 

orientations in the thirteenth Asian country. As can be seen in Table 2, six patterns of 

distributions can be concluded. First, Japan in terms of political culture is the most 

liberal democratic country where most cases are concentrated in the categories of 

consistent democrats (41.02%) and critical democrats (38.76). A similar distribution 

can be found in Indonesia, where consistent democrats is 36.03% and critical 

democrats is 31.09%, though the cases of non-democrats and superficial democrats 

are significantly more than those in Japan (12.66%). Three of the four Asian Tigers 

are looked alike and the defining feature is the large proportion of critical democrats, 

nearly half of the total sample in each case. The exact percentages for Hong Kong, 

South Korea, and Taiwan are 44.31%, 50.5%, and 50.48%, respectively. In fact, the 

second largest groups in all three countries are consistent democrat and the cases are 

counted around 25% of the total sample. The third pattern of distribution includes 

China and Vietnam, in which the cases are concentrated in superficial democrats and 

consistent democrats, signifying a large inflated percentage in responses to the 

measurement for overt support for democracy. The phenomenon in Vietnam is much 

more serious since there are 53.81% superficial democrats but China only has 32.73%. 

However, there are 17.4% more non-democrats in China and that reflects a similar 

level of liberal attitude in both countries. The next pattern shows up in Mongolia, 

Thailand, and Cambodia and the commonality is the single largest group concentrated 

on superficial democrats, counted as 55.82%, 42.68%, and 44.99% in order. Also, the 

sum of consistent democrats and critical democrats in these three countries is about 
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one-third at most. This pattern indicates a very shaky cultural foundation for 

democratic legitimacy since most people are not liberal democratically oriented and 

only give lip-service support for democracy. Philippines and Singapore are in the fifth 

pattern, and both have two large groups in critical democrats and non-democrats, 

suggesting relatively low support rate of democracy. Furthermore, the percentages of 

consistent democrats are all very low, only 10.31 in Philippines and 15.04 in 

Singapore, marking a very thin cultural foundation for democratic legitimacy. At last, 

we found the most evenly distributed case is Malaysia, and similar to the overall 

means, each type of democratic orientation has 20% or above cases and the difference 

between the largest and smallest groups is within 10%. It can be characterized as a 

miniature of the general case in East and Southeast Asia.  

 

[Table 2 about here] 

 

Several interesting observations can be quickly concluded. First, the puzzle 

mentioned earlier can be reasonably explained. The much higher level of overt 

support for democracy that our survey found in Thailand, China, Vietnam, Mongolia, 

and Cambodia can be largely understood as an artifact due to either the pressure of 

social desirability or a very misguided understanding about democracy if one sticks to 

the classical definition of liberal democracy. Second, the phenomenon of critical 

democrats did exist in East Asian countries, particularly in Hong Kong, South Korea, 

and Taiwan. Third, while Philippines and Singapore have a very different level of 

socio-economic development, both have a shaky foundation for democratic legitimacy 

with a large portion of non-democrats in the population. However, the implications of 

this is quite different for the two countries. In the case of the Philippines, this is a sign 

of political instability. But it might well be a sign of regime resiliency for Singaporan 
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hybrid regime. Fourth, Japan, the only established democracy in the region, turns out 

to be most liberal democratic-oriented country with nearly 80% of the people 

acquiring the liberal democratic value orientation above the grand median. Lastly, 

despite the fact that the four types of democratic orientations are evenly distributed in 

the overall sample, great diversity does exist across different countries. Such diversity 

provides us with a very useful point of entry for a systematic understanding of how 

different composition of democratic legitimacy would affect the democratic 

development in the context of East Asia. Overall, we believe most of the past 

literature based on overt support for democracy suffered a serious measurement 

problem because all of their indicators carry the “D” word, which has been so much 

contaminated by competing public discourses and socializing mechanisms that it has 

lost its conceptual clarity and cross-cultural comparability. The interpretation of the 

observed level of overt popular support for democracy in any country requires 

country-specific and contexturalized explanation, which is prone to be ad hoc in 

nature. 

 

IV. The Theoretical and Empirical Correlates of Typology of Democratic 

Orientation 

Given the concept of democratic legitimacy can be categorized into four 

different orientations toward democracy. We are going to explore how difference in 

people‟s democratic orientations correlates with and/or affects people‟s political 

attitudes. In the following analysis, we will conduct analyses of variance tests 

(ANOVA) on six variables to understand the theoretical meaning and explanatory 

power of our typology. Our analysis also sheds light on the distinctive attributes and 

behavioral correlates of each democratic orientation. Selected variables include 

education, detachment from authoritarianism, evaluation of regime change, trust in 
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institution, satisfaction with how democracy works, and support of political system.  

We begin with the widely used measurement of detachment from 

authoritarianism. This concept is often time closely associated with the concept of 

democratic legitimacy and some scholars might actually use it to construct the index 

of support for democracy. This means we can use this measure to verify the construct 

validity of our typology. We expect detachment from authoritarianism will form a 

strong causal affinity with our typology. That means we should be able to find the 

strongest objection to authoritarian alternatives among consistent democrats and the 

weakest objection among non-democrats. In between critical democrats should 

register stronger detachment than superficial democrats since the former by definition 

know about and agree with the substance of liberal democracy more than the latter. As 

can be seen in Table 3, such an expectation is well corroborated with some negligible 

slight deviation from this general pattern across the eleven countries. Singapore turns 

out to be an interesting outlier, where critical democrats register stronger detachment 

from authoritarianism than consistent democrats.
10

 In Mongolia, superficial 

democrats rank as the second and have a higher level of detachment than critical 

democrats and non-democrats. 

 

[Table 3 about here] 

 

Next, we will explore the social background of the four different democratic 

orientations as well as to what extent they shape people‟s expectation about 

democracy and their subjective assessment about the characteristics and performance 

of their political system, democratic or non-democratic. For example, we expect that 

                                                 
10 Vietnam has a similar distribution but the difference between consistent democrats and critical 

democrats is not significant (one stand error is about ±0.02).  
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the average educational level among consistent democrats will be much higher than 

superficial democrats and non-democrats. Also the degree of trust in political 

institutions should be highest for superficial democrats but lowest for critical 

democrats because the former usually tend to be complacent while the latter tend to be 

skeptical. 

In Table 4, we examine the level of average education for the four types of 

people. In most of the cases, among consistent democrats we found the highest level 

of education. They are followed by critical democrats and non-democrats. Superficial 

democrats usually rank the lowest on the education scale. This finding would not 

surprise modernization theorists who claim that forces of modernization foster the 

acquisition of liberal democratic value. However, in the cases of Hong Kong, China, 

Singapore, and Cambodia, which are all authoritarian countries in nature, critical 

democrats have the highest level of education. This suggests highly educated people 

living under these non-democratic regimes are more likely to embrace liberal 

democracy as an ideal but harbor some doubt about the suitability, efficacy or priority 

of real-life democracy for their countries. They acquiesce over the alleged trade-offs 

between democratic change and the attainment of other desirable societal goals, such 

as political stability and economic development.  

The Philippines, where non-democrats have the highest level of education, 

presents an interesting deviation from the regional pattern. This suggests that a failed 

democracy can drive the best-educated people into the anti-democratic camp if the 

system shows no signs of self-correcting possibility over a long period of time. It is no 

wonder that over the last two decades each incoming Filipino president starts of his or 

her presidency with an ever lower initial approval rate. 

 

[Table 4 about here] 
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   In the next few tables, we will show how people‟s orientation toward 

democracy shape the way they view and evaluate the performance of political regime. 

Table 5 shows that people‟s democratic orientation actually exerts influence on how 

they perceived the extent of democratic changes that a country has made between the 

old regime and the current regime. Across East Asia, superficial democrats and 

consistent democrats are more like to recognize the extent of democratic progress a 

country has traveled down than either critical democrats or non-democrats. Also, 

superficial democrats are more likely to accredit the current regime with more 

democratic progress than it duly deserves as in the cases of Cambodia, Vietnam, 

Indonesia, Taiwan, the Philippines and Thailand. On the other hand, the 

non-democrats are most reluctant to recognize the significant political changes the 

country has actually accomplished as in the case of Japan, China, Korea and 

Indonesia.  

[Table 5 about here] 

 

Next, we turn to trust in political institution, which is widely taken as an 

important indicator of regime support. The higher the political trust, the stronger the 

popular support for the political regime. Our survey has collected data on the level of 

trust people place on eight key political institutions such as the court, national 

government, political party, parliament, civil service, the military, police, and local 

government. Based on our modeling of the latent factorial structure under Mplus 4.12, 

these eight indicators do converge on a single factor. The confirmatory factor analysis 

shows a good quality of measurement and all of the eight items have a loading above 

0.71. The range of the factor scores is between the minimum -1.97 and the maximum 

1.59. 

As can be seen in Table 6, a clear general pattern emerges out of our data. 
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Superficial democrats tend to have the highest level of political trust. They are 

followed by non-democrats or consistent democrats. As expected critical democrats 

register the lowest level of political trust. This suggests superficial democrats are 

prone to become too complacent and critical democrats too cynical. The former might 

have accredited the current regime with more legitimacy than it duly deserves while 

the critical democrats might deprive the current regime with less legitimacy than it 

can duly claim.  

 

[Table 6 about here] 

 

In addition, we examine the two variables which have been frequently associated 

with the concept of diffuse regime support. The first one is the level of satisfaction 

with the way democracy works. In non-democratic country, this item is often 

understood as a measurement of satisfaction with the existing regime because even 

authoritarian regimes normally claim their system to be a variant of democratic 

system. As can be seen in Table 7, the general pattern is very similar to that of 

political trust, in which superficial democrats tend to express the highest satisfaction 

and critical democrats the least. It is also interesting to note the in places like Hong 

Kong, Singapore and Vietnam, non-democrats are more satisfied with the way 

democracy work than consistent democrats who are more likely to recognize that the 

absence of many key elements of liberal democracy in their current system. 

Last, we turn to the question of “whatever its fault may be, our form of 

government is still the best for us”, a widely used item to measure the diffuse regime 

support under all kinds of political regimes (see Table 8). All in all, we reach the same 

conclusion as we discussed earlier in explaining political trust. Superficial democrats 

are readily to lend their diffuse and unconditional support to the current regime, 
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regardless its nature or characteristics probably out of their deferential to authority or 

susceptibility to social pressure for conformity. Critical democrats are least likely to 

lend their diffuse and unconditional support for the current regime regardless their 

democratic standing. It is also worth noting that in China, there is little variation 

among the four types of democratic orientations when it comes to diffuse regime 

support. Regardless of their political predisposition, the Chinese citizens lend strong 

diffuse support to the current political system. This implies that the Chinese system is 

founded on a rather different formula for political legitimacy.         

 

[Tables 7 and 8 about here] 

 

Conclusion 

 Although the empirical evidences that we reported above are still far from the 

definitive proof for the superiority of our typology over existing measurement of 

democratic legitimacy, they have already shown its fruitfulness and great potential in 

advancing our understanding of how political scientists can compare the strength of 

democratic legitimacy across nations and how people‟s political predisposition shape 

the way they experience and view political regime. Our approach helped resolve the 

most glaring anomaly that has puzzled us for a long time. The military coup of 2006 

in Thailand was met with little popular resistance, while previous surveys had shown 

that Thailand registered one of the highest levels of overt popular support for 

democracy. Under our typological analysis, Thailand actually has suffered from a very 

fragile cultural foundation for liberal democracy to begin with. Almost two thirds of 

Thailand‟s populace fell into the categories of non-democrats or superficial 

democrats. 
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 Our approach also promises to generate some refreshing and innovative research 

agenda. It challenges the unidirectional causal chain prescribed by the rational-choice 

theorists who customarily assume that people can exercise rational and well-informed 

assessment about the performance of the regime (usually in terms of tangible benefits 

a democratic regime brings to them) and this in turn shapes their support for the 

regime. Our approach identifies another possible causal path and turns the utilitarian 

approach on its head. The way citizens experience and evaluate the characteristics of a 

regime is more likely to be shaped by people‟s predisposition toward democratic 

regime, which is causally prior to and more enduring than the former. The rational 

choice approach can learn a great deal from cognitive psychology. In a nutshell, the 

beauty is in the eyes of the beholder. 
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Appendix 

 

The Battery of Measuring Support for Democracy: 

1.Desirability To what extent would you want our country to be democratic now? 

2.Suitability Which would you think democracy is suitable for our country? 

3.Preferability Which of the following statements comes closest to your own 

opinion? 

-Democracy is always preferable to any other kind of government 

-Under some circumstances, an authoritarian government can be 

preferable 

-to a de For people like me, it does not matter whether we have a 

democratic or a nondemocratic regime democratic one 

4.Efficacy Which of the following statements comes closer to your own view? 

-Democracy can not solve our society‟s problems 

-Democracy is capable of solving the problems of our society 

5.Priority If you had to choose between democracy and economic development, 

which would you say is more important? 

 

The Battery of Measuring Liberal Democratic Value: 

1.Government leaders are like the head of a family; we should all follow their 

decisions 

2.The government should decide whether certain ideas should be allowed to be 

discussed in society 

3.Harmony of the community will be disrupted if people organize lots of groups 

4.When judges decide important cases, they should accept the view of the executive 

branch 

5.If the government is constantly checked by the legislature, it cannot possibly 

accomplish great things 

6.If we have political leaders who are morally upright, we can let them decide 

everything 

7.If people have too many different ways of thinking, society will be chaotic 

 

 




