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From Public Lecture

*The Psychology of Democracy

*Based on the book, ‘The Psychology of Democracy’
(published by the American Psychological Association Press, 2016)

Fathali M. Moghaddam

OHN Adams (1735-1826), second president of the United States, is

quoted as saying, “There never was a democracy yet that did not
commit suicide” (Ketchum, n.d.). I believe this is an apt starting point
for our discussion of the psychology of democracy, because the 21st
century is going to be a highly challenging time for democracy. The
threat to democracy arises in many ways. First, there is the direct threat
posed by dictatorships large (e.g., China, Russia) and small (Iran, North
Korea). Second, there is indirect threat to democracies from radicaliza-
tion movements of different kinds, including religious extremists who
engage in violent terrorist acts. In reaction to radicalization and terror-
ism, even more democratic governments are limiting freedoms
and weakening democracy. Third, democracy is being threatened by
globalization forces, which weaken local and national governments, and
accelerate the concentration of global wealth in fewer and fewer
hands. According to Oxfam (2016}, 62 people now own as much wealth
as the poorest half of the world’s population, 3.5 billion people.

My concern for the future of democracy will be rejected by optimists
who see an endless supremacy of democracies, led by the United States.
The American empire is suffering from what the historian Toynbee
(1965) described as the ‘mirage of immortality’, when global powers
come 1o see their own way of life as the final form of human civiliza-
tion. Some American politicians tout the United States as ‘the greatest
nation in history’, and some American academics seriously argue that
we have reached the ‘end of history’. Obviously we should not allow
these short-sighted pronouncements to distract us from the long-term
goal of progressing beyond the profound limitations of nations today—
including the severe limitations of the United States, countries of the
European Union, and the other semi-developed democracies in the 21st
century.

My goal is to discuss how psychological changes are needed to move
our societies forward to achieve what I call actualized democracy,
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high levels of control, as in the so-called ‘cultural revolutions’ of the
1960s in China and the early 1980s in Iran. Consequently, even major
revolutions only change political and economic systems, often only at
the surface level, without transforming styles of social relations and cog-
nition. Second, I map out the social and psychological changes that need
to take place in order to develop psychological citizens capable of
achieving and sustaining actualized democracy. Third, I discuss the psy-
chological foundations of the macro system that can sustain actualized

democracy, with a focus on meritocracy.

Three Different Types of Change

It is useful to distinguish between three different types of change.
This distinction will help us better understand movement toward and
away from actualized democracy. We must keep in mind that movement
can be both toward and away from actualized democracy.

First-Order, Second-Order, and Third-Order Change

All major societies began as dictatorships, and some societies have
made some progress toward actualized democracy (Moghaddam, 2013).
If we imagine a continuum with ‘pure dictatorship’ at one extreme and
‘pure democracy’ at the opposite extreme (Figure 1), all major societies
are located somewhere between these two ends, with some being closer
to ‘pure democracy’ than ‘pure dictatorship’. However, no major society

is a ‘pure dictatorship’ or a ‘pure democracy’.

Pure Democracy

Pure Dictatorship
Figure 1. The dictatorship-democracy continuum

Movement on the ‘dictatorship-democracy’ continbum is usefully
conceptualized as involving three different types of change
(Moghaddam, 2002). First-order change takes place without altering ei-
ther the formal law or the informal normative system that justifies un-
equal treatment on the basis of group membership. For example, during
the era of slavery in the United States, various changes took place in
society (such as in fashion) without changing either formal law or the
informal normative system as it pertained to slavery. Second-order
change involves change in formal law to make illegal unequal treatment
on the basis of group membership, but the informal normative system
continues to allow unequal treatment on the basis of group membership.
For example, race based discrimination continued in various ways in the
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The Macro-Micro Rule of Change

Macro level change can be brought about quickly by political revolu-
tion. After they have come to power, revolutionaries can with the stroke
of a pen change constitutions, the rules of ownership, and even entire
economic systems. For example, private ownership can be abolished by
the new government. Monarchs, Shahs, and Tsars can be executed and
‘representatives of the people’ or ‘the representative of God on earth’
can gain absolute power ‘on behalf of the people’, taking on titles like
‘supreme leader’ and ‘chairman’ or ‘president’. These macro level polit-
ical, economic, and institutional changes can take place very quickly.
However, micro-level changes involving the values, attitudes, motiva-
tions, needs, and relationship patterns between people, how they solve
problems and interact at the everyday level, how they think and act
in relation to authority figures as well as those with lower status than

themselves—these all change at a relatively slow pace.
The Fleeting Post-Revolution ‘Opportunity Bubble’

This relatively slower pace of change at the micro social and psycho-
logical level is particularly important in the highly sensitive period im-
mediately after a revolution, when a dictatorship has just collapsed.
There is usually a brief period of jubilation and opportunity; the chains
of dictatorial control have been broken and it is possible to move toward
a more open society. The door seems to be open for a change of sys-
tems. All major revolutions have a brief window, an ‘opportunity bub-
ble’, during which this change from one system to another is feasible.

I experienced such a momentous ‘opportunity bubble’ when I was in
Iran immediately after the 1979 revolution. The Shah had fied Iran and
his regime had collapsed. We had a brief opportunity to move from dic-
tatorship to democracy. The excitement was palpable in the cities and
villages in Iran. People talked enthusiastically about the opportunities
ahead: the dictator Shah had fled and there seemed to be a real chance to

achieve a more open society, with free speech and political and social
freedoms for all, including women and minorities. However, we learned
the hard way that such third-order change, a change from one system to
another, can only come about when certain pre-requisites are met.

First, there must be leadership in support of movement toward actual-
ized democracy. This is a tall order; George Washington and Nelson
Mandela stand out as exceptions among the leaders at times of major
revolutions. These two leaders voluntarily stepped aside from power,

rather than monopolizing power all of their lives, as did Stalin, Mao,
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groups and attempt to develop dialogue and compromise.

Most leaders who come to power through revolutions are motivated to
achieve power monopoly: the behavior patterns of Stalin, Mao,
Khomeini, Castro, and Putin represent the norm. Washington and
Mandeia are the anomalies. Unfortunately, in terms of personality char-

lianism, authoritarianism, and need for power, but low on tolerance for
ambiguity, openness, and conscientiousness. From Napoleon to Stalin to
Khomeini, the behavior patiem of these leaders i characterized by
dogmatic, ruthless, relentless pursuit of power, not compromise and

Second, there must be political Opportunity to create institutiona] sup-
port for movement toward democracy. Such political opportunity js
often thwarted by elites within society, such as military, religious, and
business elites determined to protect their resources, high status posi-
tions, and domains of influence. Another important source of opposition
to democracy can be foreign powers, including world powers, who
might see continued dictatorship as the best Mmeans of protecting their
own interests, Unfortunately the post- World-War two era is littered with
examples of American, European, Ryssian and (most recently) Chinese
interventions in nations around the world is Support of dictatorship
rather than democracy. Thus, it is seldom the case that elites, foreign
powers, and other forces are in support of building institutions to move
toward openness and democracy.

But there is a third, far less researched and discussed, Pre-requisite for
third-order change: the general Population has to acquire in a timely

tive level and second at the individual level; it js collective level changes
that make widespread individual level changes possible (Moghaddam,
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Have Self Doubt: The first step is the experience of self-doubt and
leaving open the possibility that “I could be wrong”. This does not mean
that the person is crippled with doubt and unable to take positive action,
Rather, it means that the person moves forward always ready to incorpo-
rate and adopt better information, ideas, and directions.

Be Ready to Question Sacred Beliefs: The individual must not only
question their own assumptions, but also be willing to seriously question
the sacred beliefs of their own societies. This can be extremely difficult
to do, because often it involves going against the norms and beliefs seen
as ‘natural’ and even ‘sacred’ by one’s family, community, and nation.
However, such questioning is necessary because it opens the path for the
constructive growth of both individuals and societies,

Have Flexibility of Opinions in Light of Evidence: As opposed to cat-
egorical ‘we are correct, they are wrong’ thinking, democratic citizens
develop high tolerance for ambiguity and openness to change. They seek
and are guided by new information and are capable of changing their
opinions. Their opinions are less likely to be guided by dogma and

irrational factors, and more in line with the latest evidence gathered
from different sources.

Understand Those Who Are Different from Us:
tend to be insular and to see thejr way of life as
This trend is in line with the requirements of cl
societjes, dictatorships rather than democracies.
to seek out and be inclusive toward those who a

Learn From_Those Who Are Different: We must not only be open
toward others who are different from us, but be motivated to learn what
we can from them. This is a very difficult characteristic to acquire,
because the ‘naturai’ tendency for humans is to be atiracted toward
similar rather than dissimiiar others,

Seek Information and Opinions from Different Sources: A central fea-
ture of education for democratic citizenship is that it teaches people
from a young age (o seek information from different sources. This is not
difficult to achieve when it is carried out systematically, and becomes
central to the educational mission from the start of schooling. In many
cases teaching the young to seek information from different and some-
times contradictory sources goes against the traditions in their families,
where political and religious biases strictly narrow down the sources of
information, However, when carried out correctly, teaching the young to
seek diverse sources of information will also feed back into the family,
helping the parents to also become more open-minded.

Be Open to New Experiences: Democratic citizens actively seek out

Most human groups
‘natural’ and ‘better’.
osed rather than open
Democracy requires us
re different from us,
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Psychology and Third-Order Change

I have argued that psychological obstacles 3&8 “_ﬁ <M=Qm :a_Mmm.ﬂ”wMM
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possibility of this happening and society more broadly being protected
against corruption, a number of contextual conditions have to be met.
These conditions include measures to ensure leaders are responsive
to the wishes of citizens and are removable through popular will;
other conditions are rule of law, freedom of speech, minority rights,
independent judiciary, universal suffrage, some measure of procedural
and equitable justice, and meritocracy. The legal and ‘formal law’
conditions in areas such as rule of law can only be adequately met
when the population collectively acquires certain psychological
characteristics (as discussed in Moghaddam, 2016).

Concluding Comment

About 2,500 years ago, Plato (trans. 1987, Book 1II 415b, c. d) argued
that social mobility is essential for the survival of societies. If talented
children born to ‘copper’ parents are not allowed to rise up, and untal-
ented children born to ‘gold’ parents are not allowed to fall to lower
levels, society will collapse. Extreme capitalism relies on talented
individuals being motivated by personal greed to excel, whereas
communism attempts to develop citizens who would be motivated to
excel solely by collective interests. Actualized democracy requires a
balanced approach between these two extremes.

The challenge in social organization is to achieve a balance between
individual and collective incentives. Too much emphasis on ‘greed is
good’ leads to financial crashes, as occurred in 2008-2009; too much
emphasis on collective ownership and group incentives results in the
kind of lackluster economic performance as witnessed in many commu-
nist states. A balanced approach requires sufficient social mobility: as
Plato argued, individual talent must be allowed to circulate on the basis
of personal motivation to a minimum degree, otherwise society will

collapse. From this perspective, the growing concentration of wealth in
fewer hands (Atkinson, 2015; Dorling, 2014; Piketty, 2014}, and
the stagnation of social mobility are warning signs for capitalist
democracies (Moghaddam, 2016).

The 21st century is characterized by competition and confiict between
forces atiempting (o move human societies toward less and more open-
ness. China and Russia, supported by lesser dictatorships such as Iran,
Saudi Arabia, and North Korea, are leading the efforts to move us away
from openness. Capitalist democracies, including those of North Ameri-
ca and the European Union, continue to be relatively open. However, it
is not clear what the situation will be by the end of the 2lst century.
Globalization is associated with radicalization of different types and the
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