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Political culture  
and democracy

How ordinary citizens challenge the status quo
If there is one thing the Arab Spring has shown us it is that political 
change is made by ordinary people. Surprisingly, however, interna-
tional support for democratisation is traditionally directed towards 
state structures and actors in a role of power. In order to fully under- 
stand, and facilitate, the democratisation process, we need to look 
at political culture as well.
By Annemieke Burmeister

When we talk about democratisation, the discus-
sion is usually about free and fair elections, insti-
tutions like parliament, political parties and the 
judiciary. The approach to building democracy  
in for example Iraq and Afghanistan has been  
to establish these institutions, as they seem to be 
the core ingredient to democratic rule. However, 
the key to understanding political change to-
wards democracy is the acknowledgement that 
people, along with their values and attitudes, 
make or break any of these institutional arrange-
ments. Building democracy means, for example, 
the protection of minority opinions. It is straight-
forward to assume that a well functioning judicial 
system will ensure this. It is however essential to 

understand that the structural behavioural pat-
tern needed amongst citizens and elites to allow 
for minority opinions to be part of the political 
debate, goes to the core of political culture – the 
ground rules established and adhered to by the 
actors in the system, whether ‘elite’ or ‘ordinary’. 
Therefore our analysis benefits from a focus on 
this ‘soft side’ of democratic change, the side of 
democratic culture and democratic behaviour. 

Democracy: institutions  
and political culture
Democracy is not primarily an institutional ar-
rangement; it is a culture. It is an agreement on 
norms and ground rules of behaviour, accepted 

depending on the political context, there is still  
a normative bias inherent in the understanding  
of civil society because it continues to be framed 
around the assumptions of democratisation. 
Francesco Cavatorta (2013) argues that the focus 
should therefore be on the variations of civil soci-
ety activism within authoritarian regimes instead 
of whether or not they promote democratisation. 
Civil society is neither good nor bad and thus needs 
to be approached as a neutral variable. Only then 
will it be possible to truly understand the various 
modes of engagement under ever changing author- 
itarian rule. In this context it is ever more impor-
tant to acknowledge the reciprocal relationship 
between the social and political arenas. If any-
thing, the Arab uprisings have shown that nei-
ther societies nor states remain static over time 
and that a-political activism can eventually have 
far-reaching political consequences.

Iris Kolman follows the master International Develop-

ment Studies at the University of Amsterdam and is co-

writer of From Resilience to Revolt: Making Sense of the 

Arab Spring, a report by the University of Amsterdam 

commissioned by the Dutch Ministry of Security and Justice.
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Lebanon:  
a divided country

The social composition in Lebanon significant- 
ly differs from the composition in other Arab 
countries: we are a strongly divided country.  
Civil society can play a positive role in bringing 
together people from different backgrounds and 
regions. It is important that we omit the regions 
and their differences from politics. However, this 
is no easy task in our country. In Lebanon every-
thing is related to politics. NGOs that are not re-
lated to a politician for instance lack funding.  
The NGOs with a political affiliation rather in-
crease the divisions instead of bringing people 
together. People do not follow ideologies but pol-
iticians with money. That is, in Lebanon there  
are few truly independent organisations.

Is there no hope for a new generation? Our party 
– the National Liberal Party - campaigns on a plat-
form of peach. We want a peaceful future and 
reach out to other young people. It will be dif-
ficult, the schisms are substantial, but we be- 
lieve there is a chance for a less divided future. 
Although the gap between different groups 
amongst the young is a obstacle for change - 
young people are aware of the social, economic 
and political misery and we claim progress. 

Sally Sayah, Yara Asmar and Giorgio Khoury,  

youth branch National Liberal Party, Lebanon
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by political elites and citizens alike. Key compo-
nents of a democratic political culture are that 
elites show policy pragmatism, moderation, co-
operation, bargaining, trust, openness to ideas  
of others and accommodation. In essence, there  
is the pre-requisite of ‘confidence in the benevo-
lent potentials of man’ (Diamond 1994: 11), as this 
encourages political discussion and helps to trans-
form politics into a non-zero-sum game in which 
defeated parties can accept their exclusion be-
cause they still feel that their basic interest will 
not be threatened and the (minority) voice will 
continue to be heard in the political debate. 
 This pattern of social interaction, that we call 
democratic political behaviour or culture, is both 
referred to as a prerequisite and an outcome of a 
well functioning democracy. Political culture is 
not established in a social vacuum. Welzel and 
Inglehart argue in their analysis of the World 
Values Survey (2006) that economic development 
and modernisation in society give rise to values 
which motivate people to govern their own lives. 
These ‘self expression values’ include tolerance, 
trust, support for equality and a desire to partici-
pate in public life (Diamond, 2008, p14). While  
we see that change in a society leading towards 
democratisation and other modernisation cur-
rents go hand in hand, the point is that a move 
towards democracy is always accompanied by  
the rise of a culture of democratic values. Institu-
tional arrangements that are not accompanied  
by these changes will not effect democratic rule. 

Why we do not like culture
Talking about culture used to be a difficult issue. 
After the age of colonialism, when the superiority 
of Western values over other cultural systems  

was assumed, we entered an era of relativism in 
which it was argued that any culture or value  
orientation should be given equal regard. By 
bringing political culture into the debate on  
democratisation, it is in no way said that any  
political culture is superior to another. It only 
implies that if a move towards democracy is fa-
voured, this has to be seen in the light of culture, 
values and behaviour. In other words: arguing 
that culture is part of the equation does not  
bring us back to Huntington’s clash of civilizations.  
In fact, the revolutions of the Arab Spring have 
taught us that the Arab people support values 
that do not fundamentally contradict democracy 
and human rights. 

These recent developments have shown us that 
every society has (latent) democratic currents. 
Sometimes without using words like democracy 
or human rights, every society is familiar with 
concepts like dignity, trust, tolerance and com-
promise. Judging a nation’s political culture on 
the traits of the ruling elites and regime, blinds 
us to the heterogeneity of the population and 
their values. Democratic behaviour is not only 
displayed in the political arena. Even people ex-
cluded from participation in the political system 
still form a political culture as citizens, that de-
fines social interaction in the household, between 
colleagues, within schools and universities, in 
social movements and NGOs. The fact that people 
are able to collectively mobilise against undemo-
cratic elites, hints us towards a reversed social-
isation process inherent to democratic culture. 
Where the state traditionally has a role in social-
ising the citizens – we here see citizens forcing  
a change of values amongst elites. 

Power to the people
More is needed however. Political elites have little 
incentive to change on their own accord towards 
more democratic ground rules, as they derive 
power from the current political system. Engag-
ing non-democratic elites in exchange programs, 
training sessions or dialogue will therefore not 
effect a change in the cultural pattern of the po-
litical system on itself. The incentive for norm 
change will only arise if the people in power  
notice that their power base is shifting. In other 
words: change at such a fundamental level of the 
system will only occur if new or former outside 
actors gain strength and thereby access to the 
political field. 
 Structural change in a fledgling democracy is 
therefore achieved by supporting and strengthen-
ing these democratic forces outside of the imme-
diate political arena. If democrats manage to come 
together in collective action and mobilise social 
movements that make moral claims for dignified 
social interaction, change in political norms and 
political culture is effected. Foreign support for 
democratisation by engaging the existing power 
elite and representatives of the state will not be 
effective – sustainable change towards democra-
tisation is achieved by putting our trust in demo-
cratic currents and democratic social movements 
within these societies, even if they do not seem to 
be a formidable political force at start. Only citi-
zens have the power to redefine the ground rules 
new norms for political interaction and establish 
the values on which their democracy can operate. 
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“ Key to understanding political change towards  
democracy is the acknowledgement that people,  
along with their values and attitudes, make or break 
institutional arrangements”

“ The revolutions of the Arab Spring have taught  
us that the Arab people support values that do  
not fundamentally contradict democracy and  
human rights”
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