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Abstract
In The Missionary Roots of Liberal Democracy, Robert D. Woodberry (2012) claims that conversionary
Protestantism influenced the emergence of stable democracies around the world. While his historical ana-
lysis is exhaustive, the accompanying empirical evidence suffers from severe inconsistencies. This letter
replicates Woodberry’s analysis using twenty-six alternative democracy measures and extends the time
period over which the democracy measures are averaged. These two simple modifications lead to the
breakdown of Woodberry’s results. We find no significant relationship between Protestant missions
and the development of democracy, which raises concerns about the robustness and broader applicability
of Woodberry’s findings. The letter discusses some alternative explanations for Woodberry’s results,
which can inform future research on this topic.
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An influential literature has linked the emergence and consolidation of democratic regimes to a
wide variety of factors such as income per capita, inequality, financial openness, revolutions and
migration. Robert D. Woodberry (2012) makes an important contribution to this research
agenda, as he studies how religious actors and motivations affect democracy, a topic that has
received little attention in the literature. In his broad historical analysis, Woodberry focuses on
‘regions with histories and class structures radically different from those of Europe’ (245) and
argues that conversionary Protestants (CPs) fostered democracy by spreading religious liberty,
mass education and communication, printing and colonial reforms, and strengthening civil insti-
tutions. These processes created conditions that made stable representative democracies more
likely, regardless of the number of converts to Protestantism.

Woodberry claims that the association between CPs and democracy is causal based on a his-
torical and theoretical examination. He also uses regression analyses (both ordinary least squares
(OLS) and instrumental variables (IV) approaches that employ over fifty controls) to demonstrate
that the historical prevalence of Protestant missionaries and levels of democracy (averaged from
1950 to 1994) are positively correlated in 142 non-European societies.

The impact of Woodberry’s article is reflected in more than 400 citations, as well as six awards
since its publication in the American Political Science Review. His substantive contribution is
important, because it turns modernization theory on its head by challenging its key tenet –
that democracy developed as a result of secularization and processes associated with economic
development, such as education and urbanization. Scholars are still debating whether moderniza-
tion theory is right or wrong, but what is unique about Woodberry’s argument is that it posits
that these developments were in fact spurred by CPs. In order to understand the emergence
and consolidation of democratic states, the literature must therefore not sweep religion under
the carpet.
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Woodberry’s historical discussion of how Protestantism affected religious liberty, mass education
and communication, printing and colonial reforms, and strengthened civil institutions is well founded
in sociological and theological theory.1 However, this letter shows that Woodberry’s empirical analysis
linking CPs and democracy suffers from three severe shortcomings: (1) operationalization of the dem-
ocracy variable, (2) time period under investigation and (3) an inability to deal with omitted variable
bias and establish causality in the IV estimations due to the implausibility of the exclusion restrictions.
These problems give rise to concerns about the validity and replicability of his results. While we agree
with Woodberry that the democracy literature should not ignore the role of religion, our results are
crucial for further work on this topic as they raise questions about the exact causal chain – if any –
linking religion and democracy. At the end of the letter we discuss whether Woodberry’s theoretical
mechanisms linking Protestantism to democracy (religious liberty, mass education and communica-
tion, printing, colonial reforms and the strengthening of civil institutions) may be applicable to
(Western) Christianity more broadly. We believe that further research, possibly using longer-term
and more granular religious data, is needed to answer this question.

This letter is structured as follows. The first section presents a detailed critique of the empirical
analysis, while the second section extends the scope of Woodberry’s research to include alterna-
tive measures of democracy and longer data. The last section offers concluding remarks.

Critique of the Empirical Analysis
The first point of critique is Woodberry’s (2012) choice of the Bollen-Paxton (BP) data as a meas-
ure of democracy. The BP democracy score is constructed using four measures of democratic rule
(political rights, competitiveness of nomination process, elected chief executive and effectiveness
of elected legislature body) and four measures of political liberties (freedom of broadcast media,
freedom of print media, civil liberties and freedom of group opposition). The equally weighted
mean of the indices of political rights and legislative effectiveness was then averaged with the
index of political opposition. In addition, the score accounts for restrictions on the franchise
by capping the political rights variable (and its average with legislative effectiveness) at the fran-
chise percent in a given country (Paxton et al. 2003). The resulting democracy indicator assumes
values between 0 and 100.2 Woodberry uses Bollen’s (2009) definition of a liberal democracy: ‘the
degree to which political liberties and democratic rule exist in a country’ (369).

While conventional democracy indices may lead to some rater bias, there is no apparent rea-
son to favor the BP data over other, more comprehensive dichotomous or continuous indicators
of democracy that also cover recent years. In particular, Woodberry’s analysis limits the time-
frame over which the dependent variable is averaged to only 44 years between 1950–1994.

Therefore, this letter extends Woodberry’s data by first using the Boix-Miller-Rosato (BMR)
(2013) and Polity IV (PIV) indices.3 The broader historical scope of the new variables is relevant,

1Although he does not test these relationships quantitatively, a large literature that uses sub-national data and better iden-
tification generally supports his claims. See Bai and Kung (2015), Becker and Woessmann (2009), Becker et al. (2016),
Cantoni, Dittmar and Yuchtman (2018), Chen et al. (2014), Mantovanelli (2014), Nunn (2014), Lankina and Getachew
(2012) and Tusalem (2009). Note that the latter two papers also argue that Protestantism affected democracy (in India;
and in around sixty transitional states that attempted to democratize or democratized since the third wave, respectively).

2Bollen (2001, 2009) provides information on how the BP data was constructed for 1950–90, and Paxton (2002) extends
that dataset until 1991 only. For 1992–94, Woodberry does not provide information on the data sources or the methodology
of the democracy score. To the best of our knowledge, no other publications employ the Bollen democracy score beyond 1990.
We attempted (unsuccessfully) to reconstruct Woodberry’s BP variable from Bollen (2001, 2009) and Paxton (2002). Bollen’s
(2001) Political Democracy Index provides data for 1950–80 in ten-year intervals, Bollen’s (2001, 2009) Liberal Democracy
Series covers solely the period between 1972–88, and Paxton (2002) has information for 1991 only. Several countries in
Woodberry’s dataset are not included in Bollen (2001, 2009) or Paxton (2002).

3The following independent variables present in Woodberry’s analysis were removed from the specifications (as they are
not relevant for the non-BP democracy data sets): Libornot (i.e., BP method change) and Yr1stdem (i.e., year of first dem-
ocracy data). The results are not sensitive to these exclusions.
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as Woodberry does not present any theoretical predictions regarding the duration of the effect of
Protestantism on democracy. Therefore, Woodberry’s choice to limit the analysis to the 1950–94
period is rather arbitrary given that more recent data is available.

The BMR index is dichotomous4 and defines a country as democratic if it satisfies a min-
imum set of conditions for democratic contestation and participation. The contestation
requirement states that elections need to be free and fair, and the participation requirement
requires that the majority of adult men are able to vote. Inspired by Dahl’s (1971) classifica-
tion, it is the most comprehensive dichotomous measure of democracy available and unlike
other indices, it takes a minimal suffrage requirement into account. We also employ the
PIV index,5 which reduces the sample size by 15 per cent (that is, 121 instead of 142 countries)
but provides a comprehensive continuous assessment of democracy (ranging from −10 to +10)
based on the presence of electoral institutions, constraints on the exercise of power as well as
civil liberties. To further ensure robustness, we replicate the analysis using twenty-four other
democracy measures, of which we predominantly report regressions using the Varieties of
Democracy (V-Dem) and Freedom House data. From the V-Dem index we use the
Electoral Democracy,6 Liberal Democracy7 and Suffrage8 scores since they most closely cap-
ture liberal democracy in the sense of the BP measure. From the Freedom House index we
employ the Political Rights9 and Civil Liberties10 measures, as well as a combined averaged
score of both measures. The relationship between the original BP variable and the alternative
measures of democracy is reported in Table A17 and illustrated graphically in Appendix
Figure A1. As the table shows, seventeen of the twenty-six measures are correlated with a cor-
relation coefficient larger than 0.80, and only three measures are correlated with a coefficient
smaller than 0.70 with the BP measure.

Evidence from New Data
Results with Alternative Democracy Measures (1950–94)

We first replicate Woodberry’s analysis using the same time period over which the democracy
measure is averaged (1950–94) but instead employ the BMR and PIV datasets (all regressions
in this letter follow Woodberry’s replication code and use robust regression). Woodberry uses
three proxies for CPs: (1) Protestant Missionaries per 10,000 Population in 1923, (2) Years
Exposure to Protestant Missions and (3) Percent Evangelized by 1900.11 Catholic versions of the
first two variables are included as well. Descriptive statistics are displayed in Table A1 and the
complete list of countries can be found in Appendix Table A2.

Table 1 (using BMR, 1950–94) merges the results presented in Columns 3 and 4 of
Woodberry’s Table 2 and Columns 3–5 in Woodberry’s Table 3. Appendix Table A3 conducts

4The BMR variable is dichotomous and, like Woodberry, we average it over the available years. For ease of interpretation,
we employ a linear probability model, but the results are robust to using logit or probit and are available from the authors.

5We use the Polity rather than the Polity2 indicator chosen by Woodberry. The Polity indicator is an unmodified (and
more objective) version of the Polity2 variable because it does not assign new values to missing Polity scores in instances
of occupation by foreign powers, the absence of central state authority and transition periods during which the principles
of governance are incomplete.

6An index measuring the freedom of association, clean elections, freedom of expression, elected officials and suffrage.
7An index combining the V-Dem Electoral Democracy score with scores on equality before the law and individual liberties,

and judicial and legislative constraints on the executive.
8Defined as the percentage of adults with voting rights.
9An index measuring the electoral process, political pluralism and participation, and functioning of the government.
10An index measuring the freedom of expression and belief, associational and organizational rights, rule of law and per-

sonal autonomy, and individual rights.
11We also run our models using each mission variable one at a time. These modifications do not alter the presented results

and are available upon request from the authors.
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Table 1. Predicting democracy in non-Western societies (Columns 1–2) and controlling for the process of colonization
(Columns 3–5), 1950–94, Boix-Miller-Rosato 2013

BMR 1950–1994 1 2 3 4 5

British colony 0.082 0.109* 0.109
(0.062) (0.065) (0.070)

Other religious liberty colony 0.443*** 0.347** 0.247
(0.142) (0.148) (0.170)

Dutch colony −0.003 −0.101 0.048 0.080 −0.217
(0.233) (0.193) (0.241) (0.269) (0.225)

Never colonized significantly 0.091 0.099 0.099
(0.085) (0.088) (0.099)

Latitude 0.000 −0.000 −0.001 −0.004
(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

Island nation 0.195*** 0.166*** 0.165**
(0.060) (0.062) (0.068)

Landlocked nation −0.088 −0.225** −0.231**
(0.072) (0.095) (0.099)

Percent European in 1980 −0.000 −0.000 −0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Percent Muslim in 1970 −0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Major oil producer −0.014 0.008 0.009
(0.065) (0.071) (0.076)

Literate culture before missionary contact −0.064 −0.014 −0.010 0.002
(0.061) (0.074) (0.087) (0.087)

Years exposure to protestant missions (all countries) −0.000 0.000 −0.000 −0.001 0.000
(0.001) (0.000) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Protestant Missionaries per 10,000 0.016 0.055*** 0.011 0.015 0.058***
(0.018) (0.014) (0.019) (0.020) (0.017)

Percent evangelized by 1900 0.005*** 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.005***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Years exposure to Catholic missions −0.000 −0.000 −0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Foreign Catholic priests per 10,000 pop. in 1923 0.011 0.010 0.011
(0.011) (0.012) (0.012)

Date 1st sighted by Europeans after 1444 0.001** 0.001** 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Gap between sighted and 1st missionaries 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Interaction of mission gap and pre-mission literacy −0.001 −0.001
(0.000) (0.001)

Interaction of missions gap and latitude 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Gap between sighted and colonized 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Interaction of colonial gap and pre-mission literacy −0.000 −0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Interaction of colonial gap and latitude 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Number of times territory switched colonizers −0.007
(0.024)

Protestant colonizer took colony from Catholics 0.068 0.204***
(0.078) (0.066)

Constant 0.067 −0.042 −0.959* −1.129* −0.502
(0.088) (0.041) (0.561) (0.677) (0.435)

Number of observations 140 140 140 140 140
R2 0.656 0.557 0.659 0.649 0.543

Note: standard errors reported under coefficients in parentheses (robust regression). The table replicates Table 2, Columns 3–4 (equivalent to
Columns 1–2 in current table) and Table 3, Columns 3–5 (equivalent to Columns 3–5 in current table) from Woodberry (2012). *** p < 0.01, **
p < 0.05, * p < 0.1
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Table 2. Predicting democracy in non-Western societies (Columns 1–2) and controlling for the process of colonization
(Columns 3–5), 1950–2015, Boix-Miller-Rosato 2013

BMR 1950–2015 1 2 3 4 5

British colony 0.111* 0.144** 0.130*
(0.064) (0.065) (0.068)

Other religious liberty colony 0.253* 0.167 0.123
(0.144) (0.146) (0.165)

Dutch colony 0.305 −0.054 0.364 0.357 0.037
(0.238) (0.230) (0.240) (0.261) (0.220)

Never colonized significantly 0.111 0.116 0.114
(0.087) (0.088) (0.096)

Latitude 0.002 0.003 0.003 −0.000
(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

Island nation 0.238*** 0.198*** 0.199***
(0.061) (0.061) (0.066)

Landlocked nation −0.049 −0.208** −0.199**
(0.073) (0.093) (0.096)

Percent European in 1980 0.001 0.001 0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Percent Muslim in 1970 −0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Major oil producer −0.097 −0.060 −0.063
(0.066) (0.071) (0.073)

Literate culture before missionary contact −0.123** −0.077 −0.068 −0.049
(0.062) (0.073) (0.084) (0.085)

Years exposure to protestant missions (all countries) −0.000 0.001 −0.001 −0.001 0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Protestant missionaries per 10,000 −0.013 0.033** −0.011 −0.008 0.031*
(0.018) (0.017) (0.019) (0.020) (0.017)

Percent evangelized by 1900 0.005*** 0.006*** 0.005*** 0.005*** 0.006***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Years exposure to Catholic missions −0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Foreign Catholic priests per 10,000 pop. in 1923 0.019 0.016 0.015
(0.011) (0.011) (0.012)

Date 1st sighted by Europeans after 1444 0.001** 0.001** 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Gap between sighted and 1st missionaries 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Interaction of mission gap and pre-mission literacy −0.001* −0.001
(0.000) (0.001)

Interaction of missions gap and latitude 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Gap between sighted and colonized −0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Interaction of colonial gap and pre-mission literacy 0.000 −0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Interaction of colonial gap and latitude 0.000 −0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Number of times territory switched colonizers −0.005
(0.022)

Protestant colonizer took colony from Catholics 0.066 0.170***
(0.076) (0.064)

Constant 0.131 0.009 −1.192** −1.091* −0.519
(0.088) (0.049) (0.558) (0.654) (0.423)

Number of observations 142 142 142 142 142
R2 0.652 0.468 0.663 0.670 0.597

Notes: standard errors reported under coefficients in parentheses (robust regression). See notes to Table 1. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1
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the same exercise but uses the PIV data.12 Table 1 shows that the relationship between CPs and
democracy is not robust: the Protestant Missionaries in 1923 variable is only significant in speci-
fications without controls (Columns 2 and 5), which raises concerns about omitted variable bias.
Columns 3–5 control for a set of additional variables that relate to the historical influence of

Table 3. Instrumental variable regression: mean level of democracy from 1950–2015, Boix-Miller-Rosato 2013

Boix-Miller-Rosato 1950–2015 1 2 3 4 5 6

Years exposure to protestant missions
(all countries)

0.004
(0.003)

0.003**
(0.001)

British colony −0.075 0.022 0.140** 0.146** −0.218 −0.036
(0.164) (0.096) (0.059) (0.057) (0.233) (0.095)

Other religious liberty colony −0.121 −0.182 0.040 0.093 −0.515 −0.126
(0.282) (0.311) (0.272) (0.282) (0.514) (0.270)

Dutch colony −0.599 0.021 0.293*** 0.280*** −0.697 −0.450
(0.786) (0.236) (0.093) (0.095) (0.775) (0.452)

Never colonized significantly 0.047 0.089 0.111 0.120 0.059 0.053
(0.103) (0.081) (0.083) (0.091) (0.109) (0.094)

Island nation 0.179* 0.173** 0.166** 0.152* 0.152 0.232***
(0.095) (0.080) (0.080) (0.082) (0.125) (0.083)

Landlocked nation 0.067
(0.175)

−0.125*
(0.067)

−0.095
(0.069)

Excluded instrument

Percent European in 1980 0.004** 0.004*** 0.002 0.001 0.006*** 0.004**
(0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Percent Muslim in 1970 −0.000 −0.001 −0.001 −0.001 0.001 −0.001
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.001)

Major oil producer −0.052 −0.087 −0.114** −0.116** −0.029 −0.057
(0.076) (0.063) (0.051) (0.050) (0.099) (0.063)

Literate culture before missionary
contact

−0.129* −0.114 −0.124* −0.093 0.029 −0.142*

(0.073) (0.075) (0.069) (0.076) (0.135) (0.077)
Mean Max. Temperature 0.009 0.011 0.013 0.013 0.011 0.014

(0.011) (0.011) (0.009) (0.010) (0.017) (0.010)
Mean Min. Temperature 0.012

(0.009)
0.006

(0.006)
0.001

(0.006)
Excluded instrument

Percent freezes during year 0.004 0.003 0.002 0.002 0.004 0.002
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

Percent mountains 0.002 0.001 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.002
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

Malaria endemic −0.059 −0.003 0.018 0.037 0.029 −0.066
(0.078) (0.077) (0.077) (0.077) (0.145) (0.076)

Protestant missionaries per 10,000 0.086
(0.069)

0.296
(0.188)

Percent evangelized by 1900 0.003
(0.002)

0.005**
(0.002)

Latitude Excluded instrument −0.002
(0.004)

−0.014
(0.010)

−0.005
(0.005)

Constant −0.450 −0.173 −0.268 −0.343 −0.168 −0.322
(0.441) (0.365) (0.327) (0.336) (0.525) (0.340)

Number of observations 142 142 142 142 142 142
R2 (2nd stage) 0.357 0.373 0.479 0.456 0.381
F from 1st stage 7.635 8.753 22.988 21.803 3.775 21.571
F for size of nominal 5% Wald test =

10%
16.380 16.380 16.380 8.680 8.680 8.680

# OverID tests indicating instruments
appropriate (p < 0.1)

– – – 4 of 4 4 of 4 4 of 4

# tests indicating Protestant missions
exogenous (p < 0.1)

3 of 3 3 of 3 3 of 3 3 of 3 0 of 3 1 of 3

Note: robust standard errors reported under coefficients in parentheses. Table 3 replicates Table 6 from Woodberry (2012). *** p < 0.01, ** p <
0.05, * p < 0.1

12Replicating the rest of the tables in Woodberry’s article (main text) produces results similar to those when we also extend
the time period. We therefore focus on the latter specifications.
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colonization processes, such as the date of ‘discovery’, literacy rates and the number of years
between ‘discovery’, colonization and missionary contact. Years Exposure to Protestant
Missions is insignificant. Percent Evangelized is significantly and robustly associated with democ-
racy, yet, as we explain below and as Woodberry acknowledges, this variable is not a direct meas-
ure of Protestantism since it is a ‘retrospective estimate and includes both Europeans and
Catholics—not only indigenous people exposed to Protestant missions’ (257, emphasis added).

Results with Alternative Democracy Measures and Extended Time Period

Next, we extend the period over which our two democracy measures (BMR and PIV) are averaged
(to 1950–2015/16) and show that the results below are at odds with Woodberry’s conclusions.
Tables 2–3, A4 and A5 employ the democracy score from the BMR dataset, and Tables A6–
A9 use the democracy score from the PIV dataset.

Table 2 shows that once more, Protestant missionaries do not predict democracy robustly once
the BMR democracy measure covering 1950–2015 is used. In three out of five specifications, the
coefficient is neither significant nor positive. Only in Models 2.2 and 2.5 (specifications without
controls) does Protestant Missionaries have a significant effect on democracy. Once again, Percent
Evangelized has a positive and significant effect on democracy. However, the effect is ambiguous
since the measure does not distinguish between Protestant and Catholic believers.

Table 3 replicates Woodberry’s IV estimations which are intended to reduce omitted variable
bias and to establish causal relationships, which is particularly important given the cross-sectional
nature of his data and the fact that missionary activity is non-random. As Jedwab, Meier Zu
Selhausen, and Moradi (2018) demonstrate, Christian missionary expansion in sub-Saharan
Africa occurred in relatively more developed and accessible locations, thus questioning findings
that causally link missionary activity and contemporary development.

As in Woodberry’s analysis, the limited information maximum-likelihood estimator is
employed in the IV regressions, which cover two sets of excluded instruments for each
Protestant variable. Specifications 3.1–3.3 use the excluded instrument Latitude, while
Landlocked Nation and Mean Min. Temperature are used in specifications 3.4–3.6. The low
F-statistics from the first-stage regression show that the instruments in specifications 3.1, 3.2
and 3.5 are weak. Therefore, only the analysis of Models 3.3, 3.4 and 3.6 allows for statistically
significant inferences. Model 3.3 shows no associations of the key independent variables with
democracy. However, in Model 3.4, Percent Evangelized by 1900 seems to positively affect dem-
ocracy. Years Exposure to Protestant Missions in Model 3.6 has a positive and significant effect on
democracy, yet it is unclear why only this particular combination of instruments renders it sig-
nificant and why the effect is so much higher compared to the OLS specification.

From a substantive point of view, it is also puzzling why some of the instruments do not belong
in the main equation.13 In fact, in some specifications, Woodberry includes some of the excluded
instruments in the main equation (in direct violation of the exclusion restriction), which raises
doubts about their appropriateness. More importantly, given the significance of Percent
Evangelized, Woodberry does not provide a convincing explanation as to why the effect of the
instruments works exclusively through Protestantism rather than through another Christian
denomination, such as Catholicism. In fact, his identification strategy is selective, as the excluded
variables – favorable geographic and climatic conditions – may be used as predictors for any
human settlement (including Protestant and Catholic missions) and thus the development of insti-
tutions that are a requisite for democracy. Therefore, the exclusion restrictions in Woodberry’s ana-
lysis are implausible, meaning that the IV regressions are unable to establish causality.

Tables A4 and A5 control for a number of other variables that may have influenced the devel-
opment of Christian missions (demographic or public health characteristics, Table A4), or

13We replicate these analyses only for the sake of consistency.
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mechanisms by which Protestant missions may have influenced democracy (log GDP per capita
and secondary education enrollment rates, Table A5).14 The results in Table A4 confirm the sig-
nificance of Percent Evangelized by 1900 but as stated earlier, the interpretation of the effect
remains ambiguous as it conflates Protestantism and Catholicism. The direct measure of
Protestant Missionaries is inconclusive, as the coefficients switch signs across different specifica-
tions. There is some evidence of a positive association with the Years of Exposure to Protestant
Missions. These results are echoed in Table A5, which shows a significant negative relationship
between Protestant missionaries and democracy, along with a positive (but only sometimes sig-
nificant) effect of Percent Evangelized.

The results from the BMR sample are largely confirmed by the evidence from the PIV sample.
Woodberry notes that ‘switching democracy measures does not influence Protestant missions’
association with democracy’ (266), but even in his original model (see Table 7 in his
Appendix, which uses the Polity2 score), Protestant Missionaries are negatively if insignificantly
associated with democracy. Table A6, which replicates Table 2 above using the PIV measure,
shows yet again the insignificance of Protestant Missionaries. The only consistently significant
measure of Protestantism is Years Exposure to Protestant Missions; however, the post-estimation
Wald test indicates that the coefficients are equal to the effect of Years Exposure to Catholic
Missions (0.25≤F≤1.65, p < 0.01).15

Tables A7 and A8 replicate Tables A4 and A5 using the PIV data. The coefficients on
Protestant Missionaries switch signs across specifications and are statistically insignificant.
There is an association between democracy and Years of Exposure to Protestant Missions in
both tables. However, in Table A8 (which is the more credible table) this effect is equal to
Years Exposure to Catholic Missions, as suggested by a Wald test (0.81≤F≤3.23, p < 0.01).

Table A9 reports the results of the replication of the IV estimation using PIV data. However,
given the weak instruments in three out of six specifications and the fact that the exclusion
restriction is unlikely to be satisfied, the results are not credible. Protestant Missionaries does
not have a significant effect.

Robustness Checks
An important concern about Woodberry’s results is that the inclusion of post-treatment covari-
ates may lead to significant bias. To account for this concern, we ran models that excluded all
variables for which at least some of the coverage occurs after the first year of the democracy aver-
age (1950) or the year of the Protestant Missionaries variable (1923), such as Percent Muslim in
1970,Major Oil Producer, Years of Protestant Missions until 1960, Years of Catholic Missions until
1960, various religious composition variables measured in 1970, log GDP per capita (1960–94),
education (1960–85) and newspaper circulation (1975–95). There are no changes to the previous
findings (results available upon request).

To make sure that our results are not driven by the idiosyncrasies of a particular democracy
measure, Appendix Tables A10–A15 replicate Table 2 for six additional democracy measures:
Freedom House – Average of Political Rights and Civil Liberties, as well as each index separately,
and V-Dem – Electoral Democracy, Liberal Democracy and Suffrage. The results are consistent
with the specifications with the BMR and Polity measures. While Percent Evangelized is positive
and significant across specifications, Protestant Missionaries and Years Exposure to Protestant
Missions are only significant in the specifications with no or few controls. In fact, in the
V-Dem Suffrage specification, the effect of Protestant Missionaries is negative and significant.

14For the sake of consistency, we replicate Woodberry’s models, but the results should be interpreted with caution, as the
number of observations is too small for a meaningful analysis.

15The minimum and maximum F-statistics refer to the range of F-statistics for all columns, and the p-value specifies which
p-value was used to test the hypotheses.
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Once again, this raises the issue of omitted variable bias in the cross-sectional regressions, and
means that Woodberry’s results are unlikely to be causal.

In Table A16, we run regressions with a plethora of additional democracy variables, focusing
on the period 1950–94 (as in Woodberry’s original specifications), as well as from 1950 until the
latest year of coverage of the democracy measure. The only measures for which we obtain con-
sistent and significant positive results for the impact of Protestant Missionaries (across both per-
iods) are the Vanhanen Contestation and Democratization scores. While the former measure is
based on the level of the opposition’s share of votes in parliamentary or presidential elections, the
latter also takes into account the percentage of the population that actually voted. However, nei-
ther measure accounts for the state of liberal democracy based on civil liberties, political rights, or
the existence of effective and fair legislative and executive bodies – a distinction that is critical for
Woodberry’s theory.

In Table A18, we present the results using Bayesian model averaging in order to account for
uncertainty in the choice of explanatory variables. This approach distinguishes between focus
regressors (which are always present in the model) and auxiliary regressors (about which the
researcher is not certain). We thus specify Percent Evangelized as the focus regressor, and all
other variables as the auxiliary regressors. We highlight independent variables with a posterior
inclusion probability (pip)>0.5 or t-ratio>1 (in absolute value) to indicate that a regressor is
robustly correlated with the dependent variable and thus should be included in the model.

The results show that only in Woodberry’s (2012) original specification using the BP measure
are all three Protestant variables robustly correlated with democracy. Using eleven alternative
measures of democracy from the Freedom House, Boix-Miller-Rosato 2013, Polity IV and
V-Dem datasets, we estimate fifty-five BMA models in total and up to 17 million models per spe-
cification. The variable Protestant Missionaries is significant only in specifications without con-
trols in select Freedom House and V-Dem models. Years Exposure to Protestant Missions is
correlated more robustly with democracy measures, but overall there is no consistent pattern
using the BMA method. On average, control variables, such as dummies for colonial history
or the state of being landlocked, are identified as predictors with the highest posterior inclusion
probabilities. This is further proof of the fragility of Woodberry’s argument that Protestantism,
rather than colonial history or exogenous characteristics, contributes to the development of
democracy.

In Table A19, instead of considering the entire period 1950–2016, we present the results by
decade, for a total of twenty-six democracy measures. Across all these specifications and democ-
racy measures, we find no consistent pattern linking Protestantism and democracy over time
(measured as Protestant missionaries per 1,000). Indeed, for some measures signs and signifi-
cance alternate from decade to decade.

Questioning the Uniqueness of Protestantism
Our extension of Woodberry’s results showed that Percent Evangelized is significant and robust
across specifications. This suggests that further research and better data are needed on the role of
different strands of Christianity in democratic emergence and consolidation. The analysis in this
letter questions the uniqueness of Protestantism, and raises the possibility that it is (Western)
Christianity overall that matters. For instance, Djankov and Nikolova (2018) show that
Catholics and Protestants (unlike those of Eastern Orthodox faith) have similar attitudes and
values, including perceptions of government and democracy. Building on the previous litera-
ture,16 Caicedo (2019) shows that Protestant as well as Catholic missions had a positive effect
on educational attainment and income levels by increasing literacy and teaching various crafts

16Waldinger (2017). To be clear, the evidence presented here does not support a causal relationship between Catholic mis-
sions and democracy.
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to indigenous populations. This evidence undermines Woodberry’s case for the exceptionalism of
CP. However, more granular data on different Christian missions is needed to examine this ques-
tion rigorously.

Conclusion
Woodberry (2012) argues that the emergence of a liberal and democratic modernity is the result
of CPs. Despite his thorough theoretical analysis and use of both historical and econometric evi-
dence, the quantitative analysis suffers from significant deficiencies. This letter shows that the
results are not robust to using alternative measures of democracy or to extending the analyzed
time frame. We find that CPs are, at best, a weak predictor of the development of democracy:
after using twenty-six alternative democracy indices and extending the timeframe from 1994
to 2015/16, their effect becomes insignificant.

Woodberry’s argument reminds us that the democracy literature has often ignored religious
factors in favor of other ‘material’ ones such as inequality, economic development or revolutions.
Although this is an important omission, rectifying it is not an easy task. In the cross-country set-
ting, even slow-moving factors such as religion or culture rarely evolve in isolation. Woodberry’s
work shows not only that cross-country correlations – however intuitive – can be fragile, but also
that establishing causality is extremely difficult. Our results are essential for further work on this
topic, as they question Woodberry’s proposed causal chain linking Protestantism and democracy.
This does not mean that religion is unimportant, but that there is need for further debate, sub-
national data collection and research on the topic in order to understand the (co)-evolution of
religion and democracy.

Supplementary material. Data replication sets are available in Harvard Dataverse at: at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
TRA0B6 and online appendices are available at https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123420000174.
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