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	Bottom Line: The historical link between political freedom and human development is breaking. The correlation between Liberty and the Human Capabilities Index has fallen from r = 0.79 (pre-1900) to r = 0.57 (post-1990). Today, 39 capable autocracies outnumber 38 free democracies. The crossover occurred in the 2020s — the first in the modern era.
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	Five Trajectories Through History
Democratic Convergence (31) — Liberty + capability rose together
Germany, S. Korea, Japan, Poland
Autocratic Modernization (22) — Capability tripled, liberty flat
China, Russia, Cuba, Vietnam, Saudi Arabia
Hybrid Regime (24) — Partial liberty, erratic paths
India, Singapore, Hungary, Argentina
Democratic Collapse (2) — Liberty peak then leftward collapse
Venezuela, Turkey
Fragile / Conflict (12) — Low on both axes, trapped
Afghanistan, Somalia, DRC, Haiti
	The Event Horizon
Since 1990, every democracy that experienced significant erosion has failed to recover. Seven episodes (Venezuela, Turkey, Nicaragua, Tunisia, Philippines, Mali, Ukraine) — zero recoveries. The US is the eighth.
High capabilities do not protect democratic recovery. Mean HCI at time of erosion: 78. Turkey had HCI 83, the Philippines 75, the US 88. Running water does not require free elections.
So What?
1. The instrumental case for democracy — that freedom produces better material outcomes — is empirically weaker than at any point in 200 years. The remaining case must be intrinsic: dignity, voice, accountability.
1. Democratic collapse does not immediately destroy material life. Citizens may not feel institutional damage until recovery becomes statistically impossible.
1. Historical recoveries (WW2 Europe, South Korea 1987, Chile 1988) required mass mobilization or external liberation. Gradual recovery from gradual erosion has never occurred.



	The US Anomaly: Liberty fell from 94 (2010) to 48 (2025) while HCI remained at 91. The fastest democratic erosion of any established democracy without a coup. The US now sits alongside Malaysia (L=45), Serbia (L=48), and Armenia (L=42) — not Canada (L=92), Germany (L=91), or France (L=83).



Sources: Freedom House 2025 (Liberty), HCI composite of 15 indicators from Gapminder, UN, WHO, UNESCO, World Bank, Maddison Project, Barro-Lee, Gallup. 808 matched country-year observations, 91 countries, 1800–2025.
