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2022. “Party Systems and Redistribution in Democratic Latin America.” Comparative Politics 54(3): 429-452.
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Elites, Redistributive Threats, and Democratic
Breakdown in Latin America

Vincent Mauro

Abstract: While redistribuvist theories argue that unequal democracies break down due to
incentivizing elites to end democracy to avoid expropriation, many unequal democracies have
remained stable for decades. I argue that it is not the masses or democracy itself that elites
fear, but credible ‘redistributive threats’ — or political parties espousing a redistribuvist
or populist agenda. The emergence of these threats prompt undemocratic behavior among
elites to prevent their consolidation of power and the advancement of their redistributive
agendas, potentially leading to the breakdown of democracy. To theory-build I draw on the
deviant and extreme case of Brazil. I then test the microfoundations of the theory utilizing a
survey experiment on Brazilian economic elites, finding that priming elites to think about a
redistributive threat undermines their perceptions of democracy. Finally, I test the broader
theory in Latin America, finding that the likelihood of a democratic breakdown or coup is
substantially higher in the presence of a redistributive threat.

Keywords: Democracy, Democratic Breakdown, Inequality, Redistribution, Political Par-
ties, Redistributive Threats
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