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Abstract

Understanding the determinants of support for democracy remains at the heart of
many puzzles in international and comparative political economy. A central but still
unresolved topic in this literature is the conditions under which such support breaks
down. To answer this question, this paper focuses on distributional politics, arguing
that governments often face a key political trade-off: whether to direct resources to
the agricultural sector or to encourage urban manufacturing and development. Since
democratic leaders possess limited budgets but need to win elections, they often skew
resources towards electorally-pivotal groups, leading to more negative attitudes to-
ward democracy among neglected sectors. After developing this argument in a formal
model, we detail historical accounts of democratic breakdown in Turkey and Thailand
that substantiate the primary mechanisms identified by the model. Finally, we provide
cross-national quantitative support for the claim that discontent with democracy in-
creases among urban populations when governments distribute resources towards the
rural sector instead.
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At the end of the Cold War, democracy’s prospects around the world seemed to be extremely

promising, with some scholars even suggesting that alternatives to liberal democracy had ceased

to be relevant.1 However, today democracy seems to be in a precarious position around the world.

Freedom House’s Freedom in the World 2017 report finds that the global share of “Not free” coun-

tries increased over the last decade, while the percentage of “Free countries” declined. Authoritar-

ian alternatives to democracy enjoy surprisingly high levels of mass support, even in consolidated

democracies.2 These findings beg the question: What motivates citizens of democracies to oppose

their own political rights?

While scholars have highlighted a variety of structural and agent-based factors that may con-

tribute to these sentiments, we argue that the divide between urban and rural populations represents

a key but relatively overlooked factor in explaining democratic breakdown. In particular, we show

that since democratic leaders face limited budgets, they often must choose whether to direct their

resources to urban or rural areas. Office-seeking incentives typically lead them to favor the most

electorally-pivotal segment of the population, but the more biased their policies become, the more

resentful the other sector becomes. As a result, support for democracy shrinks among members of

the negatively impacted group as they realize that a system of government less accountable to the

pivotal voter may provide them with increased goods and services.

This article makes three main contributions. First, we provide a novel perspective on how

distributional conflict can trigger a breakdown in mass support for democracy. While other work

focuses on factors such as economic conditions and ethnic competition,3 we highlight distribu-

tional conflict as a critical component of this phenomenon. Further, existing scholarship that main-

tains a distributional focus tends to emphasize class or ethnic conflict as the most salient divides.4

We show, however, that the urban-rural cleavage is highly salient in predicting attitudes toward

democracy and should not be discounted.5 This argument has a variety of scholarly implications,

1Fukuyama (1989)
2See, e.g., Foa and Mounk (2016, 2017).
3Boix (2011), Collier and Hoeffler (2005), Londregan and Poole (1990)
4Acemoglu and Robinson (2006), Levitsky and Way (2010), Tilly (2007), Ulfelder (2010)
5Harding (2012)
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including providing a more nuanced view of modernization theory, which associates greater urban-

ization with democratization (Lipset, 1959). In our model, however, increased urbanization in a

rural-biased democracy leads to more discontented citizens, greater unrest, and a higher likelihood

of democratic breakdown.

Second, our article can help make sense of otherwise puzzling mass attitudes. Indeed, we build

on recent ethnographic accounts that highlight the importance of perceptions of geographic bias

in preference formation in the United States (Cramer, 2016). However, we show that it is not just

impressions of sectoral bias, but actual bias against either rural or urban citizens that can drive pref-

erence formation for non-democratic forms of rule. Further, we move beyond anecdotal accounts

to provide systematic empirical evidence that supports our model’s predictions, demonstrating that

our story drives observed variation across countries and over time.

Third, our argument carries normative implications. Democratic breakdown involves alter-

ations in both formal and informal institutions and structures that lessen citizens’ capacities to

hold their governments accountable. To the extent that political rights are valued intrinsically, un-

derstanding when and why they are violated can inform institutional design and other efforts to

promote democracy.

The paper proceeds as follows: we first develop our argument, situating it in relevant debates

regarding democratic breakdown and distributional politics. We then formalize our theory, de-

riving testable implications from a game theoretic model. Next, we present illustrative examples

of political dynamics in Thailand and Turkey to illustrate how our argument affects support for

democracy in two prominent countries. After demonstrating the plausibility of our claims, we test

them systematically over time and across countries in Latin America, finding strong support for

our hypotheses that urban citizens tend to exhibit greater dissatisfaction with democracy as well

as expressed tolerance for military intervention into politics, and that these effects are particu-

larly pronounced in those countries that concentrate benefits to rural producers. We conclude with

directions for future research and a discussion of the broader implications of our findings.
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Distributional Conflict and Democratic Backsliding

Democratic backsliding is characterized by a reduction in the quality of democracy, which can

occur in either democracies or autocracies. Backsliding leads to a deterioration of “competitive

electoral procedures, civil and political liberties, and accountability” (Lust and Waldner, 2015).

It is thus a more nuanced concept than full regime change, which is more commonly studied

(Bermeo, 2016). Whether it occurs through military intervention, restrictions placed by elites, mass

mobilization, or intervention by other actors (Maeda, 2010), backsliding is often accompanied by

a deterioration in support for democratic systems and processes (Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán,

2013). Indeed, some citizens may begin to view their system of government as less legitimate or

desirable, and clamor for change.

However, the reasons why discontented citizens would voluntarily relinquish their democratic

rights remain murky. While robust literatures on the determinants of regime types, regime tran-

sitions, and democratic consolidation offer valuable insights, they fall short of explaining popular

sentiment in favor of democratic backsliding. Further, while previous scholars have identified a va-

riety of factors that increase the likelihood of democratic breakdown including poor economic con-

ditions (Boix, 2011, Collier and Hoeffler, 2005, Londregan and Poole, 1990),6 the age of democ-

racies, presidential systems (Maeda, 2010), low state capacity and weak institutions (Linz and

Stepan, 1996), little political competition (Wright, 2008), polarization, and other domestic factors,

these cannot explain such changes in public attitudes.7

While we do not dispute the importance of these factors in contributing to democratic break-

downs, we argue that public opinion about the desirability of democracy hinges in large part on

the presence of distributional conflict. While some scholars have examined how class conflict

(Acemoglu and Robinson, 2006, Tilly, 2007)8 and ethnic conflict can lead to the breakdown of

6Others find no relationship between these variables (Lehoucq and Pérez-Liñán, 2013, Singh, 2014).
7While this literature is too extensive to review here, see Slater (2013) for a review of the causes of political

instability and Lust and Waldner (2015) for a review of the consequences and causes of democratic backsliding.
International factors may also matter, such as countries’ dependence on the U.S., receipt of foreign aid (Muller, 1985),
or membership in IOs, but also do not get to the heart of our question (Poast and Urpelainen, 2015).

8Though others question this narrative (Haggard and Kaufman, 2012).
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democratic regimes, particularly because of fears of exclusion by groups in power (Levitsky and

Way, 2010, Ulfelder, 2010), the nature of particular cleavages that drive such backsliding remains

under-explored. Indeed, the most recent summary of the literature on this subject (Lust and Wald-

ner, 2015, 7) states that “coalitions or cleavage structures that drive backsliding....require more

study.” Though many anecdotal reports suggest that such cleavages matter, few systematic studies

show that the association holds more generally.

Further, we concentrate our analysis on a cleavage that has gone largely unexamined in the

literature, particularly in terms of its relationship to democratic breakdown: the rural-urban divide.9

Of course, we do not claim that the urban-rural division constitutes the sole source of friction

in electoral politics, or that it always supersedes other cleavages. Indeed, there exist a variety

of potential divides in any given society, including economic class, religious beliefs, and ethnic

identities. However, while such divides may affect the political calculus of redistributive politics

in particular instances, they do not always exist across different countries and different periods.

On the other hand, a division of citizens into “city-dwellers” and “country folks” almost always

pertains.

In addition to representing a relatively overlooked source of friction in societies, policy-making

often represents a zero-sum game between these two groups in particular. This is important

since “there is reason to believe that the extent to which underlying issues are seen as zero-sum

games...can affect the likelihood the elites engage in backsliding” (Lust and Waldner, 2015, 7).

Consider, for example, the issue of food subsidies. While urban citizens likely favor government

interventions to keep food cheap—particularly in the developing world, where food purchases con-

stitute a critical component of overall expenditures—rural agents often engage in the production of

agricultural goods, including food crops. By suppressing food prices, government agencies can im-

prove urban consumers’ real purchasing power, but often do so at a cost to agricultural production’s

profitability (Ballard-Rosa, 2016, Bates, 1981, Wallace, 2013). In other cases, many democratic

governments prop up the price of food crops grown by their rural farmers in order to protect their

9For work that considers this dimension explicitly, see Bates (1981), Harding (2012), Hendrix and Haggard (2015),
Pierskalla (2011), Varshney (1993).
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earnings, though this may drive up the market costs for such goods, damaging the wellbeing of

urban consumers. With limitless resources, governments could attempt to subsidize both groups

by supporting the sale price of farm goods to marketing agents, and then subsequently selling these

over-priced food goods at a loss in the city. However, such agricultural intervention policies often

generate costly budget over-runs. To the extent that governments possess limited resources, such

policies tend to favor one group at the expense of the other.

We follow standard work on interest-group politics in democratic systems that emphasizes the

role of electorally-critical groups in obtaining preferential policies, as the backing of such groups

are crucial in affecting election outcomes (Dixit and Londregan, 1996, Persson and Tabellini,

2002). Yet, at the core of our account lurks a tension implicit in many theoretical accounts of

political competition in democracy that emphasize the favoritism that arises towards pivotal voting

blocs: why would perennial “losers” continue to support such a system? In countries where a

particular bloc is pivotal in winning votes, excluded groups that lack electoral centrality may come

to view their distributional gains from democratic politics as suboptimal, and should not continue

to support democratic forms of government.

This is not to deny that popular perceptions of the value of democracy are likely to be rooted,

in part at least, on normative arguments such as the proper role of self-determination in politics.

However, if citizen preferences over democracy were purely a function of such normative concerns,

it is difficult to understand why we have witnessed a pronounced deterioration in public expressions

of support for democracy. As a single example of this trend, consider Figure 1, which calculates the

percentage of responses to various waves of Latinobarometer questions about support for military

intervention into politics under various scenarios.10 At approximately 50%, it is clear that Latin

American citizens are willing to consider non-democratic forms of government, at least under

certain circumstances, despite the supposed normative advantages of democracy. In this paper, we

explore the extent to which biases that arise in the provision of material support to urban versus

10More precisely, the question asked “In your opinion, would a military coup be justified in the following circum-
stances: ‘When crime is high’ or ‘When corruption is high.”’ Respondents who answered “yes” to either of these
questions were coded as supporting a coup in the figure.
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rural areas shape citizen’s perceptions of the value of democracy, even to the extent that they might

consider intercession into politics by extra-electoral agents.

Figure 1: Support for coups. This reports the distribution of expressed support for a military

coup, drawn from LAPOP. Approximately 52% of respondents report favoring a coup to deal with

government corruption or crime.

A Model of Urban-Rural Conflict and Democratic Breakdown

We introduce a formal model as a heuristic device to consider the strategic dynamics between

elected politicians and citizens of different types, conducted in the shadow of possible military in-

tervention in politics. The model allows us to generate testable empirical hypotheses, which guide

our case studies and statistical analyses that follow, while making our assumptions transparent.

Players and preferences

We consider a state with 3 sets of players: citizens, political parties, and the military:
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Citizens

Following a growing body of work that highlights the importance of urban-rural divides in explain-

ing political outcomes, we consider an environment in which citizens are divided between “rural”

(R, who comprise a fraction α of the total population) and “urban” (U , comprising the remaining

(1−α) of the population) types, such that every citizen is of type i ∈ {R,U}. Citizens participate

in economic activity in the region in which they live, with rural agents involved in agricultural

production of “food” ( f ), while urban citizens engage in production of other goods (x). Under the

assumption that individuals require some baseline level of food to eat (θ as this baseline threshold),

we employ the common Stone-Geary utility function to capture citizen consumption utility as

ui( f ,x) = ( f −θ)γ(x)1−γ (1)

Citizens seek to maximize this consumption utility, subject to a budget constraint as defined

by their market income, yi. Without loss of generalizability, we normalize the price of good x to

unity. Critically, given the importance of agricultural pricing policies in many political contexts,11

in this model we focus on the government’s policy choice that affects the domestic market price of

food, such that this price is p = π +φ , where π captures the world price for agricultural products

and φ ∈ [φ , φ̄ ] represents the government’s intervention in food prices.12 Note that government

can either increase the price of agricultural goods (by setting φ > 0) or can decrease the cost of

food (by setting φ < 0). Finally, we assume that citizens generate an inelastic supply of the type of

good in their production activity, with each rural agent growing f̄ units of food and urban citizens

producing w units of x. Given a price of 1 for x, this implies that urban citizens’ market income is

yU = w; for rural agents, market income is yR = (π +φ) f̄ .

Under the assumption of a democratic political system, citizens cast their vote for the political

party they favor based on whichever party platform maximizes their consumption utility. However,

more careful consideration of ui(·) reveals a discontinuity in consumption utility that occurs if

11Ballard-Rosa (2016), Bates (1981), Pierskalla (2011), Wallace (2013)
12Where φ < 0 < φ̄ .
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fi < θ ; that is, citizen utility is actually undefined for cases when consumption falls below what we

term the “hunger threshold” θ . In such cases, we assume that citizens respond to lacking adequate

food by engaging in protest or revolt, which captures the historically recurrent instance of “food

riots” triggered by shortages in food availability. Formally, we declare that citizens always engage

in revolt (choose ρi = 1) whenever fi < θ , and refrain from protest otherwise (choose ρi = 0);

additionally, to ease computation we simply define citizen consumption utility as equal to zero

whenever fi < θ , but also impose a utility “penalty” of ω that arises from the disutility generated

by protest activity.13

Finally, given our conceptual interest in the determinants of citizen’s perceptions of the le-

gitimacy of democratic institutions, we propose that such calculations—while undoubtedly also

affected by additional considerations—are likely to be impacted by a citizen’s beliefs about her

material well-being under democracy, as compared to what might be expected under an alternative

arrangement.14 As such—given indirect citizen utility over food price policy vi(φ)
15—we define

the perceived material legitimacy of democracy as

Λi(φ̂) = E[vi(φ̂)]−E[vi(φM)] (2)

When Λi > 0, this suggests that citizens believe that democracy increases their material wellbeing;

when Λi < 0, however, citizens expect their quality of life to improve following the termination of

electoral politics. Critically, this requires that we define the expected policy outcome in equilibrium

arising from electoral politics (we denote the policy that wins the election as φ̂ ) as compared to the

policy that the Military is expected to select (φM) following a successful coup, which is detailed in

our discussion of equilibria below.

13In practice, ω could represent the costs of collective action, the threats of punishment for protest behavior, or the
negative experience of hunger.

14This echoes work, for example, by Cramer (2016), who finds that citizens’ perceptions of an imbalance of benefits
to rural areas drives disillusionment with the American political system more generally.

15This is defined explicitly in the Appendix.
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Parties

In the functional democracy we consider at the outset of the game, two political parties j ∈ {I,C}

compete for office. For the sake of discussion, we refer to these two parties as the “Incumbent” (I)

and “Challenger” (C), although in actuality we assume no difference between the two and so the

discussion can be equivalently framed as between any two office-motivated parties.16 We follow

standard workhorse models of democratic competition in assuming that these parties are Downsian

actors – in other words, they do not inherently prefer some policy, but seek only to win elections,

attaching value Ω to holding office.17 Political parties each choose a policy platform φ j—with φ̂

denoting the platform that successfully wins the election—although this policy must be affordable

given existing government resources β .18

Military

Given our interest in understanding democratic breakdown, and given the military’s prevalent role

in cases of democratic collapse, we extend this standard pivotal voter framework by introducing

the military (M) as an additional agent in the political sphere. The military likely enters politics

for a variety of reasons, which may be affected by factors including professional norms on non-

interference,19 integration in economic production and profitability,20 as well as the heterogeneity

of ethnic groups within society and the military.21 However, we simplify our discussion of the

military’s motivations by assuming that the military seeks to opportunistically take control of the

government in order to capture access to the government’s resources β , and remain agnostic as to

how it would use the resources (e.g., for personal enrichment, greater military expenditures, ethnic

patronage, or otherwise). However, following work on autocratic politics, we assume that, once

16That is, we do not discuss any “incumbency advantages,” for example.
17We normalize the value of being out of office to zero.
18In order to simplify exposition, in what follows we assume that the budget constraint never binds on the govern-

ment – that is, it can always afford to provide the electorally-optimal price policy. (Formally, we assume that C(φ̄)≤ β ,
and C(φ)≤ β ).

19For example, this norm limited the formation of counter-mobilization against Stalin’s purge.
20For example, the Egyptian military directly engages in manufacturing production in several industries.
21For example, the minority Alawi group in Syria—of which Assad is a member—is substantially over-represented

in the army relative to the overall population.
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in office, the military minimizes the likelihood of public unrest, as this may generate additional

instability that could lead to its downfall. In the context of the model, this involves assuring that

f ∗i ≥ θ ∀ i; in other words, the military always ensures that food consumption at least meets the

hunger threshold for all groups, forestalling any possibility of revolt.22 Given a cost for food policy

of C(φ), we define the military’s utility from holding office as

uM(φ) = β −C(φ) (3)

Even if the military chooses to intervene in politics, such coups may not succeed and often

generate large costs from in-fighting within the military, mobilizing troops to occupy the capital,

etc. We represent these costs by the parameter κ , and assume that the military is successful in

overthrowing electoral democracy with probability µ . Again, while a host of factors might affect

coup success, we note that many examples of military intervention have occurred during periods

of mass unrest, and so we leverage this historical intuition to suggest that the probability of a

successful coup is increasing in the fraction of the citizenry engaged in revolt. More formally, we

define this probability as

µ(ρ) =


0 if ρi = 0∀ i

µ if ρi = 1,ρ∼i = 0

1 if ρi = 1∀ i

(4)

Thus, we assume that the likely success of a military coup is increasing in the degree to which

citizens are already engaged in mass unrest. As detailed more precisely below in our case study

of Thailand, this captures the idea that military coups often occur during periods of widespread

public protest against the outcome of party politics.

22Given the military’s standard stated purpose of protecting a country from external threats, this goal is likely more
difficult to perform where there exists domestic unrest, which gives military agents even greater motivation to ensure
domestic tranquility.
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Timing

The game proceeds in the following order:

1. Each party j ∈ {I,C} simultaneously announces a policy platform φ j.

2. Observing these platforms, citizens vote for their preferred party.

3. The electoral result is realized, with the winning party setting policy φ̂ .

4. If any citizen group’s food consumption falls below θ , they engage in revolt ρi = 1.

5. Observing the outcome of the election and citizen unrest, the military decides to engage in a

coup or not (K ∈ {0,1}), which is successful with probability µ(ρ).

Solution

We solve for subgame perfect Nash equilibria via backwards induction. While full proofs appear in

the Appendix, we discuss the two equilibria that arise in our game here. For ease of explication, we

assume that the “pivotal voter” in our country is a rural citizen (that is, we assume α > 0.5), which

fits with descriptions of democratic politics in many developing countries where a preponderance

of the population lives in rural areas, as well as accounts of the central role of rural voting blocs for

electoral success.23 However, our results are essentially symmetric if the pivotal voter in a country

is urban; we this suppress this discussion for the sake of brevity.

Equilibrium 1: “Contentious democracy”

While our basic electoral set-up follows directly from standard pivotal voter models, our introduc-

tion of the military as a strategic actor complicates the considerations of office-seeking political

parties. Critically, politicians now face a potential trade-off when selecting their electoral platform,

especially if the pivotal voter’s preferred policy would encourage a coup.

23Harding (2012), Hendrix and Haggard (2015), Pierskalla (2011), Varshney (1993)

11



More precisely, under the assumption that the pivotal voter is a rural citizen, the pivotal voter’s

ideal policy is to set φ j = φ̄ , the highest feasible price support. Note that this increases the price

of food substantially – as shown in the Appendix, this price increase is always preferred by rural

agents, as this increases their market income and thus improves their consumption utility. However,

as should be expected, urban consumption is strictly decreasing as the price of food rises, and so

urban citizens always prefer φ j = φ , which is the largest feasible price-decreasing subsidy.

Via standard median voter logic, one equilibrium involves both parties opting for the pivotal

voter’s ideal policy, such that φ∗I = φ∗C = φ̂ = φ̄ . If urban consumption is still above the hunger

threshold at this higher price, this represents the unique equilibrium of the game, since urban

actors never protest and therefore the military never intervenes. As such, we focus on the more

theoretically-interesting segment of the parameter space such that f ∗U(φ̄) < θ , which implies that

at post-intervention food prices, urban agents are pushed below the hunger threshold. As this

generates urban unrest, the military considers staging a coup as long as κ ≤ µ(β −C(φM)).24

However, somewhat surprisingly, our model demonstrates that even in a game of perfect infor-

mation, military coups can occur on the equilibrium path. To see why this occurs, note that when

both parties propose φ j = φ̄ , each wins office with probability one half, but is then subject to the

possibility that it loses office due to a successful coup with probability µ . This implies that a po-

litical party’s expected utility from adhering to the pivotal voter’s ideal policy, even when doing so

would instigate a coup, is u j(φ j = φ̄ |K = 1) = (1−µ)/2∗Ω. While a party might desire to deviate

to a lower price support (that is, propose φ j < φ̄ ) in order to prevent unrest and forestall a coup,

there exists no unilateral deviation under which it can achieve this goal. Any deviation to a lower

price support results in the party losing the election with probability one; given that the opposing

party’s platform is realized following the election, this still results in unrest and a subsequent coup.

Our model therefore suggests that, in conditions where political parties lack the ability to coor-

dinate their platforms—such as in particularly competitive electoral environments—it is possible

to observe military coups even when democratic governments recognize that their platforms may

24Intuitively, this suggests that the likelihood of a military coup is increasing, all else equal, in the probability of
success and the expected gains from office, and is decreasing in the costs of staging a coup.
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instigate intervention by the military.

Equilibrium 2: “Shadow of the military”

There exists another equilibrium outcome to our game. Suppose that, rather than proposing φ j =

φ̄ , both parties propose φ j = φ̃ , where f ∗U(φ̃) = θ . φ̃ represents the highest price support for

food production that prevents urban citizens from falling below the “hunger threshold,” thereby

forestalling unrest and removing a threat of military intervention. In this case, the expected utility

for a party of proposing this compromise policy is u j(φ̃) =
Ω

2 . In contrast, deviating to the pivotal

voters’ ideal policy results in winning the election with certainty, but also induces protests by

the neglected group of citizens which may incentivize military intervention; in expectation, the

payoff for this deviation is u j(φ̄ |K = 1) = (1− µ)Ω. Rearranging, we see that this compromise

policy constitutes an electoral equilibrium whenever Ω

2 ≥ (1−µ)Ω⇔ µ ≥ 1
2 . While the one-half

threshold of success is somewhat arbitrary, the broader point holds that as the political effectiveness

of a military coup rises, introducing the military as a strategic actor shows that parties can deviate

from pure pivotal-voter outcomes as long as both can coordinate on a compromise (and the threat

of a military coup is sufficiently high). We term this equilibrium the “shadow of the military,”

as parties accommodate non-electoral considerations in order to ensure domestic security is not

threatened.25

Comparative Statics

We introduce comparative statics on perceptions of democratic legitimacy as a function of relative

material wellbeing. As noted above, we define material legitimacy Λ as the difference in expected

consumption utility as a result of elections, as opposed to military rule. As proven in the Appendix,

given costs that can arise from the implementation of either farm support pricing policies (choosing

φM > 0), or of consumer subsidy programs (choosing φM < 0), the military’s optimal policy is

25Note, however, that in fractured and non-cooperative systems, it is unclear whether parties can actively commit to
such compromises.
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generally to remove price supports for agricultural products, equivalent to setting φ∗M = 0.26

Given this behavior, under Equilibrium 1 we find that the legitimacy of the democratic system

for urban citizens is given by

ΛU(φ̂ = φ̄) = E[vU(φ̄)]−E[vU(0)]. (5)

Recalling that f ∗U(φ̄)< θ and therefore ρU = 1, after substitution this reduces to ΛU =−vU(0)−

ω < 0. As this term is strictly negative, this implies that a singular focus by electoral agents on

rural needs undermines the material legitimacy of democracy for urban citizens.27

Under Equilibrium 2, the legitimacy of the democratic system for urban citizens is instead

given by

ΛU(φ̂ = φ̃) = E[vU(φ̃)]−E[vU(0)]. (6)

Recalling that f ∗U(φ̃) = θ , after substitution this reduces to ΛU = −vU(0) < 0. As this is strictly

negative, we again find that the material legitimacy of democracy is undermined even under a

compromise policy that prevents unrest.28 This finding suggests our two main testable hypotheses

regarding mass opinions over democratic legitimacy, which we make explicit in Propositions 1 and

2.29

Proposition 1. Urban (rural) citizens in democracies characterized by rural-biased (urban-biased)

agricultural policies will demonstrate reduced support for democracy as a legitimate form of rule

Proposition 2. Urban (rural) citizens in democracies characterized by rural-biased (urban-biased)

agricultural policies will demonstrate increased support for military intervention in politics.
26However, if food prices are still high enough to generate urban unrest even when producer supports have been

removed, this drives the military to set φ̃M < 0 to avert urban protest. Since this case results in even greater benefits
for urban citizens vis-a-vis their expected payout in democracy, we suppress discussion here and focus on the more
straightforward case where unrest can be averted without subsidizing consumers.

27While we only consider here a single-shot game, these consequences are accentuated in a repeated game in which
urban voters do not have reason to expect electoral outcomes to vary significantly in the future.

28However, comparing the legitimacy of the two equilibria makes clear that urban citizens are even more likely to
lose faith in democracy when electoral politics generates extreme bias in favor of rural voters; that is, ΛU (φ̄)< ΛU (φ̃).

29The comparative statics for rural citizens are simply the inverse of those for urban citizens.
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Illustrative Examples

Our model indicates that urban-rural distributional conflict can lead to democratic deconsolida-

tion especially when budgets are tight, as governments often target the majority sector with public

goods. Citizens of the neglected minority sector then become more likely to seek power through

non-democratic means. We illustrate the mechanisms of democratic breakdown provided by the

model using the examples of Turkey and Thailand. In 1960, the Turkish military ousted a demo-

cratically elected government after its agrarian development policies provoked hostility from the

urban population, and in 2006, Thailand’s urban middle class encouraged the military to remove a

populist Prime Minister who was idolized by the rural majority. These examples show the plausi-

bility of our model’s predictions, demonstrating how our hypotheses play out in real-world exam-

ples. Moreover, they show that our argument holds in contexts outside of Latin America, which—

due to data availability considerations—represents the setting of our quantitative analyses.30

Turkey

Following World War II, Turkey featured a parliamentary system of government which, after a

period of rule by the Republican People’s Party (RPP), exhibited significant rural bias under the

Democrat Party (DP), led by Prime Minister Adnan Menderes. The DP took power on the basis

of strong rural support (Sayari, N.d., 65), deploying patronage in rural areas, and rewarding sup-

porters in villages and small provincial towns with positions in local organizations (Sayari, N.d.,

66-7). The regime’s policies aimed at the modernization and development of rural areas through

increased public investment in roads, waterworks, and electricity for villages (Sayari, N.d., 66-7),

and more wealthy rural landowners believed that the Democrats could achieve higher prices for

their agricultural products (Fidel, 1970, 22-3). The government established an agricultural credits

system, and provided forty thousand tractors to spur agricultural production (Sayari, N.d., 70). A

national highway program facilitated the integration of peasants into the broader economy, and

30For specific instances of our model’s predictions operating in Latin America see, for example, the political dy-
namics of Argentina in 1967 (O’Donnell, 1972) and Uruguay 1973.
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new forms of mass transportation in rural areas included imported trucks that allowed villagers

to bring food to new urban markets. Substantial investment flowed into rural areas, and the party

enacted legislation that exempted agricultural earnings from taxation (Fidel, 1970, 22).

The urban press was harshly critical of the Menderes government (Fidel, 1970, 24), and po-

litical opposition grew throughout the urban populace. The urban-rural divide also influenced

military members’ opposition to Menderes, as officers stationed in cities had comparatively lower

standards of living than less influential officers stationed in rural areas. This discrepancy fostered

disenchantment with the Menderes regime among urban military officers. Yet the government’s

popularity among the rural majority suggested that the Democrat Party would remain in power in

a democratic system for the foreseeable future (Fidel, 1970, 38).

After an economic crisis in 1959-1960 strained the government’s budget and left it even less

able to service the urban population, anti-government rioting became increasingly prevalent, es-

pecially among the urban population. Indeed, proponents of an anti-Menderes revolt within the

military recruited co-conspirators at military posts in major urban centers, and conspirators tried to

ensure the assignment of operatives to Ankara and Istanbul (Fidel, 1970). Their coup plan relied on

the isolation of rural regions: they planned to seize government institutions in Ankara and Istanbul,

and to subsequently dissolve communication networks connecting the cities to rural areas to pre-

vent pro-government military units from interfering with the coup. This strategy was successful,

and a bloodless coup was carried out against Menderes on May 27, 1960 (Harris, 1985).

Thailand

After the 2001 elections, Thailand’s government exhibited a strong rural bias. The ruling Thai

Rak Thai (TRT) party’s election platform had emphasized policies geared towards rural voters,

since the population is comprised of mostly rural citizens. This platform included plans for a

Village Fund, a Medicare Program, a Farmers’ Debt Moratorium, and a Bank for the Poor. The

TRT consulted with rural activists and NGOs on their election program, and the TRT’s election

posters described the three policy pillars of agrarian debt relief, village funds, and cheap health
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care (Baker and Phongpaichit, 2014). TRT campaign propaganda noted the party leader, Thaksin’s,

origins in village life, tying his life experience to his support for rural empowerment. The TRT

party won the election due to strong support in rural areas in northern and central Thailand (Baker

and Phongpaichit, 2014) and received comparatively little support from the urban middle class in

southern Thailand (Phongpaichit and Baker, 2004).

After becoming Prime Minister, Thaksin immediately began implementing his populist cam-

paign promises in order to sustain his power, such as granting semi-subsistence peasants greater

access to capital and markets (Baker and Phongpaichit, 2014, 265). He promoted his policies by

saying that the government’s aim was to reduce the economic gap between rural and urban areas

(Phongpaichit and Baker, 2008, 9). By the fall, most of the country’s seventy-five thousand rural

villages had received funds, more than five million loans had been approved, and debt relief was

available to more than two million agrarian debtors (Phongpaichit and Baker, 2008, 66). Other

policies targeting the rural sector included micro-credit finance programs like One Tambon One

Product, which allowed local producers to receive grants, loans and export assistance (Moore and

Donaldson, 2015, 11), as well as the People’s Bank Program, the Village Development Fund, and

the Bank for Small and Medium Sized Enterprises. Together, these and other programs caused

poverty rates in rural Thailand to decline (Moore and Donaldson, 2015, 8). Thaksin also deployed

a similar strategy of targeting rural voters in his 2005 reelection campaign,31 which boosted the

TRT to another election victory and suggested the possibility that future electoral contests would

be similarly dominated by a seemingly hegemonic TRT (Phatharathananunth, 2008, 106).

As a result of this agrarian bias, the urban middle class feared subjugation at the hands of the

rural masses (Phatharathananunth, 2008, 78) and accused Thaksin of redistributing public funds

towards expensive rural programs.32 Massive anti-government demonstrations began in September

31The Prime Minister’s motorcade toured villages, and he personally approved expensive local projects. For ex-
ample, during a one-week tour of the northeast in April 2004, Thaksin approved the provision of 1000 billion baht
for local projects. Election promises to poor rural voters were even more extensive this time around: more village
funds for every landholder, a series of new cheap loan programs, free cow distribution, reduced school fees, a national
irrigation scheme, and even a government program for digging ponds in exchange for a low fuel cost (Phongpaichit
and Baker, 2008).

32“Thailand’s Dangerous Coup.” The Economist. The Economist Newspaper, 23 Sept. 2006. Web. 02 June 2015.
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2005, as thousands of mostly urban citizens in Bangkok protested Thaksin and the TRT Party.

In response, counter-protesters from rural areas poured into Bangkok to express support for the

government (Prasirtsuk, 2007).

By the middle of 2006, some urban opposition groups were openly clamoring for the king to

take over from Thaksin in a coup d’etat (Glassman, 2010). On September 19, 2006, the military

staged a coup while Thaksin was in New York for his United Nations address, which received

strong support from the urban population (Prasirtsuk, 2007). In public statements, the junta blamed

Thaksin for creating a divide between the urban middle class and the rural poor, and asserted that

this rift necessitated military intervention (Phongpaichit and Baker, 2008). The Assembly drafted

a new constitution limiting the role of parliament and the executive while boosting the power of

the military and bureaucracy. With regards to policy, the military regime showed little support for

rural development programs like One Tambon One Product (Moore and Donaldson, 2015, 13).

Data and Estimation

Having demonstrated historical support for our main claims that rural-biased agricultural poli-

cies significantly affected urban citizens’ perceptions of democracy—even to the point of increas-

ing their support for military intervention into politics—we now examine whether our theoretical

predictions receive support more systematically. However, while there exist a number of cross-

national surveys that query respondents over their views on democracy, our theoretical emphasis

on urban-rural divides imposes several challenges. First, many surveys do not include geographic

information that would allow us to distinguish the views of citizens that live in urban as opposed to

rural regions of the country.33 In addition, given the theoretical importance of military intervention

into politics, we also require questions that tap into respondents’ views over the appropriateness of

a coup, but these are rarely asked. Finally, in order to substantiate our emphasis on the importance

of rural versus urban-biased policies, we require a comparable indicator of relative government

33For example, the oft-cited World Values Survey does not explicitly disaggregate respondents in this manner, which
precludes its use for our purposes.
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attention to urban or rural policy preferences.

Latin America serves as an ideal setting where information is available about all of these

theoretically-relevant pieces. In particular, the standard cross-national survey of Latin American

respondents—Latinobarometer or “LAPOP”—not only codes whether each respondents lives in

an urban or rural area, but also includes a series of questions on support for military intervention

into politics. Further, given the historical frequency of coups in the region, this serves as a loca-

tion where popular views on the proper political role of the military are likely to be of heightened

salience.

Finally, data from the Agrimonitor section of the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB)

on government intervention into agricultural markets provides a close parallel to our theoretical

emphasis on food price politics.34 Agrimonitor has compiled data on government support for

agricultural producers and domestic consumers of food products for 17 countries in Latin America,

beginning as early as 2004 for a subset of countries and continuing up to 2014.35 More precisely,

we construct a measure of (relative) rural bias in food policy based on data reported by Agrimonitor

on the “Total Support Estimate (TSE)” for agriculture, as a fraction of GDP.36 Note that, as defined

by Agrimontor, this measure is intended to capture total support for agriculture “regardless of their

objectives and impacts on farm production and income, or consumption of farm products,”37 and so

does not directly distinguish between producer versus consumer expenditures. Nevertheless, to the

extent that there is greater intervention into agricultural policy generally, this indicates relatively

greater political weight for agriculture; in the data, positive TSE scores represent net transfers

towards agricultural producers, whereas negative values imply net transfers towards consumers.

As reported in Figure 2, essentially all countries in our sample provide at least some positive

expenditure on agricultural production as a fraction of the size of the economy – the sole segment

of the distribution less than zero arises in Argentina in 2008, where the large budgetary transfers

34Data available at the Agrimonitor website here: http://agrimonitor.iadb.org/en
35Coverage by countries across years ranges from as few as two country-years (for Nicaragua and El Salvador) to

as many as 11 country-years (for Brazil, Chile, Colombia and Mexico).
36This measure is defined by Agrimonitor by combining information on the “producer support estimate (PSE),” the

“general services support estimate (GSSE),” and the “total transfers to consumers from taxpayers (TCT).”
37http://agrimonitor.iadb.org/en/glossary
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away from agriculture essentially result in a positive transfer towards consumers. In all other cases,

countries range from small transfers to agriculture as a whole (less than 1% of GDP) to sizable

investments in the sector (reaching nearly 5% of GDP in the Dominican Republic in 2006); these

data are consistent with work emphasizing that democratic systems tend to exhibit, on average,

systematic biases towards rural over urban agents, particularly as regards food price policy.38

Following a strict interpretation of the formal model above suggests identifying countries that

are “urban biased” as those that disinvest in agriculture; however, as this only occurs in one year

in Argentina, we primarily focus instead on countries that demonstrate distinct rural bias. To do

so, we generate a measure of Rural Bias that takes a value of one for countries in the top third of

the distribution of TSE,39 although as we discuss in the robustness section below, we find similar

results for alternative cut-offs as well.

Figure 2: Total support estimate (TSE). Empirical distribution of total estimated support for agri-

culture, as a percentage of GDP, in 17 Latin American countries.

38e.g., Hendrix and Haggard (2015)
39Specifically, for country-years in which T SE > 1.67.
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In our primary specifications, we include a measure of whether a respondent lived in an urban

or rural area, along with its interaction with rural bias, to assess our theoretical expectation that

the effects of geographic location on democratic legitimacy are likely to be conditioned by greater

government support for one geographic group over another. Further, we add demographic control

variables that might also be linked to support for democratic legitimacy and perceptions of military

rule. These include measures for whether a respondent identified as Male, the respondent’s Age at

the time of the survey, the number of Years of Schooling she reported, a dummy for whether the

respondent identified her ethnicity as White, a count of an individual’s Number of children, and a

dummy for whether a respondent indicated she was Married.40

Beyond these basic demographic characteristics, in some specifications we also include individual-

level controls for concerns over crime. Particularly in Latin America, prior research has sug-

gested that “feelings of insecurity have a significant and negative effect on support for democratic

regimes.”41 In El Salvador, for example, crime victims are significantly more likely to support a

military coup, while in Guatemala, people who feel less secure in their own neighborhood are

less likely to support democracy.42 Looking at the broader Latin American country sample, indi-

viduals victimized by crime and who perceive their neighborhoods as insecure are more likely to

support military coups under conditions of high crime.43 Addressing citizen concern over crime

is particularly important in this context because it is often associated with urban identity; in the

Latinobarometer survey, “respondents living in urban locations are almost twice as likely to be

victims of crime as respondents living in rural locations.”44 In order to address this potential con-

cern, we introduce two measures capturing respondent concerns over crime. First, we include a

dummy measure capturing respondents who agreed with the statement that Crime is a problem. In

addition, we include a scalar measure of respondent perceptions that their Neighborhood is unsafe,

with values ranging from one (for respondents who believe their neighborhood is “very safe”) to

40We introduce several additional individual-level covariates in our robustness section below that may be correlated
with democracy support, but that may induce post-treatment bias in our estimates.

41Pérez (2003) page 642
42Pérez (2003)
43Pérez (2009)
44Hinton et al. (2014)
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four (for respondents who believe their neighborhood is “very unsafe”). If urban citizens disfa-

vor democracy simply because they are more likely to face crime, inclusion of these measures of

concern about safety should capture this effect directly.

Finally, we also introduce several country-level covariates that may be associated with levels

of urbanization in a country, while also affecting support for democracy. These include measures

of economic development (GDP per capita) and growth (GDP growth); clearly, if urbanization

is simply a correlate of economic expansion more generally, we would not want to mistake this

effect for our theoretical interest in relative favoritism towards rural producers. Similarly, we also

introduce a measure of the Agricultural value added (% GDP), to ensure that our results are not

simply an artifact of more heavily agricultural economies in general.45 Finally, existing levels of

democracy may affect citizen perceptions of its operation, and so we also introduce a measure of

Democracy, from the Polity IV project.

In what follows, we first report results from analyses of whether respondents expressed that

they Preferred democracy over all other forms of government; we then supplement these findings

with analysis of respondent Support for coups. Given binary dependent variables, we follow stan-

dard practice in estimating our results using probit, with standard errors clustered at the country

level to account for potential autocorrelation across units. In addition, in order to account for

time-invariant country characteristics, we include country fixed effects in all reported specifica-

tions; similarly, in order to address global secular trends in support for democracy, we also always

include year fixed effects.46

45Data from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators.
46As an alternative means of accounting for shared covariance across individuals within the same country, as well as

for respondents answering within the same year, in the robustness section below we note that our results are virtually
identical if we instead estimate a multi-level model estimating both country and year random effects.
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Regression Results

Preference for democracy

As reported in column 1 of Table 1, when we include only our set of basic demographic charac-

teristics, we find that citizens living in urban areas are significantly less likely to express that they

prefer democracy as a form of government.47 Yet, once we introduce our measure of Rural bias

in column 2, along with its interaction with Urban, we find that the consequences of rural bias

for democratic legitimacy differ greatly depending on whether citizens are likely to benefit from

this favoritism. Among respondents in non-urban areas, the effect of rural bias is to significantly

increase support for democratic rule; conversely, urban citizens in rural-biased systems exhibit

significantly lower preferences for democracy. Interestingly, these results also suggest that urban-

ization itself need not intrinsically reduce support for democracy: in non-biased systems, urban

citizens do not appear to express systematically different preferences over democratic rule. This

reduced support for democracy among urban citizens in rural biased countries is not noticeably

affected by the introduction of our country-level controls in column 3, nor by the introduction of

measures of concern over crime in column 4.48

Briefly, our other included covariates behave largely as expected: respondents who identify

as male are somewhat more likely to express support for democracy, as are more educated, older,

and married respondents. Interestingly, we do not find that any of our country-level covariates

(other than rural bias) have a systematic effect on respondent preferences for democratic rule.

Finally, in support of prior research, we do recover a negative and strongly statistically significant

effect of concerns over local safety on democratic support; somewhat surprisingly, however, our

dummy capturing respondent beliefs that crime is a problem is (weakly) positively associated with

preferences for democracy. This finding is largely outside the scope of the current exercise, and

we leave this as a puzzle for future investigation.

47This accords with similar findings among African respondents reported in Harding (2012).
48However, the positive effect of Rural bias on rural respondents’ views over democracy is no longer significant in

Column 4.
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Table 1: Preferences for Democracy and Rural Bias.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES Pref. democ. Pref. democ. Pref. democ. Pref. democ.

Urban -0.047** -0.030 -0.030 -0.014
(0.020) (0.032) (0.032) (0.033)

Rural bias 0.098*** 0.077* 0.067
(0.032) (0.042) (0.042)

Urban * Rural bias -0.078** -0.076** -0.080**
(0.032) (0.033) (0.033)

Male 0.021* 0.028** 0.028** 0.023**
(0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.012)

Age 0.013*** 0.015*** 0.015*** 0.015***
(0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Age2 -0.000*** -0.000*** -0.000*** -0.000***
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Educ. (7-11 yrs) 0.091*** 0.087*** 0.087*** 0.090***
(0.018) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023)

Educ. (12+ yrs) 0.221*** 0.222*** 0.223*** 0.221***
(0.028) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031)

White -0.024 -0.024 -0.023 -0.027
(0.027) (0.037) (0.036) (0.036)

Number of children -0.006*** -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.009***
(0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Married 0.059*** 0.070*** 0.070*** 0.070***
(0.013) (0.020) (0.020) (0.020)

Democracy -0.037 -0.035
(0.049) (0.049)

GDP per capita (current US$) -0.000 -0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

GDP growth (annual %) 0.014 0.016
(0.019) (0.018)

Agriculture, value added -0.021 -0.022
(0.046) (0.045)

Crime is problem 0.047*
(0.025)

Neighborhood unsafe -0.055***
(0.010)

Observations 132,335 71,978 71,978 71,586
Countries 22 17 17 17

Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

This table reports results of probit regression of preference for democracy on demographic and country-level
covariates. Country and year fixed effects are suppressed for presentation.

To capture the conditional effect of urban dwelling, we report in Figure 3 the marginal effect of

living in an urban location, holding all other covariates at sample means, in systems that either do
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or do not exhibit substantial bias towards agricultural producers. In unbiased systems, the effect of

urbanization is close to zero, and the large standard errors (that include zero) suggest the lack of

a systematic relationship. Alternately, in rural biased countries, urban citizens report significantly

lower preferences for democracy, an effect that is statistically significant at conventional levels. In

terms of substantive magnitude, we find that urban citizens in rural biased countries are approxi-

mately three percentage points less likely to prefer democracy as their form of government; with

26 percent of our respondents expressing that they do not favor democracy, this three percentage

point decrease represents a significant decline. For point of comparison, consider that one of the

other factors that prior research has emphasized as particularly important in Latin America is con-

cerns over safety. We do indeed recover a significantly negative coefficient on our measure of

Neighborhood unsafe; holding all other covariates at sample means, an increase in this measure

is expected to decreased support for democracy by approximately 1.7 percentage points. Thus,

in accordance with our theoretical predictions, we find that support for democracy is significantly

decreased among urban citizens who live in rural biased systems; however, this effect disappears

in unbiased regimes.
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Figure 3: Marginal effect of urban dwelling on democratic support. This figure reports the

marginal effect of living in an urban area on preference for democratic rule, conditional on whether

a country is characterized by rural bias. Gray bars indicate the empirical distribution of the rural

bias measure.

Support for military intervention

We now turn to our secondary set of concerns: do urban citizens in rural-biased regimes show

greater support for a military coup? Given the historical prevalence of coups in Latin America, our

question is particuarly important in this context.

Latinobarometer has asked respondents about their support for military intervention in several

different forms over the course of the panel; here, we focus on the three most prevalent outcomes.

More precisely, several waves of Latinobarometer have asked respondents the following question:

“In your opinion, would a military coup be justified under the following conditions?” Respondents

are then asked whether they believe a military intervention in politics would be appropriate in cases

where unemployment is high, when crime is high, and when corruption is high. Interestingly, there

exists fairly substantial variation in individual responses to each of these three questions; while

support for a coup to deal with crime is most strongly correlated with one to deal with corruption
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(at approximately 0.70), the correlation between support for a coup to address unemployment is

correlated with the crime measure at about 0.44, and with the corruption measure at about 0.45.49

In our first specification, we construct a dummy measuring whether a respondent expressed

Coup support (any), which takes a value of one if an individual felt a coup was justified under any

of these three conditions. However, given significant variability in responses to each, we subse-

quently construct binary outcomes representing respondent support for a coup under each of these

three conditions, and report results from regression of these measures of Coup support separately

for each outcome after including our full battery of individual- and country-level covariates.

Column 1 of Table 2 reports results when we consider support for a coup under any of the

potential scenarios. These findings suggest that, on average, urban citizens are significantly more

likely to express support for a coup of any form; as expected by our theory, this positive effect is

significantly higher for urban citizens living in rural biased regimes.50 In addition, rural biased

systems lead to a significant decline in support for any type of coup among rural citizens. Impor-

tantly, these effects persist despite the inclusion of our full battery of individual- and country-level

controls. Among our additional covariates, we find that older individuals tend to support military

intervention less, as do those with at least a high school degree and those who are married. In-

terestingly, echoing earlier work, we find a strongly significant effect of concerns about safety in

one’s neighborhood.

49Approximately 20% of respondents answer in the affirmative for the unemployment coup question, whereas ap-
proximately 45% of our sample express support for a coup to address crime as well as to address corruption. Note,
however, that while the fractions supporting the latter two forms are almost identical, it is not the case that the same
respondents always answer the same way on these questions (as indicated by the pairwise correlation of 0.70).

50Although the coefficient on the interaction term is only significant at the 10% level.

27



Table 2: Support for Coups and Rural Bias.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES Coup support (any) Coup support (unemp.) Coup support (corrupt.) Coup support (crime)

Urban 0.131*** 0.015 0.123*** 0.100***
(0.031) (0.020) (0.047) (0.034)

Rural bias -0.213*** -0.181*** -0.233*** -0.156***
(0.049) (0.051) (0.073) (0.042)

Urban * Rural biased 0.077* 0.091** 0.052 0.049
(0.043) (0.037) (0.036) (0.031)

Male 0.008 0.000 -0.012 -0.032*
(0.015) (0.015) (0.012) (0.017)

Age -0.021*** -0.015*** -0.018*** -0.016***
(0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004)

Age2 0.000*** 0.000** 0.000*** 0.000***
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Educ. (7-11 yrs) -0.025 -0.077*** -0.021 -0.036
(0.034) (0.026) (0.035) (0.029)

Educ. (12+ yrs) -0.164*** -0.232*** -0.162*** -0.195***
(0.059) (0.035) (0.052) (0.052)

White 0.009 0.002 0.010 0.013
(0.023) (0.019) (0.024) (0.024)

Number of children 0.009** 0.008* 0.009*** 0.011***
(0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004)

Married -0.075*** -0.097*** -0.075*** -0.075***
(0.019) (0.016) (0.018) (0.018)

Democracy 0.033 0.086*** 0.036 0.089***
(0.032) (0.029) (0.034) (0.017)

GDP per capita (current US$) -0.000 -0.000** -0.000*** -0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

GDP growth (annual %) -0.013 -0.010 -0.018* -0.015**
(0.013) (0.011) (0.011) (0.007)

Agriculture, value added -0.025 -0.042 -0.020 -0.002
(0.036) (0.032) (0.026) (0.014)

Crime is problem -0.000 -0.063** -0.010 0.026
(0.031) (0.025) (0.029) (0.026)

Neighborhood unsafe 0.087*** 0.062*** 0.078*** 0.077***
(0.012) (0.012) (0.010) (0.011)

Observations 54,542 56,036 60,936 61,227
Countries 16 16 16 16

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

This table reports results of probit regression of support for a coup on demographic and country-level covariates.
Country and year fixed effects are suppressed for presentation.

Yet, as described immediately above, there is reason to suspect that combining respondent

support for each of the three types of coups may not be appropriate, as individuals exhibit clear
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variation in their responses to these different questions. In this regard, we can consider that each

of the three potential motivations for a coup may represent differential mechanisms via which

citizen support for electoral politics may be undermined. Above, we have argued that the effects

of rural bias on urban citizen’s support for military intervention are likely to manifest themselves

through their consequences on the material legitimacy of democracy. The closest outcome to our

own theoretical emphasis comes from support for a coup to address poor economic performance;

here, support for military intervention to address high levels of unemployment seems most directly

relevant. In column 2, we report results taking this coup support variable as our outcome.

In support of our theoretical predictions, we find that urban citizens do indeed express greater

support for military intervention into politics; however, this effect only arises in countries charac-

terized by rural biases towards agricultural producers. We plot the (conditional) marginal effect of

urban dwelling on support for a coup to address unemployment in Figure 4, which reveals that ur-

ban citizens in unbiased systems demonstrate no systematic difference in their support for a coup,

as compared to a statistically significant increase in support for a coup among urban dwellers in

rural biased countries of approximately 2.5 percent. This provides additional support for our the-

oretical expectations developed in the formal model above, that consistent electoral bias against

particular groups is likely to lead not only to an overall reduction in their support for democratic

rule, but may even increase their expressed likelihood of supporting a military intervention into

politics.
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Figure 4: Marginal effect of urban dwelling on coup support. This figure reports the marginal

effect of living in an urban area on support for a coup (when unemployment is high), conditional

on whether a country is characterized by rural bias. Gray bars indicate the empirical distribution

of the rural bias measure.

Columns 3 and 4 consider support for coups to address high levels of corruption and crime,

respectively. Interestingly, while we find that urban citizens are more likely to support either type

of coup, it does not appear that their support for such coups depends on the level of bias in the

system. As reported in the Appendix in Figures A-1 and A-2, while the estimates of support for

these coups is somewhat higher among urban citizens in rural biased systems, these differences

are not statistically significant. This lack of significance for systemic bias on urban support for

coups to address crime or corruption suggests that it is primarily in the area of poor economic

performance where sources of systemic bias are most likely to affect perceptions of democratic

legitimacy. Interestingly, however, we continue to find that rural citizens are significantly less

likely to express support for any kind of military intervention in those systems with greater bias

towards agricultural interests. This asymmetry is unexpected, and suggests an area for additional

theorizing in subsequent work.
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Robustness

We have subjected these primary results to a host of additional robustness tests; for sake of space,

we report the output from these robustness exercises in the Appendix, and provide discussion

here. First, while we have introduced a large set of individual-level demographic characteristics

into our estimations above, there may be additional factors that might be correlated with rural or

urban life that could also affect the perceived legitimacy of democracy outside of the theoretical

channels we identify. For example, concerns about the state of the economy could potentially vary

systematically across urban versus rural parts of a country, and such concerns are likely to influence

an individual’s satisfaction with the political system (Cramer, 2016). It may also be the case that

political ideology could affect tolerance for military intervention into politics, and if right-wing

respondents are more likely to be concentrated in rural than urban areas, this might suggest the

relationship we document above is spurious. Finally, general levels of trust in the military may

vary geographically, and might also affect levels of support for termination of electoral politics.

While each of these proposed mechanisms seems plausible, we were concerned that each may be

affected by our main effect of interest, such that economic satisfaction, political ideology, and

trust in the military could all induce “post-treatment bias” if they are causally downstream from

an individual’s experience of geographic political bias. However, as reported in Appendix Tables

A-2 and A-3, inclusion of these additional factors—either one at a time or all at once—does not

affect the substantive interpretation of our primary effects, either in preferences for democracy or

support for coups.51

In all results reported above, given our binary dependent variables we have followed standard

practice in employing a probit regression (with country and year fixed effects) with standard errors

clustered by country. Of course, given that our data come from a host of respondents that may

share similar unobserved variance due to living in the same country, or taking a survey in the

51Note that, in column 4 of Table A-2, the statistical significance of the interaction term between Urban * Rural
biased falls to the 10% level. Closer inspection suggests that, as the coefficient is of nearly identical size, this results
from the expansion of the error term due to the loss of statistical power as approximately 20,000 observations are
dropped when all of these controls are included at the same time.
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same year, there exist alternative estimation approaches which attempt to model this shared source

of covariance more directly. One relatively straightforward approach is to employ a multi-level

model that includes nested country and year random effects; in Appendix Tables A-4 and A-5 we

recover virtually identical results to those discussed above when we estimate a multi-level probit

regression.

Finally, while the theory developed above privileges the biases that arise in democratic sys-

tems towards rural producers, not all democracies are characterized by such bias. In fact, while

rarer, some electoral regimes tend towards greater favoritism to urban consumers. As mentioned

above, we have avoided including a separate measure for Urban bias in our primary specifications

primarily due to concerns over the actual distribution of the data: we have very little empirical

evidence, in the Latin American countries considered, of systematic bias towards consumers in

terms of agricultural policy. Yet, we might still be able to construct a measure of relative urban

bias, given these data, by identifying those countries at the lower end of the distribution of TSE.

As reported in Table A-1 in the Appendix, our primary findings do not change appreciably when

we also attempt to introduce a measure of urban-biased countries. To do this, we first construct

a measure of urban bias corresponding to the bottom third of the distribution of TSE; as reported

in column 1 of Table A-1, we continue to find strong support for declining urban preference for

democracy in rural biased countries, but detect no systematic differences among these so-called

”urban biased” systems. This remains true if we instead construct more restrictive measures of

urban and rural bias by identifying only those countries in the top and bottom quartiles of the dis-

tribution;52 as reported in column 2, we continue to find strong urban dislike for democracy in rural

biased countries, but no systematic difference in “urban biased” ones. Given that nearly all of the

distribution of our agricultural support measure lies above zero (which corresponds to agricultural

favoritism), this non-finding is consistent with our expectations – that is, these countries are not

actually biased towards urban consumers, and so it is unsurprising that we do not find differential

levels of support here.

52That is, instead constructing Rural biased to be those countries above the 75th percentile of TSE, and Urban
biased countries to be those below the 25th percentile.
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Column 3 of Table A-1 reports results if we employ a strict measure of urban bias that only cap-

tures countries with TSE scores less than zero (corresponding to relative favoritism to consumers

in agricultural policy). In accordance with our theoretical expectations, not only do we continue to

find reduced support for democracy among urban citizens in rural-biased countries, but the interac-

tion of urban dwelling and “urban biased” countries becomes positive and statistically significant.

While this accords with the spirit of our theoretical expectations, we caution that direct interpreta-

tion of this result is not straightforward, as the dummy for Urban bias is essentially equivalent to a

country dummy for Argentina.53 More generally, across a host of estimating models, and including

a wide variety of additional covariates, we continue to find robust support for our primary expec-

tation that urban citizens in regimes that favor agricultural producers exhibit lower preferences for

democracy on average, and express higher levels of support for military intervention into politics.

Conclusion

We have shown that distributional conflict between urban and rural populations can lead citizens

in the neglected sector to support military coups. If a leader favors agricultural development over

urban food consumption to win over pivotal rural voters, urban citizens may revolt, and potentially

trigger military intervention in politics.54 We formalized this argument, derived explicit propo-

sitions, and tested our claims both qualitatively and quantitatively, finding strong support for the

theory.

This study offers a novel theory of democratic breakdown that emphasizes the salience of

urban-rural distributional conflict; this theory goes beyond previous accounts of democratic break-

down that focus only on economic conditions or ethnic competition. In offering a new account of

democratic breakdown, our theory nuances modernization theory: in contrast to previous scholars,

we find that urbanization is not necessarily linked to increased popular demand for democracy,

53Indeed, in estimating this model, the Argentina dummy is dropped as it is perfectly collinear with the Urban bias
measure.

54This is similar in spirit to cases of urban bias triggering rural unrest discussed in Pierskalla (2011).
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and may in fact exacerbate discontent with democracy. Our theory has the additional benefit of

contributing to an emerging literature linking perceptions of sectoral bias to crises of democratic

legitimacy, not only in non-consolidated democracies but also in nations like the United States.

Moreover, our theory and findings have policy implications regarding the prevention of demo-

cratic breakdowns. Constitutional or legal limits on redistribution may be necessary to prevent the

severely rural-biased agricultural policies that are both electorally successful and deeply threaten-

ing to democratic stability. Furthermore, abetting food scarcity through economic development

may prevent the food riots that sometimes trigger military intervention in politics. Finally, limiting

the extent to which the military can act outside of civilian control is essential to ensure the sta-

bility of democratic governments even in the presence of minority discontent and unrest. Future

research could interrogate the policies and legal structures that mediate the effects of urban-rural

distributional conflict on democratic persistence.
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Appendix

Citizen indirect utility

Given citizen utility defined in Equation 1, citizen indirect utility can be expressed as

vR(φ) = γln(γ( f̄ −θ))+(1− γ)ln((1− γ)(π +φ)( f̄ −θ)) (7)

for rural citizens, and as

vU(φ) = γln(γ(
w

π +φ
−θ))+(1− γ)ln((1− γ)(w− (π +φ)θ)) (8)

for urban citizens. Given these indirect utility functions, ∂vR/∂φ > 055 and ∂vU/∂φ < 0. There-

fore, rural voters should always favor the maximum feasible subsidy φ̄ , whereas urban citizens

should always favor the lowest feasible subsidy φ .

Comparative Statics for Rural Citizens

For rural citizens, under Equilibrium 1 the legitimacy of the democratic system is given by

ΛR(φ̂ = φ̄) = E[vR(φ̄)]−E[vR(0)]. (9)

Because rural agents’ market income is yR = (π + φ̂) f̄ , rural income is (π + φ̄) f̄ under democracy,

and (π + 0) f̄ = π f̄ under military rule; because φ̄ > 0 and because ∂uR
∂yR

> 0 , the elected gov-

ernment’s rural-biased economic policy enhances the material legitimacy of democracy for rural

citizens.

Under Equilibrium 2, the legitimacy of the democratic system for rural citizens is instead given

by

55Technically, this is true as long as prices remain greater than zero – given that demand become infinite at zero
price, this should never occur in equilibrium.
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ΛR(φ̂ = φ̃) = E[vR(φ̃)]−E[vR(0)]. (10)

Because rural agents’ market income is yR = (π + φ̂) f̄ , rural income is (π + φ̃) f̄ under democ-

racy, and (π + 0) f̄ = π f̄ under military rule; because φ̃ > 0 and because ∂uR
∂yR

> 0 , the material

legitimacy of democracy for rural citizens is still positive, even under less rural-biased economic

policy. However, comparing the legitimacy of the two equilibria shows that rural citizens are even

more likely to support democracy when electoral politics generates extreme bias in favor of the

rural sector, or ΛU(φ̄)> ΛU(φ̃).

Finally, we clarify the scope conditions under which the model likely applies. First, the model

presupposes a military that can take power from an elected government if a sufficient number of

citizens revolt. This is not the case in consolidated democracies; we do not argue that our model

extends to countries like the United States or the United Kingdom in which the military is purely

under civilian control. Second, most citizens of the country modeled are relatively poor, which is

necessary for the ”hunger threshold” to hold; if most citizens are far above the hunger threshold,

even the most rural-biased policy that is feasible given the government’s budget constraint does

not cause citizens’ food consumption to drop below the hunger threshold.

Military’s ideal policy

Given utility for the military as defined in Equation 3, it is trivially true that the military will prefer

to select the φ which minimizes C(φ ). While there may exist more complicated costs or benefits

to food subsidy policies when a country must rely on international markets for food trade,56 here

we consider the simpler case in which the government must assume some positive costs either

from subsidizing consumers (as may arise from maintaining food distribution networks, etc.) as

well as from subsidizing producers (as can arise in cases where governments purchase over-priced

agricultural produce from domestic farmers that must subsequently be re-sold at a loss). A simple

56The logic of the costs arising in this case is developed at length in Ballard-Rosa (2016), for example.

2



functional form to capture these increasing costs can be given by C(φ) = φ 2; given this nature

of pricing policy, the military will wish to select the least costly subsidy that still ensures that no

unrest occurs. So long as f ∗U(0)≥ θ , this is accomplished by selecting φ∗M = 0.

A Additional Empirical Results

Table A-1: Preferences for Democracy and Urban-Rural Bias.

(1) (2) (3)
VARIABLES Pref. democ. Pref. democ. Pref. democ.

Urban -0.001 -0.018 -0.017
(0.034) (0.030) (0.033)

Rural biased 0.031 0.065
(0.082) (0.042)

Urban * Rural biased -0.096*** -0.077**
(0.031) (0.033)

Urban biased (33pc) -0.148
(0.168)

Urban * Urban biased (33pc) -0.029
(0.068)

Rural biased (75pc) 0.181**
(0.071)

Urban * Rural biased (75pc) -0.074**
(0.033)

Urban biased (25pc) 0.032
(0.171)

Urban * Urban biased (25pc) -0.016
(0.078)

Urban biased (TSE<0) 0.259
(0.222)

Urban * Urban biased (TSE<0) 0.243***
(0.035)

Demog. controls X X X
Country controls X X X
Crime controls X X X

Observations 71,586 71,586 71,586
Countries 17 17 17

Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

This table reports results of probit regression of preference for democracy on demographic and country-level
covariates, as well as varying definitions of rural and urban biased countries. See text for definitions. Country and

year fixed effects are suppressed for presentation.
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Table A-2: Preferences for Democracy and Rural Bias (additional controls).

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES Pref. democ. Pref. democ. Pref. democ. Pref. democ.

Urban -0.016 -0.011 -0.015 -0.014
(0.033) (0.037) (0.036) (0.037)

Rural bias 0.063 0.087* 0.068 0.084
(0.042) (0.047) (0.063) (0.059)

Urban * Rural biased -0.080** -0.082** -0.075** -0.081*
(0.033) (0.040) (0.035) (0.042)

Male 0.023** 0.039*** 0.027** 0.043***
(0.012) (0.013) (0.012) (0.012)

Age 0.015*** 0.015*** 0.015*** 0.015***
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)

Age2 -0.000*** -0.000*** -0.000** -0.000**
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Educ. (7-11 yrs) 0.087*** 0.097*** 0.085*** 0.088***
(0.023) (0.025) (0.025) (0.027)

Educ. (12+ yrs) 0.214*** 0.225*** 0.216*** 0.213***
(0.031) (0.035) (0.032) (0.036)

White -0.029 -0.034 -0.057** -0.057**
(0.035) (0.032) (0.029) (0.028)

Number of children -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.009*** -0.008***
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Married 0.066*** 0.071*** 0.075*** 0.072***
(0.020) (0.023) (0.020) (0.024)

Democracy -0.033 -0.001 -0.029 0.003
(0.049) (0.050) (0.054) (0.055)

GDP per capita (current US$) -0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

GDP growth (annual %) 0.016 0.015 0.013 0.012
(0.019) (0.017) (0.020) (0.018)

Agriculture, value added (% of GDP) -0.022 -0.018 -0.023 -0.020
(0.045) (0.037) (0.045) (0.036)

Crime is problem 0.044* 0.038 0.042 0.024
(0.024) (0.027) (0.028) (0.028)

Neighborhood unsafe -0.052*** -0.054*** -0.054*** -0.052***
(0.010) (0.010) (0.012) (0.011)

Econ. doing badly -0.072*** -0.062***
(0.018) (0.017)

Ideology (Left / Right) 0.002 -0.001
(0.008) (0.008)

Trust in Armed Forces 0.010 0.007
(0.007) (0.007)

Observations 71,586 56,021 62,934 50,194
Countries 17 17 16 16

Robust standard errors, clustered by country in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

This table reports results of probit regression of preference for democracy on demographic and country-level
covariates, as well as additional (potentially post-treatment) controls. See text for definitions. Country and year fixed

effects are suppressed for presentation.
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Table A-3: Coup Support and Rural Bias (additional controls).

(1) (2) (3)
VARIABLES Coup support (unemp.) Coup support (corrupt.) Coup support (crime)

Urban 0.000 0.113** 0.096**
(0.014) (0.052) (0.043)

Rural bias -0.156*** -0.201*** -0.141***
(0.034) (0.046) (0.047)

Urban * Rural biased 0.079** 0.042 0.029
(0.039) (0.037) (0.031)

Male -0.027* -0.036** -0.055***
(0.015) (0.017) (0.018)

Age -0.016*** -0.020*** -0.019***
(0.005) (0.004) (0.004)

Age2 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000***
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Educ. (7-11 yrs) -0.087*** -0.038 -0.050*
(0.024) (0.035) (0.030)

Educ. (12+ yrs) -0.245*** -0.179*** -0.209***
(0.034) (0.053) (0.055)

White -0.011 0.005 -0.002
(0.018) (0.027) (0.027)

Number of children 0.004 0.007** 0.010*
(0.004) (0.003) (0.006)

Married -0.094*** -0.073*** -0.065***
(0.017) (0.022) (0.021)

Democracy 0.061** 0.026 0.073***
(0.029) (0.031) (0.017)

GDP per capita (current US$) -0.000*** -0.000** -0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

GDP growth (annual %) -0.017 -0.022* -0.017*
(0.012) (0.012) (0.009)

Agriculture, value added (% of GDP) -0.030 -0.031 -0.007
(0.032) (0.028) (0.019)

Crime is problem -0.041 0.009 0.046*
(0.025) (0.030) (0.025)

Neighborhood unsafe 0.062*** 0.080*** 0.078***
(0.011) (0.010) (0.010)

Econ. doing badly 0.151*** 0.088*** 0.064***
(0.022) (0.014) (0.017)

Ideology (Left / Right) 0.006 0.008 0.013
(0.009) (0.011) (0.012)

Trust in Armed Forces 0.037*** 0.056*** 0.053***
(0.012) (0.010) (0.010)

Observations 42,421 45,976 46,090
Countries 15 15 15

Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

This table reports results of probit regression of support for coups on demographic and country-level covariates, as
well as additional (potentially post-treatment) controls. See text for definitions. Country and year fixed effects are

suppressed for presentation.

5



Table A-4: Preferences for Democracy and Rural Bias (multilevel model).

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES Pref. democ. Pref. democ. Pref. democ. Pref. democ.

Urban -0.047** -0.029 -0.030 -0.014
(0.020) (0.032) (0.032) (0.033)

Rural bias 0.098*** 0.079*** 0.073**
(0.031) (0.029) (0.032)

Urban * Rural biased -0.078** -0.077** -0.081**
(0.032) (0.033) (0.033)

Male 0.021* 0.028** 0.028** 0.023**
(0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.012)

Age 0.013*** 0.015*** 0.015*** 0.015***
(0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Age2 -0.000*** -0.000*** -0.000*** -0.000***
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Educ. (7-11 yrs) 0.091*** 0.087*** 0.087*** 0.090***
(0.018) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023)

Educ. (12+ yrs) 0.220*** 0.222*** 0.222*** 0.220***
(0.028) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032)

White -0.024 -0.023 -0.022 -0.026
(0.027) (0.037) (0.036) (0.036)

Number of children -0.006*** -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.009***
(0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Married 0.059*** 0.070*** 0.070*** 0.070***
(0.013) (0.020) (0.020) (0.020)

Democracy -0.028 -0.027
(0.047) (0.046)

GDP per capita (current US$) -0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

GDP growth (annual $) 0.013 0.015
(0.016) (0.016)

Agriculture, value added ($ of GDP) -0.016 -0.015
(0.037) (0.036)

Crime is problem 0.047*
(0.025)

Neighborhood unsafe -0.055***
(0.010)

Observations 132,335 71,978 71,978 71,586
Number of countries 22 17 17 17

Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

This table reports results of a multi-level probit regression of preference for democracy on demographic and
country-level covariates, including nested country- and year-level random intercepts.
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Table A-5: Coup Support and Rural Bias (multilevel model).

(1) (2) (3)
VARIABLES Coup support (unemp.) Coup support (corrupt.) Coup support (crime)

Urban 0.016 0.123*** 0.101***
(0.022) (0.047) (0.036)

Rural bias -0.182*** -0.237*** -0.173***
(0.038) (0.060) (0.034)

Urban * Rural biased 0.094** 0.053 0.050*
(0.037) (0.035) (0.030)

Male -0.000 -0.012 -0.033**
(0.015) (0.012) (0.016)

Age -0.015*** -0.018*** -0.016***
(0.005) (0.004) (0.004)

Age2 0.000** 0.000*** 0.000***
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Educ. (7-11 yrs) -0.077*** -0.021 -0.036
(0.026) (0.035) (0.029)

Educ. (12+ yrs) -0.231*** -0.163*** -0.195***
(0.036) (0.052) (0.052)

White -0.000 0.010 0.011
(0.019) (0.024) (0.025)

Number of children 0.008* 0.009*** 0.011***
(0.004) (0.003) (0.004)

Married -0.096*** -0.075*** -0.075***
(0.016) (0.018) (0.018)

Democracy 0.066*** 0.031 0.076***
(0.021) (0.029) (0.016)

GDP per capita (current US$) -0.000*** -0.000*** -0.000**
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

GDP growth (annual $) -0.012 -0.018** -0.015**
(0.008) (0.009) (0.006)

Agriculture, value added ($ of GDP) -0.023* -0.017 -0.007
(0.012) (0.011) (0.009)

Crime is problem -0.067** -0.012 0.025
(0.026) (0.030) (0.027)

Neighborhood unsafe 0.062*** 0.079*** 0.077***
(0.012) (0.010) (0.011)

Observations 56,036 60,936 61,227
Number of countries 16 16 16

Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

This table reports results of a multi-level probit regression of coup support on demographic and country-level
covariates, including nested country- and year-level random intercepts.
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Additional Figures

Figure A-1: Marginal effect of urban dwelling on coup support (corruption). This figure reports

the marginal effect of living in an urban area on support for a coup (when corruption is high),

conditional on whether a country is characterized by rural bias. Gray bars indicate the empirical

distribution of the rural bias measure.
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Figure A-2: Marginal effect of urban dwelling on coup support (crime). This figure reports the

marginal effect of living in an urban area on support for a coup (when crime is high), conditional

on whether a country is characterized by rural bias. Gray bars indicate the empirical distribution

of the rural bias measure.
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