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Economic Inequality
Threatens Democracy

By Eli G. Rau and Susan Stokes

n the mid-20th century, democracies around the world were

descending into authoritarianism—descents sparked by

military coups. Today, military coups have become much less

common, yet the threats to democracy have not abated. They
now come in a different form: democratic erosion (also known as
democratic backsliding).

Democratic erosion is a process by which elected leaders
gradually dismantle democracy from the inside, aggrandizing
executive powers and weakening institutions of accountability.
Backsliding leaders harass the press, reduce the independence
of the courts, defy legislative oversight, and undercut the public’s
confidence in elections. In recent years, democracy has eroded in
countries as varied as Brazil, Nicaragua, the Philippines, Poland,
South Africa, Turkey, and the United States.!

Eli G. Rau is an assistant professor of political science at Tecnoldgico de Monter-
rey. He researches democratic erosion, political participation, and electoral
institutions. Susan Stokes is the Tiffany and Margaret Blake Distinguished
Service Professor of Political Science at the University of Chicago and president-
elect of the American Political Science Association. Her latest book, The Back-
sliders: Why Leaders Undermine Their Own Democracies, was published
by Princeton University Press in September 2025. For a more detailed look
at the research Rau and Stokes share here, see “Income Inequality and the
Erosion of Democracy in the Twenty-First Century,” which they coauthored
for Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences in 2025.
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Studies of democratic stability during the era of coups told us
that wealthy and old democracies were the most resilient.? And
yet, the United States—the world’s oldest democracy, and one
of its wealthiest—has shown new cracks in recent years. In 2016,
the country elected a president who routinely attacked the free
press, threatened to jail his political opponents, and expressed a
consistent disdain for democratic norms in both his words and
actions. He undermined confidence in elections by continually
insisting that electoral fraud was widespread. When he lost the
election in 2020, and even when he won the election but lost the
popular vote in 2016, he maintained that the elections had been
engineered through massive fraud.

During Donald Trump’s first term as president of the United
States, many debated whether his election—and his subsequent
eroding of democracy—was merely a fluke or something with
more structural roots. Older models of democratic decay, which
pinpointed lowlevels of economic development and arecent tran-
sition to democracy as risk factors, did not square with American
democracy being in jeopardy. Indeed, some scholars argued that
the threats to US democracy were overstated. Just two years ago, one
model suggested that the “probability of democratic breakdown in
the US is extremely low” and estimated that in 2015, US democracy
facedless thanalin 3,000 chance of degrading to the level of Hun-
gary.? Viktor Orban’s government in Hungary has eroded judicial



independence, consolidated control of media outlets to promote
propaganda and suppress dissenting voices, taken control of state
universities, and changed electoral laws to favor his Fidesz party.
At the same time, his government has targeted asylum seekers and
LGBTQIA+ individuals, and corruption has skyrocketed.

Our research shows that recent democratic decay in the United
States is not a fluke—and the risk of further democratic decline is
serious. Although the United States is often thought to be immune
to democratic instability, it is not an outlier among countries expe-
riencing democratic backsliding. In fact, it looks a lot like other
eroding democracies in the 21st century. Today, the key structural
factor that predicts democratic erosion is not wealth or economic
growth or the age of the democracy: it is economic inequality.
Highly unequal democracies are far more likely to erode than those
in which income and wealth are distributed more equally.

Predicting Erosion

Where and when does democracy erode? The first step in answer-
ing this question is determining what features qualify a democracy
as “eroding” How do we distinguish between system-threatening
executive aggrandizement (attempts to erode democracy) and
more conventional executive overreach of the sort that could hap-
pen in any democracy? Recently, scholars have identified cases
of erosion by tracking trends in horizontal and vertical account-
ability.’ A healthy democracy depends on heads of government—
presidents and prime ministers—being constrained by voters
(providing vertical accountability) and by the courts and the
legislature, among others (providing horizontal accountability).

Expert surveys carried out by the Varieties of Democracy proj-
ect allowed researchers to identify 23 distinct periods of erosion in
22 countries between 1995 and 2022. These countries are Benin,
Bolivia, Botswana, Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Hun-
gary, India, Mexico, Moldova, Nicaragua, North Macedonia, the
Philippines (twice), Poland, Senegal, Serbia, South Africa, Turkey,
Ukraine, the United States, Venezuela, and Zambia.®

What differentiates countries that have experienced erosion
from those that have not (such as Canada, Finland, and Portu-
gal”)? Are there factors that tell us that a democracy is more at
risk of backsliding in one time period than in another? To answer
these questions, we analyzed data from democracies around the
world. We included information that generations of researchers
have demonstrated help to predict military coups, including
national wealth (gross domestic product per capita) and the age
of the democracy (the number of years since a country became
democratic and remained so, without interruption). We also
included measures of economic inequality (including dispari-
ties in income and wealth). Inequality was not a highly reliable
predictor of democratic vulnerability in the 20th century, when
the threat was mostly military coups. But the connections (dis-
cussed below) between inequality and partisan polarization,
and between inequality and public skepticism about institu-
tions, made us suspect that democracies with especially big gaps
between the rich and the poor might be prone to eroding.

We also suspected that backsliding by leaders is, in a sense, con-
tagious. Backsliders often draw inspiration from other such leaders
around the world. Hugo Chévez, for example, began his first term
in 1999 by orchestrating a rewriting of the Venezuelan Constitution;
his tactic was adopted by Latin American leaders who would erode

their own democracies, such as Ecuador’s Rafael Correa in 2008
and Bolivia’s Evo Morales in 2009. Viktor Orban began his drive to
undermine Hungarian democracy in 2010. President Trump openly
admired Orban in 2019 when the two met; he claimed the Hungar-
ian leader as his “twin.”® On January 8, 2023, supporters of Brazil’s
recently defeated president, Jair Bolsonaro, stormed the National
Congress, Supreme Court, and presidential palace, convinced
that the election had been “stolen” from Bolsonaro. The insur-
rection bore a striking resemblance to the January 6, 2021, riots
by Trump supporters in the United States. The implication is that
over time, erosion becomes increasingly likely: for each democracy
that erodes, other aspiring autocrats around the world have more
examples to draw from to undermine democracy.

Although the United States is
often thought to be immune to
democratic instability, it looks a lot
like other eroding democracies in
the 21st century.

AMERICAN EDUCATOR | FALL 2025 19



racy did little to protect democracies from the recent wave of ero-
sion. By contrast, in the 20th century, older democracies were
virtually immune to being toppled in military coups.

The figure below illustrates the relationship between income
inequality and the risk of erosion. Where income inequality is low,
the predicted probability of democratic erosion is near zero. But
where inequality rises, the threat of erosion skyrockets—reaching
a 30 percent chance in the most unequal democracies.

For the estimates presented in the figure, we measure inequal-
ity with the Gini coefficient. The Gini coefficient takes a full distri-

Income and wealth inequality are
highly robust predictors of where
and when democratic erosion will
take place.
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Our analyses of these international data produced a consis-
tent picture. In the 21st century, the key feature that distinguishes
eroding democracies from those that hold strong is economic
inequality. Income inequality is a highly robust predictor of where
and when democratic erosion will take place. So is inequality in
levels of wealth—that is, differences not just in income but in
people’s overall economic assets. Either way, in more than 100
statistical models we ran, inequality was consistently related to
the chances of erosion.

Some of the factors that had been shown in prior research to
predict coups were less important in predicting democratic back-
sliding by way of power-aggrandizing elected leaders. National
income per capita played a role but a smaller and less consistent
one than inequality. And being an old, long-established democ-

Income Inequality and Democratic Erosion
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bution of incomes (or assets when examining wealth) in a given
population and summarizes the level of inequality with a single
number: higher values indicate greater inequality. In brief, we
calculate it by ordering individuals in a population from lowest to
highestincome, then measuring the cumulative share ofincome
earned by the bottom X percent of the population. In a situa-
tion of perfect equality, this cumulative share of income would
be equivalent to the share of the population (50 percent of the
population earns 50 percent of the total income, 95 percent of the
population earns 95 percent of the total income, etc.). The Gini
coefficient measures how much the actual income distribution
deviates from this situation of perfect equality.*

This finding—that inequality robustly predicts democratic
erosion—is not sensitive to the particular measure of inequality
we use. In the figure, we looked at actual income after taxes and
assistance from social safety net programs (like the Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program), but the results were similar
when we looked at wealth inequality and at the share of wealth
or income concentrated among the top 1, 10, or 50 percent of
the population. Across each of these metrics, higher inequality is
associated with a higher risk of erosion. The greater the share of
income going to—or wealth controlled by—the top 1 percent (or
the top 10 or 50 percent), the greater the likelihood of backsliding.

Inequality and Polarization

Having observed that unequal countries are more prone to ero-
sion, what are the mechanisms linking inequality to erosion? Why
are unequal democracies more likely to erode? One of the key
factors is polarization.

Specifically, there is great risk in affective polarization, a phe-
nomenon in which individuals grow to detest members of oppos-
ing political parties.® A central feature of affective polarization is
that political identities become social identities. This is distinct
from, say, ideological polarization—a measure of how far apart
two parties are on policy positions. In an affectively polarized
society, political affiliations take on a larger role in interpersonal
relationships. People sort themselves into opposing camps and

*Here are additional details to visualize what the Gini coefficient means. We first
order individuals in a population from lowest to highest income. We then create

a graph, marking on the x-axis the cumulative share of the population (following
this lowest-to-highest-income ordering) and on the y-axis the cumulative share

of income earned by the bottom X percent of the population. If there were perfect
equality, the graph would show a 45-degree line (x = y): for any value X, the “bottom”
X percent of income-earners receive X percent of the total income. Next, we draw
the line of perfect equality and the curve representing the actual income distribu-
tion (where the bottom 95 percent of the population might only be earning, say, 60
percent of the total income)—this is called the Lorenz curve. The Gini coefficient is a
measure of how far the Lorenz curve falls below the line of equality (we calculate the
area between the Lorenz curve and the line of equality as a proportion of the entire
area below the line of equality).



might be unwilling to engage with those who identify with a dif-
ferent party—or might engage with hostility. Politics becomes
increasingly insular, and elections are often characterized by the
fear of a despised opposing party coming to power.

Comparative research documents a robust relationship
between inequality and polarization, both at the subnational level
and in large cross-national studies.'” Countries with more unequal
distributions of income have more polarized societies than those
with more equal distributions of income; citizens living in US
states with particularly high levels of inequality are more polar-
ized than those living in states with less stark economic inequality.

In highly unequal settings, leaders can cultivate a sense of
grievance among citizens who feel they have been left behind.
Sometimes that grievance is aimed at economic and social
elites; other times, at migrants and ethnic, racial, or religious
minorities.!! Political leaders in countries like Turkey, Venezu-
ela, and the United States have taken advantage of long-term
inequality to exacerbate “pernicious polarization” among the
“left-behinds.”'

Polarization, exacerbated by economic inequality, makes
democracies more vulnerable to backsliding. Voters who live
in highly polarized societies are often more tolerant of attacks
on democratic institutions. When facing “acute society-wide
political conflicts,” the stakes of elections grow." Aspiring auto-
crats leverage this situation to gain power: they present voters
with a choice between safeguarding democracy or avoiding the
presumably dire consequences that would follow a despised
opposing party coming to power. Voters thus face a tradeoff
between the cost of undesirable election outcomes and the
value of democracy. As politics grows more polarized, the cost
of undesirable outcomes rises and begins to outweigh the value
of safeguarding democratic norms.

Tear It All Down

Polarization plays a central role in democratic backsliding, yet it’s
not the only factor. In fact, democracy is on the defensive even in
countries where parties are weak and few citizens identify with
a political party. Even in the absence of partisan polarization,
democracy is vulnerable to erosion if citizens place little value
on protecting their current democratic institutions (or, in some
cases, actively wish to see them dismantled).

When voters come to see, or can be led to see, their institutions
as deeply flawed, a kind of cynicism can set in. Voters in effect
ask themselves, “Why rally to the defense of institutions that are
ineffective or corrupt?” When democracy fails to deliver positive
outcomes for individuals, they grow more receptive to the appeals
of aspiring autocrats who denigrate democracy. Put another way,
when the game seems “rigged” in favor of the ultra-wealthy elite,
why bother playing by the rules anymore? We call this public
mood institutional nihilism, which we define as the belief that
a democracy’s current institutions are incapable of solving criti-
cal problems. This is often expressed in a desire to “tear down”
or “burn down” existing political institutions and start over with
something else.' In theory, this inclination could lead to a push
for a more fair and democratic system—tearing down the institu-
tions that foster systemic inequality and replacing them with new
institutions that generate more equal opportunities for all citizens.
But in practice, institutional nihilism is often wielded effectively

S

In highly unequal settings, leaders
can cultivate a sense of grievance
among citizens who feel they have
been left behind.

by aspiring autocrats who promise to tear down the current sys-
tem without presenting any clear plan for something better.
Why might people living in unequal societies be prone to insti-
tutional nihilism? Rampant inequality lends itself to a sense that
the economic system is unfair. Those who are struggling see others
thriving. The problem, then, is not that there isn’t enough to go
around; it’s that the system is generating an unfair distribution
of resources and opportunities. And if the rules are unfair (in the
economic system), then why bother following them (in politics)?
Research shows that people who view inequality as the
result of hard work or ability tend to view it as fair;'® however,
when inequality is very high, people tend to see it as unfair,
and it undermines people’s belief that they live in a meritoc-
racy.'® High inequality also tends to reduce upward economic
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mobility."” The scant prospects for upward mobility amid high
inequality further contribute to a sense that the economic sys-
tem is unfair and not meritocratic.'®

The rhetoric of backsliding leaders leverages these feelings
of unfairness and grievance. They frequently denigrate their
countries’ institutions with interpersonal comparisons, noting
that the rich and powerful take advantage of ordinary citizens,
getting rich at their expense. In the 2016 US presidential race,
Trump complained that “the people getting rich off the rigged
system are the people throwing their money at Hillary Clin-
ton.”" In the context of a drive to undermine the credibility of
Mexico'’s electoral administration body, former President Andrés
Manuel Lépez Obrador accused it of enjoying “privileges” and

“extremely high salaries.” In a similar drive against the courts,
he complained of having “one of the world’s priciest judicial
systems and one of the most inefficient. We’re wasting citizens’
taxes on a broken system.”?® According to backsliding leaders,
institutions are failing because they are controlled by corrupt
and nefarious actors who are indifferent or hostile to the inter-
ests of regular citizens.

Just as polarized constituents may reason that attacks on
democracy are justified if they are necessary to keep the hated
opposition out of power, nihilistic constituents may reason
that attacks on democracy are justified given how flawed their
democracy is in the first place. When backsliding leaders go after
the courts, the press, the civil administration, or the electoral
authorities, they can claim that they are not in fact harming a
healthy democracy. Whereas autocratizing leaders’ polarizing
rhetoric carries the implication that the capture of power by
opposing political parties would be catastrophic, their democ-
racy-denigrating rhetoric implies that the state is already corrupt
and incompetent.

As a candidate for Brazil’s presidency in 2018, Jair Bolsonaro

When democracy fails to deliver
positive outcomes for individuals,
they grow more receptive to aspiring
autocrats who denigrate democracy.

claimed that the Workers’ Party “has plunged Brazil into the
most absolute corruption, something never seen anywhere
[else] in the world.”? Trump, similarly, drew a dire picture of
the Democratic Party in 2018: “The Democrats have truly turned
into an angry mob, bent on destroying anything or anyone in

22 AMERICAN EDUCATOR | FALL 2025

their path.... The radical Democrats, they want to raise your
taxes, they want to impose socialism on our incredible nation,
make it Venezuela.... They want to take away your health care....
Destroy your Second Amendment and throw open your bor-
ders to deadly and vicious gangs.... Democrats have become the
party of crime.”?? And in 2023, Mexico’s then-President Lépez
Obrador regularly excoriated institutions, such as the federal
courts, to convince the public that they were not worth saving.
He asserted that Mexico’s courts were “riddled with inefficiency
and corruption,” “taken over by white-collar crime and orga-
nized crime,” and “rotten.” He also attacked the people work-
ing in the judiciary, saying that they were “often influenced by
money and grant protection to criminals” and were “not people
characterized by honesty.”*

What's Next? And What Can Be Done?

Do eroding democracies necessarily end up as dictatorships? That
has not been the case thus far. Some countries have started out
as democracies, undergone a process of erosion, and ended up
as full autocracies. One sign of this decay is that they end up as
countries in which heads of government are not chosen in free
and fair elections. Such was the trajectory of Venezuela. In 1999,
it was certainly a troubled democracy, but a democracy nonethe-
less. A quarter-century later, the president of Venezuela, Nicolés
Maduro, lost the 2024 presidential elections, probably in a land-
slide.* The regime claimed victory, Maduro remained in office,
and his opponents are in prison and in exile.

Turkey is another country that at best teeters on the brink of
full authoritarianism. Russia never became a full democracy but
appeared headed in that direction, only to drift toward what is
now a full dictatorship.

Yet this outcome is by no means inevitable. Backsliding lead-
ers sometimes leave office, opening the way to a restoration of a



better-functioning democracy. One route from power is by losing
an election. In Poland, the conservative party (PiS) held control
of the government beginning in 2015. Over the next eight years,
PiS reduced the independence of the courts and the press and
followed a series of strategies in the would-be autocrats play-
book—but in 2023, PiS lost its parliamentary majority and hence
its hold on power.?® Depending on how far backsliding has gone,
and on leaders’ determination to cling to power even when they
lose, backsliding leaders do not always respect the outcomes of
elections. Trump tried to flout the outcome of the 2020 presiden-
tial election in the United States, and Bolsonaro did the same in
the 2022 election in Brazil. In both cases, the courts remained
sufficiently independent and respectful of the rule of law to stand
up against these attempts.

Other backsliders have been forced out by their own politi-
cal parties. This is what happened to the South African leader
Jacob Zuma in 2018. His political party, the African National
Council, forced him to resign.”® Something similar happened
in the United Kingdom in 2022. Prime Minister Boris Johnson
had not taken his country fully down the path toward erosion.
But he had sidelined the Parliament, reduced the right to pro-
test, threatened unfriendly news outlets, and undermined the
integrity of elections in the public’s eye. His Conservative Party
forced him to resign.*”

Though these paths to ousting backsliding leaders appear
distinct, they both boil down to these leaders losing popular
support. Trump in 2020, Bolsonaro in 2022, and PiS in 2023 all
commanded insufficient electoral support to stay in office. Zuma
in 2018 and Johnson in 2022 were forced out by their parties
because they were viewed as likely to lead their parties to defeat
should they stay in office.

A critical question, then, is what leads the public to withdraw
support from backsliding leaders? We saw that institutional
nihilism and polarization—and behind these two factors,
income inequality—shore up backsliders’ public support. Do
they leave power only when confidence in institutions increases,
partisan polarization ebbs, and wealth becomes more equal?

Since such progress would presumably take hold only over
long periods of time, it is fortunate that the answer to the ques-
tion is no. Sometimes the public turns against presidents, prime
ministers, and their governments in reaction to their attacks on
democracy. The arbitrary exercise of power can put voters off,
especially when times are hard. In the United Kingdom, voters,
including Conservative Party voters, suffered greatly during the
COVID-19 pandemic. When they became aware that their prime
minister and people around him flouted the restrictions that
they imposed on their constituents, the hypocrisy combined
with the hard times led to a caving of support for the government.

Indeed, though studies of backsliding governments have
emphasized polarization and loss of confidence in institutions,
backsliding leaders are often evaluated on the standard metrics
of performance, especially economic performance. Trump was
hurt in his 2020 reelection bid by the pandemic and the eco-
nomic travails that it brought in its wake. In turn, he was aided
in his 2024 reelection by voter frustration with inflation and the
high cost of living.

Still, social scientists have learned a great deal about how
to de-polarize people and increase their confidence in demo-

cratic institutions. On the former, a polarized public views
political identities as correlated with most other aspects of
their lives. The hated “other side” likes different food, wears
different clothing, has a different sense of humor, etc. In fact,
research shows that polarized individuals have exaggerated
views of how far apart they are from opposing partisans even on
matters of public policy. Exposing people to those with oppos-
ing party identities has been shown to reduce their levels of
mutual animosity.*

Improving income and wealth
distribution turns out to be an
investment in a resilient democracy.

Exposure to accurate information can also boost people’s
confidence in democracy and its institutions. An experiment
that showed people videos of protesters suffering postelection
repression in authoritarian or backsliding countries made them
more favorable toward measures that would strengthen democ-
racy, even measures that were not closely related to freedoms of
speech, assembly, or protest.*

We have also learned that backsliding leaders’ disparag-
ing statements about institutions can be neutralized by more
accurate, positive statements. For instance, in one study, the
researchers first exposed Mexican respondents to their presi-
dent’s caricatured account of the country’s national election
administration body, in which he claimed that it was utterly
corrupt and sponsored mass voter fraud. They then exposed
some respondents to a corrective statement that rightly noted
the high international reputation of that body and its role in
helping Mexico transition into democratic governance at the
beginning of the 21st century. The rebuttal improved people’s
views of the election body, even those who were supporters of
the backsliding leader’s political party.*

Of course, in addition to positive messages and the cor-
rection of misinformation, there is a longer-term need for
structural reforms. When institutions work badly, it is easier
for leaders to claim that not much is lost when they tear them
apart. And our research shows that, whatever the moral and
economic arguments for more equal distributions of income
and wealth, there is a powerful political argument. Improving
income and wealth distribution turns out to be an investment
in a resilient democracy.

For the endnotes, see aft.org/ae/fall2025/rau_stokes.
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