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Abstract

In the last few years street demonstrations broke out in Brazil as well as in other Latin American
countries to protest against major corruption scandals. Various scholars studying the case of Brazil
have argued that the economic recession was one of the conditions triggering public’s reaction against
corruption scandals (MELO, 2016; HAGOPIAN, 2016), as public opinion might tolerate corruption
during times of economic boom — when government social programs can be expanded — but they are
less likely to accept it during times of economic recession (BALAN, 2014). This article uses data from
the LAPOP surveys 2010 to show that there is a systematic link between corruption — perception and
victimization — and participation in protests, even in times of economic growth. Two possible
mechanisms are discussed. Results suggest that the link between corruption and protests is not
conditional to the economic cycle.
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Resumo

Nos tltimos anos, manifestaces de rua ocorreram no Brasil e em outros paises latino-americanos para
protestar contra os grandes escAndalos de corrupcio. Vidrios pesquisadores que estudam o caso do
Brasil argumentaram que a recessdo econdémica foi uma das condicoes que desencadearam a reacio do
publico contra os escAndalos de corrup¢ao (MELO, 2016; HAGOPIAN, 2016), considerando que a
opinido publica pode tolerar a corrup¢io em tempos de boom econdmico — quando os programas
sociais do governo podem ser expandidos — mas sio menos propensos a aceitd-la em tempos de
recessio econdmica (BALAN, 2014). Este artigo utiliza dados da pesquisa LAPOP 2010 para mostrar
que existe uma relagdo sistemdtica entre corrupgio — percep¢io e vitimiza¢io — e participagio em
protestos, mesmo em tempos de crescimento econdmico, no qual sio discutidos dois possiveis
mecanismos. Os resultados sugerem que o vinculo entre corrupcio e participagio em protestos nao
estd condicionado pelo ciclo econémico.
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Introduction 1

During the last few years massive demonstrations broke out in Brazil, as well
as in other Latin American countries, protesting against government corruption.
Various scholars have argued that during times of economic recession, public opinion
tends to be less tolerant with government corruption, which would explain recent
massive demonstrations (MELO, 2016; HAGOPIAN, 2016). In contrast, during
times of economic boom governments would have additional tools — such as
government social programs — to mitigate the effect of corruption scandals on public
opinion (BALAN, 2014).

This paper uses data from 2010 — a time when the region’s average economic
growth was 6,0 % annually’ — to assess whether there is a link between corruption
and citizen likelihood to participate in demonstrations. I show that when levels of
corruption are high, citizens tend to participate more in protests. I use three
alternative measures to assess this argument. First, I run a cross-national analysis with
all Latin American countries to assess whether there is a systematic association
between corruption perceptions and participation in protests at the country level.
Second, I run a logistic model to assess whether at the individual level corruption
victimization increases the odds to participate in protests. Third, I assess whether at
the individual level, perception that the government is not doing enough to fight
corruption increases the odds of participating in protests. In all cases I find a
systematic association between corruption perception, victimization, and odds of
participating in protests.

I discuss two alternative mechanisms to explain this finding. First, citizens
could engage in protests where the main focus is government corruption (direct link).
Second, citizens could perceive that when government corruption is high,
participation in protests is necessary to achieve any policy goal (indirect link). That is,
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Political Science Association Annual Meeting 2012; I am grateful to participants for helpful
comments. [ also thank the Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) and its major supporters
(the United States Agency for International Development, the United Nations Development Program,
the Inter-American Development Bank, and Vanderbilt University) for making the data available. 1
am also grateful to three anonymous reviewers for very helpful comments and suggestions. All errors
are my responsibility.

2 See IMF (2013).
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citizens could be more likely to channel their demands (of any kind) through protests
when they have less trust in the government, given the high perceived levels of
corruption.

The findings suggest that civil society has a strong role in controlling
government corruption through protests, even during times of economic boom. Both
victimization and perceptions of corruption increase societal participation in protests.
In the next section, I discuss the concept of accountability and the role of vertical and
horizontal accountability in government, and discuss political participation in the
broader political context of Latin America in the last two decades. In the third
section, I discuss prior research on the determinants of citizen participation in
protests. In the fourth section, I use quantitative analysis to test the relationship
between corruption and citizen participation in protests. In the fifth section, I discuss
two possible mechanisms explaining the link between corruption and participation in
protests. In the concluding section I discuss the findings and their implications.

The mechanisms of accountability and the role of citizen
participation in protests

The concept of accountability refers to institutionalized mechanisms of
oversight to control public officials and prevent them from committing wrongdoings.
According to Scott Mainwaring accountability is “a formalized relationship of
oversight and/or sanctions of public officials by other actors” (MAINWARING,
2003, p. 7). Accountability demands the existence of actors capable of exercising
oversight on public officials, the obligation of these officials to respond to the
demands, and the possibility of imposing sanctions when they are responsible of
unlawful acts. The actors demanding accountability might be government officials
themselves — such as congressmen, judges, officials in oversight agencies —, or actors
within the civil society such as citizens — through their vote —, journalists, and non
government organizations.

Scholars have distinguished between two mechanisms of accountability:
horizontal and vertical accountability. The first one refers to oversight of the
executive power by the legislature and Judiciary and by other independent states
agencies®. These state agencies should be “legally empowered — and factually willing
and able — to take actions ranging from routine oversight to criminal sanctions or

% Examples of independent state agencies in charge of controlling the executive are accounting state
offices, ombudsman, contralorias, and fiscalias (O’DONNELL, 1998).
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impeachment in relation to possibly unlawful actions or omissions by other agents or
agencies of the state” (O’DONNELL, 1998, p. 5). The second mechanism, vertical
accountability, refers to the oversight that voters exercise over the executive through
regular elections, and citizens’ expression of social demands through popular
mobilizations. In sum, while horizontal accountability refers to intra-state
mechanisms of oversight of public officials, vertical accountability refers to state-
society mechanisms of oversight of these officials (O’ DONNELL, 1998).

In the literature on accountability several authors consider that regular and
open elections, the most important mechanisms of vertical accountability, cannot
guarantee effective controls on the executive (MANIN, PRZEWORSKI and
STOKES, 1999; O’'DONNELL, 1998). As Manin, Przeworski and Stokes (1999)
argue, voters have only one instrument (the vote) to reward or punish multiple
actions by the government; thus, when government wrongdoings are coupled with
other more important and effective policies voters cannot point out with their vote
that they support the latter but not the former. Similarly, O’Donnell (1998) argues
that elections cannot secure strong mechanisms of accountability when there are high
levels of party and voter volatility, political parties are weak, and elected candidates
do not follow the platforms supported during their campaigns. In fact, corrupt
politicians might be tempted to use illegal campaign funding in order to enhance
their electoral chances (SPECK, 2012).

Smulovitz and Peruzzotti (2000 and 2003) and Peruzzotti (2009) argue that
civil society can exert pressure on governments through other non electoral
mechanisms, such as participating in protests, attending meetings, participating in
interests groups, social movements, etc. These are the societal mechanisms of
accountability. Societal accountability refers to the work of non-government
organizations, journalists, and social mobilizations in demanding accountability to
abusive governments. Citizen participation outside the electoral mechanisms is
crucial to overcome the problem of “one instrument/multiple targets” as citizens can
multiply the channels of communication with their government. Hence, according to
these authors, protests should be considered an alternative mechanism to strengthen
representation.

During the last decade, new collective actors expanded across the world,
criticizing neo-liberal policies while promoting a new, more participatory conception
of democracy (DELLA PORTA, 2013; DELLA PORTA and MATTONI, 2015;
DELLA PORTA, 2015). These new actors included the Occupy Wall Street

movement, the Spanish Indignados, and anti-globalization groups. In Latin America,
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these participatory practices were often promoted by left leaning governments. This
was the case of the well known cases of participatory budget in Porto Alegre and Belo
Horizonte (AVRITZER, 2002; GOLDFRANK, 2001), state promoted local
community councils in Venezuela (MCCARTHY, 2012), the possibility to call recall
elections to remove public officials in Venezuela and Bolivia, and other forms of state
promoted participation (CAMERON, HERSHBERG and SHARPE, 2012).
However, the expansion of the role of civil society in Latin America was not
only a result of participatory practices inspired by left-leaning governments. For
instance, in the case of Brazil, Avritzer (2012) argues that in the post-dictatorship
period there is a civil society with relatively higher levels of autonomy with respect to
the state. That is, civil society associations (including voluntary religious associations
and left leaning social movements among others) now have a relation of
interdependence with the state, in stark contrast with the populist period, when civil
society organizations where more dependent of state initiatives (AVRITZER, 2012).
This increased autonomy has allowed a more critical role of those associations with

respect to the state, which facilitates societal accountability.

Understanding citizen participation in protests
The literature on the determinants of citizen participation in general, and

participation in protests in particular, has mostly focused on socio-economic variables
that contribute to higher or lower levels of participation. At the same time, most of
the studies have focused on the developed world, specially in the United States.
Brady, Verba and Schlozman (1995) argue that resources as time, money and civic
skills are good predictors of political participation, considering a wide range of
activities: voting, contacting public officials, giving campaign money, participating in
informal associations to solve community problems, being board member or
attending community meetings, participating in protests. Accordingly, higher levels
of education and income are associated with higher levels of participation (BRADY,
VERBA and SCHLOZMAN, 1995).

Other studies focusing on political participation in the developing world have
found less conclusive results on the relationship between income and participation.
Bratton (2008) in a sample of fifteen African countries finds that poorer citizens were
more likely to vote, more likely to attend a community meeting but less likely to
attend a protest demonstration. Using an original survey for four Latin American
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