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Abstract
Through a conceptual and comparative analysis of 14 presidential interruptions in Latin America between 
1980 and 2010, this article seeks to improve the current conceptualization of executive instability in 
presidential regimes and provide contingent answers to three debates: 1) ‘Do political institutions or 
pressure from below constitute the greater peril to presidential survival?’; 2) ‘Do presidential interruptions 
constitute a solution to an ongoing crisis, or further deepen the crisis?’; and 3) ‘Are presidential interruptions 
good or bad for democracy?’ The article argues that these questions have not been answered satisfactorily 
because the literature has assumed unit homogeneity, that is, that all interruptions are equal in terms of 
antecedents and aftermath, when in fact the cases of interruption demonstrate heterogeneity on these issues. 
This heterogeneity can be explained by two variables: the opposition’s primary motivation for challenging 
the president; and the degree of undemocratic behaviour demonstrated by the president and opposition 
during the crisis. Finally, based on these two variables, the article presents a typological map of crises and 
interruptions that helps define the scope conditions of the concept, captures the heterogeneity between the 
cases and seeks to provide a useful tool for future analysis of presidential interruptions.

Keywords
democracy, executive instability, Latin America, presidentialism

Introduction

This article deals with executive instability in democratic presidential regimes, a phenomenon 
called presidential interruptions.1 Despite criticism that presidential regimes cause regime instabil-
ity (Linz, 1994), the fixed terms should provide government stability. Nevertheless, since the start 
of the third wave of democratization, 14 elected presidents in Latin America have been forced to 
leave office prematurely.2 These important and critical events constitute the sample for 
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this analysis. Through a conceptual and comparative analysis, I seek to provide answers to three 
unresolved debates in the literature on executive instability in Latin America: 1) ‘Do institutions or 
pressure from below (‘the streets’) constitute the greater peril to presidential survival?’; 2) ‘Do 
presidential interruptions constitute a solution to an ongoing crisis, or further deepen the crisis?’; 
and 3) ‘Are presidential interruptions good or bad for democracy?’

First, I argue that the literature has yet to come up with any agreement or satisfactory answers 
to these questions because most of the literature assumes that all interruptions are equal and ignores 
the systematic heterogeneity between the cases of interruption. Second, the literature has over-
looked two variables that explain the heterogeneity linked to the three questions above: the opposi-
tion’s primary motivation for challenging the president; and the degree of undemocratic behaviour 
demonstrated by the president and opposition during the crisis. Third, I use these two variables to 
construct a typological map of presidential crises and interruptions. The typology sums up my 
argument, sorts the cases of interruption, delineates the scope of the concept and provides guide-
lines for case selection in the study of executive instability in presidential regimes. Consequently, 
this article not only seeks to resolve the ongoing debates on presidential interruptions, but also 
addresses and improves the conceptualization of the phenomenon itself.

I argue that the primary motivation for the opposition to remove the president can either be 
based on policy or on legal-constitutional issues. In the first case, street pressure tends to be more 
important for removing presidents than institutional pressure, and the interruptions do not solve the 
ongoing crisis, with the result that the social and political turmoil continues after the presidential 
ouster. In the second case, an opposition acting within democratic institutions tends to be the more 
important challenger, the presidential removal tends to solve the ongoing crisis, and the turmoil 
dies out rapidly. The second variable addresses the scope of the concept and the degree to which a 
presidential interruption is good or bad for democracy. The removal of an undemocratic president 
is normally good for democratic development, whereas the removal of a president who has not 
violated constitutional procedures by an undemocratic opposition, on the other hand, contributes to 
democratic erosion.

The article proceeds as follows. First, I introduce the topic of presidential interruption in Latin 
America and discuss the literature and the heterogeneity between the cases of presidential interrup-
tion. Second, I present and discuss the two omitted variables that I argue explain the observed 
heterogeneity between the cases. Third, I structure the analysis around the three questions above, 
and provide contingent answers to these questions. Fourth, I construct a typology of presidential 
crises and interruptions, sort the cases and discuss the potential merits of this typology.

Executive instability in presidential regimes

Quite separate from the debate regarding presidentialism’s merits related to regime stability (see, 
e.g., Cheibub, 2007; Linz, 1994; Shugart and Carey, 1992) is the fact that, barring democratic 
breakdowns, a presidential regime should provide executive stability. Nevertheless, in Latin 
America, many elected presidents have not been able to complete their terms, and during the cur-
rent democratic period that began in 1978, executive instability has been decoupled from regime 
instability. Today, presidents may fall unexpectedly, but democracies tend to survive. In this article, 
I call this new form of executive instability ‘presidential interruption’, which is defined by a pre-
mature, extraordinary and forced exit of an elected president that does not lead to a democratic 
breakdown.3 Among students of presidential interruptions, there are some minor differences in the 
definition of the phenomenon and, consequently, the cases studied, but most authors would agree 
that 14 of the 15 cases listed in Table 1 qualify as interruptions, and that the removal of President 
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Zelaya in Honduras in 2009 is a borderline case between an interruption and a breakdown. In 
the last section, I discuss briefly the Zelaya case in order to analyse the scope of presidential 
interruptions.

Democratic breakdowns and presidential interruptions constitute different phenomena, yet 
several scholars have applied the breakdown literature to the study of presidential interruptions. 
Valenzuela (2004) links presidential interruptions to the perils of presidentialism and institu-
tional deadlocks, and argues that it is a combination of the regime type and the minority status 
of presidents that causes interruptions. Although their emphases vary, a host of other scholars 
agree with Valenzuela that institutions are key to explaining the fall of presidents (Mejía Acosta 
and Polga-Hecimovich, 2010; Morgenstern et al., 2008; Negretto, 2006; Pérez-Liñán, 2007).4 
Against the institutionalist view, others argue that interruptions are triggered by popular mobili-
zation from below, street protests and concentrated periods of social uproar (e.g. Hochstetler, 
2006; Hochstetler and Edwards, 2009; Wolff, 2007; Zamosc, 2007). Hochstetler (2006) notes 
that all interruptions in South America were preceded by major protests on the streets, and that 
every presidential challenge not supported by popular mobilization failed. In fact, taking inspira-
tion from Stepan (1971), she argues that civil society and the streets have taken over the role of 
political moderator (poder moderador) from the military in Latin America. Therefore, she con-
cludes that it is the ‘streets’ and popular mobilization, not presidentialism or its institutions, that 
constitute the greatest peril for presidents. Although institutionalists also recognize the role 
played by the ‘streets’ (e.g. Pérez-Liñán, 2007, 2008), there is still no consensus emerging from 
the debate (see Llanos and Marsteintredet, 2010b).

Less is known about the aftermath of presidential interruptions. The cited literature has dis-
cussed, however, whether interruptions constitute a solution to the crisis, and their implications for 
democracy. Valenzuela (2004) sees presidential interruptions as a problem for democratic develop-
ment, and suggests parliamentarianism as a solution. Others argue that presidential interruptions 
mitigate the perils of presidentialism, since the regimes in question find a peaceful way out of 

Table 1.  Presidential interruptions in Latin America since 1980.

President Country Year

Hernán Siles Zuazo Bolivia 1985
Raúl Alfonsín Argentina 1989
Fernando Collor de Melo Brazil 1992
Carlos Andrés Pérez Venezuela 1993
Jorge Serrano Guatemala 1993
Joaquín Balaguer Dominican Republic 1994/1996
Abdalá Bucaram Ecuador 1997
Raúl Cubas Paraguay 1999
Jamil Mahuad Ecuador 2000
Alberto Fujimori Peru 2000
Fernando de la Rúa Argentina 2001
Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada Bolivia 2003
Lucio Gutiérrez Ecuador 2005
Carlos Mesa Bolivia 2005
Manuel Zelaya Honduras 2009

Note: I include the case of Zelaya to analyse and define the scope of the concept of interruption (see the last section).
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serious political conflicts while avoiding full breakdown (Marsteintredet and Berntzen, 2008; 
Schamis, 2002). Hochstetler and Samuels (2011) adopt a position between the first two views; they 
contend that the predominant tendency is to re-equilibrate the political situation. Finally, other 
scholars suggest that the outcome strengthens congress vis-a-vis the presidency (Pérez-Liñán, 
2005) and increases levels of horizontal and vertical accountability (Marsteintredet, 2008). At least 
implicitly, by invoking the concept of poder moderador, Hochstetler (2006) also hints that social 
movements may hold presidents accountable. The questions remain, however, whether presidential 
interruptions serve to resolve an ongoing political crisis or generate more conflict and instability, 
and whether they strengthen or weaken democracy.

The main reason for the lack of agreement regarding these questions is that the cited literature 
treats all interruptions as equal,5 when in fact the cases display considerable heterogeneity on key 
variables. The assumption of homogeneity leads researchers to expect similar antecedents, after-
maths and consequences in all cases of interruption. This problem is aggravated by the relatively 
few cases of interruptions, which makes analysing average causal effects and consequences more 
difficult. This article, on the other hand, seeks to identify and explain complexity, differences and 
similarities across the cases of presidential interruptions in Latin America.

Presidential interruptions in Latin America: A heterogeneous phenomenon

A cursory review demonstrates the great variation between the cases of presidential interruptions 
in terms of the principal challengers, aftermath of interruptions and implications for the regimes. 
Analysing the challengers, street protests are critical to the explanation of the fall of Presidents de 
la Rúa in Argentina (Wolff, 2007), Bucaram in Ecuador (Luna, 1997) and Sánchez de Lozada in 
Bolivia (Lucero, 2008: 123–127). On the other hand, the fall of Presidents Balaguer in the 
Dominican Republic and Serrano in Guatemala saw little or no street action (Hartlyn, 1998; 
Villagrán de León, 1993). Finally, in the case of Fujimori, the greatest street demonstration against 
the president occurred in late July (La marcha de los cuatro suyos) (Carrión, 2006a: 315), while 
Fujimori fled to Japan as late as November 2000 after having lost the majority in congress.

To investigate whether the interruption is the culmination of an ongoing crisis or only deepens 
the crisis, I compare the degree to which social and political turmoil ends following the presidential 
ouster. Again, there is extensive variation in this respect. In Brazil and Paraguay, the street protests 
and inter-institutional conflict died out with the successful impeachment of Presidents Collor de 
Melo and Cubas, respectively. In Bolivia and Argentina, however, after the presidential interrup-
tions, social and political turmoil continued and haunted the successors to the ousted presidents 
(Arce and Rice, 2009; Corrales, 1997; Malloy and Gamarra, 1988; Wolff, 2007).

In terms of the implications for the regimes in question, the impeachment of President Cubas 
was interpreted as important for the further democratization of Paraguay (Abente-Brun, 1999), 
and Schamis (2002) argues that the military’s absence during the crisis in Argentina in 2001/2002 
was an important step in that country’s consolidation of democracy. Moreover, few would argue 
that the early exits of Presidents Fujimori and Balaguer harmed democratic regime development 
in Peru and the Dominican Republic. On the other hand, the civil–military operation that removed 
President Jamil Mahuad in Ecuador suggests that the implications of presidential interruptions 
vary from case to case. Indirectly, presidential interruptions in the Andes region have also been 
linked to concepts such as the crisis of democratic representation (Mainwaring et al., 2006) and 
democratic erosion (Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán, 2005). I conclude that there is variation 
across cases on this aspect as well. The heterogeneity related to all three questions, however, 
remains unexplained.
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Explaining variation: The opposition’s motivation and degree of 
undemocratic behaviour

Given the variation on key variables, it is no surprise that studies assuming unit homogeneity fail to 
provide satisfactory answers to the debates raised in the literature, and that researchers differ on these 
questions. The main problem is the lack of attention to the heterogeneity and complexity across cases 
of interruption. Therefore, we need different tools to improve the understanding of presidential inter-
ruptions in Latin America. I suggest that the variation across the cases of interruption can be explained 
by analysing two variables: the opposition’s motivation for challenging the president; and the presi-
dent’s and opposition’s degree of undemocratic behaviour during the presidential crises.

The opposition’s motivation for challenging the president (interruptions as a 
reactive sequence)

The battle to remove a president is a struggle for power: the opposition seeks to discredit and 
remove the executive and sometimes also to increase its chances at seizing the presidency. 
Nevertheless, the challenge that topples a president is also a reaction to the chief executive’s prior 
behaviour, and can be understood as a reactive sequence (Mahoney, 2000). Consequently, remov-
ing a president is an extreme form of sanctioning and holding the chief executive accountable for 
actions or inactions, regardless of whether this form of accountability can be labelled as successful 
or not (Schmitter, 2004).

The opposition drives the process of presidential interruptions, and a common factor preceding all 
presidential interruptions is a challenge to the president (Hochstetler, 2006). The opposition’s motiva-
tion for mounting that challenge varies, however, and is linked to the president’s behaviour in office. 
In presidential regimes, the president can usually only be removed by impeachment. The impeach-
ment procedure is normally restricted to a president’s illegal or unconstitutional behaviour. In contrast 
to parliamentary regimes, a president cannot, at least constitutionally, be removed for political rea-
sons, or on the whim of the current majority in congress. Therefore, a natural distinction is whether 
the challengers are motivated by a president’s illegal or unconstitutional behaviour or by the presi-
dent’s policies or political behaviour. If a president’s illegal or unconstitutional behaviour triggers a 
presidential challenge, congress, rather than street protesters, is likely to play an important role in 
deposing the president because the impeachment procedure is the adequate institutional response. 
Since, in these interruptions, the opposition’s demands are confined to removing the president, politi-
cal and societal turmoil will decrease almost immediately after the president is removed.

The reverse is the case when the opposition seeks policy changes first, and demands for presi-
dential removal appear only after some time. A chief executive’s (failed) policies do not warrant 
impeaching the president, and therefore congress is likely to play a minor role during interruptions 
motivated by policy demands. For the same reason, popular and street pressure are likely to play a 
much larger role in these cases. Widespread havoc in the streets is the only factor that could force 
a president to resign, or force congress to act against the incumbent. In these cases, however, 
unseating the president does not satisfy all the demands of the opposition. Therefore, the interrup-
tion is not the final solution to the ongoing crisis, and political and societal turmoil is likely to 
continue after the president’s ouster.

There are severable implications that follow from this distinction: if a president is challenged by 
an opposition motivated by the president’s illegal or unconstitutional behaviour, the most impor-
tant challengers are likely to be institutional since such behaviour qualifies for impeachment, and 
the crisis is likely to die out almost immediately after the presidential interruption because all the 
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demands of the challengers are met by the presidential removal. If opposition to a president is 
motivated by a president’s policies, the most important challengers are likely to be street-based 
since a president cannot be impeached because of political disagreements, and the crisis is likely to 
continue after the presidential interruption since only one of the opposition’s demands is met by 
presidential removal.

Degree of adherence to democratic rules during interruptions (the grey zone of 
executive instability)

A presidential interruption may also vary according to the degree to which the key actors play by 
democratic rules. This variable has two effects: first, it helps define the scope of the concept; and, 
second, it explains how an interruption affects democracy. An interruption is defined as an extraordi-
nary and premature event; therefore, outside the scope of regular democratic elections. The scope 
boundaries, however, are not completely clear between a presidential interruption and a democratic 
breakdown. Both an interruption and a democratic breakdown may result from a coup that topples the 
president, but in the former case, democracy survives or is immediately restored. A Latin American 
example of a coup and interruption is the case of President Mahuad in Ecuador in 2000. Should 
democracy break down, however, the aftermath of the event should be analysed by other concepts 
and theories. A breakdown may be clearly identified by the closure of democratic institutions (e.g. 
Chile 1973), but, in some cases, democratic institutions survive and defining the new regime may be 
difficult (e.g. Honduras 2009). In the latter case, if key international actors such as the United Nations 
(UN), Organisation of American States (OAS), USA and neighbouring states argue that democracy 
has broken down, the case is considered a democratic breakdown and not an interruption. The reason 
is that, regardless of the objective truth of the matter, international condemnation will seriously affect 
the aftermath of the crisis, which will be driven by international pressure for re-democratization.

All changes of government involve risks for the regime in question (no matter how small), and 
between the two extremes of elections and coups, there is a continuum defined by the actors’ vary-
ing degree of adherence to democratic rules: both the opposition and the president may, to a differ-
ent extent, adhere to democratic rules during the crisis. A president may attempt a self-coup when 
the opposition has done little more than obstruct legislation in congress; the opposition may ally 
with the military to overthrow the president even though a president has only failed to combat 
inflation. The effect of an interruption on a regime’s democratic development depends on whether 
it is the president or the opposition who represents the less democratic actor during the crisis. 
Removing an undemocratic president is a necessary step for democratic development, whereas 
allowing a disloyal opposition to remove a president is sufficient for the regime’s democratic 
deterioration.

Differentiating between interruptions based on the actors’ adherence to democratic rules has the 
following implication. If the president is the more undemocratic actor, removing him or her is 
likely to affect democracy positively. If the opposition is the more undemocratic actor and suc-
ceeds in removing the president, the interruption is likely to strengthen a semi-loyal or disloyal 
opposition, and thus harm democratic development.

Sources and coding of the variables

There are two variables to code: 1) the opposition’s primary and principal motivation for challeng-
ing the president; and 2) the actors’ degree of adherence to democratic rules during the process of 
interruption.
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I argue that presidential interruptions and their outcomes should be analysed as reactive 
sequences in which the sequencing of events matters. Following the logic of path dependency 
(Mahoney, 2000), I establish a simplifying rule that codes the opposition’s motivation according 
to the first registered challenge. I do this for two reasons. First, the path-dependency literature 
holds that the order of events matters and that early stages of events are more important than later 
stages (Abbott, 1983; Pierson, 2004); the first event in the chain is the most important because it 
sets in motion a sequence of events. Second, given that some cases are fuzzy, a clear rule focusing 
on the first challenge makes discriminating between cases easier. I focus on the first registered 
challenge against presidents that can be connected to the removal of the president, as reported in 
the Latin American Weekly Report (LAWR, 1980–2009). This makes coding clear, replicable and 
verifiable. I corroborate the coding of LAWR with two additional sources of academic articles 
and books. LAWR reports weekly on political and economic ‘events’ and is therefore suited to 
register events such as congressional and/or ‘street’ challenges to presidents and, in particular, 
their timing (see also Hochstetler, 2006; Negretto, 2006; Pérez-Liñán, 2007). 

I use the same sources to code the second variable: the actors’ degree of adherence to demo-
cratic rules. Here, I actually measure two variables: the president’s and the opposition’s behaviour, 
which in sum taps into the degree of threat to democracy during the interruption (see also Arceneaux 
and Pion-Berlin, 2007).6 I thus distinguish between different levels of undemocratic behaviour by 
each actor during the interruption. I create an ordinal variable of six values that measures the 
actors’ degree of adherence to democratic rules: 0 represents the least undemocratic behaviour (the 
opposition impeaching, the president does not retaliate against the challenge), 5 the maximum 
undemocratic behaviour (coup by the opposition, self-coup by the president). For a detailed list of 
sources, coding rules and placement of cases, see the Appendix.

Explaining variation of presidential interruptions in Latin 
America

I argue that the variation concerning the three issues related to presidential interruptions in Latin 
America can be explained by variation on the two variables discussed above. I now discuss the 
three questions and why the cases of interruption demonstrate such heterogeneity.

Do presidents fall by pressure from below or by institutions?

Table 2 displays whether the challenge was motivated primarily by policy issues or legal-consti-
tutional issues. At the bottom of the table are presidents interrupted after legal-constitutional 
challenges: Presidents Collor de Melo in Brazil,7 Serrano in Guatemala, Cubas in Paraguay, 
Balaguer in Dominican Republic and Fujimori in Peru.8 In these cases, the level of street chal-
lenges was moderate to low. And, if there were street challenges, they were concentrated in time, 
appeared after congress or another institution had challenged the president, or functioned to 
pressure and convince congress to impeach the presidents, such as in the cases of Brazil and 
Paraguay.9

The reason for the relatively minor role of the streets in these latter cases is that the president 
had committed acts that were illegal or unconstitutional and thus was liable for institutional sanc-
tions, such as impeachment. Collor de Melo and Cubas were impeached on charges of theft and 
murder, respectively, and in Guatemala, President Serrano’s self-coup was declared unconstitu-
tional by the Constitutional Court, a declaration that unravelled Serrano’s scheme.10 In Peru, after 
having lost control of Congress, Fujimori feared impeachment over the Vladivideo scandal and 
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fraudulent elections in April 2000; he fled the country before Congress could take action against 
him (Cameron, 2006; McClintock, 2006).

What about the impeachment of Carlos Andrés Pérez? The first challenge to Pérez was a policy 
challenge, and the case follows the pattern predicted by theory: street pressure and challenges were 
at a high level since the great riot in Caracas (the caracazo) against Pérez’s neo liberal turnaround 
in 1989 (López Maya, 2003). President Pérez, however, fell as a result of impeachment in 1993, 
after taking personal advantage of the exchange system RECADI (Oficina del Régimen de Cambios 
Diferenciales) just before his new policies abolished it in 1989. The scandal burst in November of 
1992, but before that, Congress, without a formal cause, unsuccessfully attempted to remove Pérez 
several times as a reaction to the social pressure against him. The RECADI scheme, however, gave 
Congress the constitutional pretext to impeach and remove the president. In this case, then, the 
levels of both street and institutional pressure were high and contributed to Pérez’s downfall.

In contrast to the cases in which the opposition is motivated by legal issues, popular pressure 
is relatively more important when the issue at stake is policy.11 The reason is that failed, or 
unpopular, economic (or other) policies do not constitute constitutional grounds to remove a 
president. This fact also explains why in Ecuador, for instance, congressional elites and former 
Presidents Borja, Hurtado and Febrés Cordero urged people to take to the streets to help them 
oust Presidents Bucaram, Mahuad and Gutiérrez (Hernández et al., 2000; Ospina Peralta, 2005; 
Pachano, 1997, 2005). Lacking a constitutional rationale for presidential removal, popular pres-
sure creates a generalized sentiment of an ungovernable situation that helps put pressure and 
strains on the administration,12 and convinces other institutions, such as congress or a supreme 
court, to act against the president, often after the fact.13

Table 2.  Explaining variation of presidential interruptions.

Presidents Type of challenge Street  
challenge

Institutional  
challenge

Continued turmoil 
after interruption

Hernán Siles Zuazo Policy High Intermediate Yes
Raúl Alfonsín Policy High Low Yes
Carlos Andrés Pérez Policy High High Yes
Abdalá Bucaram Policy High Intermediate Yes
Jamil Mahuad Policy High Low Yes
Fernando de la Rúa Policy High Intermediate Yes
Gonzalo Sánchez  
de Lozada

Policy High Low Yes

Lucio Gutiérrez Policy High Intermediate/high Intermediate
Carlos Mesa Policy High Intermediate Yes
Fernando Collor  
de Melo

Legal-constitutional Intermediate High No

Jorge Serrano Legal-constitutional Low Intermediate/high No
Joaquín Balaguer Legal-constitutional Low Intermediate No
Raúl Cubas Legal-constitutional Intermediate High Yes
Alberto Fujimori Legal-constitutional Low Intermediate No
Manuel Zelaya Legal-constitutional Low High Intermediate

Notes: Type of challenge given by primary challenge. For detailed sources and coding, see the Appendix to this article.
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Do presidential interruptions constitute a solution to the ongoing crisis, or 
further deepen the crisis?

When challengers are motivated by a president’s violations of the law or the constitution, the 
removal of the president satisfies the opposition’s demands. Therefore, social or political turmoil 
ends after the president’s removal. In these cases, the opposition’s battles have been won, the presi-
dent has been held accountable and there are no longer any reasons to continue the fight. Therefore, 
the regime re-equilibrates rapidly (Hochstetler and Samuels, 2011), and the presidential interrup-
tion is indeed a solution to the ongoing crisis. In the aftermath of the cases of Collor de Melo, 
Serrano, Balaguer and Fujimori, there were few major street protests, institutional deadlocks or 
challenges to their successors. The exception to this pattern is the aftermath of the impeachment of 
President Cubas in Paraguay. Here, the turmoil continued, since the government of Cubas’s succes-
sor, President Gonzalez Macchi, was involved in several other cases of corruption (Pérez-Liñán, 
2007: 130–131). None of this turmoil, however, was related to the issues that toppled Cubas, 
namely, the unconstitutional liberation of General Lino Oviedo and the killing of Vice-President 
Argaña. These were resolved with Cubas’s impeachment.

In the remaining cases, the popular pressure that toppled the presidents did not end with their 
removal. The opposition initially enunciated policy demands, and only after some time engaged 
in anti-establishment protests and voiced demands for presidential removals. The removal of the 
president in these cases only satisfied one of the demands of the opposition, and did not end the 
political crisis.14 The policy demands were not immediately satisfied, or easy to satisfy at all. 
Therefore, following presidential interruptions, the opposition remained mobilized on policy 
issues and the level of conflicts continued, leading to more challenges and presidential interrup-
tions in some cases. In contrast to an interruption motivated by a president’s illegal action, inter-
ruptions motivated by policy may be considered part of the processes of social change. The 
successors to the interrupted presidents immediately meet demands for policy changes, and seek 
to resolve the problems that generated the protest. Consequently, these cases of interruption also 
tend to be followed not only by continued turmoil, but also by policy changes, which by them-
selves might cause a continuation of social and institutional pressure against the presidents (see 
Marsteintredet, 2010: 256–261).

In Argentina after Alfonsín’s resignation in June 1989, political street protests, strikes and inter-
institutional conflicts continued at the same level throughout 1990 (Corrales, 1997). Not until 
1991, when hyperinflation, one of the principal causes of the fall of Alfonsín, was brought under 
control, did the level of conflicts on the streets and in congress diminish (Weyland, 2002: 126–
127). In Bolivia after Siles Zuazo’s early exit in 1985, street conflicts and strikes continued at a 
high level, especially in reaction to the neoliberal reform package launched by President Paz 
Estenssorro. They ended only after heavy repression (Conaghan et al., 1990: 24–25). In Venezuela, 
the high level of protest and pressure continued during the presidencies of both successors to 
President Pérez (caretaker Ramón Velásquez and Rafael Caldera) (López Maya and Lander, 2005).

In the interruptions in Ecuador (1997, 2000, 2005), Bolivia (2003, 2005) and Argentina 
(2001), not only did the level of conflict remain at a high level after the presidential interrup-
tions, but also more interruptions and challenges followed.15 In Ecuador, the conflicts surround-
ing the economic policies that toppled Bucaram in 1997 continued after his fall, and the recently 
mobilized indigenous groups maintained the pressure against Mahuad (Zamosc, 2007). In 2000, 
Lucio Gutiérrez allied with the indigenous movement and removed Mahuad, and in the 2002 
elections, Gutiérrez went to the polls in alliance with the indigenous party Pachakutik, promising 
new economic policies. Gutiérrez’s continuation of his toppled predecessor’s policies, several 
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scandals and his attempts to take control of the Supreme Court assured him strong opposition in 
Congress and the streets, and led to his downfall in 2005 (Polga-Hecimovich, 2010). In Bolivia, 
the water wars and the thorny issue of gas exports through Chilean ports (Crabtree, 2005) gener-
ated enough opposition against President Sánchez de Lozada to oust him from the presidency. 
Congressional and street pressure against his successor, President Mesa, was no lower than 
against Sánchez de Lozada. In 2005, Mesa, unable to satisfy the opposition’s political demands, 
fell as well (Buitrago, 2010). In Argentina, the economic crisis led to de la Rúa’s early exit, but 
the piquetero movement continued its pressure from the streets against Duhalde, de la Rúa’s 
successor (Wolff, 2007: 6), and ended the presidency of Duhalde early, in April 2003. In sum, 
the aftermath of these interruptions contrasts starkly with the aftermath of interruptions moti-
vated by legal-constitutional issues.

Are presidential interruptions good or bad for democracy?

The overarching question regarding presidential interruptions in Latin America is whether the 
events strengthen or weaken democratic development.16 Due to the heterogeneity across cases, it 
is difficult to come up with a single answer that covers all cases. In my view, the answer hinges 
upon whether it is the president or the opposition that has demonstrated the most undemocratic 
behaviour prior to the interruption, but also, partly, whether or not there is a valid legal or consti-
tutional ground for removing the president. Also helpful for this analysis is the counterfactual: 
given the president’s and opposition’s behaviour, would presidential survival have been better for 
democracy? Table 3 portrays the degree of undemocratic behaviour demonstrated by the opposi-
tion and the president during the interruptions.

The classification of cases coincides with a similar coding of crises and democratic dilemmas 
in Latin America (see Arceneaux and Pion-Berlin, 2007), a fact that increases the validity of the 
coding. Table 3 shows that there are cases in which one of the main actors has violated core demo-
cratic principles: the opposition in a civil–military coup in Ecuador in 2000 (coded 5); Presidents 
Fujimori and Balaguer through organizing fraudulent elections (coded 4); and President Serrano 
for organizing a self-coup (coded 5). The combined scores of both actors in the case of Zelaya 
demonstrates the highest level of undemocratic behaviour.17 At the other end of the scale, we find 
the impeachment of Collor de Melo, which involved a thieving president and a moderate opposi-
tion that impeached the president. Between these cases, we find a host of cases that score moder-
ately (1–3) on the scale of undemocratic behaviour. This is not surprising: presidential interruptions 
occur somewhere in the grey zone between regular democratic elections and fully fledged demo-
cratic breakdowns.

In the extreme cases of presidents violating core democratic principles, we find presidents 
who illegally attempt to extend their terms as president. In these cases, either the president 
leaves power (the case of Serrano) or democracy ends (the case of Fujimori’s self-coup in 
1992). The removals of Fujimori and Balaguer in Peru and the Dominican Republic were there-
fore regarded as a second transition to democracy (Cameron, 2006; Hartlyn, 1998; McClintock, 
2006), while the removal of President Serrano and Vice-President Espina saved that democracy 
from a breakdown. Although not sufficient, the removal of these presidents was clearly neces-
sary for positive democratic development. Given the fact that these presidents were removed 
due to their undemocratic behaviour, new leaders were given a window of opportunity to make 
necessary democratic reforms, which could affect democratic development positively.18 To 
conclude, in the cases in which the president demonstrates apparently undemocratic behaviour, 
the removal of the president is clearly better for democracy than would be presidential survival. 
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I hold the same conclusion to be valid in the two remaining cases, where the president proved 
to be more undemocratic than the opposition.19

Looking at the cases in which the opposition was the more undemocratic actor, it becomes clear 
why it is so important to distinguish between the president’s and the opposition’s behaviour when 
evaluating the effect a presidential interruption has on democracy. The most extreme case is the 
civil–military coup against President Jamil Mahuad in Ecuador in early 2000. The coup was 
orchestrated by the indigenous movement Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas de Ecuador 
(CONAIE) and a group of mid-level officers in the army. After Mahuad was removed, Lieutenant 
Colonel Lucio Gutiérrez and CONAIE leader Antonio Vargas declared a government of national 
salvation. Only strong international pressure, which made the top military brass condemn the coup, 
saved electoral democracy. An interruption due to undemocratic behaviour on the part of the oppo-
sition demonstrates that a disloyal or semi-loyal opposition is able to disrupt the democratic game, 
act as a veto-player over policies and contend for power through coups. In this case, the removal 
of the president is worse for democracy than the counterfactual, namely, the survival of a demo-
cratically elected president and the failure of a disloyal opposition. Thus, taking into account the 
degree of undemocratic behaviour by the key actors helps sort cases according to the impact that 
interruptions have on democracy.

The remaining cases score on the lower end of the scales of undemocratic behaviour, and in 
these cases, conclusions regarding the effect of interruptions on democracy are less obvious. 
Therefore, for these cases, it is useful to consider the opposition’s motivation for removing a presi-
dent. In presidential democracies, removing a president for policy reasons is more harmful for 
democracy than removing a president for impeachment-qualifying behaviour (e.g. corruption). The 
impeachment of a corrupt president (the case of Collor) should not have any effect on democracy. 

Table 3.  Interruptions and degrees of undemocratic behaviour.

Presidents Opposition’s 
motivation

President’s degree of 
undemocratic behaviour

Opposition’s degree of 
undemocratic behaviour

Hernán Siles Zuazo Policy 0 2
Raúl Alfonsín Policy 0 1
Carlos Andrés Pérez Policy 2 2
Abdalá Bucaram Policy 1 1
Jamil Mahuad Policy 0 5
Fernando de la Rúa Policy 2 2
Gonzalo Sánchez de 
Lozada

Policy 2 1

Lucio Gutiérrez Policy 3 1
Carlos Mesa Policy 0 1
Fernando Collor de Melo Legal-constitutional 0 0
Jorge Serrano Legal-constitutional 5 0
Joaquín Balaguer Legal-constitutional 4 0
Raúl Cubas Legal-constitutional 3 0
Alberto Fujimori Legal-constitutional 4 1
Manuel Zelaya Legal-constitutional 3 5

Notes: Based on a scale from 0 (no undemocratic behaviour) to 5 (maximum undemocratic behaviour). For detailed 
coding and sources, see the Appendix to this article.
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On the other hand, seeking to remove a president between regular elections for policy reasons 
demonstrates that the opposition is semi-loyal towards the democratic rules of the game, and is 
inclined to play outside the rules. This sort of semi-loyalty can clearly be observed in the cases of 
interruption in Argentina, Bolivia and even in the case of Carlos Andrés Pérez before he was 
eventually impeached. When the challenges commenced in these cases, there were no formal 
grounds for removing the president. Except for the case of Pérez in Venezuela, and barring police 
violence, the presidents in question during these crises did not behave in a manner that unequivo-
cally was undemocratic or qualified for impeachment. Even though the opposition does not seek to 
eliminate the democratic system, by using their strength in the streets rather than waiting for elec-
tions to demonstrate strength in the voting booth, the opposition is clearly semi-loyal. The success 
and demonstration of strength of a semi-loyal opposition should, as Linz (1978) argues, be a concern 
for any democracy. Therefore, for these cases, Pérez-Liñán’s (2007: 211) conclusion that ‘there is no 
clear democratic principle to support the argument that protests should trump votes’ is valid.

Towards a typology of presidential interruptions?

O’Donnell (1988: 24) wrote that: ‘The term crisis is too general. Since the social and/or political 
dimensions of a crisis can attain very different levels of intensity, it is useful to distinguish among 
several kinds of crises.’ Presidential interruptions are the result of different types of crises, which 
generate different types of interruption.

However, given the variation between the cases, one might ask whether presidential interruption 
is an analytically useful concept. I believe the answer is ‘yes’, for two reasons. First, all the cases 
fit the definition of the concept and do not fit the definition of neighbouring phenomena, such as 
breakdown or regular governmental turnover via elections, and, thus, cannot be analysed by theo-
ries explaining these other phenomena. There is therefore a need for theories and concepts that 
analyse the cases in between. Second, instead of discarding the concept, which is now widely used, 
I suggest that it is preferable to systematize the variation between cases by constructing a typology 
of presidential crises and interruptions.

The overarching concept of interest here is the phenomenon of executive instability in presiden-
tial regimes, that is, presidential interruption. By generating different types of interruptions, the 
typology sums up, systematizes, maps and explains the analytically interesting variation described 
above. The typology has two additional advantages: it helps researchers select comparable nega-
tive cases for further comparison and case studies; and it situates the concept of interruptions, 
distinguishing it from presidential removals through regular elections on the one extreme and from 
democratic breakdowns on the other.

With some adjustments for within-type variation and fuzzy cases, Figure 1 maps presidential 
interruptions in Latin America according to the two variables presented above. The vertical axis in 
Figure 1 measures the opposition’s motivation for removing presidents, which ranges from exclu-
sively legal or constitutional issues (bottom) to exclusively policy issues (top). It is converted from 
a dichotomous measure (see Table 2) to a fuzzy scale.20 Towards the middle, we find the more 
fuzzy cases in which the opposition mobilized on both legal and policy issues. The horizontal axis 
measures the extent to which the interruption threatened democratic survival, and also defines the 
scope of the concept. The variable is coded as the maximum value of the scores of the president’s 
and opposition’s degree of undemocratic behaviour, as reported in Table 3.21 Allowing for fuzzy-
scale variables, the figure pictures the perceived within-type variation and degree of fuzzy mem-
bership, instead of just generating a 2x2 table, which is the common strategy for multidimensional 
typologies (Collier et al., 2008). The dotted, vertical line on the right denotes the often blurry scope 
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boundaries of the concept towards coups and democratic breakdowns. Marked by the dashed hori-
zontal and vertical lines, the figure generates four types of crises and interruptions based on the 
cases’ score on these variables.

The types of interruptions in the figure are here labelled as crises rather than interruptions to 
underscore the point that the typology can be used for negative case selection, that is, crises or 
challenges that did not end in presidential interruptions. In an interruption resulting from a legal 
crisis, the threat to democracy is quite low and the president is removed due to a violation of the 
law or the constitution. This is the kind of interruption that one could expect in a presidential 
regime. The remaining types of interruption are the ones that constitute the South or Latin American 
anomaly (Hochstetler and Edwards, 2009), and, I believe, are only possible in less institutionalized 
presidential democracies. Interruptions stemming from a constitutional crisis are cases in which 
there are legal-constitutional grounds for challenging the presidents, and the threat to democracy is 
considered quite high. In other words, democratic survival is at stake. In Latin America, the presi-
dent has constituted the most undemocratic actor in interruptions resulting from this type of crisis; 
the opposite pattern is unobserved, but not impossible.22 Interruptions resulting from a policy crisis 

Figure 1. A typological map of crises and presidential interruptions in Latin America.
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are the most numerous type in Latin America, and describe cases that indeed show parliamentary 
features, not because of the procedures by which the president is removed (Marsteintredet and 
Berntzen, 2008), but because the president was removed on account of failed or unpopular policies. 
Finally, an interruption may result from a combined constitutional and policy crisis, which involves 
the government and its policies, and endangers democratic survival. Due to the policy nature of the 
latter two types of crisis and interruption, these might be seen as part of more general political 
development and social change. The suggested typology thus captures the heterogeneity of the 
cases of interruption in Latin America, re-establishes unit homogeneity within each type, helps 
organize and analyse the data, and enhances our understanding of both the similarities and differ-
ences between cases of executive instability in presidential regimes.

The typology also addresses the scope of the concept. The case of the civil–military coup against 
President Zelaya in Honduras in 2009 merits further discussion. Is it a case of interruption or demo-
cratic breakdown? As in Ecuador in 2000, the democratic institutions were not closed down; in 
addition, all relevant elites and institutions inside Honduras argued that Zelaya had been removed 
in a constitutional manner. The case, however, falls outside the scope of presidential interruptions 
because the OAS, USA and most Latin American nations argued that what went down in Honduras 
was a coup. The international interpretation of the case as a coup and breakdown considerably 
affected the aftermath, and the case can no longer be explained by theories of interruption.

Finally, the suggested typology helps address a problematic topic in the study of presidential 
interruptions: the selection of negative cases (Mahoney and Goertz, 2004). A presidential inter-
ruption is a rare event of medium-N size. Identifying negative cases is difficult, and strategies 
have varied from large-N approaches with panel data using country-years of presidential sur-
vival as negative cases, or a somewhat more qualitative approach using challenges as negative 
cases (Hochstetler, 2006; Pérez-Liñán, 2007: 200). The suggested typology, however, addresses 
this issue and guides researchers in selecting negative cases (e.g. crises, challenges) that may fall 
within the same type as an actual interruption (most similar cases), or in the opposite corner on 
the diagonal (most different cases). One could also focus on only one of the dimensions and 
compare positive and negative cases of interruptions that constituted high threats to the regime. 
The typology can also be used together with other techniques for case selection (Gerring, 2007: 
86–150), and, as such, could be helpful in framing arguments and research questions in future 
studies of executive instability in presidential regimes.

Concluding remarks

This conceptual and comparative analysis has sought to improve the conceptualization of executive 
instability in presidential regimes and explain the variation and heterogeneity among the cases of 
presidential interruptions in Latin America. The literature has treated all interruptions as being 
equal, and differences between cases of presidential interruptions have been neglected. The result 
has been a lack of satisfactory answers to the debates concerning whether institutions or the streets 
are the greater peril to executive stability; why some presidential interruptions constitute the end of 
a political crisis, while other interruptions only constitute a chapter of a lengthy process of political 
and social unrest; and what potential effect an interruption may have on democracy. I answered 
these questions through an analysis centred around two variables: the opposition’s motivation for 
challenging the president; and the actors’ degree of undemocratic behaviour during these crises. 
These variables explain the observed heterogeneity and provide contingent answers to these ques-
tions. Therefore, this analysis contributes to the debates regarding executive instability in Latin 
America and helps shed light on questions that find few satisfactory answers in analyses that assume 
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that all interruptions are identical. The two variables also formed the basis for a typology of crises 
and interruptions that captures and maps the heterogeneity of the cases of interruption, helps delimit 
the scope of the concept, guides researchers in the selection of negative and positive cases of inter-
ruption, and provides a useful tool for comparing cases of executive instability in presidential 
regimes. The typology points to four types of crises and interruptions, which generate unit homoge-
neity within each type. Therefore, this article not only provides new answers to the current debates 
in the literature, it also improves the conceptualization of presidential interruptions. Finally, my 
analysis should, hopefully, serve as a warning against oversimplifying these highly complex events.
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Notes

  1.	 The phenomenon is also called presidential breakdown (Llanos and Marsteintredet, 2010a), presidential 
fall (Hochstetler, 2006), failed presidency (Hochstetler and Edwards, 2009) and interrupted presidency 
(Kim and Bahry, 2008).

  2.	 In the same period, there is only one case outside Latin America in pure presidential regimes: the 
impeachment of President Estrada in the Philippines in 2001 (Fukuyama et al., 2005).

  3.	 To avoid confusing presidential interruptions with democratic transitions, I deal only with interruptions in 
relatively democratic regimes coded as either semi-democratic or democratic in the MBP (Mainwaring, 
Brinks, Pérez-Liñán) data set (Mainwaring et al., 2001).

  4.	 Analysing a subset of five cases, Pérez-Liñán also studies how scandals affect presidential survival. 
Scandals receive different degrees of support as a cause of interruptions when analysed in larger samples 
(Hochstetler and Edwards, 2009; Kim and Bahry, 2008; Morgenstern et al., 2008).

  5.	 The exceptions are Carey (2005) and Marsteintredet and Berntzen (2008), who distinguish between dif-
ferent interruptions based on procedural criteria. Kim and Bahry (2008) also note that the interruptions 
display some differences, but treat all as being equal in their statistical analysis.

  6.	 Arceneaux and Pion-Berlin code the level of democratic dilemma generated by the crisis to explain the 
level of OAS involvement. I focus here on the level of undemocratic behaviour by each actor.

  7.	 It may be argued that Collor was challenged on policy issues: yearly inflation varied between 400% and 
2700% in the period 1990–1992, which clearly inflated the popular reactions to the exposé of the Collorgate 
scandal. Nevertheless, the first challenge to Collor did not materialize until after the exposé of the Collorgate 
scandal and was linked to this scandal, and is thus best understood as a legal-constitutional challenge.

  8.	 The case of Zelaya was clearly a legal-constitutional matter since the opposition mobilized and chal-
lenged the president on what it perceived as unconstitutional behaviour in relation to the organization of 
a referendum.

  9.	 In Paraguay, the street challenges appeared as an instant reaction to the murder of Vice-President Argaña, 
but Congress and the Supreme Court had at that time already worked on several impeachment attempts 
against Cubas. In Brazil, the inquiring commission into the Collorgate scandal was already working 
when the first street challenge appeared.
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10.	 Congress also passed a motion stating that the president had abandoned his post, and later summarily 
impeached both President Serrano and Vice-President Espina.

11.	 A pattern of generalized popular protests with political demands in addition to demands for presidential 
removals can be found in the two cases of interruptions in Argentina, the three cases in Ecuador, the 
three cases in Bolivia and in the case of Pérez’s impeachment in Venezuela (Buitrago, 2010; Coppedge, 
1994; Crabtree, 2005; López Maya, 2003; López Maya and Lander, 2005; Schamis, 2002; Wolff, 2007; 
Zamosc, 2007).

12.	 President Alfonsín stated that his decision to resign early was connected to the lootings and social 
upheaval in the last week of May 1989 (Alfonsín, 2004: 140–154).

13.	 Such as in the case of President Mahuad, when Congress declared that the president had abandoned his 
post after he had been removed by a civil–military coup.

14.	 This is obvious in the case of President Pérez in Venezuela, in which the impeachment satisfied the legal-
constitutional demand, and resolved that issue, but not the policy demands.

15.	 I must qualify here the case of Argentina. My definition excludes the early exit of President Duhalde 
in 2003 as a presidential interruption since he was not popularly elected. However, Duhalde also left 
the presidency early by way of an early election that he was forced to organize due to popular pres-
sure against his presidency. Whether or not the case qualifies as an interruption is not important for the 
argument. The case, however, demonstrates that the level of conflict did not recede after the ouster of 
President de la Rúa.

16.	 The most nuanced contribution in this debate so far is Pérez-Liñán’s (2007: 203–213) discussion, which, 
nevertheless, also suffers from the fact that he treats all interruptions as being equal in terms of their 
antecedents, consequences and effect on democratic development.

17.	 If I were to hold the opposition’s accusation against Zelaya to be true, the president’s score of undem-
ocratic behaviour would also be 5 for an attempted self-coup. Rumours circulated that the president 
was planning this at several junctures during 2009, but I have seen no evidence to substantiate these 
claims.

18.	 In Guatemala, the Dominican Republic and Peru, the presidential interruptions were followed up by 
targeted constitutional reforms that aimed to further democratize the country, and to prevent any future 
democratic erosion (see Marsteintredet, 2010: 250–251).

19.	 These cases are the impeachment of President Cubas after he was held responsible for the murder of 
Vice-President Argaña, and the removal of President Lucio Gutiérrez. In the latter case, after having 
survived an impeachment attempt, President Gutiérrez raised the democratic stakes of the ongoing 
democratic crisis by removing the Supreme Court judges. Again, the counterfactual is useful: should a 
president be able to continue in office after being held responsible for murder, or after illegally sacking 
the judges of the nation’s Supreme Court? In both cases, presidential survival seems worse than a presi-
dential interruption.

20.	 The scale is a fuzzy scale from 0 to 1 that measures the degree of membership in the category 
of policy-based challenges to the president. The other scale that is not reported, only implicitly 
included in the figure, is the degree of membership in the category of legal-constitutional chal-
lenge to the president. This is the inverse of the policy-based challenges scale, and would be scored 
1 at the bottom, 0 at the top. The placement of the cases is consistent with Table 2, and position-
ing above or below the .5 level is decided by the first registered challenge in LAWR, as described 
above.

21.	 I use the maximum, instead of sum or average, to aggregate the variable’s score since the level of demo-
cratic crisis is defined by the least democratic actor.

22.	 The case of Honduras is illustrative. Had democracy survived, it would have constituted a constitutional 
crisis and interruption with the opposition acting as the most undemocratic actor.
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Appendix: Coding and sources for types of presidential interruptions
Table A1.  Coding and sources of first challenge and motivation for challenging president.

President First challenge Issues Sources

Siles Zuazo Strike (COB) and 
congress

Economic policies, 
hyperinflation

LAWR 84-45, Mayorga 
(1994), Malloy and 
Gamarra (1988)

Raúl Alfonsín Looting in the streets Economy, hyperinflation LAWR 89-22, Llanos 
(2010), Slatopolsky 
Cantis (1995)

Collor de Melo Congress threatens 
impeachment

Campaign financing 
scandal

LAWR 92-25, Cheibub 
Figuereido (2010), 
Weyland (1993)

Carlos Andrés 
Pérez

Street demonstrations, 
cacerolazos

Economy, neoliberal 
reforms and new cabinet, 
then exchange scandal

LAWR 92-12, 92-47, 
Coppedge (1994), 
Lalander (2010)

Jorge Serrano Street demonstrations, 
USA, OAS, CACIF

The president’s self-coup LAWR 93-22, INCEP 
(1993), Villagrán de León 
(1993)

Joaquín Balaguer USA, OAS, PRD 
announced demands for 
resignation/new elections

Electoral fraud LAWR 94-27, Hartlyn 
(1998), Díaz Santana 
(1996)

Abdalá Bucaram Street protests, strikes, 
opposition in Congress

Economy, against 
austerity programme, 
price hikes

LAWR 97-05, Pachano 
(1997), Pérez-Liñán 
(2007)

Raúl Cubas Congressional 
impeachment attempt(s)

Release of General 
Oviedo (later murder 
of VP Argaña)

LAWR 98-33, 99-07, 
Abente-Brun (1999), 
Pérez-Liñán (2007)
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President First challenge Issues Sources

Jamil Mahuad Frente Patriótico 
organized protests

Economy: new tax 
measures (later also 
dollarization of economy)

LAWR 99-45, Hernández 
et al. (2000), Polga 
Hecimovich (2010)

Alberto Fujimori Street demonstration, 
OAS and USA pressure 
for reforms

Rejection of Fujimori’s 
electoral mandate

LAWR 00-30, Carrión 
(2006b), Cooper and 
Legler (2001)

Fernando de la 
Rúa

Street protests, lootings, 
cacerolazos

Economy, IMF, bank 
deposit freeze

LAWR 02-01, Schamis 
(2002), Llanos (2010)

Gonzalo Sánchez 
de Lozada

Peasant protest, 
roadblocks and strikes

Policy: first budget, tax 
shock, then to stop gas 
exports to the USA

LAWR 03-07, 03-38, 
Crabtree (2005), Lucero 
(2008)

Lucio Gutiérrez Demonstrations and 
impeachment attempts

Policy: first economy, IMF 
deal, social policies; then 
political issues: Supreme 
Court removal, return of 
Bucaram

LAWR 04-01, 05-14, 
Ospina Peralta (2005), 
Pachano (2005)

Carlos Mesa Peasant protests, 
roadblocks, autonomist 
protests

Policy: new hydrocarbon 
law

LAWR 05-21, Buitrago 
(2010), Mayorga (2010)

Manuel Zelaya Attorney General: 
treason charges, 
Congress, Supreme 
Court and military

Holding of referendum 
on desirability of 
constitutional reform

LAWR 09-13, 09-
26, Llanos and 
Marsteintredet (2010c), 
Ruhl (2010)

Notes: OAS: Organisation of American States; CACIF: Comité Coordinador de Asociaciones Agrícolas, Comerciales, 
Industriales y Financieras; PRD: Partido Revolucionario Dominicano; COB: Central Obrero Boliviano; IMF: International 
Monetary Fund. I refer to LAWR as year-issue, for example, 09-13.

Table A1.  (Continued)

Table A2.  Coding of the level of threat to democracy.

President President’s behaviour Opposition’s behaviour MAX value ‘Threat to 
democracy’

Siles Zuazo 0 (Peaceful resignation) 2 (Kidnapping of 
president)

2

Raúl Alfonsín 0 (Peaceful resignation) 1 (Street protests) 1
Collor de Melo 0 (Corruption) 0 (Impeachment) 0
Carlos Andrés Pérez 1 (Corruption, violent 

handling of protests)
2 (Street protests, first 
dubious congressional 
manoeuvre, then 
impeachment)

2

Jorge Serrano 5 (Self-coup) 0 (Impeachment) 5
Joaquín Balaguer 4 (Electoral fraud) 0 (Diplomacy, 

negotiations)
4

Abdalá Bucaram 1 (Refusing to be 
removed)

1 (Street protests) 1

(Continued)

 at International Political Science Association on April 4, 2014ips.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ips.sagepub.com/
http://ips.sagepub.com/


194	 International Political Science Review 35(2)

President President’s behaviour Opposition’s behaviour MAX value ‘Threat to 
democracy’

Raúl Cubas 3 (Killing of Vice-
President)

0 (Impeachment) 3

Jamil Mahuad 0 (Peaceful resignation) 5 (Civil–military coup) 5
Alberto Fujimori 4 (Electoral fraud) 1 (Street protests) 4
Fernando de la Rúa 1 (Police violence) 1 (Street protests) 1
Gonzalo Sánchez de 
Lozada

1 (Police violence) 1 (Street protests) 1

Lucio Gutiérrez 3 (Closing of Supreme 
Court)

1 (Street protests) 3

Carlos Mesa 0 (Peaceful resignation) 1 (Street protests) 1
Manuel Zelaya 3 (Illegal referendum) 5 (Civil–military coup) 5

Sources: See Table A1.
Notes: Based on a scale from 0 (no undemocratic behaviour) to 5 (maximum undemocratic behaviour). Coding rules: 
0: Opposition – Demonstrations, Impeachment attempt; President – No retaliation, peaceful resignation; 1: Opposition 
– Continued street demonstrations, dubious congressional manoeuvre; President – Non-violent sabotaging of protests, 
for example, jailing opposition; 2: Opposition – Illegal behaviour/violent protests/threats of use of violence against presi-
dent; President – Illegal behaviour/violent handling of protests/threats of use of violence against opposition leaders. 3: 
Opposition – Violence against government; President – Violent, targeted attacks, or unconstitutional attack on  
opposition/key actors/institutions; 4: Opposition – Boycotts democratic game, for example, elections, aims to  
delegitimize president sufficiently to have him ousted; President – Electoral fraud; 5: Opposition – Civil–military coup: 
President – Self-coup.

Table A2.  (Continued)
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