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In ‘Property Threats and the Politics of Anti-Statism’, Ondetti (2021) examines 

the variations in taxation across Latin America, especially regarding total tax burden and 

state size. Adopting an actor-based approach, the author emphasizes the role of threats to 

property rights as the leading cause for lower tax burdens. Ondetti (2021) argues that 

attempts at expropriation triggered backlash reactions, leading to path-dependent anti-

state coalitions aimed at preventing further expropriation and higher taxation. The book 

contrasts the experiences of Chile and Mexico – where such threats gave rise to strong 

anti-statist movements – with Brazil and Argentina, where private property was never 

under real threat.  

In Chapter 01, Ondetti (2021) engages with economic, institutional, and actor-

centered explanations for state size, ultimately asserting that only an actor-centered 

approach can adequately account for the differences observed in the region. He further 

contends that the classic class struggle opposition, such as adopted by Korpi (2006), is 

insufficient to explain the variations in outcomes in Latin America. Instead, he posits that 

the opposition between statist and anti-statist positions offers a more effective 

explanatory framework. This shift within more conventional actor-centric approaches, he 

argues, provides a better understanding of the variation in tax burdens among Latin 

American countries. 
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In Chapter 02, the book provides an overview of the debate and develops its core 

argument, asserting that significant threats to private property trigger a backlash that 

gives rise to fiercely anti-statist counter-movements. These strong and well-organized 

anti-statist groups lead to limited taxation and labor demobilization. Conversely, in 

contexts where private property faces no substantial threats, anti -statist blocs 

remain weaker, allowing for a closer relationship between the state and business.  

Chapter 03 analyzes the case of Chile, where tax burdens began to rise 

significantly after World War II, reaching over 27% of GDP in the 1970s. This increase was 

driven by strong labor unions aligned with leftist parties, which pushed for expanded 

social policy spending. Despite the sharp expansion of the public sector, there was little 

opposition from the elites, largely because there were no significant threats to property 

rights, Ondetti (2021) argues. The reactive organization of strong anti-state movements 

only began with the electoral victory of Unidad Popular (UP) and the resulting presidency 

of Allende (1971-1973). Narrowly winning the election but bolstered by substantial 

popular pressure, Allende implemented radical policy changes and, with workers taking 

over industries, began to expropriate private factories. As a result, elites organized like 

never before, fighting for their survival as a class.  

Business organizations united under a so-called ‘new right’, led mostly by the 

‘Movimiento Gremial’, a student-based movement that originated at the Catholic 

University, and the ‘Chicago Boys’, a network of economists trained in the United States 

and committed to free-market ideology. The now cohesively organized elites began to plot 

a coup that took place in 1973, leading to a military government that would implement 

drastic reforms, significantly reducing taxation and spending. Here, Ondetti fails (2021) 

to explain the means through which Chilean elites secured the support of the military to 

carry out the coup. The Cold war, along with the United States’ concern over the influence 

of the Cuban, have been identified as crucial factors in this context (BUITRAGO, 2003).  

Most notably by dismantling public pensions and cutting corporate taxes, the 

reforms reduced Chile’s total tax burden from over 30% of GDP before the coup to under 

16% in 1990, when the country began its democratic transition. The return of democracy 

in the 1990s did not lead to an increase in Chile’s tax burden or state size anywhere near 

pre-coup levels. Even under predominantly left-wing governments, the country continues 

to have one of the lowest tax burdens in Latin America. Ondetti argues (2021) that this 
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outcome can only be understood by looking back at the expropriation threats during 

Allende’s administration and the backlash that led to the strong organization of the elites.  

Chapter 04 examines the case of Mexico, focusing on a key episode during the 

Cárdenas administration (1934-1940), when he expropriated and redistributed around 

18 million hectares of land, marking the largest land reform in Latin America to date. 

There were also expropriations in the industrial sector, which, while mostly limited to the 

oil industry, were the largest the region had seen. This radicalism, Ondetti argues (2021), 

rapidly pushed the opposition to organize, securing business support with the potential 

to remove Cárdenas and his party, later known as the ‘Partido Revolucionario 

Institucional’ (PRI), from power. In response, Cárdenas shifted government policy 

towards anti-statism to appease the opposition. This trend continued in subsequent 

presidencies, with the demobilization of unions, the abandonment of land reform, and the 

expulsion of left-leaning advocates from the party. The attempt to regain business support 

through the so-called ‘alliance for profit’ succeeded, allowing the PRI to remain in power 

and establishing a lasting trend that would prevent Mexico from significantly increasing 

taxation for decades. 

Anti-statist groups continued to mobilize public opinion against higher taxation. 

Despite pressures for increased spending and numerous technical reports from foreign 

institutions recommending more taxation, no reforms significantly raised revenues to 

levels closer to the regional average. The consolidation of business organizations with 

anti-statist positions, the alignment of key business sectors with the ruling party, and 

substantial oil revenues allowed Mexico to sustain relatively low taxation for a very long 

period. As in Chile, a threat to private property isolated the elites from the state and 

significantly shaped their attitudes toward it. The organizations that emerged struck back, 

consolidating an anti-statist movement that blocked any substantial expansion of the 

public sector. Not even the return to democracy in the 1990s could bring about change, as 

the long-standing power balance continued to favor anti-statism.  

In contrast to Mexico and Chile, Chapter 05 presents Brazil as a counterfactual 

case, where threats to private property were never significant enough to prompt the solid 

organization of anti-statist actors. As a result, state-led development was the pattern in 

Brazil, even under a right-wing military government. The country’s tax burden steadily 

increased throughout the 20th century, with elites remaining weakly organized and more 

focused on seeking advantages from the state rather than opposing it directly.  
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Going beyond the populist label often associated with both Cárdenas and 

Brazilian president Vargas (1930-1945, 1951-1954), Ondetti argues (2021) that the 

statist/anti-statist divide shaped the paths of both countries. While the Mexican leader 

posed a threat to private property, Vargas did not. Despite expanding state intervention, 

Vargas was firmly anti-communist and actively suppressed worker mobilization. By 

fostering a strong alliance with the industrial sector and providing benefits through state-

led initiatives, Vargas secured support from organized groups such as the Industrial 

Federation of the State of São Paulo (FIESP). The Vargas period solidified elite trust in the 

state, driving sustained and consistent growth in the tax burden for decades.  

Similar to Chile in 1973, Brazil also underwent a military coup in 1964. After the 

resignation of recently elected President Jânio Quadros in 1961, Vice President João 

Goulart (1961–1964) assumed office, pushing for sweeping reforms, including an 

ambitious land redistribution plan. These proposals disrupted and threatened the ‘pact’ 

forged by Vargas between business and the state. Goulart sought to rally popular support 

for his reforms, but faced strong military opposition, which ultimately led to the coup. His 

ambitious reform agenda failed largely due to insufficient political backing. As a result, 

the elites did not perceive the situation as a significant threat to private property and thus 

did not organize strongly to oppose the state, quickly reverting to their fragmented pre-

Goulart form. Unlike the Chilean military regime, which drastically reduced the size of the 

state, Brazil’s military government continued to expand it. By the 1980s, when 

democratization began, Brazil had become one of the most heavily taxed countries in the 

region. 

The already heavy tax burden did not prevent even right-leaning democratic 

governments from continuing to raise taxes, increasing revenues by about 08 percent in 

the first two decades after redemocratization. In the 2000s, the Workers’ Party (PT) came 

to power, which could have posed unprecedented threats to private property. However, 

the more radical proposals historically associated with the party, such as land reform, 

were replaced by policies focused on social spending and minimum wage increases. 

Private property was no longer threatened, and businesses accepted a strong state role 

under the Workers’ Party without significant anti-statist mobilization. The example of 

Brazil shows a case where statist forces were able to dominate the political landscape 

decisively, maintaining the country as one of the most heavily taxed in Latin America.  
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Chapter 06 discusses the Argentinean path to a high tax burden. For much of the 

early 20th century, the country’s tax burden hovered around the regional mean, only 

rising significantly during Perón’s administrations (1946–1955, 1973–1975) (1946-

1955, 1973-1975). By expanding social security, raising personal and corporate income 

taxation, and taxing capital gains, Perón doubled Argentina’s revenues relative to GDP. 

Unlike Vargas, but more akin to Cárdenas or even Allende, Perón mobilized a broad labor 

base to push for reforms. However, like in Brazil, Perón refrained from threatening 

private property, instead strongly promoting private business and advocating for a state-

led development model. Unlike in Brazil, however, this model failed to establish lasting 

hegemony, and Argentina reverted to a highly volatile pattern of tax burden after Perón’s 

government.  

With significant segments of domestic-focused elites and unionized workers 

united in a pro-state coalition, while rural elites and exporters aligned with parts of the 

military to support a free-trade agenda, the country became entrenched in a stalemate. 

Even though Peronistas enjoyed larger electoral support, anti-statist forces resorted to 

the military to prevent them from fully controlling the state. The various military regimes 

in Argentina failed to consolidate a coherent liberal economic strategy, but they 

successfully blocked Peronism from fully implementing a state -led model. 

Ondetti places (2021) an even greater emphasis on the military's role in Argentina than 

in the other cases he examines. This makes it all the more important to address the causes 

behind the military’s alignment, with anti-statist groups, a topic notably absent from his 

analysis. 

With redemocratization, the stalemate between statist and anti-statist forces, 

came to an end. The violence of Argentina’s last military regime made further military 

interventions highly unpopular, and international pressure for democratization made 

new coups very unlikely. As a result, Peronism was finally able to consolidate its statist 

agenda. Most notably, under the governments of Kirchner (2003-2007) and Fernández 

(2007-2015), revenue surged from 19 to 32 percent of GDP, establishing a state-led 

system that is unlikely to be reversed without a significant shift in power away from its 

now entrenched statist path. 

By restricting the analysis to tax burden sizes and ignoring tax progressivity, 

Ondetti (2021) leaves  out an important dimension of analysis, since many studies have 

shown that elites are more prone to oppose progressive taxation (FAIRFIELD 2010; 
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LIEBERMAN, 2003). If the groups organized to prevent higher taxation are mostly 

composed of economic elites, the share of revenue affecting wealthier citizens becomes a 

relevant factor, as these elites may be less resistant to increases in consumption taxes 

than to those targeting income, property, or wealth. Tax progressivity, rather than just 

overall tax burdens, is central to understanding the dynamics of inequality (PIKETTY, 

2013), especially in Latin America (FAIRFIELD, 2015; FAIRFIELD and GARAY, 2017), 

where regressive tax systems have been identified as one of the main drivers of inequality 

(BIRD and ZOLT, 2015). 

Chapter 07 concludes by exploring the external validity of the argument beyond 

the four main examples, noting that smaller countries in Latin America follow similar 

patterns to the cases studied. In Guatemala, the revolutionary years pushed elites to 

organize against the state, remaining united to prevent future risks. In Ecuador, the lack 

of threats to property left elites weakly organized, enabling Correa (2007-2017) to 

significantly raise taxation without facing successful opposition. The combination of 

extreme inequality, substantial U.S. influence, left-wing governments with ties to radical 

movements, strong calls for expropriations, and the seizure of private property – without 

fully embracing socialism – is a rare occurrence outside of Latin America, making it 

challenging to apply Ondetti’s argument (2021) beyond the region. 

Recent developments pose new challenges to Ondetti’s analysis (2021) of tax 

burden dynamics in Latin America. In Argentina, the election of Macri (2015-2019) 

initially set a moderate downward trend in the tax burden, but this was swiftly reversed 

with the return of Peronism under Fernández (2019-2023). The election of Milei (2023-

present), with a platform centered on cutting spending and reducing taxation, could signal 

a shift in the balance of power towards anti-statism. In Brazil, after many years of 

expansion under the Workers’ Party, the Bolsonaro administration (2019-2022) 

promised to reduce the state's role, yet ended its term with the tax burden at 33.7% of 

GDP, the highest in Brazil’s history (PIRES, 2023). Both cases align, at least partially, with 

Ondetti’s expectations (2021), where weakly organized elites are unable to successfully 

reduce taxation. 

On the other hand, Mexico and Chile are examples where Ondetti expects (2021) 

elites to be sufficiently organized to effectively block increases in the tax burden. While 

Mexico has shown no clear shift in its historically low tax burden in recent years, Chile has 

reached its highest burden since redemocratization, at 24% of GDP (OECD, 2023). Though 
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still relatively low compared to its neighbors, Chile has significantly increased its tax 

burden. Some of these effects, however, may be temporary outcomes of the COVID-19 

pandemic and still require further investigation by scholars. In conclusion, Ondetti’s 

‘Property Threats and the Politics of Anti-Statism’ (2021) presents a compelling argument 

for understanding the developments of taxation and state size in Latin America. With an 

actor centered approach, the author looks at the issue through the lens of the struggle 

between statist and anti-statist forces. The book’s emphasis on how backlashes to threats 

to property influence major, long-lasting political shifts is particularly insightful. The book 

is well-supported by historical evidence, although restricted to Latin America. It also 

underscores the need for further research into the role of the armed forces, as 

military coups are central to the argument, leaving room for an explanation of the 

process by which elites secured military support. Lastly, recent shifts in the political 

landscape of Latin America provide a rich field for future studies to build on the book’s 

contributions to analyze how these forces have continued to evolve. These additions could 

offer valuable insights into the recent and future political transformations in the region. 

 

Revised by Paulo Scarpa 
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