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Although the exact definition of democracy is vigorously disputed,
wide agreement exists that free and fair elections are the cornerstone of
any democratic system of government. An indispensable characteristic
of free and fair elections is that each citizen’s vote counts equally. This
notion of fairness is embodied in the well-known principle of “one
person, one vote” that theorists such as Robert Dahl consider to be an
essential ingredient of democracy.1
Democratic rule now prevails across Latin America, and most Latin
American countries embrace the principle of “one person, one vote”
through constitutional provisions that explicitly guarantee the equality of each citizen’s vote. Nevertheless, in practice, these same countries often fall far short of achieving such equality. In the lower chambers of their national legislatures, many Latin American countries
have extraordinarily high levels of malapportionment—a wide discrepancy between the share of legislative seats and the share of population held by electoral districts. A malapportioned chamber means that
the votes of some citizens weigh far more heavily than those of others.
Although a longstanding federalist tradition acknowledges the value
of having a bicameral legislature with an upper chamber that represents territorial units equally, a situation that usually requires a significant degree of malapportionment, there is a broad consensus that
at least one chamber should weigh the votes of citizens equally. Thus
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there is no normative justification for malapportionment in the lower
chamber.
Apart from these important normative issues, lower-chamber
malapportionment has troubling practical consequences for democracy
in Latin America. High levels of lower-chamber malapportionment have
contributed to a syndrome characterized by four interrelated elements:
1) a distinct rural and conservative bias in legislatures; 2) a tendency
toward estrangement between the executive and legislative branches; 3)
a growing capacity for subnational political actors to hold national
governments hostage on important policy issues; and 4) the proliferation
of subnational authoritarian enclaves. Moreover, in countries with high
levels of lower-chamber malapportionment, a malapportioned upper
chamber can greatly exacerbate these same problems. Malapportionment
thus poses a serious, yet hitherto neglected, challenge to the quality and
fairness of democracy in many Latin American countries.

Free and Unfair Elections
The Table on the following page shows the degree of malapportionment in 19 Latin American countries in 1999.2 The entries indicate
the percentage of seats in the legislature that are not apportioned according to the principle of “one person, one vote.” Thus a score of 0.00
would indicate a perfectly apportioned chamber in which no citizen’s
vote weighs more than another’s. By contrast, a score of 1.00 would indicate a fully malapportioned chamber in which all of the legislative seats
are allocated to a single electoral district with just one voter. And a score
of 0.50 would mean that 50 percent of the seats are allocated to districts
that would not receive those seats if there were no malapportionment.
The Table shows that the overall level of malapportionment for lower
and upper chambers in Latin America is significantly higher than in the
rest of the world. Indeed, Latin America has some of the world’s most
malapportioned legislative chambers. For example, Argentina’s Senate
has a score of 0.49, making it the world’s most malapportioned legislative
chamber. Ecuador’s lower chamber has a score of 0.20, making it the
third most malapportioned lower chamber in the world. Although the
Table shows that malapportionment is not a problem everywhere in Latin
America, a number of prominent countries—Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil,
Chile, Colombia, and Ecuador—do have extremely high levels of lowerchamber malapportionment. These countries together account for almost
two-thirds of the population of Latin America, underlining how important
a focus on malapportionment is for understanding the problems of
democracy in the region.
Most legislatures have some malapportionment, especially in the upper
chamber (where one exists).3 Moreover, countries typically experience
rising levels of “natural” malapportionment over time because of
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TABLE—MALAPPORTIONMENT IN LATIN
COUNTRY
L OWER C HAMBER
Argentina *
Belize
Bolivia
Brazil *
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica
Dominican Republic
Ecuador
El Salvador
Guatemala
Honduras
Mexico *
Nicaragua
Panama
Paraguay
Peru
Uruguay
Venezuela *

LATIN AMERICA AVERAGE
AVERAGE FOR ADVANCED
INDUSTRIAL DEMOCRACIES
WORLD AVERAGE WITHOUT
LATIN AMERICA
UNITED STATES *

AMERICA, 1999
UPPER CHAMBER

0.14
0.08
0.17
0.09
0.15
0.13
0.02
0.08
0.20
0.07
0.06
0.04
0.06
0.06
0.06
0.04
0.00
0.03
0.07
0.08

0.49
n/a
0.38
0.40
0.31
0.00
n/a
0.38
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
0.23
n/a
n/a
0.00
n/a
0.00
0.33
0.25

0.04

0.18

0.06
0.01

0.18
0.36

* Countries with federal systems
Note: A score of 0.00 would indicate perfect apportionment; a score of 1.00 would indicate
perfect malapportionment.
Source: David Samuels and Richard Snyder, “The Value of a Vote: Malapportionment in
Comparative Perspective,” British Journal of Political Science 31 (forthcoming).

demographic changes across electoral districts. Nevertheless, many
countries—especially the advanced industrial democracies of Western
Europe and North America—have achieved low levels of malapportionment in one or both legislative chambers. Low levels of malapportionment in these cases reflect the implementation of procedures for periodic
reapportionment. By contrast, the far higher levels of malapportionment
characterizing both upper and lower chambers in many Latin American
countries indicate that they have not implemented such corrective
procedures as part of their transitions to democracy.

A Formal Flaw
Given the return to formal democracy in Latin America over the last
two decades, much of the debate about the shortcomings of democracy
in the region has focused on informal rules and practices. For example,
Guillermo O’Donnell calls attention to “brown areas,” where the rule of
law is extremely attenuated because of a loose fit between formal rules
and actual practices. Similarly, Jonathan Fox argues that “semi-
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clientelist” politics (especially at the local level) are an important obstacle
to full-fledged democracy in Latin America.4
These informal defects are clearly important. Yet the problems of
contemporary Latin American democracies are by no means limited to
the informal realm. Formal institutions can also diminish the quality of
democracy. A focus on malapportionment highlights how formalized,
detailed, and explicit electoral rules in many countries have resulted in
large inequalities in the weighting of citizens’ votes. Consequently, the
limitations of many contemporary Latin American democracies go well
beyond the problem that “the games played ‘inside’ the democratic
institutions are different from the ones dictated by their formal rules.”5
Where formal electoral rules lead to unfair electoral results, even games
that do abide by the rules may be undemocratic.
Malapportionment should be regarded as a formal institutional flaw
that significantly weakens the quality of democracy in many countries
in the region,6 yet it has attracted surprisingly little attention among
scholars, politicians, or engaged citizens. In Chile, for example, the
current method for electing members to the Chamber of Deputies has
been the focus of much analysis and debate because it was designed by
General Augusto Pinochet to favor the second-place finisher (typically,
the conservative parties’ list), but the extreme malapportionment in the
system, which is biased against the country’s metropolitan region, has
attracted little notice. And in Brazil, where the issue of malapportionment
has drawn some scholarly attention, a major recent report about proposed
political reforms prepared with encouragement from the Cardoso
administration contained “not one word about decreasing the malapportionment of the Senate.”7
This lack of attention highlights an important characteristic of
malapportionment: It is often hidden from public view. In contrast to
traditional “low-tech” methods for rigging elections, such as votebuying, ballot-stuffing, and techniques for tampering with the actual
counting of votes, which are easier for election monitors and opposition
parties to detect, malapportionment has not been perceived as a proximate cause of unfair elections. Because the mechanisms for apportioning
legislative seats are often arcane mathematical functions, they do not
provide the kind of vivid material that easily lends itself to front-page
news or to use as a lightning rod for mobilizing mass indignation. By
contrast, lurid charges of ballot-stuffing and vote-buying are far more
attractive issues for opposition parties, election losers, and international
election monitors. The virtual absence of political debate about
malapportionment even in countries where it is most egregious, such as
Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, Bolivia, and Brazil, underscores the hidden
nature of this problem.
Although malapportionment has attracted little public attention, it can
give some groups important strategic advantages in political competition.
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Politicians across the world have long recognized this, and they have
honed well-known techniques for manipulating how electoral systems
are apportioned, including gerrymandering and the preservation of
“rotten boroughs.” As is the case elsewhere, the use of such blatant
methods of manipulating apportionment seems increasingly unlikely in
contemporary Latin America. Yet this does not mean that apportionment
decisions have been depoliticized, nor does it mean that apportionment
procedures are fully democratic.
In contemporary Latin America, unlike in the advanced industrial
democracies, high levels of malapportionment readily coexist with the
core package of democratic rules and institutions—freedom of association, assembly, and speech; universal suffrage; absence of massive
fraud; and contested elections.8 In a malapportioned system, all citizens
can enjoy a free and equal opportunity to formulate and signify their
preferences, but they are denied the opportunity to have their preferences
weighed equally.9 Consequently, even genuinely competitive elections
held in systems with universal suffrage and where basic civil and political
freedoms are effectively guaranteed may nevertheless be unfair. This
apparent compatibility between malapportionment and the core elements
of democratic politics can help sustain an illusion of robust democracy
in contexts where the votes of some citizens actually weigh far more
than the votes of others.

The Malapportionment Syndrome
The high levels of lower-chamber malapportionment in many Latin
American countries have a negative effect on the quality of democracy.
Let us now consider in greater detail the four practical consequences of
malapportionment noted at the outset of this essay:
1) Rural-conservative bias. Malapportionment has resulted in an
overrepresentation of rural interests in both lower and upper chambers
of national legislatures in a number of Latin American countries. This
rural bias is partially an institutional legacy of efforts by conservative
landed elites to undercut the electoral strength of emerging urban classes
in the early twentieth century. The military regimes of the 1960s and
1970s, especially in Argentina, Brazil, and Chile, significantly reinforced
this rural bias, thereby guaranteeing that it would persist into the
contemporary democratic period.10
Examples from several countries illustrate how malapportionment
fosters a rural bias in legislatures. In Chile, the Santiago and Valparaíso
metropolitan areas together encompass 50 percent of the voting
population, but they elect only 37 percent of the national Chamber of
Deputies. Moreover, the population of Chile’s most populous electoral
district (Maipu) is five times greater than that of its least populous district
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(Coihaique), yet both districts get two seats, making one vote in
Coihaique worth the same as five votes in Maipu. In Brazil, the six
densely populated southern states hold 55 percent of the population but
elect only 48 percent of the deputies, and one vote in the country’s least
populous state (Roraima) has 16 times the weight in electing a deputy
of a vote cast in the most populous state (Sa‹o Paulo). This inequality
reaches even greater heights in Ecuador, where the two largest districts
(Guayas and Pichincha) hold 45 percent of the population yet command
only 23 percent of the seats. One vote in Ecuador’s least populous district
(Galápagos) has 50 times the weight of a vote cast in the most populous
district (Guayas).
This rural bias associated with malapportionment leads to distortions
in the ideological balance of national legislatures. In Brazil in 1998, for
example, leftist parties captured 26 percent of all votes for federal
deputies, but because a large share of those votes was won in
underrepresented states, these parties earned only 22 percent of the seats.
And in Argentina, overrepresentation of rural provinces has long served
to protect the Peronist party and its conservative allies in the lower
chamber at the expense of urban interests, including the Peronist party’s
own urban supporters.11
2) Estrangement between the legislative and executive branches.
Some scholars praise presidential systems for their ability to combine
distinct kinds of representation—the legislature can be “representative
of the diversity of the society and polity,” while the executive represents
the nation as a whole.12 In the context of highly malapportioned legislatures, however, such combinations can actually lead to paralyzing
impasses between the two branches. Because the president’s electoral
district is essentially the entire nation, presidential candidates have strong
incentives to build their electoral coalitions and focus their campaigns
in regions with the largest absolute number of voters. Consequently,
presidents today seek and gain most of their support from urban constituencies, whereas legislators in malapportioned legislatures are more
likely to represent rural interests. This difference in their bases of support
can contribute to an estrangement between the executive and legislative
branches.
In Brazil, for example, no presidential candidate can hope to win
without doing very well in the heavily urban states of Sa‹o Paulo, Rio de
Janeiro, and Minas Gerais, which together have 43 percent of the electorate. Yet because of malapportionment, those three states control only
33 percent of the seats in the Chamber of Deputies. Thus a successful
presidential candidate who concentrates his campaign in those states must
inevitably cultivate new allies from less populous states in order to construct a viable governing coalition. This is precisely what current president
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, who makes his home in Sa‹o Paulo, has done.
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Yet presidents with urban bases of support who face a malapportioned
legislature favoring rural regions are not always as successful as Cardoso
has been in forging a governing coalition. The distinct geographic support
bases for the Brazilian legislative and executive branches led to conflicts
that contributed to the collapse of democracy in 1964.13 A similar process
led to the overthrow of President Velasco Ibarra in Ecuador in 1961.14
These examples suggest that a failure to manage the coalition-building
challenges posed by malapportioned legislatures can undermine the
stability of democratic regimes.
3) Holding the center hostage. When rural areas are overrepresented
in the legislature, a president who wins election with an urban base of
support may not be able to govern unless he can build alliances with
rural groups. Thus he may face compelling pressures to channel patronage
payoffs to rural areas in order to purchase legislative support for his
policy proposals.15 As a result, the president is potentially vulnerable to
being held hostage by rural interests.
Moreover, in highly malapportioned systems, an increase in the share
of the total population residing in urban areas can ironically strengthen
the hand of overrepresented rural interests. This is because the amount
of pork-barrel funds required to secure electoral support in rural areas
should decrease as they acquire relatively smaller populations, thereby
making them an attractive source of “cheap” support for coalitionbuilders at the national level. The pro-rural effects of existing malapportionment, combined with increasing migration from rural to urban areas,
have greatly strengthened the influence of rural interests in many Latin
American legislatures, even as those societies have become increasingly
urbanized.
Edward Gibson and his colleagues have found statistical evidence
showing that lower-chamber malapportionment in federal systems tends
to distort government spending significantly in ways that favor sparsely
populated regions.16 In countries such as Argentina and Brazil, they argue,
the central government strategically directs pork-barrel spending toward
overrepresented rural states in order to shore up its majority in the
congress. Thus malapportionment has strengthened the capacity of rural
interests in these countries to extract fiscal favors from the central
government.
4) Proliferation of subnational authoritarian enclaves. Malapportionment also has an important impact on subnational politics in
Latin America. In new democracies, overrepresentation of rural districts
can contribute to the maintenance—and even the proliferation—of nondemocratic enclaves at the subnational level. Malapportionment can
compel democratic elites at the national level to tolerate subnational
authoritarian enclaves because these elites rely on overrepresented
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regions to secure the national legislative majorities they need to achieve
their policy goals. Ironically, the ability of leaders at the national level
to implement and consolidate democratic reforms in a highly malapportioned system may therefore depend on winning the overvalued support of subnational authoritarian elites. At the same time, overrepresentation of subnational authoritarian enclaves in national legislatures may strengthen the ability of these subnational elites to fend
off efforts by external groups seeking to reform local politics. Such a
dynamic has been especially apparent in the case of Brazil, where, as
Alfred Stepan notes, “many of the states that are overrepresented in
the federal legislature are precisely those states with particularly
unequal income distribution and strong traditions of local oligarchic
control.” 17

Strategies for Reducing Malapportionment
Is there a cure for the malapportionment syndrome? Can Latin
American countries solve the problem of high malapportionment? We
address these questions by considering the strengths and limitations of
two strategies for reducing malapportionment that have been employed
successfully by many countries around the world: 1) judicial oversight
of reapportionment and 2) electoral-law reform.
1) Judicial oversight of reapportionment. Courts play a central role
in the reapportionment of electoral systems in several countries, most
notably the United States. Until the 1960s, the U.S. House of Representatives had significant levels of malapportionment within states, but since
a series of Supreme Court decisions in the 1960s mandating that the
votes of all citizens should count equally and that electoral districts
should, as far as possible, have equal populations, the House has had
remarkably low levels of malapportionment.
These Supreme Court rulings, which began in 1962 with Baker v.
Carr, gave federal and state courts the authority to declare a state’s
redistricting plan null and void. This judicial review of districting plans
dramatically altered the strategic situation facing politicians (state
legislators and governors) involved in the reapportionment process.
When the courts rejected a state’s districting plan, they gave the
legislature and the governor a deadline, and if the legislature and governor
failed to reach a satisfactory agreement by the deadline, the court imposed
its own plan. The threat of losing control of the reapportionment process
to the courts gave politicians a powerful incentive to agree to a districting
plan that conformed closely to the “one person, one vote” principle. In
Germany, the High Court has played a similar oversight role since the
early 1960s that has also helped keep lower-chamber malapportionment
at low levels.
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What are the implications of the U.S. and German cases for Latin
American countries? First, it bears emphasizing that the strategy of
reducing malapportionment via judicial oversight presupposes that the
courts (whether local, state, or national) are insulated from partisan
influence. Otherwise, the prospect of judicial review would not
necessarily induce politicians to act to avoid the legally defined default
outcome (a court-imposed districting plan). If the courts are exposed to
political pressures and operate as reliable agents of partisan interests,
then judicial oversight of the reapportionment process is unlikely to serve
as an effective mechanism for reducing malapportionment. In such a
scenario, court-imposed plans, like politically engineered plans, are likely
to manipulate apportionment for partisan purposes. Moreover, the
effectiveness of the judicial oversight strategy depends on the courts’
capacity to make a credible threat either to redraw district boundaries
themselves or to invalidate an election.
In Latin America, neither judicial autonomy nor capacity can be taken
for granted. In many countries in the region, courts are notorious both
for their politicization and for their weakness.18 Consequently, most Latin
American judiciaries probably lack the ability to define a credible legal
default outcome that could induce politicians to implement districting
plans conforming to the “one person, one vote” principle.
Since the judicial oversight strategy for reducing malapportionment
does not seem especially feasible in contemporary Latin America, a more
promising alternative would be to create a neutral, nonpartisan electoral
commission that is legally obligated to reduce lower-chamber malapportionment. This strategy for reducing malapportionment has been
employed effectively in Mexico, where, since 1996, the Federal Electoral
Institute (IFE) has exercised full authority over redistricting decisions
and has helped compensate for the weakness of the Mexican judiciary.
In July 1996, IFE’s top governing body, the General Council, unanimously approved a lower-chamber redistricting plan—designed by a
committee of nonpartisan technical experts with impressive academic
and professional credentials—that significantly reduced malapportionment in anticipation of the 1997 elections. Mexico’s political parties
also played a key role in designing the plan: Their representatives were
invited to comment on drafts of the plan, and some of their suggestions
were incorporated into the final version, contributing to the plan’s
undisputed acceptance.19
This approach to reducing malapportionment could work in other
Latin American countries where the judiciary lacks the capacity to
enforce the “one person, one vote” principle. In assessing the prospects
for replicating the “IFE model” in other countries, it is important to
highlight that IFE had its roots in the allegedly stolen presidential victory
of Institutional Revolutionary Party candidate Carlos Salinas in 1988.
In exchange for recognizing Salinas’s legitimacy, the opposition

Richard Snyder and David Samuels

155

National Action Party successfully demanded a package of electoral
reforms, including the formation of an independent electoral commission.20 This suggests that effective independent, nonpartisan electoral
commissions emerge out of partisan competition and may require an
interparty pact.
2) Electoral-law reform. Reforming the electoral laws is probably a
more viable strategy than judicial oversight for reducing malapportionment in Latin America. We consider here three distinct types of electoral
law reform: 1) reapportionment; 2) a single-district chamber; and 3) a
mixed electoral system with tiers.
One method for reducing malapportionment involves reallocating
seats across districts so that underrepresented districts receive a proportionally larger share of the total number of seats and overrepresented
districts receive a proportionally smaller share. In the absence of nonpartisan judicial oversight, however, such reapportionment may be
extremely difficult to achieve. Efforts to reallocate seats typically require
complex negotiations in order to avoid a “winner-take-all” situation
where losers would face permanent disenfranchisement and would therefore have compelling incentives to undermine any proposed agreement.
Consequently, attempts to implement reapportionment are unlikely to
succeed unless they are incorporated into a broader package of electoral
and institutional reforms. For example, Britain’s landmark reapportionment in 1885 was but one piece of the Third Reform Act, which
included a major expansion of suffrage and resulted from a complex
interparty pact. To our knowledge, reapportionment initiatives have not
been linked to broader proposals for electoral and institutional reform
in Latin America, but this could be a viable strategy for reducing malapportionment. Such reform proposals might even include provisions
for creating the kind of nonpartisan electoral commission discussed
above to manage the apportionment process in a neutral fashion. Because
the problem of malapportionment in countries like Brazil seems so
closely connected with other institutional flaws, such as a fragmented
party system and overly decentralized federalism, correcting malapportionment could become part of a wider package of reforms that would
significantly enhance the quality of democracy, economic efficiency,
and socioeconomic justice.
A second method for reducing malapportionment in Latin America
would be to abandon an electoral system with multiple districts by
adopting a single nationwide district, as Israel and the Netherlands have
done. In Latin America, only Peru has implemented a single-district
format in its lower chamber. In 1993, President Alberto Fujimori
abolished Peru’s Senate and created a unicameral legislature with a single
nationwide district, thereby eliminating malapportionment altogether.
Three Latin American countries (Colombia, Paraguay, and Uruguay)
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have recently eliminated malapportionment in their upper houses by
adopting a single-district format.
Although a single-district chamber eliminates malapportionment, this
strategy has important disadvantages that outweigh the goal of perfect
apportionment. Single-district chambers can weaken citizen control over
their representatives by making it harder for voters to hold legislators
responsible for their actions. The weakening of citizen control raises
troubling issues about the accountability of elected officials in singledistrict chambers: Because citizens lose the sense that a particular
legislator “belongs” to them, they may have weak incentives to monitor
and punish the performance of individual legislators. Consequently, the
ability of the “electoral connection” to serve as a mechanism of
accountability may be severely attenuated in systems with single-district
chambers. This would be especially unfortunate in countries where
accountability is already a crucial problem.
Finally, several Latin American countries have recently adopted a
“two-tiered” electoral system that combines elements of single-memberdistrict (SMD) systems and proportional-representation (PR) systems.
For example, Mexico now elects 300 deputies in a tier of SMDs and 200
additional deputies in a second tier of five 40-member PR districts.
Venezuela and Bolivia have recently implemented similar systems, and
a mixed system is often proposed as an alternative to Brazil’s open-list
PR framework.
Countries do not typically adopt such systems with the goal of
reducing malapportionment. Rather, the objective is to guarantee the
representation of minority parties that would fail to win a plurality in
any single district because their base of support is geographically
dispersed. Nevertheless, a mixed system could serve to reduce malapportionment, depending on the number of seats added to the second tier
and whether or not the second-tier seats are allocated to a nationwide
district.
Mixed systems significantly reduce malapportionment only if the
number of seats in the upper tier is substantial. For example, adding a
tier with 20 seats elected in a nationwide district to a malapportioned
legislature with 300 seats would have only a slight effect on the overall
level of malapportionment. Moreover, a mixed system will reduce
malapportionment only if the upper tier allocates seats exclusively to a
nationwide district (as in El Salvador and Nicaragua). By contrast, tiers
that distribute seats to subnational (provincial, state, or regional) districts
may actually increase overall malapportionment (as in Bolivia and
Venezuela).21
The strategy of allocating a large number of seats to a nationwide
district has several advantages. First, it can be implemented in the context
of a chamber with multiple, territorially defined electoral districts.
Consequently, a far greater degree of citizen control over legislators is
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possible than in the case of a single-district chamber. Second, a tier of
new seats can easily be added to the legislature without taking away any
existing seats. This possibility reduces the likelihood of opposition from
incumbent legislators concerned about protecting their districts. In short,
because courts generally lack the capacity to supervise the reapportionment process in a nonpartisan fashion, the strategy of adding a tier may
offer the best solution to the problem of malapportionment in Latin
America.

Revaluing the Vote
Our critique of malapportionment in contemporary Latin America is
anchored in the view that elections should, first and foremost, represent
the will of individual citizens. Of course, alternative conceptions of representation exist—for example, that legislators should represent corporate
or territorial units. Although few instances of corporate representation
remain in Latin America,22 the constitutions of many Latin American
countries do explicitly provide for representation of territorial units in
the upper chamber. Such “territorial” chambers are intended to protect
the interests of less-populated regions. A high degree of malapportionment may be necessary to achieve this objective, which is certainly a
legitimate democratic goal.
Yet while malapportionment may be warranted in the upper chamber, there is no normative justification for unfairness in the lower chamber. The lower chamber should be based upon “one person, one vote,”
with citizens represented as political equals. Because many Latin
American countries have high levels of malapportionment in both their
upper and lower chambers, they essentially have two territorial chambers, and none in which citizens’ votes count equally. As we have
argued, this situation has had a negative effect on the quality of democracy in the region. Latin America’s democracies should revalue the
vote by solving the problem of malapportionment in their lower
chambers.
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