Elections and Democracy in South
America before 1930

When and where did democracy first emerge in Latin America? This chapter
uses a plethora of data on elections and suffrage rights in South America to
assess the degree of democracy in the region before 1930. As it shows, the
first lengthy and meaningful experiences of democracy in the region did not
occur until the early twentieth century, although there were brief episodes of
democratization in the nineteenth century. Chapters 3-8 show how democ-
racy arose during this period and why in some South American countries and
not others.

Throughout the nineteenth century, Latin American countries held regular
elections, but there is a significant debate about how democratic these elec-
tions were. Scholars traditionally portrayed elections in nineteenth-century
Latin America as farces riddled with violence, fraud, and manipulation. In
1919, for example, Seymour and Frary (1919, 267) reported that “it is prob-
ably not unfair to say that elections were usually a pure sham” in the region
in the greater part of the nineteenth century.' More recently, Nohlen (2003a,
4) argued that “[e]lections in Latin America were mostly characterized by
fraud and were used more to provide political legitimacy to the incumbents
rather than to control their right to govern a country.” The main democ-
racy indexes exhibit similar skepticism, portraying Latin American elections
during this period as unfree and unfair and the region’s regimes as consis-
tently authoritarian.

In recent decades, however, scholars have challenged this view, showing
that many nineteenth-century elections involved considerable electoral com-
petition and participation (Annino 1995; Aguilar Rivera, Posada-Carbé, and
Zimmermann 2022; Drake 2009; Malamud 2000b; Posada-Carbd 1996a;

* Cited in Posada-Carbd (2000a, 612).
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2000a; Posada-Carb6 and Valenzuela 20125 Sabato 2001b; 2018; Valenzuela
1996; 2012). The revisionists acknowledge that there was significant electoral
corruption in the nineteenth century and that many countries restricted the
franchise, but they argue that democratic practices were much more wide-
spread than the traditional literature recognized.

Until now, we have not had a comprehensive source of data on elections in
the region during this period, which has made it difficult to arbitrate between
these two conflicting views. Without such data, we cannot assess with any
precision the degree of competition, participation, and democracy in elections
in nineteenth-century Latin America.

This chapter takes a large step toward filling this gap by presenting and
analyzing an original data set on presidential elections in South America
from independence to 1929. LAHED is based on both archival research and
wide-ranging scrutiny of the growing secondary literature on elections in the
region. It contains information on all presidential elections during this period —
263 elections in South America alone — which is far more than existing data
sets include.

The analysis of LAHED data in this chapter focuses on electoral competi-
tion and participation because they are widely viewed as the cornerstone of
democracy, at least since Schumpeter (2008 [1942]) and Dahl (1971). I exam-
ine presidential elections in part because of the greater availability of data on
these elections, but also because the president was clearly the most powerful
actor in Latin American politics during the nineteenth century and had the
greatest impact on democracy.

My analysis of LAHED data finds that the revisionist view is accurate in that
democratic practices did exist in nineteenth-century Latin America. Some South
American countries established broad suffrage rights during the nineteenth
century and a few even enacted universal male suffrage. Voters of all social
classes participated in elections, and in several countries voter turnout was
relatively high. Most presidential elections were contested, some were compet-
itive, and in a few cases the opposition won. A handful of nineteenth-century
elections appear even to have been relatively free and fair.

Nevertheless, we must be careful not to exaggerate the degree of democratic
practices in nineteenth-century South America. By focusing on the limited dem-
ocratic trees that existed in the nineteenth century, the revisionist approach
risks obscuring the authoritarian forest.> Government intervention, fraud, and
intimidation marred the vast majority of elections during the nineteenth cen-
tury. More than 70 percent of presidential elections were uncompetitive and at
least one-third were not even contested. Most South American countries also
significantly restricted suffrage rights, maintaining literacy and/or economic
restrictions throughout most or all of the nineteenth century as well as denying

* 1 thank Kurt Weyland for this phrasing.
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the vote to women. Even where suffrage rights were broad, voter turnout was
often low. Indeed, valid votes typically represented less than three percent
of the total population during the nineteenth century. To be sure, corrupt,
uncompetitive, and exclusionary elections were also quite common in Europe,
North America, and the Antipodes at that time, but, as we shall see, the level
of competition and voter turnout was higher on average in these regions than
in South America during the nineteenth century.

The few democratic episodes in South America during the nineteenth cen-
tury proved ephemeral. In some cases, the governments elected in free and
fair elections were quickly overthrown by their opponents. In other cases,
the democratically elected presidents themselves subverted democracy, inter-
vening in elections and repressing the opposition to ensure that their favored
candidates triumphed. Moreover, the brief democratic episodes failed to leave
a lasting mark.

It was not until the early twentieth century that South American countries
experienced lengthy and meaningful episodes of democracy. At the outset of
the twentieth century, a great divergence occurred in the region. A few nations,
such as Argentina, Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay, established democratic
regimes that would last for a dozen years or more. During this period, these
nations regularly held reasonably free and fair elections with relatively broad
voter participation. Three of these four countries remained democratic for
most of the twentieth century (Argentina being the exception), although they
all experienced coups at one point or another. By contrast, most of the other
South American countries — Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru, and
Venezuela — became more authoritarian during the early twentieth century.
Indeed, in Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela, elections were less competi-
tive and less democratic in the first three decades of the twentieth century than
they had been on average during the late nineteenth century. Moreover, all six
of the democratic laggards remained authoritarian for most of the twentieth
century.

These findings indicate that democracy, as I defined it in the Introduction,
did not emerge in South America until the early twentieth century. The
nineteenth-century episodes correspond to what I refer to as ephemeral democ-
ratization: brief democratic openings that did not have enduring impact. By
contrast, the democratic episodes of the early twentieth century were lengthy
and had a lasting impact.

This chapter is organized as follows. The first section of the chapter
describes LAHED and compares it to other databases on democracy and elec-
tions that cover this period. The second section uses LAHED to examine the
evolution of suffrage rights and voter turnout in the region in the nineteenth
century. The third section discusses the competitiveness and fairness of South
American elections in the nineteenth century. It also describes the few episodes
of democracy that occurred in the region during this period and demonstrates
that they were short lived. The fourth section shows that sustained episodes
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of democracy arose in four South American nations during the early twentieth
century, whereas the other countries in the region remained authoritarian. The
concluding section summarizes the main findings of this chapter.

A NEW DATABASE ON HISTORICAL ELECTIONS

LAHED provides comprehensive coverage of presidential elections in Latin
America from independence to 1929. It covers both direct and indirect elec-
tions for provisional as well as constitutional presidents, including those elec-
tions that were conducted in the legislature or constituent assembly. LAHED
provides data on the electoral results, the candidates, suffrage rights, and the
freeness and fairness of the elections, among other characteristics. The data
were culled from more than 300 sources, including general histories, electoral
compendia, and studies of individual elections, as well as archival sources such
as newspapers, ambassadorial dispatches, presidential messages, and congres-
sional minutes and reports.

LAHED counts as a presidential election only those elections that involve,
directly or indirectly, the citizenry. This includes instances where the legisla-
ture, a constituent assembly, or an electoral college elects the president pro-
vided that those bodies are elected by the citizenry. LAHED does not count as
elections instances where a body whose members were selected by the incum-
bent president elects the new president. Nor does LAHED cover instances
where the resignation, death, forcible removal, or impeachment of the existing
president leads to the ascension of the next-in-line for the presidency (e.g., the
vice-president or the first designate), even if such ascension requires a vote by
the legislature. Finally, LAHED does not cover instances where a plebiscite or
legislative vote is held to decide whether a president should remain in office or
extend his/her term.

LAHED has identified and coded 263 presidential elections in South
America during this period: 182 in the nineteenth century and eighty-one
between 1900 and 1929. It contains the actual vote totals for 151 elections in
the nineteenth century and sixty-five elections in the first three decades of the
twentieth century, including both direct and indirect elections.? In addition, it
provides estimated results for thirty-four other presidential elections in which
the vote totals are unknown but where only one candidate ran and/or the result
was reported to be unanimous. Thus, it contains actual data on 82 percent of
the presidential elections that took place in South America between indepen-
dence and 1929 and actual or estimated data on 95 percent of all presidential
elections in the region during this period.

3 For most indirect elections, including those that took place through legislatures or constituent
assemblies, LAHED only has data on the final round of the presidential elections (the vote by the
electors or legislators), but the database includes first-round data where available. Where data
on multiple rounds of elections are available, they correspond to the earliest round available.
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The presidential elections covered include fifteen elections in Argentina,
twenty-nine in Bolivia, eleven in Brazil, twenty-five in Chile, thirty-five in
Colombia, thirty-five in Ecuador, twenty-four in Paraguay, thirty in Peru,
twenty-five in Uruguay, and thirty-four in Venezuela. Some countries held
more presidential elections than others, in part because they had shorter con-
stitutional terms, or because the terms of some presidents were interrupted and
new elections were held ahead of schedule. Brazil has the fewest elections in
the data set because it did not hold presidential elections for most of the nine-
teenth century, since it was an empire. Argentina, meanwhile, was fragmented
after independence and, with one exception, did not hold presidential elections
during the first half of the nineteenth century.

LAHED goes significantly beyond any other source in its coverage of his-
torical elections in the region and the data it provides. The most thorough
and reliable source for twentieth-century elections in Latin America is Nohlen
(2005a), but it does not include the nineteenth century and its coverage of early
twentieth-century elections is spotty.* The main democracy databases also lack
comprehensive data on elections during this period. Neither Polity, nor Boix,
Miller, and Rosato, provide data on elections per se. The Political Institutions
and Political Events (PIPE) data set developed by Przeworski (2013) provides
data on suffrage rights and other nineteenth-century political institutions, but it
does not report the results of the elections or assess their quality.’ The Varieties
of Democracy (V-Dem) project codes some elections during this period, but
it omits presidents elected by the legislature or a constituent assembly, which
accounted for 39 percent of presidential elections in South America during the
nineteenth century and 28 percent in the first three decades of the twentieth
century. V-Dem provides the results for only fifty-two presidential elections
in South America during the nineteenth century and twenty-seven elections
between 1900 and 1929, which represents only 36 percent of the presidential
election results contained in LAHED (Coppedge et al. 2022b).° V-Dem has
even more limited data on the results of legislative elections during this period.

4 Nohlen (2005a) provides data on presidential elections beginning in 1916 in Argentina, in 1951
in Bolivia, in 1894 in Brazil, in 1920 in Chile, in 1914 in Colombia, in 1901 in Ecuador, in 1953
in Paraguay, in 1931 in Peru, in 1926 in Uruguay, and in 1947 in Venezuela.

5 PIPE has variables measuring voter turnout, but it only has eighteen observations for presiden-
tial elections and twenty-two observations for legislative elections in South America during this
period.

¢ V-Dem identifies sixty-six presidential elections in the nineteenth century and forty-five in the
first three decades of the twentieth century and codes their freeness and fairness. (See the V-Dem
variable: vzeltype_6). V-Dem only includes presidential elections that are “direct elections and
elections by an electoral college that is elected by the people and has the sole purpose of electing
an executive or members of parliament” (Coppedge et al. 2022a, 58). However, in some coun-
tries, such as Uruguay, the constitution assigned the legislature the role of electing the president,
whereas in other countries, congress or constitutional assemblies elected the president under
irregular transitions or other exceptional circumstances.
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The most comprehensive source on nineteenth-century presidential elections
in Latin America is Vanhanen (2000), but he only provides data on the winner’s
share of the total vote (competition) and the percentage of the total popula-
tion that cast votes (participation).” Moreover, a significant portion of the data
Vanhanen includes is misleading owing to some problematic coding rules.®

As Table 2.1 indicates, LAHED’s variables measuring the freeness and fair-
ness of elections and the vote share of the winner are only modestly correlated
with variables from other databases that measure the level of democracy or the
quality of elections in South America before 1930. The strongest correlations are
between LAHED’s measure of free and fair elections and: (1) V-Dem’s measure of
free and fair elections (0.58); (2) Boix, Miller, and Rosato’s dichotomous measure
of democracy (0.57); and (3) Vanhanen’s Index of Democratization (o.51).7 All
of these variables, however, were much more weakly correlated in the nineteenth
century than in the early twentieth century.’® LAHED’s measure of votes cast as
a share of the total population is highly correlated with Vanhanen’s equivalent
measure of participation (0.82), but this high level of correlation should not be
construed as validating Vanhanen’s data on participation. The vast majority of
Vanhanen’s inaccurate data on participation come from indirect elections, but
LAHED has very little data on voter turnout in these elections.

7 Vanhanen provides data on 142 presidential elections in South America during the nineteenth
century and sixty-six between 1900 and 1929, which represents approximately 8o percent of
the data included in LAHED.

In indirect elections, which represented more than 8o percent of all presidential elections in the
nineteenth century, Vanhanen (2000, 254) measures voter participation by counting only the
votes cast in the final round of the elections by the electors or members of the legislature or
constituent assembly, which dramatically understates the overall level of voter participation.
In addition, in many elections, Vanhanen incorrectly coded voter participation as zero and the
winner as earning 100 percent of the vote, presumably because he lacked data on these elections
and assumed they were not contested. For example, in Bolivia, he inaccurately codes the winner
as earning 1oo percent of the vote in all sixteen presidential elections between 1825 and 1880
when ten of these elections were contested and three were relatively competitive. Vanhanen
does not justify these codings other than to report that in this period “Bolivian presidents were
caudillos [regional leaders] who had nearly always usurped power by force or other unconsti-
tutional means” (see his Bolivia country file: www.prio.org/data/20). This is an exaggeration
because even when Bolivian presidents took power by force, they almost always subsequently
held elections. In his article introducing the data set, Vanhanen (2000, 254) notes that when
executive power is not based on popular elections such as in monarchies and military and revo-
lutionary regimes, then the share of the vote of the executive is assumed to be 100 percent and
the degree of voter participation is assumed to be zero, but the vast majority of South American
regimes that he codes incorrectly were based on popular elections.

9 LAHED’s measure of the vote share of the winner in presidential elections is most strongly
correlated with Vanhanen’s measure of competition (-0.48) and V-Dem’s measure of free and
fair elections (-o.41).

LAHED’s measure of free and fair elections in South American countries during the nineteenth
century had only a 0.26 correlation with V-Dem’s equivalent measure; and LAHED’s measure
of the winner’s share of the vote before 1900 had only a -0.34 correlation with Vanhanen’s
measure of competition.

%
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TABLE 2.1 Comparing databases on democracy in South America before 1930

Correlation with  Correlation with Correlation
LAHED’s free and LAHED’s vote with LAHED’s

fair elections share of winner  votes cast/total

(no. of (no. of population

observations) observations) (no. of observations)
V-Dem variables
Free and fair elections 0.58 —0.4T 0.43

(122) (120) (128)
Polyarchy 0.32 -0.24 0.38

(260) (247) (165)
Polity variables
Polity2 0.17 -0.2T 0.14

(261) (248) (166)
Competitiveness of 0.05 0.08 0.04

executive recruitment (261) (248) (166)
Vanhanen variables
Index of 0.5T -0.32 0.67
Democratization (262) (249) (166)

Competition 0.43 -0.48 0.28

(262) (249) (166)
Participation 0.30 -0.04 0.82

(262) (249) (166)
Boix, Miller, and Rosato
Democracy 0.57 -0.24 0.43

(261) (248) (166)

In sum, LAHED draws on extensive historical research to provide system-
atic data on South American presidential elections from independence to 1929.
It contains considerably more data and many more elections than existing data
sets, and the data it provides are only modestly correlated with that in existing
databases. It therefore facilitates a more comprehensive and accurate assess-
ment of the degree of democracy in the region during the nineteenth and early
twentieth century.

SUFFRAGE RIGHTS AND ELECTORAL PARTICIPATION IN THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

As noted, the traditional view was that elections in the nineteenth century
were elite affairs in which only a small sector of the population participated.
Indeed, many scholars have referred to Latin American regimes of this period
as elite or oligarchic republics because of their limited mass participation. In
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recent decades, however, historians have challenged this view, emphasizing
that elections in Latin America during this period often involved considerably
more voter participation than was traditionally believed. They note that the
1812 Spanish constitution, the so-called Cadiz Constitution, provided a model
for the extension of broad suffrage rights in Latin America after independence.
The C4diz Constitution extended suffrage to almost all free adult males in the
Americas, including indigenous people. It excluded people of African origin,
but they could apply for citizenship based on their talents, good behavior, and
service to the country (Aguilar Rivera, Posada-Carbd, and Zimmermann 2022,
12-13). The C4diz Constitution imposed no property or income requirements,
and it suspended literacy requirements until 1830, but it barred domestic ser-
vants, debtors, the unemployed, and criminals from voting.

My analysis of LAHED data suggests that the revisionists are correct in that
nineteenth-century South American suffrage rights were sometimes broad and
voter turnout was occasionally high. Half of the South American countries
adopted nearly universal male suffrage at some point during the nineteenth
century. Moreover, some of the countries that maintained economic restric-
tions, such as Brazil and Chile, set the requirements to vote at relatively low
levels or allowed inflation to erode their real value over time, which reduced
the impact of these restrictions. Social and economic progress also gradually
increased the share of people who satisfied the economic and literacy require-
ments. In addition, the restrictions that did exist were not always enforced.
For example, in some cases, citizens were asked only to sign their names to
demonstrate that they could read or write. At different points, the electoral
registries of various countries contained many people from the lower classes,
including illiterates, artisans, farmhands, day laborers, and free men of color
(Madrid 2019a, 8; Republica de Chile 1863; 1871; 1879; Gil Fortoul 1942,
272-273; Gilmore 1964, 17; Graham 1990; Klein 1995; Navas Blanco 1993;
Sabato 2001a; Sabato and Palti 1990)."" Artisans not only voted frequently,
they also played a key role in campaigns in Chile, Colombia, Peru, and else-
where (Sanders 2004; Sowell 1992; Wood 201 1; Garcia Bryce 2004; Gazmuri
20023 Posada-Carbd 2003; Sobrevilla Perea 2002).

Nevertheless, we should not exaggerate the degree of suffrage rights and
voter participation in the nineteenth century. Suffrage restrictions in the
region disenfranchised a large majority of the adult population for most of
the century. Women were prohibited from voting throughout the nineteenth
century in South America as elsewhere — Ecuador in 1929 was the first Latin
American country to grant women the right to vote in national elections.'*

' For example, only one-third of registered voters were literate in Venezuela in 1846 (Gilmore
1964, 17; Gil Fortoul 1942, 242-243).

> During the nineteenth century, women were granted suffrage rights in a few provinces, but these
exceptions were isolated. The Colombian province of Vélez, for example, granted women the
right to vote in 1853, as did the Argentine province of San Juan in 1862 (Posada-Carbé 2018).

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 05 Sep 2025 at 11:12:58, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009633802.003


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009633802.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core

56 Elections and Democracy in South America before 1930

Most South American countries also banned illiterates from voting for the
bulk of the nineteenth century, which had a major impact since the vast
majority of the population in the region was illiterate. In addition, South
American countries imposed a host of economic restrictions on the franchise,
from income and property requirements to prohibitions on voting by work-
ers in dependency relationships, such as domestic servants, peons, and day
laborers. The economic requirements typically disenfranchised fewer people
than the literacy provisions, but they both significantly reduced the size of
the electorate.

The economic and literacy restrictions were quite pervasive. One or the
other (or both) were in place in 532 of the 768 country-years that South
American nations were independent during the nineteenth century, or 69 per-
cent of the time."3 These data understate the percentage of years in which
countries imposed economic or literacy restrictions by excluding the 1816~
1853 period in Argentina and the 1853-1863 period in Colombia in which
suffrage rules were set at the state or provincial level. (Some states or provinces
in Argentina and Colombia imposed economic and literacy restrictions during
these periods, but others did not.) Although South American countries did not
typically ban members of marginalized ethnic or racial groups from voting, the
economic and literacy restrictions disenfranchised most indigenous people and
Afro-Latinos during the nineteenth century.

Other restrictions had a smaller impact. Slaves, for example, were pro-
hibited from voting, but the enslaved population in South America declined
rapidly over the course of the century."* Rank-and-file soldiers and the clergy
were also frequently banned from voting, although neither of these groups
typically represented a large sector of the population. In addition, Brazil
and Ecuador restricted the suffrage to Catholics during parts of the nine-
teenth century, but it is unclear how strictly these religious restrictions were
enforced.

As Table 2.2 indicates, suffrage rights varied considerably across countries
and over time. On the whole, Argentina, Paraguay, and Venezuela granted the
broadest suffrage rights, followed by Peru, Colombia, and Brazil. By contrast,
Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, and Uruguay had the most restrictions.

The majority of Latin American countries followed what Sabato (2001b,
1297) referred to as a zig-zag path of suffrage rights, alternating between
expansion and contraction over the course of the nineteenth century. During

3 A country-year is a unit of analysis in which each year that occurs in a country under study
represents a separate observation. If a study examines 10 countries over 100 years, it includes
1,000 country-years.

' All South American countries had abolished slavery by 1855, except for Bolivia (1861),
Paraguay (1869), and Brazil (1888) (Andrews 2004, 58). Partly as a result, by mid-century,
there were few slaves in the region, except in Brazil where enslaved people still constituted 15.8
percent of the population in 1872 (Klein 1969a, 36).
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TABLE 2.2 Suffrage restrictions and voter turnout in South America in the
nineteenth century

Votes cast as a % of total Registered voters as a

Country and type of suffrage population % of total population
restrictions (election years and type) (election years and type)
Argentina

1816-1853: Voting rights varied
by province
1853-1947: Universal male 1.4 (1854p-1898p)
suffrage
Bolivia
1825-1839: Economic restrictions
1839-1952: Economic and 1.5 (1840p-1896p)
literacy restrictions
Brazil
1824-1880: Economic restrictions 6.9 (1835r and 1872d) 10.6 (1870d-1874d)
1881-1891: Economic and 0.8 (1881d and 1886d) 1.2 (1881d)
literacy restrictions
1891-19835: Literacy restrictions 2.5 (1894p and 1898p) 6.8 (1894p & 1898p)

Chile
1818-1839: Economic restrictions 1.5 (1825d-1837d) 2.0 (1824d-1834d)
1840-1874: Economic and 1.5 (1840d-1873d) 1.6 (1840d-1873d)
literacy restrictions
1874-1970: Literacy restrictions 3.1 (1876d-1897d) 6.4 (1876d-1897d)
Colombia
1819-1853: Economic restrictions
1853-1863: Universal male 5.8 (1856p-1860p)
suffrage
1863-1886: Voting rights varied 3.0 (1864p-1883p)
by state

1886-1936: Economic and
literacy restrictions

Ecuador
1830-1834: Economic restrictions 0.5 (1830p)
183 5-1861: Economic and 0.4 (1835p)

literacy restrictions
1861-1978: Literacy restrictions 2.7 (1865p-1899p)
Paraguay
1811-1856: Universal male
suffrage
1856—1869: Economic and
literacy restrictions
1870-19671: Universal male
suffrage

(continued)
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TABLE 2.2 (continued)

Votes cast as a % of total Registered voters as a

Country and type of suffrage population % of total population
restrictions (election years and type) (election years and type)
Peru

1821-1828: Economic restrictions

1828-1834: Universal male
suffrage

1834-1855: Economic restrictions

1855-1856: Universal male

suffrage
1856—1891: Economic or literacy 13.6 (1858p-1890p)
restrictions
1891-1979: Literacy restrictions 1.6 (1899p) 3.0 (1899p)
Uruguay
1830-1840: Economic restrictions 1.8 (1830s & 1834m) 5.9 (1833d)
1840-1919: Economic and 1.0 (1862m-1898d) 4.1 (1860g-1896d)
literacy restrictions
Venezuela
1830-1856: Economic restrictions 4.7 (1846p) 8.7 (1845 & 1846D)
1856-1936: Universal male 11.6 (1860p-1897p)
suffrage

Source: Latin American Historical Elections Database.

Notes: The table focuses on economic and literacy restrictions only. The restrictions listed refer to the
rules governing voting in the first round of elections — the requirements to be an elector or a candidate
were often more restrictive. Voter turnout and registration data represent the average for the period
listed. The suffix after the year indicates the type of election: ¢ = constituent assembly; d = deputies
(lower chamber of legislature); m = mayor; p = president; r = regent; s = senator. Voter turnout data
for Uruguay is for the Department of Montevideo only from 1830 to 1898. From 1839 to 1855, Peru
imposed a literacy requirement, but it suspended it for indigenous people and, between 1839 and
1851, for mestizos (people of mixed race), who constituted the vast majority of illiterates (del Aguila
Peralta 2013, 185).

the independence and immediate post-independence periods, most South
American countries extended relatively broad suffrage rights, imposing eco-
nomic restrictions but eschewing or suspending literacy restrictions so as not to
disenfranchise the many illiterate men who had fought in the wars of indepen-
dence. Almost all countries subsequently tightened their voting restrictions only
to later relax or eliminate them, but the timing of these suffrage contractions
and expansions differed significantly from country to country. Bolivia, Chile,
Ecuador, and Uruguay imposed literacy restrictions in the 1830s or 1840s and
did not lift them until the twentieth century, whereas Brazil, Colombia, and
Peru did not significantly tighten their voting restrictions until late in the nine-
teenth century.
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A few South American countries, namely Argentina, Paraguay, and
Venezuela, took a different route, institutionalizing virtually universal male
suffrage during the mid-nineteenth century."’ Suffrage rights in these countries
went well beyond what most European countries had at the time. Colombia
and Peru also instituted virtually universal male suffrage during the nineteenth
century, but only for brief periods: Colombia had it between 1853 and 1863,
although some provinces continued to maintain it until 1886; Peru adopted it
between 1828 and 1834 and again in 1855-1856. Overall, however, universal
male suffrage was the exception rather than the norm in the nineteenth cen-
tury. In total, South American countries maintained universal male suffrage at
the national level in 138 country-years during the nineteenth century, which
represents 18 percent of the region’s 768 independent country-years during
this century.™®

As Przeworski (2009b, 15) has shown, universal male suffrage arrived at
about the same time in Latin America and western Europe. According to his
estimates, the proportion of the population that was eligible to vote in each
region was relatively similar in the first half of the nineteenth century - it
was well under 1o percent of the population in both regions. Nevertheless, by
1900, approximately 20 percent of the population had suffrage rights in west-
ern Europe, whereas only about 12 percent did in Latin America (Przeworski
2009b, 17).

The economic and literacy restrictions in South America dramatically
reduced the size of the electorate since the vast majority of the population was
poor and illiterate. In 1870, only 23.5 percent of the population aged fifteen
years or older in Argentina could read and write and only 16 percent of this
population could do so in Brazil (Thorp 1998, 354). By 1900, literacy rates in
South America had risen somewhat, but they still only averaged 35.8 percent
for the population over fifteen years of age (Thorp 1998, 354).

There are relatively little data available on the number of people registered
to vote in South America during the nineteenth century, but the data that
exist suggest that they represented a small percentage of the total popula-
tion. During the nineteenth century, registered voters constituted only 4.8
percent of the population on average. This proportion grew somewhat over
the course of the century but still remained low. In the first half of the nine-
teenth century, the number of registered voters averaged 4 percent of the

'5 T define universal male suffrage as voting laws that enfranchise the overwhelming majority of
the adult male population. Countries may still be classified as having universal male suffrage if
they maintain restrictions on noncitizens, nonresidents, prisoners, the insane, debtors, vagrants,
or small occupational categories, such as the clergy or soldiers. Many of these latter types of
restrictions still exist today in countries that are widely considered to be democracies.

These figures would be somewhat higher if we included those years in which some Argentine
and Colombian provinces maintained universal male suffrage but others did not. Nevertheless,
even including these years, periods of universal male suffrage would still represent less than one
quarter of all post-independence country-years in the nineteenth century.

-
5N
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total population, whereas in the second half it averaged 5.1 percent — even
in the 1890s, registered voters only represented 6.2 percent of the total pop-
ulation on average.

The number of registered voters in the nineteenth century represented only
a fraction of males of voting age, probably less than one-third on average.
Precise data on the voting age population are lacking, but it seems reasonable to
assume that during the nineteenth century, males of voting age typically repre-
sented between 15 and 2§ percent of each country’s population, depending on
the country’s demographics and its voting age requirement. For example, men
who were at least twenty-five years of age represented only 18.8 percent of the
total population in Chile in 1875 (Oficina Central de Estadistica 1885, xlii).
Latin America’s population was quite young in the nineteenth century because
fertility rates were high and life expectancy was low. In 1900, for example, life
expectancy at birth was only twenty-five years of age in Paraguay, twenty-six
in Bolivia, twenty-nine in Brazil and Chile, and thirty-nine in Argentina (Thorp
1998, 356). As a result, the majority of the population in the region was below
the minimum voting age.

Suffrage restrictions and the relative youth of the region’s population, along
with citizen disinterest, limited the number of people who cast ballots. In the
ninety-four nineteenth-century elections for which LAHED has data, the num-
ber of actual voters constituted 3.4 percent of the total population on average.
These data include both presidential and legislative elections — the two types of
election had similar levels of turnout."” Voter turnout fluctuated considerably
over the course of the nineteenth century, but it followed a generally upward
trend. During the first half of the nineteenth century, it was relatively low,
averaging only 1.7 percent of the total population. In the 185o0s, it soared to an
average of 5.4 percent, but then declined steadily for several decades, falling to
an average of 2.6 percent in the 1880s, before rising again in the 1890s, when
it averaged 4.6 percent.

According to LAHED data, a few South American countries, namely
Venezuela, Peru, and Brazil, had high levels of voter turnout, although data
are available for only a few elections in each of these countries.™® Voters aver-
aged 10.5 percent of the total population in six elections in Venezuela and
10.6 percent of the population in four elections in Peru during the nineteenth
century. In Brazil, the number of votes cast represented an average of only 3.4
percent of the population in six elections in the nineteenth century, but voter
turnout was much higher prior to the enactment of the suffrage restrictions of
1881: Voters represented 5.1 percent of the population in the 1835 elections
for regent, and 8.6 percent in the 1872 legislative, elections.

'7 These data also include a small number of other types of elections, including elections for
vice-president, regent, and departmental mayor. Turnout was lower for these other types of
elections, but the number of these elections was too small to make any reliable generalizations.

8 No data on voter turnout are available for Paraguay in the nineteenth century.
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Nevertheless, low voter turnout was the norm in most South American
countries. Colombia had very high voter turnout in the 1856 elections, when
it reached 8.6 percent, but this election, which took place using universal male
suffrage, was atypical. On average, voter turnout constituted 3.4 percent of
the population in thirteen nineteenth-century elections in Colombia. Voter
turnout was even lower in Chile and Ecuador, averaging 2.3 percent of the
population in twenty-four nineteenth-century elections in Chile and 2.3 per-
cent in eleven elections in Ecuador during the nineteenth century. In both
countries, voter turnout fluctuated considerably in the nineteenth century,
but it never exceeded 5 percent of the total population. Bolivia, Argentina,
and Uruguay had the lowest levels of voter turnout in the nineteenth century,
averaging 1.5 percent in thirteen elections in Bolivia, 1.4 percent of the total
population in nine elections in Argentina, and 1.3 percent in seven elections in
Uruguay.

Even those countries with relatively high levels of voter turnout saw their
turnout levels drop considerably when they enacted suffrage restrictions.
Only 0.8 percent of the total population voted in Brazil in 1881 after it
implemented a literacy requirement, down from 8.6 percent of the popula-
tion in 1872 (Castellucci 2014, 194; Carvalho 2012, 27-28; Graham 1990,
202, 332). Similarly, only 1.6 percent of the total population voted in the
1899 presidential elections in Peru after it tightened suffrage requirements,
down from 12 percent in 1890 (Aguilar Gil 2002, 25; Chiaramonti 2000,
249; Tuesta Soldevilla 2001, 611). Conversely, the loosening of suffrage
requirements could lead to a dramatic expansion in voter turnout, as it did in
Venezuela after 1857 and in Colombia, briefly, after 1853. Nevertheless, even
maintaining broad suffrage rights was no guarantee of high voter turnout, as
the Argentine case attests.

During the nineteenth century, voter turnout in South America was on the
whole low in comparison to the more developed Western countries. According
to V-Dem data, voters represented an average of 10.4 percent of the population
in fifty elections in the United States, 12.4 percent in eight elections in Canada,
4.9 percent in eighteen elections in Australia, and 22.2 percent in fourteen
elections in New Zealand during the nineteenth century. Voter turnout was
also higher in Europe than in Latin America on average: Voters represented
an average of 7 percent of the population in the seventeen European coun-
tries for which V-Dem has data on nineteenth-century elections. Nevertheless,
there were some notable exceptions: Belgium, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands,
Norway, and Sweden all had voter turnout that averaged less than four percent
of the population during the nineteenth century.

Thus, a comprehensive analysis of suffrage rights and voter participation in
South America during the nineteenth century shows that suffrage restrictions
were significant and voter turnout tended to be low, particularly in comparison
to more developed countries in other regions. A few South American coun-
tries enjoyed universal male suffrage and/or high voter turnout for parts of the
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nineteenth century, but the norm was to maintain significant economic and/or
literacy restrictions as well as gender restrictions, all of which depressed voter
turnout.

ELECTORAL COMPETITION AND DEMOCRACY IN THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

How competitive or democratic were elections in South America during the
nineteenth century? As revisionist scholars have pointed out, Latin American
countries had numerous competitive elections during the nineteenth century.
The opposition frequently won representation in the legislature, and on a few
occasions even prevailed in presidential elections. Nevertheless, comprehensive
data from LAHED indicate that most presidential elections were uncompet-
itive, and many elections were not even contested. Fraud, intimidation, and
government manipulation deprived the opposition of any chance of winning
most presidential contests. Although a few elections were relatively democratic,
the openings they produced did not last long and left no enduring influence.
Throughout the nineteenth century, governments, parties, and candidates
employed numerous strategies to manipulate elections. These included:

Bringing voters from a long distance and in groups to the polls; securing votes through
incentives (meals, gifts) or buying votes outright; pitched battles to control voting
stations or ballot boxes or to prevent opponents gaining access to them; preventive
imprisonment of hostile voters; multiple voting by supporters (either at the same or at
different booths); voting by non-registered voters or those legally disqualified (foreign-
ers, transients, minors, the military); voting on behalf of dead or absent people; filling
ballot boxes with ballots prepared in advance; falsifying oral voting processes. (Guerra

1994, 21)

It is difficult to assess the true extent of fraud and intimidation because the los-
ing sides often denounced abuses without providing specific evidence of them,
but it is clear that abuses were widespread. There was considerable variation in
the degree of electoral manipulation, however. Moreover, electoral fraud and
intimidation were far from unique to Latin America. Contemporary elections
in the United States and Europe suffered from similar problems.

All sides engaged in electoral abuses, but the national government typically
had the most opportunities to manipulate elections since it usually controlled
the electoral authorities and could direct the military and the police to inter-
vene. In some countries, the executive branch became known as the great elec-
tor since it decided the fate of elections. Nevertheless, the opposition was also
guilty of electoral abuses. The opposition, for example, sometimes controlled
the local electoral authorities or the police, which intervened on its behalf. In
addition, the opposition at times resorted to violence to intimidate government
supporters or to protest electoral abuses. Indeed, many of Latin America’s civil
wars in the nineteenth century stemmed at least in part from electoral disputes.
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The prevailing electoral regulations and laws facilitated the electoral abuses.
In the nineteenth century, Latin American countries, with few exceptions, did
not have or did not enforce the secret ballot. This made it easy for the electoral
authorities and others to identify, intimidate, and disenfranchise opposition
supporters. Similarly, the counting of the ballots at the polling places, and the
initial absence of voter registries and party representation at the polls, provided
numerous opportunities for cheating (Sabato 2018, 77). In addition, for much
of the nineteenth century, Latin American countries used the complete-list elec-
toral system, which awarded all the legislative seats in a district to the party or
candidate list that finished first, thereby making it more difficult for the oppo-
sition to win legislative representation.

The electoral abuses led the opposition to frequently boycott elections in the
nineteenth century. According to LAHED data, 36 percent of all presidential
elections during the nineteenth century were uncontested, although in some
of these elections more than one candidate pursued the ruling party’s nomi-
nation. In some cases, opposition candidates initially mounted campaigns but
withdrew from the race when they saw that they had no chance of winning.
Presidential elections that took place in the legislature or in constituent assem-
blies were particularly likely to be uncontested, as were elections that occurred
after the previously elected constitutional presidents had been overthrown by
force. Forty-nine percent of presidential elections that took place in Congress
or in a constituent assembly were uncontested, as opposed to only 27 percent
that took place via other means (i.e., via a direct popular election or an elec-
toral college). Similarly, 46 percent of elections where the previously elected
president had been overthrown were uncontested, as opposed to only 29 per-
cent of other types of elections."®

The percentage of elections that were uncontested increased over the course
of the nineteenth century: 45 percent of the elections in the last three decades
of the nineteenth century were uncontested, as opposed to only 28 percent
before 1870. As Table 2.3 indicates, uncontested elections were most com-
mon in Paraguay, Uruguay, Venezuela, Chile, Peru, and Bolivia (in descending
order). In these countries, uncontested elections represented at least one-third
of all presidential elections during the nineteenth century. In Paraguay and
Uruguay, they represented a majority of the elections in this period.

Even where elections were contested, they were usually uncompetitive.
During the nineteenth century, the winning candidate in South American pres-
idential elections won an average of 81 percent of the vote. These data include
both contested and uncontested elections, but if we only count the former, the
winner still captured an average of 72 percent of the vote. Direct elections were
somewhat more competitive than indirect elections, but the winning candidate
nevertheless won an average of 75 percent of the vote in direct presidential

9 Unless otherwise specified, all data mentioned in this section refer to both direct and indirect
presidential elections, including elections carried out by the legislature or constituent assemblies.
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TABLE 2.3 Competition in presidential elections in South America during the
nineteenth century

Average

share of Average Contested Competitive Free and fair

vote for margin of elections/all elections/all elections/all
Country winner (%) victory (%) elections elections elections
Argentina 79.1 62.6 8/10 4/10 o/to
Bolivia 79.6 64.3 14/21 6/21 2/21
Brazil 75.6 35.1 3/3 1/3 ol3
Chile 84.2 71.8 11/18 4/18 1/18
Colombia 67.8 46.9 24/28 15/28 3/2.8
Ecuador 78.8 62.6 19/24 7/23 1/23
Paraguay 100.0 100.0 1/13 o/13 ol13
Peru 83.9 72.1 14/21 s/21 1/21
Uruguay 83.1 69.0 8/18 4/18 o/18
Venezuela 85.4 78.6 14/26 5/26 1/26
All South America  81.0 67.6 116/182 51/181 9/181

Source: Latin American Historical Elections Database.

elections during the nineteenth century. Perhaps the least competitive types of
election were those that took place after the previously elected president had
been overthrown. In these elections, the winning presidential candidates typi-
cally won 87 percent of the vote.

The competitiveness of elections varied somewhat across countries and
over time. Paraguay had the least competitive elections since all but one of
its elections in the nineteenth century were uncontested. It was followed by
Venezuela, Chile, Peru, and Uruguay, where the winner averaged between 83
and 86 percent of the vote. Elections in Brazil, Ecuador, Argentina, and Bolivia
were not typically competitive either: The winner earned between 75 and 8o
percent of the vote on average in these countries during the nineteenth century.
Only in Colombia, where the winner averaged 68 percent of the vote, were
elections usually competitive, and even there, competitive elections represented
a narrow majority of all presidential elections if we define competitiveness as
the winner earning less than 70 percent of the vote. The winner’s share of the
presidential vote fluctuated somewhat from decade to decade, reaching a peak
of 89 percent in the 1880s. Elections generally became less competitive as the
nineteenth century progressed. During the late nineteenth century, the winner
earned an average of 85 percent of the presidential vote, as opposed to 77 per-
cent during the early nineteenth century.

Latin American presidential elections were much less competitive than elec-
tions in the more developed Western countries during the nineteenth century.
In twenty-five nineteenth-century presidential elections in the United States, the
winner earned only §3.9 percent of the vote on average, according to V-Dem
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data. In Canada, the largest parliamentary party won an average of 41 percent
of the vote during the nineteenth century, in Australia it captured a mean of 43
percent, and in New Zealand it captured an average of 55 percent. European
parliamentary elections also tended to be much more competitive during the
nineteenth century than South American presidential elections. For example,
the largest legislative party in Great Britain only won an average of 54.7 per-
cent of the vote in sixteen parliamentary elections in the nineteenth century,
and in France, the largest party only won 53.2 percent of the vote.

The lack of competitiveness of most elections in nineteenth-century South
America becomes even more clear if we use another measure of competitive-
ness: the winner’s margin of victory. In all nineteenth-century presidential elec-
tions, the winner’s share of the vote was sixty-eight percentage points more
than that of the runner-up on average, and in contested elections, the victor
still won by an average of fifty-three percentage points. The winner’s margin of
victory in South America was lower before 1870 than in the last three decades
of the nineteenth century, but in no decade did it drop below an average of
seventy percentage points. The winner’s margin of victory was also lower in
direct elections than in indirect ones, although winners still won by an average
of fifty-six percentage points in direct elections.

The winner’s average margin of victory was much greater in South America
than in the industrializing countries during the nineteenth century. In the
United States, for example, the winner’s average margin of victory was only
14.5 percentage points in twenty-five nineteenth-century presidential elections,
according to V-Dem data.*® In western Europe, the largest parliamentary par-
ty’s share of the vote was on average only eighteen percentage points higher
than that of the second-largest party.

Although most elections were uncompetitive, a sizable number of elections
did involve significant competition. In fifty-one presidential elections in South
America during the nineteenth century, the winner won less than 70 percent
of the vote. This represents more than one-quarter of the nineteenth-century
presidential elections for which we have data. In thirty-four elections, the win-
ner won less than 6o percent of the vote, and in fifteen elections the margin
separating the winner and the runner-up was fewer than ten percentage points.
Colombia had the largest number of competitive elections: Fifteen out of its
twenty-eight elections in the nineteenth century were competitive, meaning
that the winner earned less than 70 percent of the vote. Ecuador had the second
highest number of competitive elections in the nineteenth century — in seven
of its twenty-three elections the winner won less than 70 percent of the vote —
followed by Bolivia (six out of twenty-one), Peru (five out of twenty-one),
Venezuela (five out of twenty-six), Argentina (four out of ten), Chile (four

*° The vote margin separating the winner and the runner-up in parliamentary elections was only
5.3 percentage points in Canada, 7.9 percentage points in Australia, and 24.3 percentage points
in New Zealand during the nineteenth century.
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out of eighteen), and Uruguay (four out of eighteen). Brazil had one compet-
itive presidential election in the nineteenth century and Paraguay had none,
but Brazil only had three presidential elections during the nineteenth century,
whereas Paraguay had thirteen.

Nine presidential elections in the nineteenth century appear to have been
relatively free and fair. I coded elections as free and fair when they did not
have systematic violations that appeared to have affected the outcome of the
election, even if there were some minor irregularities or incidents of fraud or
manipulation. The coding scheme considered all aspects of the electoral pro-
cess, including voter registration, but did not take suffrage rights into account
in evaluating whether an election was free or fair. It is not easy to assess how
free and fair elections were during this period, given the limited data available
and the potential biases of the sources.*’ My assessment is necessarily uncer-
tain, but it is based on a critical scrutiny of the sources available, granting more
weight to those sources deemed more reliable.

The elections that appear to meet the criteria for free and fair elections
during this period are: the 1834 election in Venezuela; the 1836, 1848, and
1856 elections in Colombia; the 1872 election in Peru; the 1873 and 1884
elections in Bolivia; the 1875 election in Ecuador; and the 1896 elections in
Chile.** Most of these elections were competitive: on average, the winner won
45.4 percent of the vote in these elections, and a margin of 22.3 percentage
points separated the winner from the runner-up. In five of the elections, the
winner won by fewer than ten percentage points. More importantly, in four of
these nine elections, the opposition candidate managed to defeat the candidate
supported by the incumbent president. This is a strong sign that the election
was free and fair since the government clearly did not intervene so heavily in
favor of the official candidate as to prevent the opposition from winning. In the
other five elections, there was no clear official candidate.

Unfortunately, only one of these elections led to an extended period of
democracy and to the institutionalization of democratic practices. As Table
2.4 indicates, revolts overthrew presidents who had been elected freely and
fairly in Venezuela in 1834, Bolivia in 1873, and Ecuador in 1875. The pres-
idents who were democratically elected in Peru in 1871, and in Colombia in
1836, 1848, and 1856, also faced revolts, but they managed to survive them.
However, these leaders responded to the revolts by repressing the opposition
and manipulating elections in ways that brought an end to the short-lived dem-
ocratic openings. In Chile, however, the 1896 election paved the way for a
lengthy democratic episode that lasted until 1924. This extended experience

** Contemporary as well as later observers often supported one side or the other.

** There were some other presidential elections, such as the 1833 election in Peru, the 1868 elec-
tion in Argentina, the 1870 election in Paraguay, and the 1895 election in Ecuador, which had
important democratic elements but in my view did not reach the minimum threshold required
to be considered free and fair.
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TABLE 2.4 Ephemeral democratization in nineteenth-century South America

Country and
election year

Outcome of free and fair election

How did the democratic
episode end?

Venezuela 1834

Colombia 1836

Colombia 1848

Colombia 1856

Peru 1871

Bolivia 1873

Ecuador 1875

Bolivia 1884

An opposition candidate, José
Vargas, defeated the candidate
supported by the incumbent
president.

An opposition candidate, José
Ignacio de Mdrquez, defeated
the candidate supported by the
incumbent president.

The ruling Conservatives split,
which enabled the opposition
candidate, José Hilario Lopez,
to win.

Mariano Ospina, a Conservative,
won a narrow victory in an
election with high turnout and
universal male suffrage.

An opposition candidate, Manuel
Pardo, defeated the candidate
supported by the incumbent
president.

Adolfo Ballividn won a close
election after the incumbent
president was assassinated.

An opposition candidate, Antonio
Borrero, was elected after the
assassination of the former
president.

Gregorio Pacheco, a mining
magnate, won a close election
with minimal government
interference.

Vargas was overthrown in an
1835 revolt. He was restored
to power but then resigned
under pressure.

A civil war broke out in 1839
and the government repressed
the opposition in the 1840
presidential elections.

The opposition rebelled in 1851
and abstained from elections
in the face of government
electoral manipulation.

A revolt by one of the losing
candidates overthrew Ospina’s
successor in 1860.

Pardo survived revolts but
intervened in the 1875
elections to ensure that
his preferred presidential
candidate won.

The minister of war, General
Hilarién Daza, overthrew the
president in 1876 after being
asked to resign.

President Borrero was
overthrown in an 1876
revolt by General Ignacio de
Veintemilla.

President Pacheco intervened
in the 1888 elections to
ensure that his preferred
candidate won.

with democracy helped to establish democratic practices that would make
Chile, along with Uruguay, the most democratic country in South America for
most of the twentieth century.

Thus, except for Chile’s 1896 election, the few democratic episodes that the
South American countries experienced during the nineteenth century proved
quite short lived. The governments that were elected democratically were either
overthrown or themselves undermined democracy to retain power. As we shall
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see, it was not until the early twentieth century that some South American
countries had prolonged experiences with democracy.

EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY DEMOCRATIZATION

A great divide opened in South America during the early twentieth century
that would last, with a few interruptions, into the twenty-first century. Some
countries, specifically Argentina, Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay, took import-
ant steps toward democracy during this period, enacting major reforms that
expanded suffrage rights and helped make elections relatively free and fair.
The initial democratic episodes in each of these countries lasted at least a dozen
years, and they had even longer implications. Beginning in the early twenti-
eth century, democratic rule became the norm in these countries, except for
Argentina. Although all four countries experienced democratic breakdowns
at some point in the twentieth century, most of the breakdowns in Colombia,
Chile, and Uruguay were short lived.*? Indeed, over the course of the twentieth
century, these countries collectively experienced far more years of democracy
than of authoritarian rule.

Chile was the first country to experience a prolonged democratic episode
in South America, which was facilitated by the enactment of an 1890 law
that established safeguards to ensure the secrecy of the ballot. Beginning in
1896, Chile enjoyed a long period of relatively free and fair elections that was
only interrupted in 1924. During this period, the executive branch ceased to
impose its preferred candidates, although some electoral abuses, especially
vote buying, continued to take place, especially at the local level. Elections
were quite competitive during this time and an alternation in power occurred
on several occasions. The 1896, 1915, and 1920 elections were particularly
close, with the winner triumphing by only a few electoral votes. Voter turnout
also increased significantly during this period, averaging 5.9 percent of the
total population between 1900 and 1929, as opposed to 2.3 percent in the
nineteenth century. Although Chile experienced a few military interventions
between 1924 and 1932, it subsequently developed into one of the region’s
most vibrant democracies, with high levels of political participation and
contestation.

Uruguay established a strong democracy after the passage of the 1918
constitution, which mandated the secret ballot, universal adult male suf-
frage, and proportional representation. In the wake of this reform, electoral
fraud and manipulation declined significantly, and voter turnout soared,
typically exceeding 15 percent of the population, as opposed to 1.3 per-
cent in the nineteenth century. National elections became highly competi-
tive. Between 1919 and 1929, the winner in presidential elections won an

3 The exceptions were the breakdown of democracy in Colombia in 1949-1957, Chile in 1973—
1989, and Uruguay in 1973-1984.
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average of 55 percent of the vote, as opposed to 83 percent in the nineteenth
century. Presidential elections were often decided by a narrow margin: For
example, in the 1922 election, the winner won by only 2.1 percent and in the
1926 election the victory margin was only o.5 percent. More importantly,
Uruguay managed to maintain its vibrant democracy for most of the twen-
tieth century.

Colombia democratized in 1910 when it enacted a series of constitutional
reforms that ensured the representation of minority parties, expanded suffrage
rights, and strengthened the powers of the legislature and the judiciary. For
the next few decades, Colombian governments generally conducted electoral
processes fairly and respected political and civil rights. Minority parties won
significant representation in the legislature and opposition candidates even
won the presidency in 1914 and 1930. Voter turnout also rose significantly,
averaging 7.1 percent of the population in presidential elections, as opposed
to 3.4 percent in the nineteenth century. Not all presidential elections were
competitive, but the ones held in 1910, 1918, and 1922 were. To be sure, some
electoral manipulation and violence continued, most notably in the 1922 elec-
tions. Nevertheless, Colombia after 1910 became one of the more democratic
countries in the region, and it remained democratic for most of the twentieth
century, although it was plagued by intermittent violence.

Argentina began to democratize in 1912 following the passage of a sweep-
ing electoral reform that established the secret ballot, made voting compul-
sory, and mandated minority representation. In the wake of this reform,
voter turnout soared, averaging 8.6 percent of the population between 1912
and 1929, as opposed to only 1.4 percent in the nineteenth century. Electoral
abuses also diminished considerably since political bosses could no longer
easily monitor or control voter behavior. Elections became more competi-
tive: Between 1912 and 1929, the winner won only 53 percent of the vote on
average in presidential elections, as opposed to 79 percent in the nineteenth
century. Minority parties gained greater representation in the legislature, and
in 1916, the opposition UCR won control of the presidency for the first time.
Democracy, however, proved to be less stable in Argentina than in the other
three democratic pioneers. A military coup brought democracy to an end
in 1930 and over the next five decades the country was only intermittently
democratic. Nevertheless, from 1916 until 1930, Argentina had a vibrant, if
imperfect, democracy.

By contrast, authoritarian rule persisted in the other South American coun-
tries during the early twentieth century, and elections became less compet-
itive on average. In Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela, electoral fraud
and manipulation worsened in the early twentieth century, and in Brazil and
Paraguay, elections showed meager, if any, improvement. Between 1900 and
1929, the winner averaged 92.4 percent of the vote in the six democratic lag-
gards, as opposed to 83.9 percent in the nineteenth century. Although these
countries experienced democratic episodes after 1930, until the 1980s the

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 05 Sep 2025 at 11:12:58, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009633802.003


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009633802.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core

70 Elections and Democracy in South America before 1930

TABLE 2.5 Presidential elections and democracy in South America, 1900-1929

Votes asa Winner’s  Free and fair  Years of Mean

% of total share of the elections/total democracy/ Polyarchy

population valid vote elections total years  score
Country (LAHED) (LAHED) (LAHED) (MBP) (V-Dem)
Argentina 7.0 67.9 3/5 14 0.43
Chile 5.9 71.3 6/7 26 0.27
Colombia 7.1 65.9 4l7 20 0.22
Uruguay 10.57 74.4 3/7 14 0.41
Democratic pioneers 7.6%** 69.9%** 16/26%** 74/120%**  0.33%**
Bolivia 3.0 88.7 o/8 o 0.17
Brazil 2.4 84.3 ol/8 o 0.21
Ecuador 6.5 92.1 ol1t o 0.24
Paraguay 9.9" 96.0 /11 o 0.21
Peru 2.5°¢ 93.5 ol9 6 0.22
Venezuela NA 100.0 o/8 o 0.02
Democratic laggards 4.9 92.4 1/55 6/180 0.14

Source: Latin American Historical Elections Database; Mainwaring and Pérez-Lifian (2013,

67-68); Coppedge et al. (2023).

#*¥ p < 0.0001

Notes: All data represent country averages, except for the data on free and fair elections and

years of democracy. The t-tests for difference of means were conducted using elections or

country-years as the units of analysis. The table counts as democratic any years that Mainwaring

and Pérez-Lifian code as democratic or semi-democratic.

9 The data for Uruguay include both presidential and legislative elections because, prior to 1922,
the legislature elected the president.

b The data for Paraguay only include the 1917 legislative elections and the 1928 presidential
elections. Only partial data, if any, are available for other elections.

¢ The data for Peru only include the elections for 1903, 1904, 1908, 1915, and 1919 presidential
elections. Data for other presidential elections were unavailable.

democratic openings tended to be short lived.** Authoritarianism, not democ-
racy, remained the norm in these countries for most of the twentieth century,
and even today, these nations typically have shallower and more fragile democ-
racies than the democratic pioneers.

Table 2.5 presents a simple comparison of electoral statistics for the dem-
ocratic pioneers and the democratic laggards during the first three decades of
the twentieth century. As the table indicates, from 1900 to 1929, voter turnout
was much higher among the democratic pioneers, averaging 7.6 percent of the
population, as opposed to 4.9 percent among the democratic laggards. A sim-
ilar gap emerged with respect to the competitiveness of presidential elections

>4+ The two main exceptions were Ecuador, which had a democratic episode that lasted from 1948
to 1962, and Venezuela, which was democratic from 1958 until the end of the century.
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during this period. Between 1900 and 1929, the winner of presidential elec-
tions in Argentina, Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay captured 69.9 percent of the
vote on average, whereas in the democratic laggards, the victor won an average
of 92.4 percent of the vote. In addition, the frequency of free and fair elections
was much higher in Argentina, Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay than in the
other countries during this period: sixteen of the twenty-six presidential elec-
tions held between 1900 and 1929 in the pioneer countries were relatively free
and fair, as opposed to one out of forty-nine elections in the laggards. A series
of t-tests indicate that the difference in the means of the democratic pioneers
and laggards is statistically significant for all three variables (voter turnout,
the winner’s share of the vote, and free and fair elections) at the o.0o01 level.
Moreover, the gaps between the democratic pioneers and laggards on these
indicators are even greater if we focus on the period after the pioneers enacted
key democratic reforms — that is, after 1890 in Chile, 1910 in Colombia, 1912
in Argentina, and 1918 in Uruguay.

By contrast, no such democratic gap existed between the two groups of
countries in the nineteenth century. Argentina, Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay
did not experience more frequent free and fair presidential elections than the
other South American countries during the nineteenth century. Approximately
5 percent of nineteenth-century presidential elections were free and fair in both
groups, and a t-test of the differences in the frequency of free and fair elections
does not approach statistical significance. The democratic pioneers did have
slightly more competitive elections on average in the nineteenth century: The
winner’s share of the presidential vote averaged 76.8 percent in the democratic
pioneers compared with 83.9 percent in the laggards, a difference which is
significant at the o.05 level. However, this is mostly due to Colombia, which
had the most competitive presidential elections in the nineteenth century, and
Paraguay, which had the least competitive elections during this period. The
difference in the means of the two groups loses statistical significance if we
omit either Colombia or Paraguay from the sample. There was also a gap with
respect to voter turnout in the nineteenth century, but it favored the demo-
cratic laggards. Whereas votes represented an average of 4.9 percent of the
total population in Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru, and Venezuela
during the nineteenth century, they constituted only 2.3 percent in Argentina,
Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay, a difference that was statistically significant at
the o.or1 level.

As Table 2.5 indicates, the leading democracy indexes also show a demo-
cratic divide occurring in South America during the early twentieth century.
Moreover, the differences in means of the democratic pioneers and democratic
laggards are highly statistically significant for both the Mainwaring, Brinks,
and Pérez-Linidn (MBP) and the V-Dem indexes. The MBP index does not
cover the nineteenth century, but it lists Chile as semi-democratic beginning
in 1900, Colombia as semi-democratic starting in 1910, and Argentina and
Uruguay as democratic or semi-democratic beginning in 1916 (Mainwaring
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and Pérez-Lifidn 2013, 67-68). By contrast, none of the democratic laggards
are listed as becoming democratic or semi-democratic before 1930, except for
Peru, which is coded as semi-democratic from 1912 to 1913 and again from
1915 to 1918.%3

V-Dem reports dramatic increases in the Polyarchy index for Colombia
beginning in 1910, Argentina in 1912, and Uruguay as of 1916, but the scores
of the remaining countries either stagnate (Chile, Paraguay, and Venezuela) or
decline (Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, and Peru) between 1900 and 1929 (Coppedge
et al. 2023). On average, V-Dem reports significantly higher Polyarchy scores
for the democratic pioneers, especially Argentina and Uruguay, than for the
democratic laggards during this period. As Table 2.5 make clears, however,
Colombia scores slightly lower on V-Dem’s Polyarchy index than Ecuador and
nearly the same as Brazil, Paraguay, and Peru, all of which I classify as dem-
ocratic laggards during this period. Colombia’s low score on the Polyarchy
index during this period presumably stems in part from the country’s con-
tinued suffrage restrictions. Indeed, Colombia scores well above all the dem-
ocratic laggards on V-Dem’s measure of free and fair elections (vzeltype_6)
during this period.

As the Conclusion shows, the gap between the democratic pioneers and the
democratic laggards persisted for most of the twentieth century. Although the
pioneer countries suffered military coups during the twentieth century, all of
them except for Argentina experienced far fewer coups than the democratic
laggards. With the exception of Argentina, the pioneer countries also enjoyed
many more years of democracy during the twentieth century as a whole.

Thus, South America divided into two groups of countries during the first
few decades of the twentieth century: those which democratized and those
which did not. This division would persist throughout most of the twenti-
eth century, albeit with some ups and downs. As the ensuing chapters show,
the emergence of professionalized militaries and strong parties played a key
role in bringing democracy to Argentina, Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay in
the early twentieth century. Professionalized militaries helped bring an end
to the revolts that undermined constitutional rule, disrupted elections, and

*5 The other indexes report a similar divergence in the early twentieth century. Boix, Miller, and
Rosato (2013) code all nineteenth-century country-years in South America as nondemocratic,
but they list Chile as democratic beginning in 1909, Argentina as of 1912, and Uruguay as of
1919. None of the other South American countries are listed as becoming democratic before
1930. Vanhanen’s Index of Democratization records a sharp increase in Argentina beginning
in 1916, Colombia starting in 1918, and Uruguay beginning in 1919, but the scores for the
other countries remain relatively low (under 2) in the early twentieth century (Vanhanen 2000).
Polity ranks Chile, Argentina (after 1912), and Uruguay (beginning in 1910) among the most
democratic South American countries during the first three decades of the twentieth century,
with Polityz scores of 2 or 3 (Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers 2016). However, Colombia has
inexplicably low Polity2 scores (-5) throughout this period, whereas Bolivia and Peru receive
surprisingly high scores (2).
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led to state repression. Strong opposition parties, meanwhile, helped enact,
implement, and enforce the electoral reforms that proved crucial to democratic
progress. The South American countries that lacked strong parties and/or pro-
fessionalized militaries, however, continued to struggle with political violence,
personalistic rule, government repression, and electoral manipulation.

CONCLUSION

This chapter began by posing the question of when and where democracy first
emerged in South America. Traditionally, scholars depicted nineteenth-century
Latin American elections as authoritarian regimes with highly fraudulent elec-
tions, but in recent decades revisionist historians have pointed out that many
democratic practices existed in the region during this period. This chapter,
however, has shown that these democratic practices were the exception rather
than the norm. Some South American countries adopted broad suffrage rights
during the nineteenth century and enjoyed relatively high levels of voter turn-
out in elections, but the majority of South American countries maintained sig-
nificant restrictions on the franchise, and voter turnout on the whole tended
to be low. Although there were numerous competitive elections during the
nineteenth century, most presidential elections during this period were uncom-
petitive and many were not even contested. Moreover, the few democratic
episodes that occurred in the nineteenth century did not last long: The govern-
ments that were elected through relatively free and fair elections during this
period were either overthrown or subverted democracy to maintain themselves
and their allies in power.

It was not until the early twentieth century that South American countries
enjoyed sustained periods of democracy, and even then, only some countries in
the region democratized. Whereas Chile, Uruguay, Colombia, and Argentina
adopted democratic reforms and repeatedly held free and fair elections with
high voter turnout between 1900 and 1929, the other South American nations
mostly moved in the opposite direction, deepening government intervention in
elections, repressing the opposition, and clamping down on civil and political
liberties. Except for Argentina, the countries that joined the ranks of democ-
racies in the early twentieth century would remain democratic for most of the
century. By contrast, authoritarian rule would remain the norm in the other
South American countries until the 198os.

The remaining chapters explore what led democracy to emerge in some
South American countries and not others during the early twentieth century.
Why were some countries able to enact democratic reforms and experience
long periods of democratic governance after a century of almost uninterrupted
authoritarian rule? And why did other countries remain firmly in the grip of
authoritarianism?
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