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INTRODUCTION
How and why do politicians reform institutions that preserve
their hold on power? Why do they relinquish the ability to rig
electoral results? Through a theoretically-informed and empirically
rigorous examination of the Costa Rican case, this book explains why
laws and institutions permitting the use of fraud were gradually
reformed since the early twentieth century, despite the fact that
politicians benefited from such arrangements. Our book project also
assesses whether and how such reforms change--and were shaped by--the
ways presidents, parties and machines interacted with citizens.
Costa Rica is far more important for political and social theory
than its size would suggest. As in Chile, England, Sweden and
Uruguay, politicians in nineteenth century Costa Rica gradually
transformed a competitive, but fraud-ridden republic into a modern
democracy. Unlike most countries, its democracy has remained stable
since the mid-twentieth century. The last breakdown of democratic
institutions occurred in 1948, when government and opposition fought
a five-week civil war that ended with the defeat of the former and
the promulgation of the 1949 (and existing) constitution.
But, unlike the other countries where the development of
electoral competition preceded suffrage reform, Costa Rica has not
been wracked by severe economic and social conflicts. This has led
numerous observers to suggest that the construction of a political
system with (at the very least) fair, regularly-held and competitive
elections and universal franchise rights was inevitable. Yet, as
this book will show, the very struggle for state power in a
comparatively peaceful and consensual society stalled electoral
reform and deformed democratic institutions.
Explaining why politicians consolidate democracy, of course,
requires accounting for the development of myriad institutions. It
implies explaining why judicial institutions emerge that protect
civil rights. It entails accounting for why the military becomes
subordinate to civilian authorities. It demands suggesting why
politicians decide to expand the franchise so that everyone 18 years
or older can vote, regardless of gender, levels of education or
wealth. And, it requires explaining why they negotiate
transformations of laws and institutions to eradicate the use of
fraud from electoral competition. To explain how an unreformed,
republican system constrains the development of a full-fledged
democratic regime, this book focuses on these last two dimensions of
democratization.
Institutional change merits systematic reflection because it is
surely axiomatic that politicians do not like to alter the rules and
laws that allow them to obtain and to retain state power. U.S.
politicians, like their counterparts elsewhere, are reluctant to
limit and to regulate private campaign contributions, despite public
pressure. Members of Mexico’s governing party, the Revolutionary
Institutional Party (PRI), are just as unwilling as to reform a
political system that has allowed them to remain in office since the
1930s. Costa Rican politicians were no different: most of them also
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opposed changes to the status quo. That a coalition of presidents
and deputies succeeded in transforming the political architecture of
Costa Rica despite less than propitious conditions is the central
puzzle motivating this book.
Understanding why and how electoral laws were reformed also
requires comprehending the nature of, and role played by, electoral
fraud in a republican system. By examining petitions to nullify
electoral results (demandas de nulidad) submitted to congressional
and judicial authorities--a previously unexplored primary source--we
can analyze how and where government and opposition subverted the
results of the ballot box. More importantly, this and related
sources permits charting whether and how the methodology of electoral
fraud changed in the aftermath of major institutional innovations.
By systematically analyzing the practice of electoral fraud, this
book demonstrates how it can be studied to comprehend how local
politics shaped and was structured by national-level political
competition.
In pursuing these objectives, we also aim to shed light on
another, perhaps even more elusive topic. With the spread of
democratic government around the world in the latter part of the
twentieth century, political scientists and sociologists are newly
exploring the relationship between political culture and democratic
stability. For quite some time, historians have been concerned with
delineating the links between social, largely material, interests,
popular cultures and political behavior. We aim to show how a
republic becomes democratic by studying how electoral competition and
institutional change shaped--and were affected by--the conceptions of
politics held by a society comprised largely of peasants, artisans
and workers.
THE COMPARATIVE VALUE OF THE COSTA RICAN CASE:
THEORETICAL CONUNDRUMS
Like Chile, England, the United States and Uruguay, competitive
elections developed in Costa Rica before electoral laws were purged
of fraud-enabling mechanisms and suffrage rights were extended to the
entire adult population. For the purposes of building theory, this
case is also valuable because, unlike many other societies, Costa
Rica has not been afflicted by severe class and ethnic cleavages.
This makes the country an ideal place to examine how partisan
disputes revolving around the control of the state can, in and of
themselves, undermine political stability and impede democratization.
The Rhythm and Scope of Democratization
By the end of Tomás Guardia’s dictatorship (1870-1882),
presidents and opposition movements in Costa Rica slowly began to
eschew the use of violence to retain or gain control of the state and
began to compete in regularly-scheduled elections for executive and
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legislative offices. For example, between 1882 and 1949, 11
presidents (out of a total of 25) were selected in competitive
elections, 6 were imposed by their predecessors and 3 came to power
through opposition-led rebellions. Since 1949, all presidents have
been chosen in competitive, fair and quadrennially scheduled
elections.1
Like Chile and Uruguay, Costa Rica is one of a handful of
countries where a nineteenth-century republican system was slowly
transformed into a democracy--a political system with (at the very
least) fair, competitive elections and universal franchise rights.
Presidents in Chile had begun to be selected in competitive elections
by the early part of the nineteenth century. Between 1831 and 1924,
18 out of 24 Chilean presidents came to power in competitive and not
infrequently fraudulent elections. With the important exception of
General Augusto Pinochet (1973-89), 10 out of 14 presidents since
1932 also achieved power in competitive elections. Between 1882 and
1990, 24 out of 36 Uruguayan presidents were selected in competitive
elections.2
Table 1 reveals that suffrage rights were gradually extended in
these three countries. According to the 1871 constitution, suffrage
rights in Costa Rica were limited to men at least 20 years old, who,
because of property or employment, had an adequate standard of
living. Men at least 18 years old who were either married or
“professors of some science” also were entitled to vote. Until 1913,
the constitution also stipulated that elections for all public
offices were indirect: citizens cast ballots for electors who then
held conventions to select presidents and deputies. The secret
franchise was adopted in 1925. Gender and other restrictions on the
franchise remained in effect until 1949, when the Constituent
Assembly made voting rights universal for all Costa Ricans above the
age of 20 (a requirement lowered to 18 in 1971).
[Insert Table 1 about here]
The expansion of the franchise also followed the development of
a competitive electoral system in Chile and Uruguay. Property
restrictions were dropped in practice by 1874 in Chile and most other
restrictions were eliminated between 1925 and 1949.3 Illiterates were
extended the right to vote in 1970 and, by then, only comprised 13
percent of the population. Meeting in 1918, a Constituent Assembly
in Uruguay eliminated all barriers to exercising the franchise, save
the gender restriction. And, 14 years later, constitutional
reformers extended suffrage rights to women.
Rates of voter participation also gradually increased in all
three countries, in part because of demographic shifts that have
increased the share of the population above 50. Chart 1 indicates
that approximately 9 and 15 percent of all Costa Ricans cast ballots
in elections between 1897 and 1940. The percentage of Costa Ricans
that have participated in elections since 1940 has steadily increased
so that by the 1980s close to one-half of all Costa Ricans went to
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the polls on election day. Comparisons with other countries indicate
that turnout rates have been greater in Costa Rica than in Chile, but
lower than in Uruguay. Until the early 1950s, less than 10 percent
of all Chileans cast votes in presidential elections. After this
decade, rates of voter participation in Chile began to resemble those
in Costa Rica.
[Insert Chart 1 about here]
The gradual democratization of politics in Chile, Costa Rica and
Uruguay also makes them stand out on the world stage. Even during
the first decades of the twentieth century, the competitive nature of
elections in Costa Rica and many other Latin American republics
distinguishes them from the vast majority of countries and colonies
of European Empires in Africa and Asia. And, in Europe, parliaments
in England, Germany and Scandinavia were obliged to share power with
monarchies. In the years before World War II, tenuously-built
democracies collapsed and were replaced by fascist regimes in many
European countries.
Suffrage reform in England, Sweden and the United States
occurred slightly earlier than in Chile, Costa Rica and Uruguay,
prompting some to speak about first and second waves of democracy.4
Table 1 also reveals that universal suffrage rights for white males
were declared in the United States by 1856, when the last of the
states eliminated property and tax-paying restrictions from the
franchise (the constitution allows each state to stipulate its own
voting laws and procedures). Though the 15th amendment (1870) to the
constitution prohibited denial of the right to vote on the basis of
color, African Americans were barred from effectively exercising
their suffrage rights in many southern and northern states until the
1960s through the use of literacy tests and poll taxes.5 Between
1884-1918, the English parliament began by introducing a uniform
franchise and ended by promulgating the existence of a simple
residency requirement for voting. Property restrictions were dropped
by 1907 in Sweden. In all three countries, the secret ballot was
adopted in the last decades of the nineteenth century and suffrage
rights were granted to women by the late 1920s.
The Strengths and Limitations of Existing Explanations
Exploring why Costa Rican politicians began to participate in
competitive elections so early, however, possesses its explanatory
roadblocks. Analysts typically suggest that the democratization of
the Costa Rican political system was inevitable because of an
allegedly favorable social structure. This sort of explanation, as
E.P. Thompson and Jon Elster argue in different ways, deprives
history or political change of a human subject.6 It forecloses
promising lines of inquiry in favor of theoretical models that fail
to shed light on why state officials, parties and machines transform
a fraud-ridden republic into an inclusive, democratic system.
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Costa Rican traditionalists, for example, argue that their
political system is the natural outgrowth of a society that is
ethnically homogeneous and has been relatively egalitarian since the
colonial period. The absence of mineral wealth deterred large
numbers of Spanairds from settling in what is now Costa Rica.
Europeans and Indians quickly mixed to develop a society populated by
independent, relatively poor farmers that allegedly became the ideal
foundation for democratic government.7
Another, more contemporary explanation, emphasizes the political
consequences of the development of agrarian capitalism by the early
nineteenth century. Unlike many of its neighbors, the land suitable
for export agriculture was not owned by a small number of families
that coerced, with the assistance of a repressive state, peasants to
labor on their estates. The Costa Rican oligarchy instead amassed
its wealth by investing in the processing and exporting of coffee and
related commercial activities. The emergence of a coffee exporting
economy by the 1840s actually appears to have fueled the development
of a large class of small and medium-sized property-owners that often
participated in the emerging rural wage economy. Some, including
Víctor Hugo Acuña, contend that it was the rural petty bourgeoisie
that championed the struggle for democracy in Costa Rica. Others,
especially Lowell Gudmundson, claim that it was the absence of a
hegemonic landowning class that allowed democracy to flourish in this
country.8
A key objective of this book is to move beyond the claim that
societies with and without certain class forces make democratization
inevitable by showing how the nature of political competition itself
is an indispensable part of this story. As the data on presidential
succession reveal, Costa Rican politicians did not seriously compete
for state power within the electoral arena until the early twentieth
century. And, as we will show in the book, violence and death
accompanied the painfully gradual process to eradicate the use of
fraud from Costa Rican elections. It was far from inevitable that
Costa Rican politicians would decide to respect the results of the
ballot box, to expand suffrage rights and to eliminate the practice
of electoral fraud.
It is precisely these struggles and outcomes, against an
allegedly propitious social background, which make the Costa Rican
case valuable to comparative analysis. Even without being wracked by
the ethnic and class conflicts experienced by so many other
societies, democratization was not preordained. The very struggle to
retain or to obtain control of executive and legislative branches of
government generated insurrections, uncertainty and ongoing political
rivalries. An analysis of the Costa Rican case therefore permits
comprehending how partisan cleavages centered around control of the
state can thwart democratic reform and trigger major political
crises. It will shed light on why enough politicians decide to
transform electoral institutions that protect (and promote) the
interests of so many of their colleagues.
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PRESIDENTIALISM AND INSTITUTIONAL REFORM
As in many other Latin American countries, political life
revolved around retaining or gaining control of the presidency. For,
in control of the executive branch of government, a party could
reward its followers with jobs and with beneficial policies. It
could also perpetuate itself in power. This is why, from Mexico to
Argentina, electoral reform was part of a larger struggle to reduce
the powers of the presidency.
Though the 1871 Costa Rican constitution stipulated that all
laws needed the approval of the executive and legislative branches of
government, it undercut the autonomy of Congress in several ways. It
only permitted Congress to hold ordinary sessions during three months
of the year. During the remaining months of the year, it empowered
the president to call extraordinary sessions of the legislature, when
it was constitutionally entitled to set the congressional agenda.
When Congress was not in session, the president was also allowed to
convene the Permanent Commission, a quasi-legislative body composed
of five deputies selected by their colleagues, to seek temporary
approval of emergency decrees. These attributes furnished chief
executives with the capacity to revoke individual guarantees by
suspending the constitutional order--practices that presidents used
to great effect before 1910, when their ability to suspend the
constitutional order was reformed and the Permanent Commission was
dismantled.
Most importantly, the 1871 constitution entrusted the executive
with an a great deal of discretionary authority over electoral
affairs. Though the constitution authorized Congress to ensure that
presidents were chosen in accordance with constitutional precepts and
decided whether newly elected deputies joined its ranks, it sealed
the preeminence of the chief executive in electoral matters in three
ways, all of which were delineated in a specialized body of law.
First, electoral laws made local officials, appointed by the
Secretary of the Interior (of Gobernación), responsible for the
production of lists of voters. Secondly, these laws made this
ministry responsible for the organization of polling stations and
their operation. Finally, they made the executive responsible for
the tally of the vote.
Along with his constitutional prerogatives, these electoral
functions endowed presidents with the ability to dominate political
competition. Indeed, if a president was willing to risk attempts on
his life, he could manipulate these powers for partisan advantage and
then ignore the handful of his opponents who managed to obtain seats
in Congress. For, as the number of opposition legislators declined,
the probability that the incumbent would become the target of coup
attempts increased. Between 1882 and 1948, for example, opposition
movements launched 26 rebellions against central state authorities-three of which succeeded in installing new incumbents on the
presidency.9

7
Collective Dilemmas and Institutional Choices
Government and opposition factions might have preferred to live
in a world where it was not possible to rig the results of the ballot
box. The threat of violence and civil war would conceivably
dissipate and politics, with fixed institutional arrangements, would
become a more predictable affair.
Yet, the long-term interests of the political system did not
necessarily coincide with the short-term interests of parties and
machines. Few liked the idea of surrendering favored practices for a
roulette wheel whose results were unknowable, uncontrollable and, in
all likelihood, worse. There was no guarantee that, under new
electoral laws, every faction would continue to prosper, much less
exist. Predictions of defeat could no longer trigger efforts to
stuff the ballot boxes, orchestrated either from the presidency or
from civil society.
Opposition to electoral reform not only stems from fear of the
consequences of institutional change on the partisan balance of
power. It is also fueled by the difficulties associated with
creating a system that requires collective assent. For the success
of an impartially-administered set of electoral laws hinges upon the
administrative capacity to detect and to punish violators so that no
one has an interest in reneging upon commitments freely or forcibly
made. Unless all parties are going to abide by a new set of rules
governing electoral competition, each has an interest to defect from
an agreement that it may judge not to be in its interests anyway.
The dynamics of such situations thus repeatedly defer long-term
solutions to the problem of electoral fraud.10 Faced with the choices
of reforming or not reforming, most politicians opt to rely upon
their machines rather than to trust the electorate, even if this
meant that political competition could degenerate into violent
seizures of power, death and destruction.
Despite the equilibrium of political forces in favor of fraudridden electoral contests, some did try to overhaul electoral laws
and related constitutional statutes. Along with reformist
legislators, President Ricardo Jiménez Oreamuno (1910-4) proposed
fundamental changes, including the creation of the secret franchise.
After a grueling fight in Congress, he was forced to settle for a
constitutional amendment establishing direct elections for all public
officials and in promulgating a new, slightly revised electoral law.
Upon returning to the presidency a decade later, Jiménez
Oreamuno (1924-8) managed to obtain legislative approval of two new
electoral laws. Safeguards against the use of fraud increased in
1925 with the creation of a tribunal to adjudicate electoral
conflicts, with the development of a national registry of voters and,
most importantly, with the enactment of the secret ballot.11 The 1927
Law of Elections eliminated the ability of local electoral juntas to
include or strike names from the Civic Registry and substituted the
centralized production of paper ballots within the Ministry of the
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Interior for the system of party-supplied ballots favored by machine
politicians. This reform also called for the distribution of
photographic identification to all citizens.
Despite the promulgation of these laws of the mid-1920s,
existing laws permitted incumbents and local political machines to
commit acts of fraud on behalf of their candidates. The requirement
that citizens needed to exhibit photographic identification on
election day was continuously postponed by governments. Along with
the provision that allowed citizens to cast absentee ballots in
districts where they were not residents (votos a computar), the lack
of photographic identification permitted governments and machines to
inflate their levels of electoral support and to deflate that of
their adversaries.
These facts make the promulgation of the 1946 Electoral Code a
rather remarkable achievement. Pushed by President Picado Michalski
and his Minister of the Interior, Fernando Soto Harrison, the 1946
Electoral Code outlawed the infamous votos a computar and took
measures to ensure that the registry and photographic identification
reforms enacted in the mid-1920s were implemented. The 1949
constitution strengthened these reforms by transferring
responsibility over electoral matters from the executive branch to
the newly created Supreme Tribunal of Elections.
These facts raise an important set of questions: Why did only a
handful of presidents push electoral reform? How did they fashion
legislative coalitions in support of their efforts? It is important
to note that, by “handful,” we may be exaggerating the fact that only
three presidents oversaw the overhaul of electoral laws. Cleto
González Víquez (1906-10 and 1928-32) endorsed substantial reforms of
the existing 1893 electoral law largely pushed by Republican Party
deputies. It was only Jiménez Oreamuno and Picado Michalski who
sponsored major changes in electoral laws. Why?
Theories, Approaches and Hypotheses
Political scientists possess two main types of theories to
explain the behavior of parties and politicians. Office-seeking
theories suggest that parties are driven by the desire to hold
office. In the words of Anthony Downs, the first exponent of this
approach, parties develop policies to win elections, not the other
way around.12 Policy-making theories propose the exact opposite:
parties seek office to transform their preferences into public
policy. Though similar in formulation, these theories lead to rather
different sorts of expectations. Policy-making theories, for
example, imply that parties are accountable to constituencies.
Unless they deliver on their promises, they will lose electoral
support. By assuming that parties will do whatever is necessary to
obtain and hold public office, office-seeking accounts suggest that
parties hold no ideological allegiances. They search for support
wherever they can get it. They are pragmatic or, in the words of
their critics, opportunistic.
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In an economically underdeveloped society, one can safely assume
that parties and locally-based machines are essentially driven by the
desire to hold public office. The two most comprehensive surveys of
Costa Rican politics before the mid-twentieth century lambast
politicians for creating parties that are little more than vehicles
to promote their careers and possessing few ideological commitments.13
And, as Dana Munro noted long ago, states in Central America offered
individuals jobs, pork and all the other types of political influence
typically conferred by public authority.14 Even in Costa Rica, where
the vibrancy of a coffee-exporting economy siphoned demand for jobs
that were so present in the other Latin American republics, control
of public office allowed parties, machines and politicians to
distribute infrastructural projects and public contracts to reward
their followers and to maximize their electoral support.
Not surprisingly, parties with large shares of legislative seats
typically oppose reform because they have an interest in maintaining
laws that allow them to defile the results of the ballot box.
Machine representatives, whether in or out of the majority party,
vote against change because proposed reforms promise to eliminate the
basis of their survival. Both remain enemies of institutional change
because they fear the consequences of losing control of the state.
Despite the threats it poses to political stability, an equilibrium
in favor of the status quo exists because politicians prefer to hedge
their bets by stuffing the ballot box rather than relying upon it to
select the occupants of public offices.
By emphasizing the desire to maximize their power, officeseeking models of party or machine behavior do explain why most
politicians are not very excited about disturbing the status quo.
But they cannot explain why some presidents did break ranks with
their counterparts and members of their party. Nor is it clear if
they can explain the behavior of legislators during key periods of
reform, when enough of them decided to back change.
A way to begin resolving this puzzle is by underscoring the
dilemmas faced by incumbents who want to become reformers. By
changing the rules regulating access to key public offices, they risk
destroying the ability of their party and machines to dominate
political life. They also endanger their own political careers: if
they succeed in rewriting laws and statutes, they can be thrown out
of office. Their opponents will welcome the chance to evict them
from power and their former allies will scorn them.
Reformers typically become unpopular because institutional
change requires switching bases of support. By changing the rules
that protect their initial backers, they are appealing to
independents and even to their adversaries. In the act of doing so,
however, they can be left in a political vacuum: detested by all,
their governments can become paralyzed by the inability to build
coalitions to enact new laws, which only magnifies their
unpopularity. In countries where political parties already possess
incentives to renege on their commitments to democratic institutions,
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half-hearted reforms can further destabilize incipient and fragile
regimes.
A host of factors, sociological and otherwise, can explain the
impetus toward reform. A social class might spearhead institutional
change as part of a larger strategy to obtain political power. A new
generation of leaders can act upon, in positions of power,
preferences rejected by their elders. The adoption of certain
reforms in some countries can make them more acceptable in many other
countries. Or reform could simply be the result of the actions taken
by visionary leaders.
Some of these explanations have more merit than others. Though
some parties tried to combine a demand for electoral reform with
class-based reforms, such projects dissipated by the early 1910s,
when the Republican Party largely abandoned calls to help peasants
and workers. Furthermore, during this and subsequent periods,
friends of electoral reform could not be distinguished from its foes
by their respective positions on social reform and property rights.
Support for or opposition to electoral reform also does not seem to
have broken down around generational lines.
The international diffusion of ideas about the practice of
republican politics did influence debates about electoral reform. As
we shall see, proponents of the secret franchise and the extension of
suffrage rights to women referred to such changes in other countries.
While these developments influenced public discussion of reform, they
did not blunt the opposition of anti-reform forces who ignored or
openly rejected such arguments. And, while key reformers like
Jiménez Oreamuno may have been extraordinarily gifted individuals,
they had to struggle in a world populated by politicians concerned
with reelection and the distribution of pork. Both powerful ideas
and remarkable individuals helped the cause of reform, but they did
not determine when, why and how presidents and legislatures agreed to
transform the rules governing access to state power.
Existing research on political reform suggests that significant
political change may occur to avert a crisis, which we define as a
situation where the balance-of-power among relevant groups threatens
to undergo fundamental and rapid change. Alternatively, reforms can
be propelled by governments with electoral mandates. In decision
theoretic terms, others suggest that politicians create or reform
institutions to stabilize an uncertain environment, provided they do
not highly discount the future.15
In her insightful analysis of institutional reform in
presidential systems, Barbara Geddes develops these insights into a
set of more tractable propositions. Through a study of civil service
reform in Latin America, she argues that legislatures enact farreaching reforms when they are dominated by two or more evenly
balanced coalitions and when they face “additional incentives” like
pressure from constituents. Only in such conditions, Geddes
contends, do presidents in “stable, well-institutionalized, less
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fragmented and more disciplined party systems” succeed in
transforming institutional arrangements.16
As we will see, these propositions are broadly confirmed by the
history of electoral reform in Costa Rica. They, however, need to be
altered and built upon to make sense of electoral reform. In Geddes’
model, the survival of presidents depends, in part, on their ability
to placate an autonomous military. In our model, threats to
stability stem from political competition itself: in their struggle
for power, rival parties and factions threatened using violence as a
way to extract concessions from each other. Indeed, modifying this
assumption is part of our effort to specify, in more detail, what
Geddes refers to as the “additional incentives” that prompt
politicians to reform institutions.
Reform bills will be endorsed, we hypothesize, by incumbents in
danger of being deposed and expecting to perform well in future
elections. As the threat of being overthrown increases, chief
executives may fear the consequences of inaction more than those of
reform. For, unless important sectors of the opposition believe that
they will be allowed to compete in fair contests, they may back the
efforts of opposition hardliners to replace the government by force.
Incumbents then may have little choice but to become reformers:
despite the dilemmas associated with doing so, institutional change
may be the only way to survive in office.
The threat of overthrow, however, is not sufficient to spur
reform. No incumbent will become a reformer if support of
institutional change is tantamount to signing a suicide note. He
must also have an incentive to gamble that abandoning allies will
produce new and more reliable coalition partners, either by fusing
factions of the old regime with those of the opposition or by simply
attracting the support of opposition sectors. All such calculations
hinge upon beliefs that, under new and fairer rules of electoral
competition, the incumbent will find a place under the sun. And
doing so requires creating or becoming part of a political movement
that is popular.
In addition to being under pressure to do so, presidents will
reform electoral laws if such efforts promise to improve their
standing with the public. Becoming popular by constructing an image
of political neutrality and fairness, we suspect, are indispensable
for assembling coalitions of independent, pro-government and
opposition deputies to overcome the resistance of majority party and
machine representatives in Congress. As supporters of the existing
government, pro-government deputies endorse bills that promise to
increase their standing with the public. Deputies independent of
parties and/or machines for election will back efforts to increase
their ability to win genuinely competitive elections. Even if they
dislike efforts to eliminate fraud-free electoral procedures,
opposition legislators vote in favor of reform because doing so
increases their ability to elect like-minded colleagues to public
office.
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ELECTORAL FRAUD, POLITICAL CULTURE AND POLITICAL MOBILIZATION:
PATTERNS AND ISSUES
Little is known about the ways in which presidents, parties and
machines exploited loopholes in electoral laws to manufacture
fraudulent votes. With one exception, all of the research on Costa
Rican politics concentrates upon the struggle for the presidency and
sticks to sketching the alliances formed (and broken) by principal
candidates. By far the best attempt to explore Costa Rican electoral
politics does note that fraud was extensively practiced in the 1920s,
but concentrates upon understanding why the Reformist Party--a nonMarxist worker’s party--failed to build long-term support among
workers and peasants.17
Presidents, using the powers conferred by the executive branch
of government, and their parties presumably worked with local
machines to pack lists of voters with several names for each
supporter and failed to eliminate the names of the deceased.
Estimates suggest that anywhere between 40,000 and 60,000 false
identification cards--consisting approximately of a fourth to a third
of the electorate--existed by the mid-1940s.18 They also seemingly
instructed electoral officials, all named by the Minister of the
Interior, to manipulate the tally of the vote.
Aside from buying votes, how opposition parties and machines
committed acts of fraud is even more of a mystery. Until photographs
became an indispensable part of identification cards in the late
1940s, the cards of deceased or nonexistent persons were also used by
opposition parties. Identification cards also were purchased from
impoverished individuals by all parties to improve their standing at
the polls. During the early 1940s, the market rate of voter
identification cards oscillated between 2 and 20 colones a piece-approximately 2 to 5 days pay, at the minimum wage, for agricultural
laborers on coffee estates during 1943.19
Through analysis of petitions to nullify electoral results and
other materials, we determine whether political behavior changed in
response to the innovations legislated by presidents and Congressmen.
Purchasing voter identification cards, for example, was most likely a
practice that accelerated in the aftermath of 1927 electoral reform.
If so, it must have made electoral campaigns less dependent upon the
use of brute force and more dependent upon governments and
capitalists that could fund such efforts. Charting reactions to
reforms will help cast light this perennial issue of politics; how
and whether behavior changes in response to electoral reform is at
the core of reflection on the origins of modern political systems.20
If electoral politics was steeped with fraud, we must also
understand how a society largely comprised of peasants, artisans and
workers gradually changed its conceptions of electoral fraud,
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republican institutions and the relationship between the two. This
is obviously not an easy task because so little has been written
about these topics. Inferring values, attitudes and the like is also
difficult from petitions to nullify electoral results because these
sources are highly partisan. A way to extract less controversial
information from them is to focus on what they unambiguously offer:
allegations of electoral fraud where the boundaries between
acceptable and unacceptable types of behavior are invoked. Charting
the shifts in this cultural frontier should permit diagraming changes
in popular conceptions toward electoral politics. Scrutiny of the
justifications made on behalf of such acts, as well as the arguments
made against them, will also disclose why and, most importantly, how
Costa Ricans viewed the operation of their political universe.
It is equally important to ascertain whether certain views about
what was acceptable in politics prove resistant to legal changes
negotiated from above.
Existing research on popular political
culture since the late nineteenth century, for example, indicates
that liberal intellectuals and state officials had sought to shape
the attitudes of peasants, artisans and workers. In fields as
diverse as civic education and public hygiene, liberal intellectuals
and politicians disseminated a nationalist political discourse and
modern techniques of public health and sanitation. As Iván Molina
and Steven Palmer point out, these were part of larger efforts
undertaken by state officials to “civilize” political culture, that
is, to imbue it with the values and cultural forms of liberal,
Western society.21
These remarks should not be taken to mean that citizens were
nothing more than passive recipients of projects and changes
emanating from the state apparatus. This may very well be true; but,
it is difficult to confirm because peasants and artisans typically
leave no records of their political views. Yet, subaltern groups
have their spokesmen, appointed or otherwise, which often publish
newspapers and even send representatives to Congress. It was the
Democratic Independent Party, led by the radical liberal deputy,
Félix Arcadio Montero, that was the first to demand electoral reform.
Their 1893 platform, the first published in Costa Rica, contained a
list of economic and social demands as well as a call for
“alternability in power” and “the direct vote.”22
It is also important to discover whether fraud obeyed a
spatially-based logic. Standard images of the countryside suggest
that voters were corralled to polling stations, where important
landowners, owners of coffee exporting firms and gamonales (machine
politicians) held sway. This is certainly the image conjured by
Communist Deputy Luis Carballo during debates to repeal the secret
franchise (established in 1925) in the mid-1940s. He claimed that
public voting only reinforces the powerful; amplifies the power
of the individual who can purchase votes; and strengthens the
power of the plantation owner who has an interest in the triumph
of his candidate because he benefits from such a victory.
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Confident that his candidate will win in his district and on his
plantation, he ensures that his candidate receives enough votes
to obtain the favors he desires.23
While this portrait of the rural politics is evocative, its accuracy
remains unknown. It is not clear, for example, if politics in all rural
areas was this fraudulent. Nor is it obvious how (and whether) local
machines and landlords interacted, before and especially after the
establishment of the secret ballot, to manufacture majorities for their
candidates.
It is equally important to ascertain whether ballot rigging was
different and more prevalent in rural than in urban areas. It stands
to reason that inhabitants of the city were less subject to control
by social and political superiors than their rural counterparts. A
handful of studies suggest that workers were a key constituency of
nineteenth-century liberals seeking to create citizens out of what
were essentially urban artisans.24 So, if anything like the free play
of political forces existed in pre-reform Costa Rica, it should be
here. Comparisons of the nature and magnitude of fraud in rural and
urban Costa Rica should help shed light on whether politics worked
differently in these arenas and why.
Our effort to comprehend the spatial distribution of electoral
fraud also examines differences between center and periphery. The
core of Costa Rica, consisting of the Provinces of Alajuela, Cartago,
Heredia and San José, is known as the Central Valley and contains
most of the country’s population, which is mestizo in character.
Outlying provinces, encompassed by Guanacaste, Limón and Puntarenas
contain even more ethnically complex populations. Guanacastans are
descendants of Native Americans and Africans; a large share of people
from Limón are second- and third- generation Black Jamaicans or
members of indigenous groups.
For example, as portrayed by Carlos Luis Fallas in his
testimonial novel, Mamita Yunai, indigenous peoples in remote parts
of Limón were given false identification cards and herded to a
polling station, whose members were all related to the local police
chief and whose exact location remained a guarded secret until
election day.25 By comparing types and the magnitude of electoral
fraud between center and periphery, this book should cast light on
the other key spatial dimension of Costa Rican society.
Whatever the actual extent of fraud, it occurred in a polity
where rates of voter turnout were continuously expanding. Our own
effort to reconstruct the size and nature of the electorate, based on
census results and electoral results, indicates that, as a proportion
of the total population, the ranks of voters increased from 9 percent
in 1897 to 19.6 percent in 1944. And, turnout went from 57.5 in 1897
to 91.5 percent of eligible voters in 1944.26 As students of, for
example, the historical decline of U.S. voter turnout rates point
out, it is not at all obvious what the impact of fraud is on levels
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of electoral participation.27 Was this expansion in rates of voter
turnout in Costa Rica, however, real?
Despite the manufacture of fraudulent votes, it would not be
surprising to discover that larger and larger numbers of Costa Ricans
began to vote. Such increases should come as no surprise because
many small and medium-sized property-holders--whose numbers swelled
with the surge in the development of a coffee exporting economy--were
being mobilized by parties and machines on election day.28 Suffrage
rights, after all, in pre-reform Costa Rica were broad: though they
excluded women, they only contained a very general property
requirement. And, as our estimate of the voting age population
roughly equals the number of registered voters, such a requirement
meant little in practice. In an environment of often competitive
elections, we suspect, politicians faced intense pressure to mobilize
(and to invent) as many voters as they could on election day.
METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS
This book is both comparative and historical in scope. It is
comparative because it juxtaposes four attempts at electoral reform
to shed light on our hypotheses. Comparisons between four periods,
that is, the years between major reforms, will allow us to identify
shifts in behavior and to determine whether proposed reforms achieved
intended effects. And this book also is comparative because we seek
to place developments in Costa Rica in world perspective to
underscore the central implications of our findings for the study of
democratization.
It is historical because we chart these changes, and their
impact, through time. Our notion of history, however, is not of a
compilation of events and individual actions described in minute
detail. Nor can it be conceived of as a collection of individuals
incapable of moving because of the burdens of time and place.
Rather, to continue with our metaphor, it can be imagined as a
collection of travelers loaded with luggage whose movements are
restricted and rechanneled. The centrality of time, and of its
analysis, will be revealed in our study of fraud and of the latter’s
impact on the direction reform takes.
To assess the usefulness of our hypotheses about institutional
change, we will analyze the years preceding the enactment of the
constitutional and electoral reforms of 1913, 1925, 1927 and 1946.
To judge their success, these reforms will be compared with the
proposals made by presidents and with their ability in eradicating
the stuffing of the ballot box. Particular attention will be paid to
newspaper reports and minutes of congressional sessions where
observers and politicians acknowledged that proposed changes would
not prevent the manufacture of fraudulent votes. Based upon these
comparisons, we then determine whether the most extensive reforms
were preceded by hypothesized conditions and whether the least
extensive were not.
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Costa Rican newspapers and U.S. diplomatic records will shed
light on the balance-of-power between incumbents and their opponents.
These sources will be scrutinized for reports of instability,
including plots to overthrow the government. They furnish accounts
written by journalists, politicians and other observers that discuss
likely supporters and opponents of their bills and the consequences
of promoting, being indifferent to, or of opposing electoral reform.
We will focus on articles critical of presidents to determine whether
and why they conceded that a president was popular and whether their
authors believed that his reform bills were likely to be passed.
To identify reform proponents and opponents, we then read
summaries of Congressional sessions published in La Gaceta, minutes
of these sessions available in the Congressional Series, National
Archives of Costa Rica (NACR) and newspaper reports on electoral
reform debates. Reports on Congressional sessions will allow us to
compile roll call votes on key amendments and reform bills as a
whole. We will employ these results to determine which parties
and/or party factions consistently favor or block electoral reform.
We want to stress that the extensive use of newspapers is
indispensable to any study of Costa Rican politics and society. As
Rodrigo Facio Brenes, the most distinguished economist of Costa Rica
noted long ago, politicians, intellectuals, government officials and
the like rarely published memoirs or book-length studies on issues of
public affairs.29 Instead, they sent their thoughts to newspapers,
which frequently published the official correspondence of elected and
public officials and in-depth (and multi-part) analyses of issues of
public concern. In any event, access to the private archives of
politicians is not possible because they are not available.
To chart the extent, nature and geographic distribution of fraud
before and after major reforms, we collect information from newspaper
reports, U.S. diplomatic despatches and especially from petitions to
nullify electoral results presented to legislative and judicial
authorities (demandas de nulidad) since the late nineteenth century.
Codified in 1908 as an amendment to the 1893 Law of Elections,
petitions to nullify electoral results were authored by individuals
and parties who believed that fraud had robbed them of an electoral
victory. Though generalizing from these petitions must be done with
care because of their partisan origin, they contain a wealth of
information about the magnitude, methodology and spatial location of
electoral fraud never before systematically explored by historians
and social scientists. The greatest--and, we repeat, untapped--value
of these petitions is, however, their detailed accounts of how local
political authorities, party hacks and machine operatives manipulated
the results of the ballot box.
Using these sources, we also will be able to identify the
reasons why individuals engaged in acts of, condoned or opposed
electoral fraud. These petitions, after all, are explicitly
concerned with documenting perceived violations of electoral laws.
Though partisan in origin, they are transcripts of moral outrage that
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identify the limits of socially as well as legally acceptable forms
of political behavior and the diverse ways in which these limits were
violated. By depicting the nature of electoral fraud over five
decades, we will be able to chart how electoral reform transformed
and ultimately eradicated the practice and culture of fraud in Costa
Rica. More importantly, we will be able to show how the demands,
thoughts and beliefs of ordinary Costa Ricans contributed to the
reform of electoral laws in Costa Rica.
To gauge the effects of electoral fraud and reform on voter
turnout rates, we compile electoral statistics published in newspapers and La Gaceta to fill in the gaps and correct for the
inconsistencies of existing studies.30 We then plan to compare them
with the results of the 1892, 1904 (only covering the City of San
José), 1927 and 1950 censuses to fashion a portrait of the size and
nature of the electorate in pre-reform Costa Rica.
THEORETICAL GUIDEPOSTS
Our thinking has been nourished by two research traditions that,
despite some rather obvious possibilities for mutual exchange and
growth, remain largely unknown to each other. One is concerned with
the role played by political institutions in society and has
witnessed a revival within recent years under the rubric of the “new
institutionalism.” The other, even more recent intellectual project,
is the study of the electoral process in pre-democratic, republican
Latin America. By wrapping both with an interest in democratization,
this books hopes to draw these literatures closer together to answer
substantive questions about the formation of modern political
systems.
In the past decade or so, there has been a renaissance of
studies about the impact of institutional arrangements on political
behavior. Reacting against pluralist and Marxist models of politics
that conceptualize the state as a creature of interest groups, a
dominant class or of a mode of production, political sociologists and
scientists argue that states do not always protect the interests of
hegemonic social classes and, even when they do, their motives for
doing so may not stem from preserving the power of a such groups.31
States, in fact, often take steps to improve their own ability to
survive by increasing tax rates or by insulating themselves from
social demands.
This book builds upon this insight by borrowing from--and,
hopefully, contributing to--the “new institutionalism.” At the core
of this approach is the search for “micro-foundations” and hence a
rigorous theory of institutional development. The use of game
theory, whether in normal or extended form, and other tools in the
arsenal of the micro-economist permits showing why politicians, in
their struggles for power, find themselves making similar choices
when faced with roughly similar situations. And it is institutions
that are responsible for establishing the regularity of circumstances
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that encourage politicians to make the same decisions over an
extended period of time. By punishing violators and rewarding the
compliant, they generate expectations about the behavior of rivals.
Institutions, in other words, fix time horizons so that agents can
plan and invest for the future.
As we emphasize in the beginning of this introduction, a key
puzzle for such approaches is why institutions change. If
institutional arrangements help to generate what micro-economists
call equilibria, that is, a set of mutually beneficial agreements
from which no one has an incentive to defect unilaterally, a change
in conditions must be responsible for their transformation.32
Economic development or demographic change, for example, can alter
the distribution of resources among groups and thus their interest in
change. Alternatively, politicians can become aware of possibilities
within prevailing institutional arrangements to advance their own
careers. It is precisely such changes, endogenous to the political
system itself, which we explore in this book.
Despite the obvious importance of electoral reform to theories
of institutional change, little work exists on how such approaches
can answer perennial questions about the development of nonfraudulent
institutions or even about electoral reform and fraud itself. A
handful of works explore the ebb and flow of suffrage reform and
electoral fraud in the United States.33 The most studied electoral
reform is, of course, the First Reform Bill of 1832. The analysis of
electoral practices in England is perhaps the most developed of any
country; Frank O’Gorman’s comprehensive treatise on the English
electoral system before the first great reform conveys the impression
that a well-developed historiography exists on matters that require a
thorough and laborious examination of a multitude of primary
sources.34
What is true for the electoral politics of first world countries
is even more so for the economically underdeveloped countries of
Latin America. Though Latin American countries have had republican
systems since their independence from Spain and Portugal in the
1820s, comparatively little attention has been paid to the “nuts and
bolts” of political action in this region by historians.35 Historians
of Latin America have sidelined these topics in favor of research on
peasants, workers, race, gender relations and other topics of social
history.36
Critics would no doubt respond by pointing out that the history
of dictatorship, civil war, coups d’etat and the like in Latin
America make a study of electoral competition irrelevant, outside of
a few places like Chile, Costa Rica and Uruguay, to making sense of
basic patterns of development. That the franchise was frequently
restricted and that voting was typically fraudulent further limits
the generalizability of findings presented in a book like ours. Yes,
they might agree, electoral politics, like all other aspects of the
human experience, merit examination. But, they would probably add,
only as a complement to more enduring economic and social issues.
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Happily, not everyone agrees. Over the past ten years or so,
there has been a revival of studies on the history of electoral
politics. Even in as violent a place as nineteenth-century Colombia,
Eduardo Posada-Carbó discovers that electoral fortunes of candidates
and parties shaped their decision to start, to pursue and to end a
civil war.37 No better example of the importance of electoral
politics, however, is furnished than by Richard Graham’s masterful
study of nineteenth century Brazil. In a society with an Emperor
until 1889 and with large sectors of its agricultural economy based
upon slave labor, struggles to obtain control of local, state and
national-level offices were typically competitive, often violent and
included an electorate estimated to be “...50.6 percent of all free
males, 21 years of age or older, regardless of race or literacy.”38
The fight for seats in parliament, in fact, determined which factions
and parties controlled the cabinet and thus shaped national-level
policies. What is important about these and related studies is that
electoral politics has included large numbers of participants and
decisively impacts upon the behavior of the state. It is thus is an
integral--if neglected--part of Latin American history.
These remarks, of course, do not imply that elections were the
only way to obtain public office. Nor do they mean that balloting
procedures and the tally of the vote complied with standards demanded
by electoral observers of the late twentieth century. The
aforementioned studies of Colombia and Brazil, as well as our own on
Costa Rica, emphasize how the decision to rebel or to form coalitions
with military officers hinged upon performance in the electoral arena
itself. As the number of votes and public offices obtained in
elections increased, the willingness of party leaders to entertain
other ways of influencing public policy decreased. The riskiness
associated with bringing down a government through the force of arms
itself encouraged parties and factions to manufacture as many votes
as possible so as to avoid having to plan for such contingencies.
The study of electoral competition in a proto-democratic or
republican system integrates the study of local and national
politics. As suggested by our hypotheses on electoral reform, the
congealing of a set of interests around the stuffing of the ballot
box mired attempts to liberate electoral competition from the control
of machines. It no doubt consolidated a set of linkages between
localities and the center of state authority whereby the former
exchanged electoral support for jobs, patronage and other policies
favored by coffee growers and exporters. We hope that our study of
these anti-democratic practices can explain how politics worked in an
unreformed republican system and affected the political system as a
whole.
AN OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK
In Chapter One, we delineate the links between a society
dominated by coffee exporters and small- and medium-sized property
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holders and a fragile, republican consensus about the nature and
goals of the state in an agro-export economy. We do so by analyzing
state revenues and expenditures to fashion a portrait of the role of
the state in society. We then identify the nature and chart the
growth of the electorate since the late nineteenth century to
characterize the constituency which politicians, parties and machines
sought to mobilize, control or persuade in their efforts to retain or
gain control of the state. Since politics revolved around control of
the executive branch of government, we identify its dynamics and its
principal outcome: the fraud and violence then so characteristic of
electoral competition in Costa Rica.
Chapter Two focuses on the dilemmas faced by politicians when
institutional reformers began to occupy legislative office and even
capture the presidency. We start by surveying the efforts to reform
electoral laws since the late nineteenth century, largely spearheaded
by the Republican Party. The chapter then swiftly moves to examining
the projects sponsored by this party once its candidate, Jiménez
Oreamuno, won the 1909 presidential election. Despite the fact that
a majority of deputies belonged to the Republican Party, we show how
a split within this party, stemming from alternative conceptions of
the impact of reform on political careers, blunted the far-reaching
efforts of reformers to enact the secret franchise, to create direct
elections for all public offices, to democratize local and provincial
government and, finally, to promulgate a new electoral law.
In Chapter Three, we ask whether and, if so, how electoral fraud
changed in the aftermath of the establishment of direct voting for
public offices. We argue that it did not: because the recent effort
to overhaul electoral laws was not a great success, parties were
still responsible for furnishing voters with ballots and the
franchise remained public. Parties and machines still possessed the
ability to monitor and conceivably punish voters; control over the
electorate and even coercion remained, we hypothesize, a staple of
electoral politics in Costa Rica. Documenting the extent, nature and
geographic distribution of fraud will permit casting light on this
hypothesis. Doing so also will permit ascertaining whether urban and
rural, center and periphery spawned different types and levels of
ballot rigging. Finally, we begin to assess the impact of fraud and
reform on popular culture and political discourse toward the end of
this chapter.
In Chapter Four, we identify the principal defects of existing
legislation and discuss efforts to remedy electoral laws during the
mid-1920s. Once again, Jiménez Oreamuno was president and, in fact,
was elected amidst accusations of fraud in 1924. Nevertheless, he
sponsored two reform bills over the next four years, each of which
became electoral law. The most notable achievements of the 1925 and
1927 Laws of Elections was the establishment of the secret franchise,
of a national registry of voters and of an electoral tribunal to
adjudicate conflicting interpretations of electoral law and results.
We compare the partisan distribution of power in the legislature
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before each of these reforms with those of the early 1910s to
understand why and how the president succeeded in gaining congressional support for these innovations in the mid-1920s.
In Chapter Five, we study how incumbents, parties and machines
developed new ways of manufacturing fraud between the mid-1920s and
the late 1940s. We suspect that the elimination of public voting
transformed the practice of fraud by making it dependent upon the
purchase and illegal production of electoral identification cards--a
loophole open by the 1927 reforms and not closed by subsequent
governments. Again, our aim is to delineate the extent, nature and
geographic distribution of fraud as well as to assess the extent to
which popular attitudes toward reform and fraud changed in the
aftermath of new electoral laws. Special attention will be paid to
determining whether increasing rates of voter turnout were real and
their impact on the conduct of electoral politics.
In Chapter Six, we analyze efforts to reform the 1925 and 1927
electoral laws between the mid-1920s and mid-1940s. Our principal
goal is to explain why the incumbent, President Picado Michalski
(1944-8), succeeded in gaining legislative approval of a far-reaching
Electoral Code. His support of a bill that promised to weaken his
party’s control of both the executive and legislative branches of
government remains paradoxical since he belonged to a party widely
suspected of having placed him on the presidency through the massive
use of fraud. Whatever the validity of this claim, it is important
to determine whether our hypothesized conditions were present and
therefore explain a set of decisions that effectively eliminated the
practice of fraud from Costa Rican politics.
We also discuss how, paradoxically, the promulgation of the
Electoral Code did not stem the polarization of political
competition. Instead, it paved the way for an opposition victory in
the hotly-contested 1948 elections, one which pro-government forces
could not accept, and the outbreak of civil war. In the aftermath of
the opposition’s victory in the war, popularly-elected delegates
attended a Constituent Assembly in 1949 that, among other things,
extended voting rights to women. It also strengthened the 1946
Electoral Code by creating the Supreme Tribunal of Elections--the
sole body currently responsible for the organization of elections,
the interpretation of electoral law and the tally of the vote.
In the Conclusions, we present the principal findings of our
research as well as their strengths and limits. By comparing the
major periods of electoral reform, the discussion will center upon
how useful our hypotheses were in explaining the ebb and flow of
institutional innovation. It will also focus on to what extent the
various electoral laws curtailed the use of fraud and how such
changes impacted on popular attitudes toward republican institutions,
fraud and the relation between the two. The conclusion then places
the Costa Rican case in comparative perspective by underscoring the
importance of the study of institutional change for studies of

22
democracy. It will also identify the ways in which our research can
be expanded to grasp the role played by electoral fraud and reform in
Costa Rican and Latin American politics, more generally. Finally, it
will present the findings of our study most relevant for
understanding contemporary processes of democratization.

TABLE 1
Suffrage Reform
(Selected Countries)
_____________________________________________________________________
___
Date When Restriction was Dropped
Country
Indirect

Literacy

Property

Gender

Public

Reqmnt.

Reqmnt.

Reqmnt.

Ballot

Ballot

Chile

1970

1874

1949

1874

1925

Costa Rica

1871

1949

1949

1925

1913

England

18841918

18841918

1928

1872

1907

1919

1866

1800-86

1920

1888-96

Sweden
U.S.
(Remains

1970-75

1908

in
effect)
Uruguay

1918

1918

1932

1918

1918

_____________________________________________________________________
___
Sources: For the Latin American cases, see Dieter Nohlen, ed.,
Enciclopedia Electoral Latinoamericana y del Caribe (San José: IIDH,
1993). For the European cases, see Thomas T. Mackie and Richard
Rose, eds., International Almanac of Electoral History, 3rd ed.
(Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 1991). For the U.S., see The CQ Guide
to US Elections, 3rd ed. (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 1994).
Note: Suffrage restrictions are those in effect for chief executives
and legislative office in presidential systems. Only one exception
exists: elections remain indirect for the US presidency, but for no
other office in this country. Franchise requirements in
parliamentary systems are for the national legislature.
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