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Social and political processes rarely unfold evenly across a territory. Rather, they occur 

in geographically uneven patterns and are likely to produce within-country variation. Democracy 

and democratization are not exceptions. Indeed, as Robert Dahl and Guillermo O’Donnell noted 

years ago, the unfolding of democracy in different regions of the world  over time has been 

territorially uneven both across levels of government and subnational units.
1
 Precisely for this 

reason, the study of democracy requires us to take issues of space seriously.  

Echoing this claim, recent works by comparativists around the world have focused 

increasing attention on how territoriality shapes democratic development. In particular, these 

works have centered on the limited territorial reach of national democracy in subnational 

jurisdictions, challenging in important ways our previous understanding of national 

democratization processes. This essay focuses on Latin America, a region of the world that due 

to the prevalence of “regime juxtaposition”
2
-- i.e., the existence of subnational undemocratic 

regimes
3
 (SURs) alongside a democratic national government-- has produced a wealth of novel 

and insightful studies on subnational democracy (SD) (see footnote 5).
4
 The essay argues that 

while Latin Americanists have made key contributions that advance our knowledge on SD, 

important theoretical, conceptual, and methodological voids still need to be filled.  By highlighting 

these shortcomings, this essay also seeks to chart new paths for future research on territorial 

democracy in Latin America and beyond.  

 

Contributions from Latin America 

During the past three decades a growing number of Latin American countries have moved 

away from autocracy and military dictatorship towards democracy. Still, despite the progressive 

consolidation of national democracy, at the subnational level elections are still severely 
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manipulated, the civic liberties of the local populations are partially suppressed, and varying 

degrees of harassment and violence, which usually result from the capture of subnational 

governments by organized crime, skew the playing field in favor of incumbents.  Additionally, in 

various lower-tier governments, ruling officials exert a tight grip over the legislative branch, 

local agencies of control, subnational party organizations, the local media, as well as local civic 

organizations.  

One of the major contributions of Latin Americanists to the study of territoriality and SD 

has been the systematic documentation of instances of regime juxtaposition. These new studies, 

which range from in-depth, qualitative single case-studies to medium-N, within-country studies 

have provided detailed descriptions of SURs in countries as diverse as Argentina, Brazil, 

Colombia, and Mexico, thus empirically confirming that democratic advancement in Latin 

America has been territorially uneven both across levels of government and subnational units.
5
  

In addition, and as importantly, scholars have identified and documented the specific 

tactics employed by subnational undemocratic incumbents in nationally democratic countries to 

entrench their position in power. We now know that undemocratic governors and mayors engage 

in strategies of institutional engineering that deeply affect the distribution of provincial and local 

power in favor of incumbents by limiting the number of entrants in the electoral arena and 

reducing intraparty factionalism. Gerrymandering to overrepresent rural districts against the 

more competitive capital districts and changes in electoral rules that alter district magnitudes, are 

only some examples of the institutional reforms carried out by incumbents to consolidate their 

ruling position. Other examples include the frequent and arbitrary reshuffling of provincial/state-

level supreme courts, the capricious removal of opposition mayors from office, the denial of 

funding to municipalities controlled by the opposition, the arbitrary commission of 

provincial/state-level audits to investigate contrived financial misdeeds of opposition mayors, 

and the co-optation or division of local organized groups, such as small unions, social 

movements, and street vendors, that could potentially exert societal control over undemocratic 

incumbents.  

Another important contribution of the Latin American scholarship on SD has been the 

identification of the causes that underpin the continuity and change of undemocratic regimes in 

nationally democratic countries. Interestingly, most studies conducted in this region implicitly 

build on the idea that subnational democratic continuity and change are shaped by, and thus should 
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be understood by looking at the dynamics taking place between the center and the peripheral units 

of the political system.
6
  

For instance, Snyder shows that events occurring at the federal level of government, such 

as the implementation of neoliberal (market) reforms, can contribute to the maintenance and 

strengthening of SURs. These reforms, as occurred in Mexico, triggered reregulation projects in 

the states through which undemocratic incumbents generated rents and resources to consolidate 

their ruling position.
7
 Similarly, Cornelius, and Montero and Samuels argue that the processes of 

decentralization that swept the region during the late 1980s and 1990s, and which shifted 

political, fiscal, and administrative power away from the national government toward 

subnational units, gave undemocratic state-level rulers greater autonomy, resources, and leverage 

to maintain SURs in power.
8
 Alternatively, Gibson demonstrates that authoritarian incumbents 

and regimes prevail when the scope of conflict is localized and opposition groups are cut off 

from allies and resources in the national polity. By contrast, they are threatened and overthrown 

when provincial conflict becomes nationalized.
9
  Gervasoni’s analysis of Argentina shows that 

the institutions of fiscal federalism shape the prospects for democratization in subnational arenas, 

as provinces that are highly dependent on federal transfers are better equipped to maintain SURs 

in place.
10

 Montero’s study of Brazil reveals that the building of national-local alliances between 

the national ruling Worker’s Party and urban-based opposition forces in undemocratic states, are 

critical to challenge the hegemony of long-standing authoritarian caudillos.
11

 Finally, analyzing 

Mexico and Argentina, Giraudy shows that the uneven territorial reach of the nation-state 

determines national incumbents’ capacity and incentives to either strengthen or weaken SURs 

“from above.”
12

 

In sum, three of the contributions of Latin Americanists to the study of SD have been the 

systematic and detailed documentation of instances of regime juxtaposition in a variety of 

countries of the region, the identification of the specific tactics employed by subnational 

incumbents to entrench their ruling position, and the careful specification of the structural, 

strategic, and institutional sub-systemic interactions across levels of government that shape the 

continuity and change of SD. Despite these achievements, scholars of Latin American SD have 

left important theoretical, conceptual, and methodological issues unattended.  

 

Shortcomings of the Literature 
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Recent scholarship on SD in Eastern Europe has shown that internal structural factors, 

such as levels of capitalist development and economic autonomy, or external variables, such as 

patterns of international aid, are key factors in shaping the prospects of SD in several post-

communist countries.
13

 Conversely, due to their predominant focus on the effects of sub-

systemic interactions on SD, scholars from Latin American still know very little about whether 

internal structural variables or external (international) factors undermine or aid the continuity of 

Latin American SURs. Future works exploring the effects of these variables on SD are needed to 

expand our knowledge about the causes that determine subnational political regime continuity 

and change in Latin America. Still, more importantly, these new works can trigger a new and 

much needed scholarly debate on whether SD and subnational democratization should be 

theorized from a “sub-systemic interaction” perspective (as proposed by Gibson) or whether they 

should be assessed by focusing on internal or external variables that are usually stressed in 

theories of national democracy and democratization.  

The vast majority of Latin American studies on regime juxtaposition focus on the post-

third wave democratization period and are spatially limited to provincial/state-level, second-tier 

governments. While entirely justified, these temporal and spatial demarcations may pose at least 

two important limitations for our understanding of subnational political regime dynamics. First, 

as the literature on temporal politics notes, a variety of aspects of time may be relevant to 

understanding important political outcomes. Subnational democratization may be a slow-moving 

process that takes a long time to unfold. Hence, it is very likely that the causal mechanisms that 

are responsible for its emergence are rooted in past events and follow a path-dependant pattern. 

Unfortunately, due to the short-time span of extant studies and databases, our understanding of 

how these mechanisms may (or may not) shape subnational regime dynamics is still very limited. 

A first step to help fill this gap is to dig into historical archives to assess the evolution of SD over 

longer periods of time. Doing so would allow one to produce longer time-series, which could be 

used to pin down the historical factors that may contribute to SUR resilience.  

Second, the predominant focus on provincial/state-level governments may mask 

important aspects of territorial democracy in Latin America, thus further limiting our 

understanding of regime juxtaposition in the region. For instance, the absence of studies on 

democracy conducted at the local, i.e., municipal level of government, has prevented scholars 

from assessing the actual territorial reach of this type of political regime.
14

 Subnational 
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undemocratic enclaves may be far more ubiquitous at the municipal than at provincial/state 

levels of government, thereby revealing that the territorial unevenness of democracy may be 

more severe than it is often thought to be. Until new studies and data on municipal democracy 

are produced, scholars of regime juxtaposition will lack the tools necessary to increase their 

descriptive accuracy and assess the magnitude of the phenomenon they are studying.  

Despite the proliferation of works on regime juxtaposition, scarce attention has been 

devoted to issues of conceptualization and measurement.15 Most works on SD in Latin America 

do not offer clear conceptual definitions of how they conceive political regimes, much less a 

discussion of their dimensions, sub-dimensions, and indicators. Moreover, they only rarely 

provide rules for coding democratic versus undemocratic subnational units, and perhaps more 

worryingly, only some of them measure the degree or level of democracy across all subnational 

units of a given country and over time. Complicating things further, Latin American analysts of 

regime juxtaposition use a variety of conceptual forms, such as hybrid, authoritarian, 

neopatrimonial, or ‘closed-game’ to refer to subnational political regimes that are not 

democratic. Each of these labels, in turn, is employed to denote a different set of empirical cases. 

One of the major drawbacks of this conceptual murkiness for the study of SD is that 

scholars are severely prevented from specifying the domain of empirical cases for analysis. This 

in turn is problematic because the identification of the universe of cases is essential for crafting 

theories, testing hypotheses, and assessing causal relations.
16

 The current lack of agreement 

among Latin American scholars of SD about what constitutes the proper domain of empirical 

cases for analysis is thus worrying as it may prevent them from making further progress toward 

theory testing and theory refinement. In effect, because researchers are unable to assess the same 

object of study, explanations cannot be considered as competing, making it impossible to 

adjudicate among them. A necessary step to help expand knowledge accumulation in the subfield 

of regime juxtaposition is thus to promote a more self-conscious and careful use of concepts and 

measurement strategies among scholars.  

Another important step towards expanding our knowledge on SD is to move past current 

works that assume unit homogeneity across SURs. Much writing on territorial democracy has 

taken for granted that SURs within countries are homogenous or uniform entities, all deemed to 

be analyzed and treated as equivalents, especially with regard to the relation they maintain with 

national rulers or national institutions. However, while sharing important political features, these 
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regimes vary considerably among each other with these differences being crucial to explain 

regime continuity and change. For instance, subnational regimes can be differentiated in terms of 

the power bases of incumbents within states as well as rulers’ distinct styles of leadership. 

Alternatively, they can be distinguishable by their levels of financial dependency on the central 

government and the intrinsic characteristics of subnational state-administrations.
17

 These 

provincial/state-level differences are critical for determining undemocratic incumbents’ clout in 

their dealing with central state elites, and play a decisive role in explaining how, and under what 

conditions, undemocratic subnational regimes continue to survive. Future research on SD will 

have to acknowledge how cross-subnational differences among undemocratic regimes shape the 

prospects of SUR resilience and change.  

Finally, as noted earlier, Latin Americanists have, for the most part, carried out within-

country comparisons of subnational undemocratic units in single countries while paying little to 

no attention to cross-national comparisons among countries where democracy is territorially 

uneven. This can have important implications for knowledge accumulation because we are 

prevented from assessing whether the uneven territorialization of democracy is more or less 

pronounced in, say, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Bolivia, Peru or Argentina. As a result, little 

theoretical progress can be made to evaluate how levels of subnational democratic territorial 

unevenness are affecting the viability of national democracy.  

In sum, the Latin American scholarship on SD has made major contributions to the study 

of regime juxtaposition, thus helping in important and novel ways to push the research agenda on 

territorial democracy forward. Despite this progress, important theoretical, conceptual, and 

empirical gaps still need to be filled. The issues raised in this essay are only some of the topics 

that will need to be addressed in the future in order to advance our knowledge about how space 

and territory shape democracy and democratization. 
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