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What caused you to embark on this 
project? 

The scholarship on distributive politics in de-
veloping democracies features ample theo-
retical discussion of the role of vote secrecy in 
shaping phenomena such as clientelism and 
vote brokerage, but much less direct empirical 
evidence about how the effective secret ballot 
actually affected modalities of political engage-
ment when it was introduced. My hope was that 
a well-structured historical project, with strong 
causal leverage and relatively precise measure-
ment of outcomes, could offer a good deal to our 
understanding of how the secret ballot affected 
citizens’ participation in elections. 

What is one main thing you want the 
project to be remembered for ten years 
from now?

The Brazilian case offers a stark example of how 
so-called clean election reforms may, in fact, 
contribute to democratic backsliding. There are 
perhaps few institutional reforms more popu-
larly associated with good government and the 
historical consolidation of democracy than the 
adoption of the secret ballot. Yet, in both Brazil 
(shown in my article) and the Southern United 
States (shown by others), the effective secret 

ballot represented a frontal attack on political 
participation by the most vulnerable and eco-
nomically downtrodden citizens. In both cases, 
this was by design. I want scholars and policy-
makers to appreciate this history as we consid-
er contemporary political discussions about 
“election security” and “perfecting the demo-
cratic process.”   

What in your data or findings surprised 
you the most? Why?

To be honest, the central finding that the effec-
tive secret ballot had an enormous effect in dis-
enfranchising functionally illiterate voters came 
as a bit of a surprise. Based on the US experi-
ence, I anticipated that there might be a disen-
franchisement effect. However, the magnitude 
of the effect that I encountered in the data re-
ally did surprise me. After running the analyses 
and sharing my results, I scoured parliamen-
tary debates and newspapers from the time 
period, only to find that disenfranchisement of 
functional illiterates was exactly what the pro-
ponents of the ballot reform had intended all 
along. In my view, this is why one does research 
– if you’re never surprised, you’re doing it wrong.  

Q&A WITH
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Q&A W I T H DA N I E L G I N G E R I C H (CONTINUED)

What would you change or do 
differently if you went back and did this 
project again?

I spent more time than I would like to admit 
setting up teams to collect, process, and clean 
the data. If I could do this all over again, I would 
hire a full time project manager to oversee the 
distinct tasks of the various research assistants 
involved in the project. 

What is the biggest still unanswered 
question that emerges from your 
research?

In my mind, the biggest unanswered question 
is why the adoption of the effective secret bal-
lot was utilized to strategically disenfranchise 
functionally illiterate voters in some settings 
but not in others. Danilo Medeiros and I take a 
step towards an answer to this question in a re-
cently published piece in Comparative Political 
Studies (“Vote Secrecy with Diverse Voters”), 
but our empirical focus in that article is on the 
determinants of the preferences of individual 
politicians for or against the effective secret 
vote in a specific country (Brazil), rather than 
on cross-national differences. In the article, we 
argue that in order for the effective secret ballot 
to be used as an instrument of strategic disen-
franchisement, illiterate voters need to make 
up a non-negligible proportion of the electorate 
and illiteracy must be correlated with a pre-ex-

isting political cleavage. But how often and why 
the effective secret ballot is actually used in that 
manner when said conditions prevail, is very 
much an open question.  

If another scholar does the same 
project ten years from now, do you think 
their findings would be different from 
yours? And if yes, in which ways?
Yes and no. No, in the sense that I wouldn’t an-
ticipate that a scholar who at some point in the 
future went back to study the case of Brazil with 
some newly acquired data would produce re-
sults radically at odds with those in my article. 
At least I hope that that would not be the case! 
But if a scholar were to perform a similar histor-
ical study in a different country with different 
ballot design (perhaps owing to different elec-
toral rules), then I certainly think it is possible 
that the findings would differ. In understanding 
the impact of the effective secret vote on dis-
enfranchisement, the devil lies in the details of 
ballot design. The secret vote can be realized 
by a ballot that is easy for illiterates to navigate 
(e.g., mark an “x” next to an image representing 
your favored political party) or hard (e.g., write in 
the name or number of your favored candidate).  
The effective secret ballot in Brazil was inten-
tionally designed to be difficult for illiterates to 
use. I would expect similar disenfranchising ef-
fects to be found only in other cases of unfriend-
ly ballot design.  
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