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Electoral Proximity and the Political  
Involvement of Bureaucrats:
A Natural Experiment in Argentina, 1904 
Valentín Figueroa 

Abstract: In this paper, I use a slightly modified version of the Becker–
Stigler model of corrupt behavior to explain bureaucratic political in-
volvement. Since bureaucrats prefer higher rewards and not to support 
losing candidates, we expect them to become politically involved near 
elections – when rewards are expected to be higher, and information 
more abundant. Taking advantage of a natural experiment, I employ 
differences-in-means and differences-in-differences techniques to esti-
mate the effect of electoral proximity on the political involvement of 
justices of the peace in the city of Buenos Aires in 1904. I find a large, 
positive, and highly local effect of electoral proximity on their political 
involvement, with no appreciable impact in the months before or after 
elections. 
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Introduction 
In competitive settings, politicians often engage in clandestine and illegal 
efforts to shape electoral results (Lehoucq 2003). Electoral fraud can 
take many forms, including vote and turnout buying, ballot stuffing, vote 
miscount, and violent intimidation. Recent research on the topic has 
shown that the execution of electoral fraud typically requires operational 
support from brokers and bureaucrats at the local level (Cantu 2014; 
Benton 2013; Larreguy, Olea, and Querubin 2014; Martinez-Bravo 2014; 
Simpser 2013; Svolik and Rundlett 2014).  

Because of a revived interest in the study of the execution of elec-
toral fraud, the growing literature on the political involvement of public 
officials has focused exclusively on their illegal activities during elections, 
but not the moments before or after them. However, the execution of 
electoral fraud is, at a more general level, only one specific task under-
taken by politically involved bureaucrats who also agree to perform other 
(often complementary) duties, such as attending political meetings, per-
suading others, and providing information to the candidates they support 
(Zarazaga 2014). 

Bureaucrats are mainly motivated by career concerns and prospects 
for future employment (Alesina and Tabellini 2007). For this reason, for 
example, elected judges in democratic regimes become more punitive 
when elections are on the horizon (Huber and Gordon 2004), even more 
so when they face serious competition (Gordon and Huber 2007). Ap-
pointed public employees, on the other hand, have strong incentives to 
support popular candidates because their positions or promotions will be 
decided by the incoming government (Martinez-Bravo 2014).  

In competitive authoritarianisms, Way (2006) noted that it is unlike-
ly that bureaucrats will support candidates who they suspect will lose the 
election, since this might offend the winning candidate. In these settings, 
bureaucrats have to decide before elections whether to get politically 
involved. If they choose wrong – that is, if they support a losing candi-
date – then they will likely lose their office. If they choose the winning 
candidate, they will be rewarded – compensations may include anything 
from relationships with incumbents to higher office.  

Electoral fraud, specifically, takes place on the day of the election or 
during the vote count, but when are bureaucracies politicized? When do 
bureaucrats decide to surrender technocratic duties to join a network of 
political operatives that, after agreements and planning, eventually ends 
up executing electoral fraud on the ground? Do bureaucrats stay con-
stantly involved in politics or does this involvement vary over time? 
Building on the Becker–Stigler model of agent corruption (1974), I argue 
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that bureaucrats decide to get involved in political activities when re-
wards are high and electoral information abundant. Therefore, the politi-
cal involvement of bureaucrats should be expected to grow as elections 
approach and to remain low both before then and afterwards. 

I test this prediction using a quasi-experimental research design.1 In 
1904 the newly enacted Argentine electoral law mandated that elections 
for the partial renewal of the House of Representatives should be held in 
only half of the country’s electoral districts, selected by a public lottery in 
Congress. This lottery has provided random variation in electoral timing, 
which can be used to estimate its effect on the political involvement of 
bureaucrats.  

Taking advantage of the opportunity provided by this natural exper-
iment, I estimate the effect of electoral proximity on the political in-
volvement of justices of the peace in the city of Buenos Aires using dif-
ferences-in-means and differences-in-differences techniques. I assume 
that the performance of bureaucrats diminishes when their political in-
volvement increases because of competition between political and tech-
nical activities for that bureaucrat’s time. Using monthly data on civil 
marriages as an “effect indicator,” I show that electoral proximity has a 
strong, positive, and highly local effect on bureaucratic political involve-
ment, with no appreciable impact in the months before or after elections.  

As an empirical contribution, this paper isolates the effect of elec-
toral proximity on bureaucratic political involvement. Theoretically, the 
conclusions of this paper contribute to three different areas of research. 
First, by allowing intertemporal variation in bureaucratic active support 
to incumbents, they complement research on electoral competition in 
authoritarian regimes by introducing a possible explanation for the fact 
that incumbent candidates can lose elections, even in competitive re-
gimes with strong bureaucratic political machines (Brownlee 2007; Geh-
lbach and Keefer 2008; Magaloni 2008; Lazarev 2005; Magaloni and 
Kricheli 2010). Second, the conclusions extend arguments about the 
effect of career concerns on bureaucratic behavior – mostly developed 
for democratic regimes – to autocratic institutional settings (Martinez-
Bravo 2014; Huber and Gordon 2004; Gordon and Huber 2007; Ahuja 
1994; Elling 1982; Wright and Berkman 1986; Croley 1995). Third, they 
further gauge the causal dynamic of the autocratic search for popularity 
(Wintrobe 1998; Gehlbach and Simpser 2013; Kuran 1995). 

1  On the respective advantages of experimental research and observational re-
search, see Gerber, Green, and Kaplan (2004) and Morton and Williams (2010). 
On natural experiments, see Dunning (2012).  
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1 Theory 
I consider bureaucrats politically involved when they participate in parti-
san activities with the intention to shape the political sphere or to influ-
ence electoral outcomes. Political involvement increases 1) when unin-
volved bureaucrats decide to take part in partisan affairs and 2) when 
already-involved bureaucrats augment their level of political participa-
tion. Disentangling these two situations would require the establishment 
of a specific minimum threshold of political involvement, above which 
bureaucrats are said to be politically involved. That conceptual enterprise 
is beyond the scope of this paper. In what follows, I refer broadly to 
political involvement as encompassing both alternative situations. 

In this paper, I use a slightly modified version of the Becker–Stigler 
model of corrupt behavior (1974) to explain the political involvement of 
bureaucrats in competitive regimes. This simple model considers the 
choice that must be made by a bureaucrat with the opportunity to get 
involved in politics.  

Before a given election, a bureaucrat has to decide whether and how 
much to get involved in political issues in support of a given candidate. 
Supporting a candidate frequently entails executing electoral fraud, but it 
is not limited to this single activity. Politically involved bureaucrats also 
attend partisan meetings, persuade potential voters and other bureau-
crats, inform candidates about the political alliances and voter mobiliza-
tion plans of their political rivals,2 and design the operational tasks for 
vote or turnout buying on the day of the election.  

If a bureaucrat decides not to get involved in politics, he is guaran-
teed his wage, w. If he chooses political involvement, he has to play a 
lottery: there is some probability (1-�) the candidate he supports will win 
the election, and that the bureaucrat will get his wage and r, a reward. 
Rewards may include anything the candidate can credibly offer (relation-
ships, money, land, a promotion, political office, among many other 
things). Assuming that a bureaucrat who supports a losing candidate is 
fired by the newly elected government, the punishment depends on the 
wage he would earn in other employments, wo. The key equation in this 
model can be written as follows (Di Tella and Schargrodsky 2003): a 
rational bureaucrat prefers political involvement when 

 
��� � ��� � �	 � ��
�   (1) 

2  In a recent paper, Zarazaga (2014) has shown that political operatives at the 
local level are valuable sources of information for their principals. 
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The simple model presented above could explain why bureaucrats who 
are not constantly involved in politics might agree to support a given 
candidate during elections. The time-dependent nature of bureaucratic 
political involvement can also account for the fact that incumbents with 
strong state-owned political machines can be defeated in elections, like 
the autocrats from Slovakia (1998), Croatia (2000), Serbia (2000), Geor-
gia (2003), Ukraine (2004), and Kyrgyzstan (2005) during the “color rev-
olutions” (Bunce and Wolchik 2011).  

The model predicts that, everything else held equal, the political in-
volvement of bureaucrats will increase in three alternative scenarios: (1) 
when the difference between their wage and their expected wage in the 
alternative employments decreases, (2) when promised rewards increase, 
and (3) when certainty about future electoral results increases.  

Opportunities for alternative employment are expected to depend 
on the experience, education, and ability of individual bureaucrats. Re-
wards and certainty about future electoral results, however, should be 
expected to increase near elections by way of two mechanisms, every-
thing else held equal. First, as the day of a given election arrives, bureau-
crats have access to better information regarding the political alliances 
and electoral competitiveness of each individual candidate. This infor-
mation allows them to choose which candidate to support, based on 
their expected probability of electoral success. The penalty for support-
ing losing candidates is twofold: For one thing, bureaucrats offend win-
ning candidates and risk losing their jobs. In addition, the candidates 
they supported are not able to deliver on their promises because they 
could not access political office.  

Second, as the need for bureaucratic political involvement becomes 
more salient, candidates should be more willing to offer higher rewards 
near elections. As noted by Gehlbach and Simpser (2013), candidates 
might also increase the magnitude of rewards to create a perception of 
popularity among other bureaucrats, in order to ensure further support.  

If this theory explains bureaucratic political involvement, then bu-
reaucrats should be more likely to choose political involvement near 
elections, when rewards and certainty are expected to be higher. I test 
this observational implication below by exploiting a natural experiment 
in Argentina in 1904. 
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2 Bureaucracy and Politics in Argentina 
(1880–1912)

In his groundbreaking book, historian Natalio Botana described nine-
teenth-century Argentina’s political system as an “inverted representative 
system.” In the absence of a secret ballot, public officials acted as elec-
tors within a “network of political control”3 (Botana 1985: 184) and 
engineered elections in which incumbent candidates almost invariably 
succeeded. Fraud was guaranteed by bribes, distribution of public em-
ployment and, overall, the mutual dependency between the bureaucratic 
structure and the political system (Castro 2004; Gomez 2013). Secret 
personal arrangements (Alonso 2010) and family ties (Losada 2012) es-
tablished the rhythm of everyday politics.  

On the day of elections, the winning faction was the one that had 
the best-organized political machine and managed to show up at the 
polls with the greatest number of voters (Sabato 2004). In 1904 an ob-
server noted that vote buying was practiced with the complicity of public 
authorities and in public: outside hospitals and schools, in churches, and 
next to voting tables (Zeballos 1904). Voters were paid in cash, and tak-
en from political committees to the polls in partisan cars (Botana 1985: 
304). Given that voting was public (and not secret), vote counts were 
instantaneous. Therefore, when results were close, political operatives 
would go to the streets and buy votes on the spot (Jorrat and Canton 
1999). 

Vote buying was practiced by all political factions (Sabato 2004; 
Zimmermann 2009), and it was executed at the local level by a network 
of judges, policemen, and members of the National Guard, without 
logistical support from landowning elites (Halperín Donghi 1992, 2007; 
Castro 2004; Hora 2001). In this setting, the judiciary was frequently 
used as an intermediate step to higher political positions, and previous 
political activities were seriously considered at the time of candidate 
selection (Zimmermann 1996).4 The judicial and political spheres were 
intimately linked (Zimmermann 2007).5  

The typical career path of justices went something like this: After 
graduating in law, lawyers received minor political offices or a judicial 

3  Unless otherwise noted, all translations into English are my own. 
4  For a discussion of the importance of political ties and electoral support for the 

appointment of judges, see Zeballos (1902). 
5  Using an arbitrary sample of 60 federal justices, Zimmermann (2007) shows 

that they all occupied political positions before or after their judicial appoint-
ments. 
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position at the provincial level. They then became federal justices, and 
this allowed them to climb to higher provincial and national positions. 
Former justices later became national ministers, federal interventors, 
national senators, or national members of Congress (Zimmermann 
1996). Most of their political capital was developed during their man-
dates as local justices, when they performed an important role as political 
brokers. According to Representative Estanislao Zeballos, justices of the 
peace were “the key to electoral success” (Diario de Sesiones de la Cámara de 
Diputados 1882, I: 123).  

The organization of bureaucratic political machines required the 
construction of political alliances before elections. Representative Pastor 
Lacasa argued that the success of Vice President Pellegrini’s party in the 
1906 House election was not due to the quality of its candidates, but 
because Pellegrini “went to political committees, worked night and day, 
and he himself went to the houses of important men to ask for their 
support” (Diario de Sesiones de la Cámara de Diputados 1911, I: 291). When 
building electoral coalitions for upcoming elections, candidates would 
write to justices. Running for governor of Santiago del Estero, Pedro 
Gallo sent letters to all judges in the province, telling them that “a party 
list had been written in a meeting with many friends” and that they 
should “support it and make it succeed.”6  

Given that the control of the state apparatus was not, by itself, 
enough to win elections, candidates depended on “clubs” for voter mo-
bilization. These grass-roots organizations were constructed on existent 
social relations, rendering justices of the peace their natural leaders, as 
their social position as notables gave them a comparative advantage in 
supporter recruitment. Once candidacies were defined, political clubs 
publicly promoted candidates and supervised electoral operations – these 
included identifying supporters and registering them to vote, persuading 
potential voters, and organizing partisan meetings and rallies (Sábato 
2004).  

Considering that electoral winners were likely to reward supporters 
and punish others, it was not always easy to decide whether to support a 
given candidate. Even governors were reluctant to support any presiden-
tial candidate long before the 1904 election (Castro 2004). According to 
an article in the daily El Diario, by 9 September 1903 candidates compet-
ing in every district were already defined and establishing their political 
committees (quoted in Cantón and Jorrat 2004: 343–348). The time to 

6  Francisco Olivera to Julio A. Roca, Santiago del Estero, 1 August 1882 (AGN, 
Argentina, Sala VII, Archivo Roca, Leg. 21).  
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build electoral support had started. As an example, industrialists were 
said to already be supporting Eliseo Cantón in San Cristobal Sud, and 
the president’s secretary, Jaime Llavallol, endorsed Benjamín González 
as a candidate in San Juan Evangelista, with the support of the chief of 
police, Agustín Mascias. By September 1903, however, it was still un-
known how 600 votes from municipal employees in San Cristobal Norte 
would be cast (Cantón and Jorrat 2004: 344).  

Once candidates were elected, and in the absence of a meritocratic 
bureaucracy, they enjoyed the freedom to appoint or favor political 
friends (Sábato 2004). This power was frequently used to build up new 
political machines or reward allies from past electoral struggles. Castro 
quotes a letter from a judge to President Julio Roca in 1902 that is illus-
trative of this point: 

My Dear Julio, […] today, I ask […] that […] when there is a va-
cancy, you put me in the Supreme Court […]. Almost all of my 
colleagues from that time […] are there […]. I did not go because 
I served as a bumper as president of the Civil Chamber in that 
famous election you surely have not forgotten. (Castro 2004: 24) 

When personal ties or career dependence were not enough, judges were 
directly bribed. When running for president, Juárez Celman received a 
letter from the governor of Catamarca, who was concerned because 
rochistas (the opposition) had sent emissaries all over the province in 
order to “corrupt judges with bribes.”7 In that same presidential election, 
the incumbent party of the province of Jujuy was weakened because of 
the magnitude of rochista bribes, and the governor wrote President Julio 
A. Roca (Juárez Celman’s brother-in-law) to remind him that their party 
“would only be able to win the upcoming election with help from the 
judiciary.”8  

If justices did not support winning candidates, they could be re-
moved from their positions. Federal Justice Romero recommended that 
Governor Rocha “remove opposing justices” and “make them under-
stand that they are […] subject to their political bosses, whose orders 
they are obliged to obey.”9 

7  José S. Daza to Juárez Celman, Catamarca, 11 January 1886 (AGN, Argentina, 
Sala VII, Archivo Juárez Celman, Leg. 20). 

8  J. M. Álvarez to J. A. Roca, Jujuy, 2 December 1886 (AGN, Argentina, Sala 
VII, Archivo Roca, Leg. 50).  

9  José Benjamín Romero to Dardo Rocha, Corrientes, 18 June 1878 (AGN, Sala 
VII, Archivo Rocha, Leg. 217).  
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3 Research Design and Data 
In 1902 the National Congress approved a new electoral law, proposed 
by Minister of Interior Joaquín V. González, with support from Presi-
dent Roca. This law – no. 4161 – mandated that elections for the House 
of Representatives be held in 120 single-member districts, replacing 
provinces as multimember districts. Historiographical accounts attribute 
the electoral reform exclusively to Minister González (Pereyra 1999; de 
Privitellio 2006). In fact, the reform did not change the electoral land-
scape, and was suppressed in 1905 by President Manuel Quintana during 
his first year in office.  

The law was made operative by a presidential decree in March 
1903.10 It ruled that the country be divided into 120 single-member dis-
tricts, and it set the limits of districts in the city of Buenos Aires, while 
delegating the division of provinces to local legislatures. Districts were to 
be assigned according to the population data from the National Census 
of 1895, and they were required to have a population that allowed the 
election of exactly one representative. In cities, article 28 requested that 
districts coincide with parochial divisions.  

Given that, by constitutional law, only half of the seats in the House 
of Representatives were to be contested in 1904, article 22 of the presi-
dential decree ordered that a public lottery take place in Congress to 
choose which single-member districts in each province would compete 
in the first election.11 This lottery provided random variation in elections 
among districts. 

In this paper, I use this exogenous assignment of elections to esti-
mate their effect on the political involvement of justices of the peace 
(JOPs) in the city of Buenos Aires.12 The city was divided into 20 single-

10  Boletín Oficial de la República Argentina, Año XII, No. 3078, 12 January 1904. 
11  The undisputed results of the public lottery were sent to President Roca by 

Representative Benito Villanueva and Secretary Alejandro Sorondo on 1 June 
1903 (see Boletín Oficial de la República Argentina, Año XI, No. 2951, 8 Au-
gust 1903: 1). 

12  Of course, considering only this city is arbitrary. Nevertheless, Buenos Aires is 
the only district with a developed system of public statistics. The next national 
census, a possible source of data for other provinces, was published in 1914: 
ten years after the election. Furthermore, the boundaries of districts in the oth-
er provinces, unlike those of the city of Buenos Aires, are not specified in pres-
idential decrees. However, historians agree that the political involvement of 
JOPs was most important in rural areas (Cárcano 1986; Hora 2001; Lopez 
2005). Consequently, finding a significant effect in the fully urbanized city of 
Buenos Aires – the place where effects are least likely to be seen – suggests a 
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member districts, and elections were held only in 11 of them (the treat-
ment group) in March 1904. The other nine districts represent the con-
trol group. Simple t-tests in Table 1 show that the two groups were bal-
anced in terms of pre-treatment characteristics, using data on the elec-
toral results of the senatorial election of 1904. I interpret the similarity in 
these variables as informative of the similarity between groups in other 
variables, both observable and unobservable. 

Table 1. Balance: Electoral Variables at the District Level 

 Treatment 
(A) 

Control 
(B) 

Difference 
(C) = (A) – (B) 

|t-test| 

6 March senatorial election (1904) 
Registered 
voters 

2645.09 
(383.39) 

2680.44 
(318.46) 

-35.35 
(513.25) 

0.06 

Voters 1481.27 
(197.12) 

1322.11 
(139.30) 

159.16 
(252.30) 

0.63 

Votes for 
P.A.N. 

0.43 
(0.03) 

0.42 
(0.05) 

0.00 
(0.06) 

0.08 

Votes for Au-
tonomist Party 

0.35 
(0.03) 

0.27 
(0.01) 

0.07 
(0.03) 

1.91 

Votes for Re-
publican Party 

0.21 
(0.03) 

0.29 
(0.04) 

-0.08 
(0.05) 

1.55 

Margin of 
victory 

0.11 
(0.05) 

0.16 
(0.06) 

-0.04 
(0.08) 

0.51 

No. obs 11 9   
Source: Canton and Jorrat (2004). 

Note:  Columns (A) and (B) present the mean of each variable in the treatment and 
control groups. Column (C) presents the differences in the means. Standard 
errors are in parentheses. “Registered voters” is the number of people regis-
tered to vote in each district. “Voters” is the number of people who voted in the 
1904 senatorial election. Votes for P.A.N., the Autonomist Party, and the Re-
publican Party are the average share of votes received by these parties in 
each group of districts. “Margin of victory” is the difference between the vote 
share received by the winning party and the second-place party.  

4 Dependent Variable: Bureaucratic Political 
Involvement

A central task in the identification of the effect of electoral proximity on 
bureaucratic political involvement is the measurement of the latter. This 

                                                                                                     
higher impact in other provinces (Gerring 2007). Levy (2008: 12) describes this 
logic as the Sinatra inference: “If I can make it here, I can make it anywhere.” 
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is particularly challenging, considering that this variable is not directly 
measurable.  

Since the enactment of the Civil Marriage Law (no. 2393) in 1888, 
JOPs were in charge of officiating civil marriages. Therefore, I use the 
number of civil marriages per 1,000 registered voters in each district as 
an “effect indicator” (Bollen and Lennox 1991) of their political in-
volvement. The validity of this indicator rests on the assumption that 
their performance as public employees and the time they devote to polit-
ical activities are inversely correlated, because of competition between 
these two different tasks for time allocation. The hypothetic logic for this 
inverse correlation is straightforward: political involvement demands 
attending meetings and political events outside their workplace, where 
marriages are conducted.  

To empirically assess the validity of this effect indicator, I estimated 
a linear regression of voter turnout and the monthly marriage rate in 
each district, using data from the senatorial and presidential electoral 
months of 1904. Given that the political involvement of bureaucrats 
leads to increased voter turnout (Nichter 2008), this procedure consti-
tutes a construct/nomological validation of the selected indicator (Ad-
cock and Collier 2001: 543).13 Results are presented below, in Table 2. 

Table 2. Nomological Validation of Dependent Variable 

 DV = Turnout (voters / registered voters) 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Civil marriages -0.008* 

(0.003) 
 -0.005* 

(0.001) 
Religious marriages  0.006 

(0.003) 
 

District-fixed effects Yes Yes Yes 
Month-fixed effects Yes Yes Yes 
No. obs 39 24 23 
R2 0.75 0.90 0.91 

Notes: The dependent variable is voter turnout in the senatorial and presidential 
election of 1904 (min: 0.31; max: 0.77). All models were estimated using the 
OLS Method. Model (3) excludes districts for which there is no data on reli-
gious marriages. Huber–White robust standard errors are in parentheses. * 
Significant at the 5-percent level. 

Controlling for both district and month-fixed effects, civil marriages are 
negatively correlated to voter turnout, as expected. It could be argued, 

13  I consider “turnout” a preferable indicator over the vote share of any specific 
political party because electoral mobilization was practiced by all political fac-
tions (Sabato 2004; Zimmermann 2009). 
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however, that turnout is negatively correlated to marriage rates for rea-
sons that are orthogonal to judicial political involvement. Turnout, for 
example, might be a consequence of citizens’ political involvement. To 
deal with this issue, as a placebo test, I estimated the same model but 
used religious marriage rates as an independent variable. The rate of 
marriages celebrated by the Catholic Church is not significantly correlat-
ed to voter turnout, and the estimated coefficient is positive. In Model 3, 
I excluded observations for which there is no available data for religious 
marriages. The correlation remains negative and statistically significant at 
the 5-percent level. These results suggest that the civil marriage rate is a 
valid indicator of the political involvement of JOPs. 

5 Results 
In this section, I estimate the effect of electoral proximity on bureaucrat-
ic political involvement. Given the pre-treatment similarities among 
treatment and control groups in electoral variables, it is worth consider-
ing a simple cross-section estimator (Di Tella and Schargrodsky 2004). I 
therefore present differences-in-means between experimental groups for 
every month of the year 1904. I expect bureaucrats to get politically 
involved near elections, because of increased rewards and certainty on 
future electoral results.  

Table 3 presents means (and standard errors) of the indicator of po-
litical involvement – the monthly number of civil marriages per 1,000 
registered voters – in each group of districts. The third column presents 
the differences-in-means between the treatment and control groups for 
every month, and their statistical significance, calculated by a simple 
(two-tailed) t-test. 

The difference in the performance of JOPs is statistically significant 
only for the month of March, when elections for the House of Repre-
sentatives were held, and not before or after that month.14 The differ-

14  In order to further quantify the uncertainty associated with these estimates, I 
also calculated (two-tailed) p-values using randomization inference under a 
sharp null hypothesis of no individual treatment effect – i.e. the treatment ef-
fect is zero for all units – with the permtest2 command in Stata. This approach 
has the advantage of not requiring assumptions on random sampling, paramet-
ric distribution (Keele, McConnaughy, and White 2006; Bowers and Panagop-
oulos 2011), or the SUTVA (Keele, McConnaughy, and White 2006). The p-
value for the sharp null quantifies the probability that the observed difference 
between the treatment and control group is due to chance in random assign-
ment, and not to the treatment itself. The p-value for the difference in means is 
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ence between experimental groups in the month of the election is also 
qualitatively significant. In March, districts in the treatment group expe-
rienced over 30 percent fewer civil marriages than districts in the control 
group.  

Table 3. Monthly Differences-in-Means between Groups 

Month Elections Treatment 
(A) 

Control 
(B) 

Difference 
(A) – (B) 

No. 
obs 

January  8.57 
(1.41) 

9.67 
(1.75) 

-1.09 
(2.22) 20 

February  9.49 
(1.55) 

11.18 
(1.49) 

-1.68 
(2.18) 20 

March Senators and 
House membersa

8.51 
(0.88) 

12.87 
(1.76) 

-4.36* 
(1.91) 19b 

April Presidential 
electors 

12.11 
(1.45) 

14.30 
(1.34) 

-2.19 
(2.02) 20 

May  11.44 
(1.56) 

13.92 
(1.56) 

-2.48 
(2.23) 20 

June  11.48 
(1.13) 

14.68 
(1.02) 

-3.19 
(1.56) 20 

July  11.88 
(0.77) 

13.12 
(1.93) 

-1.23 
(0.95) 20 

August  10.32 
(1.08) 

12.17 
(1.40) 

-1.85 
(1.74) 20 

September  10.85 
(1.22) 

12.68 
(1.35) 

-1.82 
(1.82) 20 

October  10.70 
(0.82) 

13.57 
(1.65) 

-2.86 
(1.74) 20 

November  10.03 
(1.13) 

9.81 
(0.99) 

0.22 
(1.54) 20 

December  11.79 
(1.41) 

13.31 
(1.23) 

-1.52 
(1.92) 20 

Districts  11 9   
Source: Anuario Estadístico de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires (1904). 

Notes: The first two columns present means and standard errors (in parentheses) of 
civil marriages per 1,000 registered voters in each district. The third column 
presents the differences in the means of columns (A) and (B). Statistical signif-
icance was calculated by a standard test of hypotheses for two samples (two-
tailed). a Elections of House members were held only in the districts belonging 
to the treatment group. b This month has 19 observations because the Anuario 
Estadístico de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires (1904) does not include the number 
of marriages in the district of Vélez Sarsfield (in the treatment group). All the 
results in this paper remain unchanged when Vélez Sarsfield is excluded from 
the sample. * Significant at the 5-percent level.  

                                                                                                     
0.038 in the month of the election, and above the threshold of statistical signif-
icance in all other months (results available upon request). 
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Results are consistent with theoretical expectations and also with Saba-
to’s (2004) claim that bureaucrats got politically involved near elections. 
Political involvement before the electoral month might be hindered by 
lower rewards and higher uncertainty about the candidate’s future elec-
toral performance. After elections, though, we expect rewards to be 
nonexistent, since bureaucratic support is no longer needed. I interpret 
these results as evidence for the statement that the political involvement 
of bureaucrats increases with electoral proximity. 

Given the expectation that bureaucratic political involvement 
should increase locally near elections, I also estimated the effect of the 
electoral month on the performance of JOPs using a differences-in-
differences technique. This procedure yields estimates that are robust to 
(potential) pre-treatment differences between groups, and consists of 
identifying a specific random intervention – in this case, an election – 
and then comparing the difference in outcomes before and after the 
intervention for groups affected by the intervention to the same differ-
ence for unaffected groups (Bertrand, Duflo, and Mullainathan 2004). A 
key assumption of this method is that the outcome in the treatment and 
control group would follow the same time trend in the absence of the 
random intervention. 

Using the monthly number of civil marriages per 1,000 registered 
voters gives me a panel with 12 observations for each district.15 Having 
districts with and without elections allows me to define a treatment and 
control group. I include month-fixed effects to control for any aggregate 
shocks in the evolution of civil marriages, and district-fixed effects to 
control for time-invariant characteristics. By controlling for both time 
and individual effects, I obtain the differences-in-differences estimator of 
the effect of elections on the performance of JOPs.  

Table 4 presents the basic OLS regression results. The model pre-
sented in column (A) shows that, everything else held equal, the electoral 
month causes a 3.08 decrease in the number of civil marriages per 1,000 
registered voters. Substantially, this represents a reduction of 26.7 per-
cent in the average monthly civil marriage rate.16  

15  Of course, the monthly level of aggregation is arbitrary. However, the Anuario 
Estadístico de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires (1904) does not present more dis-
aggregated statistics.  

16  DD estimates do not change when using the total number of civil marriages in 
each district as a dependent variable. The coefficient remains statistically signif-
icant when using OLS, Poisson, and negative binomial estimates (reported in 
the Appendix). 
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Table 4. Electoral Proximity and Bureaucratic Performance 

 Differences-in-differences Cross-
section 

Time 
series 

 (A) (B) (C) (D) (E) 
House election -3.08** 

(1.10) 
-3.08* 
(1.15) 

-3.66** 
(1.24) 

-4.36* 
(1.96) 

-2.79** 
(0.72) 

District-fixed 
effects Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

Month-fixed 
effects Yes Yes Yes No No 

No. obs 239 239 39 19 130 
R2 0.62 0.62 0.91 0.23 0.47 
(Standard 
errors) 

Huber–
White 

Clustered 
by district 

Huber–
White 

Huber–
White 

Huber–
White 

Notes:  The dependent variable is the number of civil marriages per 1,000 registered 
voters in each district. All models are OLS. Column (C) presents an equation 
run in a panel of length 2, with averaged data before the treatment, and drop-
ping post-treatment observations. Column (D) considers only observations of 
the month of the house election (March 1904). Column (E) excludes observa-
tions in the control group and month-fixed effects. * Significant at the 5-percent 
level; ** significant at the 1-percent level. 

However, conventional standard errors may underestimate standard de-
viations of treatment effects, leading to an overestimation of significance 
levels (see Bertrand, Duflo, and Mullainathan 2004). Consequently, I 
apply two standard corrections. First, the model in column (B) presents 
robust standard errors clustered at the district level. Second, for the 
model in column (C), I collapsed time-series information into a pre-
treatment and treatment period, dropping observations for months after 
the treatment. I then ran the equation on the averaged outcome in a 
panel length of 2.17  

The impact of elections on the number of civil marriages remains 
statistically significant in all three models, showing that statistical signifi-
cance of the effect is not driven by an underestimation of standard er-
rors.  

Model (D) presents the estimated effect using a cross-section of dis-
tricts in the month of March. This estimate is identical to the one pre-
sented in Table 3 and is included to facilitate comparison among alterna-
tive estimates. The model presented in column (E) compares the number 
of civil marriages in the month of the election with other months, only 

17  This strategy works only when the treatment is applied at the same time in all 
treated districts (Bertrand, Duflo, and Mullainathan 2004), as is the case in the 
1904 election. 
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for districts in the treatment group. The coefficient for the treatment is -
2.79 and statistically significant at the 1-percent level.  

Estimates using three alternative strategies are not significantly dif-
ferent from each other. I interpret the similarity between these alterna-
tive estimators as informative of the robustness of my research design. 

6 Robustness  
In this section I present further tests to assess the validity of the results. 
A first simple potential objection is that fewer couples might want to 
marry near elections. Related to that, it could be argued that elections 
themselves decreased the performance of JOPs because of purely elec-
toral duties such as registering voters, receiving voters at voting tables, 
and counting votes. To address these issues, I estimated the same models 
in Table 4 but used religious marriages per 1,000 registered voters as the 
dependent variable. Voter registration was carried out several months 
before elections and also in districts in the control group. Both JOPs and 
Catholic priests were in charge of receiving voters at voting tables and 
conducting vote counts (see Electoral Law no. 4161).18  

Since religious and civil marriages are positively and significantly 
correlated in the sample (r = 0.42, p<0.00), they should constitute an 
acceptable false experiment. The fact that electoral districts and parochial 
divisions closely overlapped in the city of Buenos Aires makes this a 
valid comparison. Therefore, if elections led to a decrease in marriage 
rates because of reasons unrelated to bureaucratic political involvement, 
then we should see that they also have a negative impact on the number 
of marriages celebrated by the Catholic Church. Models presented in 
Table 5 show that this is not the case. 

Elections have no impact on the number of religious marriages cel-
ebrated in a given district. The coefficient is significant for the time-
series model presented in column (C),19 but not in the differences-in-
differences or cross-section estimators presented in columns (A) and (B). 

18  It is also unlikely that duties related to the legality of elections interfered with 
judges’ performance, because those claims were evaluated by the Special Pow-
ers Committee at Congress, and complaints were filed only in the district of 
San Cristobal (Diario de Sesiones de la Cámara de Diputados 1904). 

19  The coefficient is statistically significant because it does not consider the fact 
that religious marriages also dropped in the control group. 
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These results support the notion that the impact of elections on civil 
marriages is indeed driven by the political involvement of JOPs.20 

Table 5. False Experiment: Religious Marriages 

 Differences-in-
differences 

Cross-section Time 
series 

 (A) (B) (C) 
House election -0.48 

(0.61) 
-1.01 
(1.52) 

-1.73** 
(0.37) 

District-fixed effects Yes No Yes 
Month-fixed effects Yes No No 
No. obs 114 12 72 
R2 0.73 0.04 0.43 

Notes:  The dependent variable is the number of religious marriages per 1,000 regis-
tered voters in each district. All models are OLS. Column (B) considers only 
observations of the month of the House election (March 1904). Column (C) ex-
cludes observations in the control group and month-fixed effects. Huber–White 
standard errors are in parentheses. The number of observations is lower than 
the one in the civil marriages models because the Anuario Estadístico (1904) 
does not present disaggregated information for the districts of Balvanera 
(Norte, Oeste, and Sud), San Carlos (Norte and Sud), San Cristobal (Norte 
and Sud), and Palermo de San Benito. Of those eight missing districts, three 
belong to the control group, and five to the treatment group. ** Significant at 
the 1-percent level. 

Of course, since there is no available or disaggregated information about 
religious marriages for some districts (three from the control group and 
five from the treatment group), the lack of statistical significance of the 
regression coefficients might be due to a reduction in sample size, which 
mechanically enlarges standard errors. To deal with this issue, I estimated 
the regressions of civil marriage presented in Table 4 while restricting the 
sample to those observations for which data on religious marriages ex-
ists. The negative impact of elections on civil marriages remains large (in 
fact, it becomes even larger than the estimate using the full sample) and 
statistically significant at the 1-percent level.21 

A second concern might be about the missing value for the district 
of Vélez Sarsfield (in the treatment group) in the month of the House 
election. To deal with this issue, I excluded this district from all samples 
of estimations of models presented in this paper. The direction and sta-

20  It should be noted that the false experiment presents conventional standard 
errors for the DD estimates. This is the most conservative approach, since this 
might bias statistical significance towards the rejection of the null hypothesis.  

21  Results presented in the Appendix. The estimated coefficient for civil marriages 
ranges from -7.30 to -1.68 (at a 95 percent confidence level) and the one for re-
ligious marriages from -1.70 to 0.73 (at a 95 percent confidence level).  
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tistical significance of the coefficients of interest remained virtually un-
changed (in fact, the absolute difference between experimental groups 
before and after elections became smaller).  

A third potential objection would be about the seasonality of mar-
riages. It could be argued that civil marriages consistently drop in the 
month of March in districts of the treatment group. Considering that 
elections were randomly distributed among districts, however, this is 
unlikely. Nevertheless, to deal with this issue, I calculated differences in 
means in the marriage rate between experimental groups in 1903 and 
their statistical significance, using simple t-tests. The difference (i.e. the 
effect of having an upcoming election) is not statistically significant in 
any month.22 

A fourth way to assess the validity of the theory is to check whether 
the local effect of elections is higher in the least competitive districts. 
Results from previous elections could be used by bureaucrats to predict 
the competitiveness of each candidate’s party. Given that the Senate 
election was carried out in all districts before the House election, bureau-
crats would have been able to use that information to estimate the elec-
toral competitiveness of each political party in the given upcoming elec-
tion. If certainty is indeed important, as predicted by the Becker–Stigler 
model, then the political involvement of bureaucrats should be higher in 
the districts where the margin of victory in the preceding election was 
largest. 

Table 6. Certainty and Bureaucratic Political Involvement

 Differences-in-differences 
 (Margin > p50) (Margin < p50) 
 (A) (B) 
House election -4.65** 

(1.24) 
-1.76 
(2.26) 

District-fixed effects Yes Yes 
Month-fixed effects Yes Yes 
No. obs 120 119 
R2 0.72 0.57 

Notes:  The dependent variable is the number of civil marriages per 1,000 registered 
voters. Models are OLS. Robust standard errors clustered at the district level 
are in parentheses. ** Significant at the 1-percent level. 

Table 6 presents separate differences-in-differences estimates for dis-
tricts where the margin of victory – between the winner and the runner-
up – in the Senate election (seven days before the House election) was 

22  Results not reported but available upon request. 
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above or below the median. Those below the median are always lower 
than 10, and those above vary between 11 and more than 67 percentage 
points. Results confirm the theoretical expectation and show that the 
political involvement of JOPs was appreciable only in the least competi-
tive districts, and locally in the month of elections.  

7 Conclusion 
When do bureaucrats get involved in politics? Even though it is widely 
accepted that electoral fraud is frequently executed by public employees, 
most of the literature on electoral fraud assumes bureaucratic political 
involvement and focuses on discussing its execution. However, the exe-
cution of electoral fraud is only one of the tasks that politically involved 
bureaucrats undertake – and one that necessarily takes place on the day 
of the election. In this sense, the causes and temporal variation of bu-
reaucratic political involvement demands more consideration. Are bu-
reaucrats constantly involved in partisan matters or does this involve-
ment vary over time? 

In this article, I intended to fill this gap by building on a slight adap-
tation of the Becker–Stigler model of bureaucratic corruption (1974). I 
hold that incentives for the political involvement of bureaucrats increase 
when rewards are higher, and when information about future electoral 
performance is abundant. Electoral information is of vital importance 
because bureaucrats risk losing their jobs if they support a losing candi-
date.  

Proximity to elections should increase both rewards and infor-
mation, by two different mechanisms. First, as the salience of their polit-
ical competitiveness increases near elections, candidates should be more 
willing to offer higher rewards to bureaucrats who support them. Sec-
ond, political alliances and loyalties are clearest near elections, so the 
information available for bureaucrats to infer future electoral perfor-
mance should be more accurate and more easily available. Therefore, 
bureaucrats can be expected to choose political involvement near elec-
tions.  

I test this theory by exploiting a natural experiment. In Argentina in 
1904, following the enactment of a new electoral law, elections for the 
House of Representatives were held in only half of the country’s elec-
toral districts, and these districts were chosen by a public lottery in Con-
gress. Since the subsequent distribution of elections across districts can 
be presumed exogenous to bureaucratic political involvement, I collected 
monthly data from the city of Buenos Aires and estimated the effect of 
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electoral proximity on the political involvement of justices of the peace 
(JOPs). To undertake this analysis, I assumed that the performance of 
public employees should decrease with political involvement – using the 
logic of “effect indicators” (Bollen and Lennox 1991).  

All the results presented in this paper point in the same direction: 
the political involvement of JOPs increases locally in electoral months. I 
find a large, negative, and highly local effect of electoral proximity on the 
performance of JOPs, measured as the civil marriage rate. In the month 
of elections, districts experience as much as a 26-percent reduction in 
marriage rates when compared to the control group. I interpret this find-
ing as evidence for the statement that bureaucrats are more likely to get 
politically involved near elections. The robustness of the empirical strat-
egy is supported by the fact that similar conclusions are reached when 
using differences-in-differences, cross-section, and time-series estima-
tors. Moreover, results appear not to be driven by spurious correlations 
associated with different dynamics for the treatment and control groups.  

The theory of political involvement presented above predicts that 
the magnitude of rewards, electoral certainty, and bureaucratic wage 
levels determine the expected political involvement of bureaucrats. I 
presented evidence supporting the fact that electoral proximity, by 
boosting rewards and certainty, increases bureaucratic political involve-
ment. This is an incomplete test of the presented theory. The isolation of 
the impact of bureaucratic wages on bureaucratic political involvement 
would require exogenous variation in wage levels. The Becker–Stigler 
model (1974) would lose explanatory power if higher-earning bureau-
crats were not less likely to get involved in politics. Finally, research on 
the long-term impact of bureaucratic political involvement is certainly an 
important area for further study. 
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Appendix

Table A1. The Effect of Electoral Proximity on the Total Number of  
Marriages 

Differences-in-differences
(A) (B) (C) 

House Election -7.70*
(3.51) 

-0.27*
(0.11) 

-0.27* 
(0.11) 

District-fixed 
effects Yes Yes Yes 

Month-fixed 
effects Yes Yes Yes 

No. obs 239 239 239 
(Pseudo) R2 0.84 0.57  
Estimation OLS Poisson Negative Binomial 

Notes: The dependent variable is the total number of civil marriages in each district. 
Huber–White robust standard errors are in parentheses. * Significant at the 5-
percent level. 

Table A2. Estimates Using the Restricted Sample

Differences-in-differences Cross-section 
(A) (B) 

House Election -4.49**
(1.41) 

-6.62* 
(2.51) 

District-fixed 
effects Yes No 

Month-fixed 
effects Yes No 

No. obs 113 11 
R2 0.71 0.37 

Notes: The dependent variable is the number of civil marriages per 1,000 registered 
voters in each district. All models are OLS. Column (C) considers only obser-
vations of the month of the house election (March 1904). Columns (B) and (D) 
replicate the results presented in Table 4 while restricting the sample to those 
districts for which there is information on religious marriages. Huber–White ro-
bust standard errors are in parentheses. * Significant at the 5-percent level. ** 
Significant at the 1-percent level. 



��� 94 Valentín Figueroa ���

Proximidad electoral y el involucramiento político de los burócra-
tas: un experimento natural en Argentina, 1904 

Resumen: En este artículo utilizo una versión levemente modificada del 
modelo de comportamiento corrupto de Becker-Stigler para explicar el 
involucramiento político de los burócratas. Dado que los burócratas 
prefieren mayores compensaciones y no apoyar candidatos que pierden 
elecciones, esperamos que se involucren políticamente cerca de las elec-
ciones – cuando podemos esperar que las compensaciones sean mayores, 
y la información más abundante. Aprovechando un experimento natural, 
empleo técnicas de diferencias-de-medias y diferencias-en-diferencias 
para estimar el efecto de la proximidad electoral sobre el involucramiento 
político de los jueces de paz en la ciudad de Buenos Aires en 1904. En-
cuentro un efecto grande, positivo y altamente local de la proximidad 
electoral sobre su involucramiento político, sin impacto apreciable en los 
meses antes o después de las elecciones. 

Palabras clave: Argentina, burocracia, fraude electoral 

 


