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the smallest unit and working our way to the right, we identify those units that together com-
prise 10 percent, 20 percent, 30 percent, and 50 percent of the country’s overall population. 
We then determine the percentage of upper chamber seats that are allocated to these regions. 
These are the percentages shown in Table 15.2. As an example, consider the case of the United 
States. Table 15.2 indicates that the smallest states that together comprise 10 percent of the 
national population control 39.7 percent of the seats in the US Senate. In other words, these 
states receive almost four times the amount of representation in the Senate as their population 
sizes would imply they should. The smallest states, which together constitute 20 percent of the 
overall US population, control 55 percent of the Senate seats—an overall majority. The other 
percentages in Table 15.2 can be interpreted in a similar way. As you can see, there is a great 
deal of variation in the level of malapportionment seen in upper chambers around the world. 
Countries like the United States and Switzerland exhibit very high levels of malapportion-
ment, whereas countries like Austria and Belgium exhibit low levels.

In sum, the degree of congruence in a bicameral system depends on whether the two 
legislative chambers employ similar methods for selecting their members and on whether 
the two chambers represent the same set of citizens. On the whole, congruent bicameralism 
is relatively rare (Lijphart 1999).

Symmetric and Asymmetric Bicameralism

Symmetric bicameralism occurs when the two legislative chambers have equal or near 
equal constitutional power (Lijphart 1999, 206). Total symmetry exists when the agreement 
of both chambers is needed to enact a law. In practice, symmetric bicameralism is extremely 

Malapportionment in Upper Chambers, 1996Table  15.2

Seats held by the percentages of the most favorably  
represented citizens (percentages)

10 20 30 50

United States 39.7 55.0 67.7 83.8

Switzerland 38.4 53.2 64.7 80.6

Venezuela 31.6 47.2 60.0 77.5

Australia 28.7 47.8 58.7 74.0

Canada 33.4 46.3 55.6 71.3

Germany 24.0 41.7 54.3 72.6

India 15.4 26.9 37.4 56.8

Austria 11.9 22.5 32.8 52.9

Belgium 10.8 20.9 31.0 50.9

Source: Data are from Lijphart (1999, 208).




