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(5)Abstract 


If you are running as an opposition candidate in an election in a non-democratic regime, you 
 know that you are running against a candidate who has better access to the state than you. As 
 a result, you are likely to have less resources at your disposal than your opponent, you are 
 likely to receive less attention from the media, and if you need the assistance of supposedly 
 independent arbiters such as the Electoral Management Body (EMB) or the court system, you 
 are less likely to receive that help. All else being equal, you are at a disadvantage. You are 
 competing on an uneven playing field. The opposition candidate understands would 
 understand this, but a researcher would not be able to tell him why or what he can do about it. 


We still do not systematically understand what variations of unevenness exist, what drives 
 this variation, what consequences it has, or what can be done to alleviate it. This has been the 
 focus of this thesis project. 


Minimally competitive but somewhat unfree and radically unfair electoral competitions has 
become increasingly common since the end of the Cold War, both as a result of authoritarian 
regimes being forced or volunteered to adopt multiparty elections (Schedler 2006; Levitsky 
and Way 2010) and more recently as democracies have started backsliding but preserved 
elections as the institutional path to power (Bermeo 2016). This thesis project contributes to 
the debate about the role of institutions in non-democracies in general and elections in 
particular by increasing our understanding of the role of the uneven playing field in non-
democracies. It does so by creating a general framework for empirical analysis of the playing 
field, and applying various aspects of the framework to the analysis of a particular regime: the 
National Resistance Movement (NRM) regime in Uganda. Through a series of articles, the 
project uses original data collected over six different fieldworks to describe what kind of 
variation in the playing field we find both across and within electoral cycles under NRM rule, 



(6)as well as how subtle and non-visible practices such as self-censorship in the media are 
 critical for understanding the playing field. 


The design of the thesis is premised on recent reviews of the growing literature on election in 
 non-democracies, which all highlight the lack of analyses based on small-to-medium-N 
 studies that are built on general frameworks but nevertheless allow for contextualized and rich 
 empirical descriptions of variations in non-democratic elections (Brancati 2014: 323; Gandhi 
 and Lust-Okar 2009: 417; Haggard and Kaufman 2016: 127; Morse 2012: 189). The first set 
 of contributions is conceptual. The basis of the thesis is a general framework constructed for 
 analyzing the contested concept of the playing field. The playing field is defined as the 
 balance between incumbent and opposition in access to resources, media and the law, and the 
 different dimensions of the playing field are operationalized. This disaggregated but general 
 understanding of the playing field allows for context-specific analysis that nevertheless 
 addresses issues that are universal across countries and regimes. The project also addresses 
 conceptual issues tied to complex concepts such as self-censorship and incumbent power 
 retentions strategy. 


The second set of contributions is methodological and empirical. First, the project discusses 
the methodological challenges of collecting data on the playing field in a non-democracy, and 
highlights the advantages of spending time in the field over longer periods and using 
interpretive techniques such as word association games. Second, the project utilizes the 
framework to present empirical mappings of the playing field in Uganda as described above, 
highlighting how the framework can be used to measure the playing field across time and 
space within a single regime. Third, the project uses this variation to probe causal questions 
the focus on both the causes and consequences of the uneven playing field. With regards to 



(7)the consequences, it finds that formalization of unfair political competitions can consolidate 
 an authoritarian regime in power that faces dissent from within the regime, but that the costs 
 of doing so might potentially undermine the regime in the long run. However, both the 
 analysis at the national level in Zambia and the analysis at sub-national level in Uganda 
 highlight that the opposition does not necessarily win and incumbent lose when the playing 
 field is at its most even.  


With regards to the causes, the thesis highlights that variation in the strategy employed by the 
incumbent over time affects the tilt of the playing field by affecting the space available to 
mobilize on and the commercialization of politics. It also highlights that the playing field in 
the 2016 elections were significantly less uneven in areas where actors outside the regime 
such as opposition parties or media organizations were present and able to counteract the 
state-sponsored advantage of the NRM. Finally, it shows that non-observable practices such 
as self-censorship need to be accounted for when evaluating the playing field. Overall, the 
thesis shows that the complexity of the playing field deserves more attention than a simple 
verdict of even or uneven, and that the application of a general framework that allows us to 
drill deep and scale back up is a good point of departure for systematically doing so.  
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(11)“Democracy means the people support you. If they don’t support you, you don’t win. That’s all.”  


- President Museveni on first ever Presidential election debate live on Ugandan TV1


1. Introduction 


Everyone who has ever competed in any sport knows the feeling of injustice when you feel 
 that your opponent is being treated favourably. That your opponent has access to better 
 equipment than you do or that the referee is consistently ruling any marginal decisions in his 
 or her favour. And though you perform better and work harder than your opponent, you are 
 still not able to defeat him, as a result of the unfairness. You are competing on an uneven 
 playing field.  


Now imagine that what we are talking about is not a football match, and that this is not just a 
 feeling but actual reality. Not something that takes 90 minutes to finish, and not something 
 that you can distance yourself from after you have taken a shower. Rather, it is something that 
 defines you and the society surrounding you every day. This is the situation facing many 
 opposition politicians in non-democratic countries around the world today. If you are 
 competing as an opposition candidate in a non-democratic regime, you know that you are 
 running against a candidate who has better access to the state than you. As a result, you are 
 likely to have fewer resources at your disposal than your opponent, you are likely to receive 
 less attention from the media, and if you need the assistance of supposedly independent 
 arbiters such as the Electoral Management Body (EMB) or the court system, you are less 
 likely to receive that help or impartial treatment. All else being equal, you are at a 
 disadvantage. You are competing on an uneven playing field. But how do we know this? 


What is the electoral playing field, and how do we measure it? What factors contribute to the 
        


1Quoted in Craig (2016): “A First: Uganda’s Museveni takes part in Presidential Debate”. Voice of America, 
 13. February 2016. 


2 Quoted in Munene (2001: 24). 


3 For subscribers to this concept of justice, see Cohen (2009), Dworkin (2000) and Sen (1992). 



(12)playing field changing? And what consequences does the playing field have for political 
 competition and regime survival? These questions form the core of this research project and 
 dissertation. The questions are analysed through a range of methodological approaches over 
 time and across space. Empirically, the study focuses on the rule of the National Resistance 
 Movement (NRM) in Uganda in addition to a shadow case of the playing field under the 
 Movement for Multiparty Democracy (MMD) rule in Zambia.  


Background: The growth of competitive non-democratic regimes  


In 1989, Francis Fukuyama famously predicted the end of history and the victory of the 
 western liberal democratic ideology (Fukuyama 1989). While he got many things wrong, he 
 correctly predicted the spread of one component of the western liberal democratic system: 


that of competitive elections. Over the past twenty years the proportion of countries in the 
 world which are holding elections that are competitive to a degree has grown immensely. 


According to the Database of Political Institutions (DPI) (Beck et al. 2001), in 1989 only 
 about 50% of the countries in the world held presidential or parliamentary elections where the 
 opposition were allowed to field candidates and challenge the ruler to a degree (in presidential 
 elections) or win seats (in parliamentary elections). By 2015 the percentage was close to 90. 


While it is theoretically possible, by 2017 we still have not seen a genuine democratic nation-
 state that does not hold at least minimally competitive elections. To put it differently – 
 competitive elections seem to be a necessary condition for democracy. 


However, minimally competitive elections are by no means sufficient for democracy. Even 
 though the number of democracies increased in the 1990s and early 2000s, by 2015 only 64% 


of the countries in the world were considered to pass the minimalist Freedom House 
definition of an electoral democracy, which lacks several characteristics of a liberal 



(13)democracy (Puddington & Roylance 2016: 28). This means that over 20% of the countries in 
 the world hold at least minimally competitive elections in settings that do not even pass this 
 controversial, minimalist threshold. Despite the continued spread of elections, the past ten 
 years have seen a minor democratic withdrawal, and analysts claim to see signs of democratic 
 decline and regression (Bermeo 2016; Diamond 2015; Puddington and Roylance 2016).  


These empirical developments led to a shift in focus among scholars of regimes and regime 
 transitions. After democratization and transitology had dominated in the 1990s and early 
 2000s, the focus of research became more pluralistic, and integrated studies of regimes in the 


“political gray zone” (Carothers 2002: 9) considered as “something less than electoral 
 democracies” (Diamond 2002: 22). A research agenda on comparative authoritarianism, 
 hybrid regimes and the function of institutions in non-democratic setting quickly emerged. In 
 the past decade, a series of reviews have emerged trying to take stock, identify general 
 findings and highlight what is needed to move forward. The consensus coming out of these 
 debates suggests that institutions in general – and elections in particular – can be drivers in 
 both processes of democratization and autocratization. Furthermore, the reviews indicate that 
 in order to understand the role of elections in non-democracies better, we need to create 
 analytical frameworks that allow us to compare critical issues and concepts across contexts 
 without losing contextual details (Brancati 2014; Cassani 2014; Haggard and Kaufman 2016; 


Lindberg 2009; Morgenbesser 2014; Morse 2012; Schedler 2013). In addition, the empirical 
 analyses need to adapt a more methodologically diverse approach in order to better appreciate 
 and investigate the fundamentally different roles that institutions can play in different settings. 


Finally, our theories and conclusions also need to be contextually sensitive and provide more 
attention to conditions of scope. 



(14)Project focus and function of introduction 


This project aims to contribute to debates about the role of institutions in general and 
 elections in particular by focusing on the causes and consequences of an issue that is 
 fundamental for understanding when elections contribute to democracy or not: electoral 
 fairness. While elections today are often inclusive in the sense that there is universal suffrage 
 and people are allowed to participate, the general level of contestability is lower and 
 incumbents are often systematically favoured (Coppedge 2012: 25; Wahman 2014: 24–25). 


As Levitsky and Way (2002, 2010a, 2010b) have highlighted in their work on competitive 
 authoritarianism, in case after case, electoral competition in non-democracies is plagued by 
 the incumbent enjoying massive advantages in terms of funding, access to media and the 
 partisan behaviour of supposedly impartial arbiters of power. To analyse this particular form 
 of electoral fairness, the project focuses on the contested concept introduced through the 
 sports metaphor above: the playing field. This concept, which in his thesis is defined as the 
 balance between incumbent and opposition in access to resources, media and the law, is a 
 frequently used metaphor for describing the level of fairness in electoral competitions 
 between opposition and incumbent. It has become particularly common to refer to elections 
 characterized by radical unfairness caused by large incumbency advantages as taking place on 
 an “uneven playing field”. However, the use and abuse of the playing field have in many 
 ways suffered from the same ailments as the more general literature on elections in non-
 democratic settings: the concept has been poorly defined and operationalized, and the 
 empirical application has been broad, non-specific and has avoided prodding the underlying 
 issues.  


This thesis aims to address these challenges. Following this introduction, a review of the 
existing literature on non-democratic elections is provided, focusing on strengths, weakness 



(15)and the role ascribed to the playing field. Section 3 discusses the methodological challenges 
 of studying the playing field in a non-democracy encountered in the project, and presents an 
 argument for why it is important to collect primary data in order to understand the contextual 
 nature of the playing field. The final section of this introductory article (“kappe”) places the 
 main case of Uganda and the shadow case of Zambia within the case universe of non-
 democratic regimes in Sub-Saharan Africa and discusses the scope of the findings. 


Contributions of articles 


The focus, methods and findings of the different articles are presented in Table 1. The first 
 contribution of the thesis is the general framework for measuring the playing field presented 
 in the first article. It builds on Levitsky and Way’s (2002; 2010a; 2010b) work and defines, 
 conceptualizes and operationalizes the playing field as an analytical concept. The utility of the 
 framework is that it can be used to measure the playing field both at the aggregate and at a 
 disaggregate level, and that it can ‘travel’ across space and time. Given the essentially 
 contested nature of the playing field, it is crucial to have a clear and common understanding 
 of it before moving to empirical analysis. As the framework can serve as a platform for 
 standardizing measurement of the playing field, this is arguably the most important 
 contribution of this thesis project.  


The project applies the framework in several different ways to test its utility and probe the 
playing field. First, it describes the playing field at the national level over time, using 
secondary sources in two country cases: Zambia and Uganda. The mapping shows that the 
playing field varies both over time and between regimes and illustrates how the general 
playing field can be applied comparatively. The mapping also highlights the advantage of  



(16)
(17)using a disaggregated and continuous framework for measuring the playing field, as the 
 different subcomponents shift at different times, indicating that there are different issues 
 affecting them. The Zambian case furthermore highlights the importance of separating the 
 measurement of the playing field from the effect it has, as the Movement for Multiparty 
 Democracy (MMD) did not lose power when the playing field was at its most even. In fact, 
 the article on the sub-national playing field in Uganda also highlights that the link between 
 the uneven playing field and election outcomes might not be as direct and linear as often 
 assumed.   


While the general mappings of the playing field are useful for improving our understanding of 
 general shifts in the playing field at the national level, the analysis also highlights that the 
 complexity that they describe is not best investigated in a comparison across countries based 
 on secondary sources. To further investigate how the different components are linked and 
 what the causes and consequences are, the analysis of the playing field delves deeper into the 
 case of elections under the NRM regime in Uganda. Uganda under NRM rule is a particularly 
 interesting case for developing theory about the role of unfair competition in non-
 democracies, as it is a case where it is ascribed high importance. As section 4 shows, it can be 
 seen as a typical hegemonic authoritarian regime where we would expect the playing field to 
 be uneven. After coming to power in 1986, President Museveni and his NRM regime have 
 gradually introduced and formalized political competition over time, bringing the playing 
 field to prominence as arguably the most problematic issue with regard to the quality of 
 democracy in the country. Both electoral monitoring reports and academic studies have 
 lamented the uneven playing field facing the opposition in every national electoral contest 
 since they were reintroduced in 1996 (EUEOM 2011, 2016; Izama and Wilkerson 2011; 


Muhumuza 1997, 2009; Perrot et al. 2014; Vokes and Wilkins 2016). However, despite this 



(18)ascribed importance, no holistic attempt has until now been made to describe, analyse and 
 understand the playing field across time and space in Uganda.  


The empirical analyses of the playing field in Uganda cover both variations over electoral 
 cycles, and across space within the time frame of a single election. This variation is in turn 
 used to theorize both about the causes and the consequences of the playing field. With regard 
 to causes, the temporal analysis highlights that the NRM regime has used the control it gained 
 over both the local and national state apparatus during its first twenty years in power to tilt the 
 electoral playing field after multiparty competition was formalized in 2006. Both during the 
 period of only local electoral competition and after the formalization of the no-party system of 
 electoral competition after 1996, the NRM established control of the state apparatus and 
 essentially used it as a partisan structure. This intertwined relationship has been maintained 
 through various mechanisms after the state was formally separated from the NRM, and has 
 contributed to a tilt in the playing field that has been difficult for the opposition to counteract.  


The project also establishes the causal links between changes in incumbent power retention 
strategies and the playing field in Uganda. Through a congruence analysis, it identifies how a 
shift in strategy from the NRM after the 2006 elections made them rely less on high intensity 
coercion and more on co-optation practices. This in turn affected the playing field through 
closing the space that the opposition had to mobilize on and increasing the costs of political 
competition by commercializing politics. The analysis thus indicates that while a shift from 
more overt forms of repression might create more peaceful elections, the absence of over 
repression might actually be a sign of a less competitive election. 



(19)However, these general trends over time still hide significant variation across space within 
 single electoral cycles. By using data from election observers on actual events that took place 
 at the constituency level during the campaigns for the 2016 elections, this project shows that 
 the playing field also needs to be understood as a local phenomenon with local variations and 
 determinants. The data is used to measure the playing field on seven different components, 
 and these show that while the NRM were systematically favoured in most constituencies, 
 there was significant variation in the playing field, and in some of the constituencies the tilt 
 was relatively modest. Analysis of different kinds of constituencies through preliminary t-test 
 and regression analysis that indicates that the local playing field is not significantly affected 
 by incumbent capacity, but rather by the organizational capacity of the opposition to 
 counteract the advantages of the ruling party. In addition, the analysis highlights that the 
 playing field was more even in the more economically affluent central region. The most 
 important finding of the analysis is nevertheless that there seem to be different dynamics at 
 play for different types of constituencies and for the different components of the playing field. 


By comparing the discrepancies between the aggregated local playing field and the more 
general mapping of the playing field at the national level, one issue stands out: access to the 
media. The general mapping of the playing field highlights that access to the media, though 
not as uneven as access to resources, was still largely favouring the incumbent, yet the 
analysis of the local playing field found relatively few instances of the playing field being 
tilted to the extent that opposition parties and politicians were directly denied access to the 
media. The project explores this relationship further by analysing the role of a non-observable 
form of censorship: self-censorship. It finds that a substantial portion of practitioners out of a 
sample of 30 Ugandan journalists and editors has internalized and adopted a discourse that 
sees self-censorship as necessary or even positive for practicing journalism in Uganda. The 



(20)causes of discourse membership are explored further through a shadow case analysis of the 
 contextual conditions of the individual subscribers. This analysis highlights that working 
 outside the urban Kampala area is a necessary precondition for seeing self-censorship as 
 necessary, and that this seems to be a result of the context, which induces feelings of isolation 
 and information scarcity. The analysis further highlights that journalists are most likely to 
 avoid controversial issues that deal with the power centers of Ugandan politics: the president 
 and the military. 


The final contribution of this project focuses on the consequences of electoral competition. 


The study, which features as a book chapter in an anthology on authoritarian regimes crisis, 
 uses a process tracing of the gradual introduction of formal competition in Uganda to 
 investigate the role of unfair electoral competition in consolidating the NRM regime in power. 


It highlights that the formalization of unfair competition has allowed Museveni and the ruling 
elite within NRM to ostracize potential challengers from the Movement, thereby denying 
them the opportunity to challenge them as regime insiders. Multiparty politics has thus made 
it easier for the NRM to manage intra-party rivalries, and therefore contributed to stabilizing 
the regime. 



(21)“Politics ... is not like football, deserving a level playing field. Here, you try that and you will be 
 roasted.” – Daniel Arap Moi, President of Kenya, 1978–20022


2. Elections in non-democratic regimes   


Despite the fact that non-democratic regimes have been the most common regime type 
 throughout history, we know comparatively little about the politics of these regimes relative 
 to democracies (Haber 2008: 693). As light-heartedly described by Svolik, modern political 
 scientists would be much less able to offer productive advice to authoritarian leaders on how 
 to preserve their power than they would to democratic counterparts, as the “contemporary 
 scholarship on dictatorships has so far generated only a fragmented understanding of 
 authoritarian politics” (Svolik 2012: 2). The literature on non-democratic institutions has 
 however grown exponentially over the past fifteen years – rekindling interest in a research 
 field that featured prominently within political science and sociology in the 1960s and ’70s 
 (Møller and Skaaning 2013: 8). However, after fifteen years of focus on authoritarian 
 institutions, the discussion about the role of elections in non-democratic institutions is 
 showing few signs of reaching a consensus. This section reviews this literature, and argues 
 that part of the reason why there is so little consensus is that the literature has failed to bridge 
 the gap between detailed, thick, case-based descriptions and probabilistic descriptions at 
 higher levels of generalization. It then presents an argument for why a focus on the playing 
 field can contribute by measuring the conditions for competition rather than the outcome of 
 competition. 


Understanding the role of elections as non-democratic institutions 


Kaya and Bernhard (2013: 735) and Morgenbesser (2014) argue that currently there are two 
 main approaches to studying elections in non-democracies. One view, which largely follows 
        


2 Quoted in Munene (2001: 24). 



(22)in the footsteps of the transitology and democratization paradigm of the 1990s, focuses on 
 regime change. It postulates that nominally democratic institutions such as parties, 
 legislatures, judiciaries and elections in non-democratic settings must be analysed from the 
 position that they can potentially act in a democratic way, and that it is rather the authoritarian 
 actions and ways that are being used that are preventing them from fulfilling their potential. 


As a natural consequence of this focus, the outcome of interest is often regime change. The 
 other view, following the classical studies of autocracy by authors like Linz (2000) and 
 Hermet et al. (1978), holds that we should not be surprised that these institutions are not used 
 for democratic purposes, as their logic and purpose is fundamentally different in non-
 democratic regimes. In the following, the two views are described, followed by a discussion 
 on how the issue of unfair competition and the playing field are treated in both. 


Democratic elections with authoritarian practices 


Most of the work that immediately followed Carothers’ (2002) critique of the transitology 
 paradigm kept a part of the fundamental philosophy of the paradigm intact: that many 
 institutions should be considered as nominally democratic. A careful reading of Levitsky and 
 Way (2002), Schedler (2002; 2006), Howard and Roessler (2006), Lindberg (2009), Magaloni 
 (2006) and Gandhi and Przeworski (2007) reveals that most of the seminal works on the issue 
 in the early period specifically talked about democratic procedures or institutions which were 
 abused through authoritarian practices. The early movers of the literature thus focused on the 
 effect of these institutions on regime change, which has become something of a controversy 
 in subsequent debates.  


This is especially so with regard to elections. Numerous articles and books have subsequently 
focused on if and when elections contribute to change, and what regimes typically follow. The 



(23)results are mixed. Lindberg (2006; 2009; 2013) has been one of the foremost advocates of the 
 democratization by election hypothesis, finding that holding elections had an independent 
 positive effect on the presence of liberties in Sub-Saharan Africa. His findings have later been 
 supported by other work on the competitiveness of elections to distinguish between different 
 sorts of regimes, arguing that those with more competitive elections are the most likely to 
 democratize (Brownlee 2007; Epstein et al 2006; Hadenius and Teorell 2007). Others have 
 found that elections can be tools of regime change and democratization, but that this depends 
 on a number of other variables. These include attitudes among the electorate (Zavadskaya and 
 Welzel 2015), opposition cohesion and tactics (Bunce and Wolchik 2010; Donno 2013; 


Gandhi and Reuter 2013; Howard and Roessler 2006), incumbent economic or organizational 
 strength (Levitsky and Way 2010), state capacity (Seeberg 2014), financial autonomy of the 
 business sector (Arriola 2013) and international factors (Donno 2013; Levitsky and Way 
 2010; Tolstrup 2015). Others have pointed out that while regimes with nominally democratic 
 institutions such as competitive elections are more likely to face protests and break down; 


they are not necessarily more likely to democratize (Knutsen and Nygård 2015; Shirah 2016). 


This is contradicted by those who see more competitive authoritarian regimes as less likely to 
 break down but more likely to democratize when they do (Donno 2013). A further 
 intermediate category argues that elections in and by themselves show little effect in either 
 direction (Bogaards 2013; Kaya and Bernhard 2013; Wahman 2013).  


Elections as non-democratic tools 


By the early 2010s, the focus had nevertheless shifted to explaining the cases where 
institutions and elections seemed to consolidate autocracy. These studies typically 
emphasized the non-democratic functions of these institutions identified by Linz (2000) and 
Hermet et al. (1978) decades earlier, and therefore focus on the role they serve for the 



(24)incumbent rather than the interplay between opposition and incumbent. In a 2009 review, 
 Gandhi and Lust-Okar highlighted that the framework for studying elections under 
 authoritarian rule has been adopted from studies of democratic elections. Instead, they argued 
 that studies of autocratic elections should focus on the autocratic institutional functions, and 
 especially the micro-level dynamics of authoritarian elections. They concluded that “until we 
 explore these questions, we remain unable to understand fully the politics of authoritarianism 
 and also, ironically, unable to determine the relationship between authoritarian elections and 
 democratization” (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009: 404). Subsequently a wealth of research has 
 been focused on highlighting the role that elections play in consolidating authoritarian rule.  


The literature has identified at least three different authoritarian purposes of elections. They 
 serve as a tool of elite management, by allowing the incumbent to co-opt actors outside the 
 regime (Gandhi 2008; Gerschewski 2013; Svolik 2008; Wright 2008), to ensure a fair 
 distribution of resources among elites (Blaydes 2011; Lust-Okar 2006; Morgenbesser 2014), 
 and maintain cohesion and avoid defections (Boix and Svolik 2013; Magaloni 2006). They 
 serve informational purposes in that they supply the incumbent with information both on their 
 own support, the strength of the opposition and the loyalty of those within the regime 
 (Brownlee 2007; Malesky and Schuler 2011; Miller 2015; Schedler 2013). Finally, they serve 
 as a legitimation tool for the regime, both with regard to the domestic and the international 
 population (Gerschewski 2013; Morgenbesser 2014). This line of literature is thus particularly 
 good at identifying the mechanisms through which elections stabilize authoritarian rule.  


It has also brought to the fore some more fundamental critiques of studies of elections in 
authoritarian regimes. The most important one is arguably Pepinsky’s (2014). He argues that 
social scientists are still struggling to solve the issue of the possible epiphenominality of 



(25)institutions. For institutions to have the effect that they are hypothesized to have in the 
 literature, they must bind behaviour. However, since most studies assume that elections and 
 other institutions in non-democracies are not performing the functions they are supposed to, 
 they obviously are not binding behaviour. They must therefore be epiphenomenal to some 
 underlying issues, such as incumbent interests or political economic variables. In Pepinsky’s 
 view, it is therefore not strange that cross-national research designs have largely failed to 
 provide systematic evidence that institutions change outcomes independently of their own 
 origins – whether these are the balance of power between ruling elites or social conflicts more 
 generally. While the work on institutions has proved that theoretically, institutions should 
 matter, and that there is a correlation between institutions and outcomes such as growth, 
 poverty alleviation and democracy (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012; Svolik 2012), we do not 
 know whether the correlation is a result of causation or a result of other endogenous causes.  


We simply do not know for certain if and under which conditions institutions stop being 
 epiphenomenal to elite interests or social conflicts and act to their purpose as institutions that 
 restrain power. Morgenbesser (2014) similarly argues that we must stop treating the effects of 
 elections as universal, and instead isolate their meaning in each individual case. On a related 
 note, Brancati (2013: 322) argues that a problem with the literature so far is that it fails to 
 distinguish between the reasons why regimes adopt certain institutions and the purpose that 
 they serve, once adopted, and the consequences thereof. Arguably, Gandhi and Lust-Okar 
 state it most explicitly when they say that we should stop making universal claims based on a 
 subset of cases and instead focus on smaller variations to isolate effects (Gandhi and Lust-
 Okar 2009: 407). In an attempted response to this sort of critique, Knutsen et al (2017) have 
 recently highlighted that we need to distinguish between elections as events and institutions. 


By doing so and applying their logic to a cross-national dataset on elections and regime 



(26)breakdown, they find strong evidence that on average, elections expose non-democracies to 
 risk in the short run, and some, but weaker evidence that the effect is the opposite in the long 
 run: elections as institutions strengthen non-democracies. The research field is thus slowly 
 starting to unwrap the grey box of elections and look at how the different components work 
 separately in different contexts. 


To sum up: The literature on elections in non-democracies faces two challenges. First, the 
 different approaches are not talking to each other because the different strands are 
 investigating different things; the literature based within regime change and democratization 
 is focusing on isolating the overall effect of elections, whereas the literature seeing elections 
 as survival tools of the incumbent is focusing on producing mechanistic evidence of when, 
 how and why elections stabilize an authoritarian regime. I would argue that this challenge is 
 not as large as portrayed by Pepinsky (2014) and Morgenbesser (2014). While they are right 
 in pointing out that the assumption of the literature on regime change that elections are by 
 nature vehicles of democratization, is an ontological point that does not necessarily matter if 
 one simply view elections as an arena in which a competition/contest takes place between the 
 incumbent and its opponent, and that this arena in turn is affected by underlying causes. This 
 is the approach of this project. In essence, this project views an election as a frame that allows 
 one to view the underlying relationship between the opposition and incumbent more broadly. 


Furthermore, Pepinsky’s (2014) and Morgenbesser’s (2014) critiques do not really address 
Schedler’s (2002b; 2013) point that elections are by their nature difficult to control, and that it 
is difficult to know in advance if they are authoritarian vehicles or not. It therefore makes 
sense to study elections as a game played in an arena where the incumbent usually has an 
advantage as they have the power to control and manipulate elections through the “menu of 
manipulation” (Schedler 2002), but where the effect of this toolkit is not always clear ex-ante 



(27)and the opposition can still potentially win. From this point of view, both the literature on 
 regime change through elections and the literature on authoritarian persistence through 
 elections can teach valuable lessons. They just need to clarify that they are addressing 
 different aspects of the contest.  


The second and arguably more difficult challenge is the challenge of causal determinism 
versus probabilism. As the critique above highlights, the literature has up until now focused 
mostly on the average effects of elections, instead of determining when and where they 
matter. However, given the previous point that elections play fundamentally different roles in 
democracies and non-democracies, looking for average effects of the institution itself will 
almost by default create numerous anomalies and poorly explained events. The first step in 
solving this is thus to do as Knutsen et al. (2017) does, and separate elections as institutions 
from elections as events. However, the approach of Knutsen et al. still focuses on the 
elections themselves, rather than looking at elections as arenas where they serve shifting 
purposes. This makes sense if one is interested in finding the average effects of the different 
functions of elections, but not if one is interested in finding out how and why they play the 
role they do in concrete instances. If this is the goal, then thick, descriptive case studies of 
individual elections and their shifting role over time in one regime is needed in order to 
understand a causally complex phenomenon. As this project illustrates, elections are 
extremely heterogeneous institutions, and even within a single regime they vary over space 
and time. Identifying their forms and functions alone is a big task – and the point we need to 
depart from before we shift our focus to other cases and contexts.   



(28)The importance of electoral fairness 


If elections are understood as a frame for studying competition between incumbent and 
 opposition, freedom and fairness of elections become essential. As has been recently pointed 
 out by scholars such as Coppedge (2012: 25), Levitsky and Way (2010) and Wahman (2014), 
 competition in non-democracies is more often characterized by radical unfairness than it is by 
 a lack of freedom per se. Both Schedler (2002a: 46) and Albaugh (2011) illustrate how 
 authoritarian incumbents have a lot of ways in which they can affect electoral fairness at an 
 arguably lower cost than the available tools that they can use to affect electoral freedom. This 
 might be because electoral fairness is somewhat more ambiguous and hard to define than 
 freedom.  


However, a careful reading of most common democracy definitions shows the importance of 
fairness for democracy. According to most classic procedural definitions, elections are not 
competitive unless they provide citizens and candidates relatively equal opportunities to 
contest for votes through fair competition (Skaaning and Møller 2013: 32–33). Dahl’s 
definition of polyarchy (1971) and democracy (1989) are arguably the two most used 
procedural definitions of democracy. In his work on polyarchy, Dahl posits that several 
aspects of fair political competition are necessary (but not sufficient) for democracy. These 
include the right of political leaders to compete for office, the right to alternative sources of 
information, and the right to participate in free and fair elections (Dahl 1971: 3). Competition 
and fairness feature in definitions of democracy as different as the minimalist definition of 
Schumpeter (1974 [1942]), which emphasizes that democracy is about competition for power, 
and egalitarian definitions of democracy postulate that there must be a relatively equal 
distribution of resources in society in order for political competition to be fair and democratic 
(Møller and Skaaning 2013: 33–34, but see Spinner-Halev [1995] for a critique of the 



(29)emphasis on equality in egalitarian democracy). The issue has attracted further attention as the 
 group of countries in the world that portray themselves as, and are deemed, democracies have 
 grown exponentially since the early 1990s, although the only thing that seems to be common 
 among these regimes is that they hold “competitive elections” (Møller and Skaaning 2013: 8).  


However, stating that an election must be “competitive” or “free and fair” does not really 
answer the question of how electoral competition becomes competitive or free and fair and 
why it is so. Morgenbesser (2014: 33) argues that the presence of a sufficiently fair electoral 
system allows for free and fair elections, and that this in turn is what separates a democratic 
from a non-democratic contest. While it is not entirely clear why it is the electoral system that 
is key for electoral fairness, it highlights the importance of separating cause from outcome 
when it comes to electoral fairness. One of the clearest advocates of studying competition as a 
matter distinct from democracy is Bartolini (1999; 2000). While acknowledging that 
contestability is a part of the definition of democracy, we should nevertheless empirically 
separate the two to identify when, how and why it is relevant for democracy. Specifically, he 
advocates thinking about what levels of competition are required for different forms of 
democratic mechanisms such as accountability and responsiveness. He argues that for 
accountability to be present, elections have to be at least contestable, whereas for 
responsiveness to be present, they need to be competitive (Bartolini 1999: 450). In other 
words, for democracy to be present, elections need to be at least contestable and preferably 
competitive. He finds that for elections to be contestable, they need electoral vulnerability of 
incumbents, which in turn is contingent on voters being able and willing to punish and reward 
different politicians. For this to be the case, the voters must have different options available to 
them (Bartolini 1999: 454). And in order for these different options to exist, barriers that 
prevent the formation of alternatives must not exist. Among such barriers is “the possibility of 



(30)accessing the resources necessary for an electoral race with the other (access to media, 
 coverage of activities, public money for campaigning, etc.)” (Bartolini 1999: 457). These 
 issues should thus be studied separately from their subsequent effect on competition. 


The playing field as a way of studying electoral unfairness 


The starting point of this thesis is that the concept of the electoral playing field offers the best 
 analytical tools for addressing the fairness of political competition, precisely because it 
 addresses the issues of access to resources and the media. The concept is a metaphor that has 
 been used throughout history to describe causes of advantages and disadvantages in other 
 competitions such as war and sport (Safire 2008: 387). As an analytical social science 
 concept, it has emerged from discussions on distributive justice where it has been defined as a 
 particular form of justice: “justice requires levelling the playing field by rendering everyone’s 
 opportunities equal in an appropriate sense, and then letting individual choices and their 
 effects dictate further outcomes” (Arneson 2008: 16). It is thus fundamentally about equality 
 of opportunity.3 With regard to elections, the concept appeared as a frequently used linguistic 
 image, as more and more countries started holding elections after the end of the Cold War 
 (Bjornlund 2004, Elklit and Svensson 1997). One of the earliest instances of systematic use 
 was with regards to the 1994 election in South Africa, where the concept was used to describe 
 a situation where none of the parties that participated in the election had enjoyed an advantage 
 due to unfair conditions, such as unequal access to the media (Elklit and Svensson 1997: 36). 


This kind of use subsequently exploded, and the concept was mainstreamed by democracy 
 promotion agencies such as NDI and IFES.4 It also started emerging in academic articles, and 
 the term was frequently referenced in case studies of contested elections, particularly in 


       


3 For subscribers to this concept of justice, see Cohen (2009), Dworkin (2000) and Sen (1992). 


4 See, for example Goodwin-Gill (1998) and Merloe (1997). 



(31)African countries.5 However, the usage remained arbitrary, as it was never properly defined 
 what the playing field was, what it entailed or how it could be measured. 


This changed somewhat after Levitsky and Way wrote their influential article on competitive 
 authoritarianism in 2002. They introduce the concept of the uneven playing field, defined as 
 access to resources, media and the state, and argue that it is one of three issues that 
 fundamentally separate comparative authoritarian regimes from democracies (Levitsky and 
 Way 2002: 53). Their view of the playing field has been substantiated through subsequent 
 work (2010a, 2010b), and their measurement is presented in the appendix of their 2010 book. 


They are thus the first to operationalize and measure the uneven playing field systematically, 
 defining it as:  


“an uneven playing field as one in which incumbent abuse of the state generates such 
 disparities in access to resources, media, or state institutions that opposition parties’ 


ability to organize and compete for national office is seriously impaired (Levitsky and 
 Way 2010b: 57).  


While this was a large step forward for a concept that previously had been used without being 
 systematized, Levitsky and Way’s conceptualization, operationalization and measurement still 
 does not lend itself well to comparative, empirical analyses of unfair competition more 
 broadly. This is because it is not Levitsky and Way’s purpose with the concept. They use it to 
 distinguish between democracy and non-democracy, in which it makes sense to create a 
 dichotomous concept that subsumes a causal relationship within it. However, if the purpose is 
 to map and document variation in the uneven playing field, then Levitsky and Way’s measure 
        


5 See for example Ajulu (1998), Barnes (1994), Gyimah-Boadi (1994), Harris (1999), Jeffries (1994), Oquaye 
(1995), Saine (1997) and Steeves (1999).  



(32)Table 2: A framework for measuring the playing field: Attributes, components and indicators 
 Attribute Component  Indicators 


1. Access to 
 resources 


1. Internal 
 funding 


1.  Do both the opposition and incumbent have fair opportunities to 
 recruit fee-paying party members and establish party businesses 
 and income schemes? If not, who is favoured and to what 
 degree? 


2. Private funding  1.  Are wealthy individuals and businesses allowed to contribute 
 with funds and resources to the political party or candidate of 
 their preference without fear of harassment or of facing 
 harassment? If not, who is favoured and to what degree? 


3. Public funding  1.  Are the criteria and disbursement for regular public funding of 
 political parties between elections fair? If not, who is favoured 
 and to what degree? 


2.  Are parties allocated public campaign funding fairly and in due 
 time before the election? If not, who is favoured and to what 
 degree? 


4. Illicit public 
 funding 


1.  Are public funds used for partisan purposes in a non-legal 
 fashion? If so, who is favoured and to what degree? 


2.  Are public resources (material, transportation, offices, and 
 employees) used for partisan purposes and functions? If so, who 
 is favoured and to what degree? 


3.  Are public appointments to the bureaucracy based on 
 partisanship? If so, who is favoured and to what degree? 


4.  Are public programs implemented on a partisan basis? If so, who 
 is favoured and to what degree? 


5. Foreign 
 funding 


1.  Are political parties and candidates allowed to raise funds from 
 foreign sources on an equitable basis? If not, who is favoured and 
 to what degree? 


2.  Are political parties and candidates allowed to raise funds from 
 the diaspora on an equitable basis? If not, who is favoured and to 
 what degree? 


2. Access to 
 media 


1. Private media  1.  Is ownership of private media partisan based, and are private 
 media free to publish what they want about both the opposition 
 and the incumbent without censorship or fear of harassment? If 
 not, who is favoured and to what degree? 


2. Public media  1.  Is access to coverage in public media equal and coverage neutral 
 between incumbent and opposition? If not, who is favoured and 
 to what degree? 


3. Popular, 
 communal and 
 social media 


1.  Is access to communal media and popular media partisan-based? 


If so, who is favoured and to what degree? 


2.  Are all political actors allowed to access and use social media?  If 
 not, who is favoured and to what degree? 


3. Access to 
 law 


1. EMB  1.  Is the EMB neutral in terms of representation for incumbent and 
 opposition, and does it accept and treat content and complaints 
 fairly from both the incumbent and the opposition? If not who is 
 favoured and to what degree? 


2. Courts  1.  Are all political parties and candidates allowed to forward their 
 complaints to the courts equally, and are complaints treated in an 
 unbiased fashion and without undue influence by external parties? 


If not, who is favoured and to what degree? 


Source: Copied from Helle (2016: 54) 



(33)suffers from conceptual redundancy, hides important variation and includes causal 
 relationships that might be tested if one first measures the playing field separately and then 
 test the casual relationship.6  


This thesis therefore expands on Levitsky and Way’s definition and clarifies the concept of 
 the playing field. The concept is organized in a four-level hierarchy that enables 
 disaggregation and difference making, something that is extremely important when focusing 
 on multifaceted concepts (Coppedge 2012: 311–12). The playing field is defined as the 
 balance between incumbent and opposition in access to resources, media and the law, and 
 Table 2 presents the different attributes, components and indicators of the playing field. It is 
 continuous in nature rather than the Levitsky and Way’s dichotomous framework. The study 
 of Zambia highlights that as a result dichotomization and inclusion of causal relationships 
 within the concept, Levitsky and Way’s framework picture the playing field as static when it 
 is in fact relatively fluid. The framework can be used to measure the playing field across cases 
 with general empirical evidence based on secondary sources, but its real strength is that it can 
 also be used as a guide when collecting primary data. This project uses it for both, and shows 
 that it can be used to investigate a number of issues both about the causes and consequences 
 of the uneven playing field. 


This approach differs markedly from the way that the issue of the playing field has been 
 treated in the literature on non-democratic elections thus far. As is evident from Table 3, 
 which highlights the studies where the playing field or unfair competition features most 
 explicitly or implicitly, the concept has been used either to distinguish between fair and unfair 
 elections or to separate democracy and autocracy. That is also why most of the studies on the 
        


6 For a more substantive debate of these issues, see thesis article I.  



(34)list focus on regime change. The playing field simply has not been interesting for anything but 
 case selection, as long as it has been operationalized dichotomously. This is a pity, given that 
 most of the studies from both sides of the literature actually show how variation exists in the 
 playing field. The studies of regime change often show indirectly how this balance shifts as a 
 result of opposition actions (i.e. Howard and Roessler 2006), while the literature on elections 
 as autocratic tools often shows how incumbent actions affect the playing field over time 
 (Magaloni 2006). However, since the playing field is either not conceptualized at all or as a 
 dichotomy, variation across time and space is not given the attention it deserves. The only 
 exception to date is the new framework by Bishop and Hoeffler (2016), that uses concrete 
 events to measure how free and fair elections are, thus providing a more diverse picture. 


However, their definition of fairness as something that only deals with events that happen on 
Election Day flies in the face of common knowledge on electoral fairness that precisely 
highlights that it is something affected by events throughout the electoral cycle (Bjornlund 
2004; Schedler 2002). It is therefore necessary to focus explicitly on the playing field, using a 
general framework that allows for more detailed and context-specific explanations. The next 
section shows how this thesis has done this by a using a multi-method design that focuses on 
several aspects of the playing field on a main case and a shadow case. 



(35)
(36)3. Methodological lessons: multi-method research in a non-democracy 


“One and a half hours, several phone calls back and forth between my driver and the head of security 
 and at least five different wrong turns and dirt roads later, we started hearing the hallmark of a 
 Ugandan campaign: a big sound system blasting out music and political appeals. Soon we saw four 
 cars parked outside a large yard bordered by houses. The crowd in the yard counted over a hundred. 


Kids and youths standing at the edge started shouting ‘mzungu’. The head of security appeared saying 
 that the MP was busy, but I could join him now whilst others were speaking. I said that I preferred 
 talking in private, but he said there would be no time. So, I left the car, and followed him inside the 
 circle of people. A woman was holding a speech in a local language. I was led to the center of the circle 
 where the MP was seated on a big wooden chair. A man got a chair for me and told me to sit next to the 
 MP. I introduced myself and started asking him questions, simultaneously trying to ignore and soak up 
 events around me. It was obvious that the locals found my presence amusing. The MP answered my 
 questions in general terms while simultaneously answering questions from his associates as well. One 
 of the associates was showing him numbers written down in a blue book, next to the words ‘women’ and 


‘youth’. Several numbers were crossed over, and new ones written down. The associate disappeared 
 into the crowd. I went back to my questions but my time was up – it was the MP’s turn to speak. We 
 could talk more in the next village. Walking back to the car, I saw that most of the young men were 
 crowding around a fellow youth who was holding some cash. The youths were holding his shirt as they 
 collectively left the scene. Probably going to divide the spoils. I waited in the car until the motorcade 
 left for the next village.”7


The above excerpt from the field notes from my fieldwork in Uganda in February 2016 
 highlights some of the practical and methodological challenges of collecting primary data on 
 elections in a non-democratic regime in Sub-Saharan Africa. In essence, one is dealing with 
 actors who are extremely busy, have either too little or too much incentive for sharing 
 information, and who often either do not trust you or have talked to so many researchers and 
 donors that they ‘know’ what to say and not. You are working in less than ideal circumstances 
        


7 From field notes after interview with MP running for re-election in Eastern Ugandan constituency, Feb. 2016. 



(37)in terms of time, language, facilities, and surroundings, and you will often spend a lot your 
 time either waiting for people to show up or accepting that they will not show up at all. And, 
 perhaps most importantly, by collecting data you risk becoming a tiny player in the ever going 


“electoral” and “regime”-games continuously played by the regime and the opposition in 
 electoral non-democracies (Schedler 2013). It is hard to avoid becoming a part to the process 
 that one is studying. A few weeks before the 2016 elections I sat in on a meeting where a 
 disgruntled former NRM candidate whom I had never met before, met one of my opposition 
 contacts and another notable opposition politician. I was introduced but otherwise not 
 included in the conversation, though they talked English when they could have talked a local 
 language. In the meeting, the former NRM candidate actively solicited support from my 
 contact and his friend, and discussed the intricacies of the local NRM conflicts. After the 
 discussion had ended, I realised that my presence as my contact’s ‘friend’ might have affected 
 his credibility in the negotiations – and that he was likely aware of it in advance. I thus 
 affected a tiny portion of the thing I was studying. 


The two stories also highlights the significant benefits of collecting primary data. By being in 
 the field, one observes, hears and is told things that one would not otherwise have done – in 
 this case I was able to observe a negotiation between local village leaders and an incumbent 
 MP over the transfer of promised payments for “village development funds”8, and a defection 
 negotiation meeting – both things one seldom reads about and certainly cannot appreciate the 
 meaning of from secondary sources. And by being in the field several times over a period of a 
 couple of years, one gradually build up trust that allows access to places, events and 
 conversations that one would not otherwise have gotten access to. I would not have been able 
 to visit this MP during his campaign if I had not talked to other leaders in his party over a 


       


8 This was what people in the MP’s retinue referred to it as later on. 



(38)period of time, as these leaders were the ones that recommended that I talk to him and 
 vouched for me.  


This section addresses what I consider to be the key methodological challenges and 
 implications of my project. It focuses on the multi-method data collection and fieldwork as 
 well as ethical considerations in doing so. It also touches on issues concerning the analytical 
 methods used in the thesis article, and the limits to these, but it does not do so at length as this 
 is also addressed in the articles. After first presenting the data collection efforts linked to this 
 project, the rest of the chapter is structured around the particular challenges that hybrid 
 regimes pose for data collection and analysis as identified by Goode (2010: 1056): personal 
 security, informant security, access to information and informants, reliability, verifiability, 
 validity and quality of data, and choice of analytical tools.  


A multi-method approach 


The methodological approach employed is founded in a methodological pragmatist position: 


there is no best method, and different methods often provide different pieces of the total 
puzzle we are interested in. It is therefore not surprising that the approach employed is multi-
method. Mixed- or multi-method designs differ in many ways, but Greene et al. (1989: 259) 
highlight that most projects and studies that apply such an approach do it to achieve 
triangulation, complementarity, development, initiation or expansion.  



(39)Source: Adapted from Greene at al. (1989: 259) 


The project reflects all these issues. Most of the thesis articles emphasize triangulation, and 
 use data from a wealth of different sources. Triangulation is closely tied to the analytical 
 method of process tracing, variants of which are applied in three of the thesis articles. As the 
 strength of a process tracing analysis depends fully on the quality of the case-specific 
 evidence provided, triangulation is crucial for these types of analysis (Gerring 2007: 173). 


Fieldwork, though not a prerequisite for triangulation, often strengthens it, as it provides 
 access to new forms of data that otherwise would be difficult to access (Tansey 2007: 766). 


The project is based on a complementary logic as all the different thesis articles highlight 
 relevant aspects of the playing field, and must be seen together in order to understand the 
 development of the playing field under NRM rule in Uganda as a whole. The different articles 
 were also initiated and developed partly as a result of empirical results and methodological 
 weaknesses identified when working on different aspects of the playing field in different 
 articles. The article on the sub-national playing field was for example initiated in order to 
 refine the somewhat general mapping of the playing field in Uganda that could be done using 
 secondary sources. The realization that access to media was not satisfactorily measured using 
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Figure 1: Advantages and goals when doing multi-method research 



(40)only observable instances of censorship triggered my interest in self-censorship. Finally, the 
 construction of a general rather than case-specific framework for measuring the playing field 
 was applied precisely because the idea is to expand on the findings of this project and test its 
 conclusion on cases other than Uganda and the shadow case of Zambia.  


Having presented the reasons for why the project is framed as a multi-method design, it might 
 also be beneficial to clarify what it is not. First, it is not a unified mixed-method design, in the 
 sense that it does not represent “research that involves collecting, analysing, and interpreting 
 quantitative and qualitative data in a single study or in a series of studies that investigate the 
 same underlying phenomenon” (Leech and Onwuegbuzie 2009: 267). While the project and 
 all thesis articles deal with the phenomenon of the playing field, it does not investigate the 
 same underlying phenomenon in the sense that there is no uniform causal relationship that is 
 examined across articles. It treats the playing field both as a cause and an outcome, and 
 investigates it at different levels and with different approaches. While several articles are 
 mixed method in the sense that they employ both dataset and qualitative information, only the 
 article on self-censorship applies several sets of analytical techniques within the same 
 analysis. While the project integrates lessons, techniques and perspectives from both 
 qualitative and quantitative methodology, it is not a mixed method study in the strict sense of 
 the word.  


Neither does the project use a mixed method design to identify and choose the specific cases 
for qualitative analysis, something that arguably is the most common usage of mixed methods 
in political science. In the aftermath of Lieberman’s (2005) coinage of the term “nested 
analysis”, a growing literature has explored the many ways in which mixed methods can be 
used in order to improve techniques for case selection in small-n studies (cf. Rohlfing 2008; 
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