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How to Un-Rig an Election
Alberto Simpser
How to Rig an Election. By Nic Cheeseman and Brian Klaas. New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2018. 317 pages.
From bribing voters in Nigeria, to redistricting for political advantage in the United States, to killing a leading opposition candidate in
Pakistan, How to Rig an Election chronicles the many ways in which
governments around the world contrive to gain an unfair electoral advantage. Cheeseman and Klaas’s book is full of almost-unbelievable
anecdotes from around the world. For example, in 2006 Madagascar’s
President Marc Ravalomanana managed to bar an opposition candidate
from running for office by refusing to let his plane land. In 2010, operatives of Ukrainian prime minister Viktor Yanukovych presumably gave
voters in pro-opposition areas ballot-marking pens filled with disappearing ink. In the 1998 St. Petersburg mayoral election, authorities helped
to ensure the defeat of opposition candidate Oleg Sergeyev by recruiting
two other people named Oleg Sergeyev to run against him. While election rigging is not always this colorful, it is without doubt a major issue
today: Most of the countries on our planet call themselves democracies
and hold regular elections to fill political offices, yet many fall short of
basic democratic standards. This book makes this point forcefully, and
that is reason enough to recommend it.
Cheeseman and Klaas organize their book around major categories
of election manipulation, including chapters on gerrymandering, vote
buying, repression, election hacking, ballot-box stuffing, and fooling
the international community. Each chapter gives copious examples of
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the tactic in action, then ends with suggestions for policies to eliminate
or at least mitigate the type of rigging in question. The chapter headings are deliberately broad: Examples in the vote-buying chapter run the
gamut from handing out bags of money at rallies—as Ugandan president
Yoweri Museveni did in 2013—to excessive spending on campaign ads.
And the chapter on election hacking covers not only the actual hacking
of electronic voting systems, but also the use of social media to spread
false information and the fabrication of lies to discredit media outlets.
While Cheeseman and Klaas draw on examples from the United States
and other established democracies, as well as historical case studies, the
book focuses on modern “counterfeit democracies,” a term that encompasses all electoral regimes except those that are “pure authoritarian”
or “electorally democratic.” This range of countries overlaps with what
Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way call “competitive authoritarianism,”
Andreas Schedler calls “electoral authoritarianism,” and Larry Diamond
calls “hybrid regimes.”
Cheeseman and Klaas’s book has many strengths. First, it sounds
the alarm about the quality of elections in today’s world with clarity
and force. While this alarm has often been sounded before, the erosion
that democracy has suffered over the past decade makes this sounding
especially timely. Second, the authors’ ample personal experience observing elections around the world allows them to illustrate their claims
with vivid firsthand accounts. Third, the book analyzes gerrymandering,
fake news, and abuses of social media as tools of election rigging on
the same level as vote buying and repression. While these tactics have
often been studied separately, they certainly all belong in the manipulator’s toolbox. Finally, the writing is nontechnical and readily accessible
to any general reader or policy maker; no initiation into the jargon of
contemporary social science is required.
That said, there are places where the authors might have delved deeper. First, the discussion of policy recommendations is not as polished as
the description of rigging tactics. To be sure, some excellent strategies
for guarding against fraud are proffered in these pages, including the use
of independent electoral commissions and parallel vote tabulations. Students of election administration may find such expedients familiar, but
in a book aimed at a wider readership it is heartening to read about them
just the same. This increases the chagrin that one feels when noting how
Cheeseman and Klaas immediately undercut some of their main policy
recommendations—such as digitizing elections or reforming international electoral observation—by acknowledging the chief limitation of such
strategies: They can be effective only with the help of a benevolent political leader or a strong rule of law (which it is not in the interest of an authoritarian ruler to provide), or if political incentives take second place to
normative democratic commitments (also a generally unlikely prospect).
After recommending the digitizing of elections in a section on “how to
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stop rigging,” the authors point to a key danger: Digitizing places electoral
results in the hands of whoever controls the computer system. This means
that, in most cases, it would be best not to digitize elections. To take another example, the discussion of how to reduce vote buying recommends
strengthening regulation and enforcement, but again notes that those in
power will most likely have no incentive to do anything of the sort.
The authors cannot be blamed for the practical difficulties inherent
in efforts to rein in election rigging. But they could have offered more
creative policy recommendations. For example, why not study the possibility of offering amnesty to authoritarian rulers? Such rulers often
manipulate elections because they fear what would happen to them if
they were to leave power, so why not give them a way out? And how
about exploring ways to create a reputational mechanism that would follow election-rigging leaders around for the rest of their careers? Then
too, the book could also have benefited from more discussion of the
growing body of experimental evidence that provides convincing information about the effectiveness of different interventions against rigging.
Finally, the great potential of domestic electoral observation to reduce
rigging gets too little attention.
My second major critique of the book is that it often glosses over
important conceptual distinctions and unresolved debates in the relevant
academic literature. In the chapter on vote buying, for example, the authors speak of excessive campaign spending (on, say, televised advertising) or pay hikes for civil servants in the same breath as exchanging
cash for votes, while these are two quite different animals. Moreover,
the discussion of vote buying leaves out research findings about the
range of reasons—other than monitoring and punishment—that citizens
may have for carrying out their end of the vote-buying bargain, such
as norms of reciprocity. It also fails to clarify the distinction between
buying votes and buying turnout—the latter being a simpler matter in
that it does not require the regime to monitor whom citizens actually
vote for. Various techniques of election forensics are listed as promising
tools to reduce rigging, while such techniques’ limitations go uncited.
Many forms of rigging, alas, leave no forensic “fingerprints.” The authors doubtless know this, but not all their readers will. Finally, despite
the authors’ claim that rigging today is marked by substantial innovation, all the rigging tactics discussed in the book are quite old, with the
exception of some of those related to digital technology.
At times, the book passes over gray areas in existing knowledge. Gerrymandering is presented as an unadulterated evil, but the authors do not
explain that there is no universally accepted way to draw district boundaries. Moreover, although the book purports to focus on “counterfeit democracies,” many of the regimes that Cheeseman and Klaas cite the most
often—including the governments of Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Kazakh-
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stan—are actually pure autocracies. There is also a related, unresolved
tension in the authors’ discussion of election rigging’s goals. Early in the
book, they claim that rulers usually rig elections simply because they need
to win them and that large margins of victory expose incumbents to international ridicule. But later in the book, the authors present other reasons
to rig, including boosting margins of victory (p. 118), demoralizing the
opposition (p. 160), and demonstrating the ruler’s grip on power (p. 216).
Indeed, the authors make the point that authoritarian rulers often face no
international sanctions or other costs—not even ridicule—for flagrant rigging, even when major powers know quite well that electoral chicanery
has transpired. Some of the cases that the authors discuss, including those
of Azerbaijan, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Rwanda, and Uganda, have been noted by myself and others as instances in which rigging is best understood
as a means of demoralizing opponents and displaying the rigger’s power
rather than as cases where oversized victory margins reflect an effort to
reduce the rigger’s uncertainty about the outcome.
Despite my reservations, this book is a thoroughly documented,
broadly accessible, and timely contribution that calls new attention to
the problem of counterfeit democracy. General readers and practitioners
stand to learn the most from it, but even scholars and election experts
will find interesting ideas and examples throughout.
Alberto Simpser is associate professor of political science at the
Instituto Tecnológico Autónomo de México (ITAM) in Mexico City.
He is author of Why Governments and Parties Manipulate Elections:
Theory, Practice, and Implications (2013).
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