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“A valid electoral exercise”:

Uganda’s 1980 election and the rise of international election observation

In an interim statement issued just after the announcement of the results of the December 1980 Uganda general elections, the Commonwealth Observer Group, which had monitored the ballot, described the process as a ‘valid electoral exercise, which should broadly reflect the freely expressed choice of the people of Uganda’.
The phrasing was careful; the Observer Group’s mandate had specifically asked for a judgement on whether the elections were ‘free and fair’, but the report avoided that expression. Instead, while the Group recognised that ‘imperfections and deficiencies’ had caused ‘deep unease’, they did not condemn the elections. In contrast, opposition parties initially denounced the elections as rigged and called for a rerun. One defeated party leader, Yoweri Museveni, left Kampala to launch a rebellion against the government of Milton Obote, whose Uganda People’s Congress (UPC) had been declared the winner. At the same time, the international press reported dissenting views from within the Observer Group: ‘I’ve picked over this carcass all I want to’, one member allegedly told a New York Times reporter, ‘I’m going to have a go at trying to forget it’.
While the British government, which had provided substantial financial support for the elections and for the observer group, struggled for words to accept the victory of Obote– who made no secret of his belief that the British had been complicit in his overthrow by Idi Amin, almost ten years earlier – without entirely endorsing the electoral process.
 The message finally sent to Obote maladroitly offered ‘best wishes on the occasion of your installation as president’.

While Obote’s supporters have continued to insist that the polls were fair, it has subsequently been repeatedly argued that – in the words of the historian Samwiri Karugire–‘the 1980 elections were rigged to give power to the UPC’.
The rigging of the elections is widely understood to be a direct cause of five years of civil war, at the end of which, Museveni returned triumphant to Kampala in January 1986, at the head of the National Resistance Army.
Yet, despite the controversy over the elections, they proved to be seminal. In 1980, the very idea of formal election observation in a sovereign state was novel, and was rare until the late 1980s; the great growth in international election monitoring (IEM)coming in the Americas in the 1980s, and then in Africa and Asia in the 1990s. Thus, while there had been formal international observation of the Togoland plebiscite of 1956, and a British parliamentary mission to the Gold Coast elections of the same year – and one might argue that Sudan’s Mixed Electoral Commission in 1953, which combined election management with verification, was an even earlier example
 –these were really one-offs. Uganda’s 1980 election was the first time that the Commonwealth Secretariat had deployed a team to observe an election that it had not organized, although a year earlier it had been involved in the administration of the elections that brought majority rule to Zimbabwe. Moreover, the Commonwealth would go on to make election observation a key element of its activities, eliding the problematic history of Uganda’s 1980 election in a longer narrative of ‘developing electoral experience’.
 Over the following decades, multiple other organizations were to emulate this and, by the early twenty-first century, election observation had become entirely routine in new democracies or ‘hybrid regimes’.

This history is rendered more puzzling by the fact that, in 1980, it was clear that circumstances would make it very difficult to organize multi-party elections in Uganda, since the country was still wracked by insecurity and lacked effective political institutions. Amin had been driven out of power by rebels backed by Tanzanian soldiers eighteen months earlier, after which there had been no stable government. Violent crime was widespread, and there were shortages of almost everything. The introduction of election monitoring in this context raises multiple questions: Why did the UK and US governments, among others, decide to support the elections, though they were well aware that they might be problematic? Why did the Commonwealth decide to observe the elections, even though they knew that they might be controversial? Why did they endorse the results, even though – as their detailed report explained – there were multiple problems with the process? And how did this come to be a model for electoral support?

The existing literature on election observation offers limited traction in addressing these questions. That literature has been concerned with two quite different issues. One is why election observation has become so widespread; the other is whether it does any good. With regards to the former, the literature expresses the rationale in terms of the establishment and diffusion of a  ‘norm’, and recent work suggests that this was neither a straightforward imposition by the US and other liberal democracies, nor the direct result of citizen activism, but something in between –with the driver in the process ultimately being ‘western’ ideas about the nature of democracy.  In this vein, albeit in slightly different ways, Susan Hyde and Judith Kelley both argue that the willingness of regimes to accept IEM has been linked to the rewards – and potential sanctions – offered by ‘democracy promoters’. ‘Western states’, as Kelley put it, ‘increasingly made clean elections a prerequisite for bestowing legitimacy on governments’.
 This gives an incentive to ‘true democrats’ to invite monitors; but it also renders it difficult for ‘pseudo-democrats’ not to invite monitors, since such a refusal has come to be seen as a statement of an intention to cheat.

The willingness of ‘cheats’ to invite monitors, and run the risk of being ‘caught’, is in part a function of the perceived weaknesses of monitoring. As has been pointed out repeatedly since the 1990s, the tendency of monitors to focus on the most visible rituals of the election – the casting of secret ballots, and then the counting of these – has left ample room for a much larger ‘menu of manipulation’, which can involve everything from the gerrymandering of constituency boundaries to the inflation or editing of electoral registers by way of voter bribery, intimidation, and the suppression or support of campaigns.
 In this context, it has been argued that election monitoring might even be actively harmful to governance by encouraging assaults on judicial independence or the integrity of the administration.
 Given the possibilities of manipulation, the pseudo-democrats may have relatively little to fear from monitoring; and the rise of electoral authoritarianism seems to indicate that hybrid regimes can indeed manipulate elections under the eyes of monitors, and yet attract only limited censure – particularly when they are strategically significant partners for the ‘democracy promoters’.

 

The assumption in these arguments that observation is ultimately a product of an engagement with an audience beyond Africa is by no means new: in the early 1990s, Tom Young commented wryly on ‘the great apparatus of both public and “private” monitoring institutions that has now been set up in the West’.
 This suggestion that observation reveals the central electoral importance of the international gaze is consistent with a wider narrative which sees multi-party elections – and indeed most forms of electoral behaviour – as one more manifestation of Africa’s profound extraversion: most colourfully expressed in Jean-Francois Bayart’s assertion that ‘the discourse of democracy is no more than yet another source of economic rents... a form of pidgin language that various native princes use in their communication with Western sovereigns.’
 Some Ugandan accounts of the 1980 experience share this sense that either the elections, or observation, or both were externally driven. In some versions of this analysis, the United Kingdom, the former colonial power, is blamed for conniving in elections to return Obote to office.
 In others, the power behind the throne is said to be the Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere, whose soldiers still occupied much of the country.
Francis Bwengye, a contestant in the elections, has offered a comprehensive list of possible international conspirators:

Many countries, several multinational companies and some international organizations such as the Commonwealth Secretariat and the “Commuist International” as well as religious organizations played a big role in the Uganda elections and assisted Milton Obote to come to power fraudulently.

In the manner of all conspiracy stories, these various rumours express certain realities of power in Africa during the Cold War but tend to exaggerate the coherence, foresight and resources of particular external institutions and actors. 

By engaging with this debate, we do not dispute the idea that the spread of election observation is at least in part a product of international norm diffusion and extraversion – part of the way that a political elite manages a relationship with the wider world to ensure its own wealth and power. But the Uganda elections of 1980 suggest that these political processes are more than that, and that they do not only involve ‘sovereigns’ and ‘princes’. Our analysis instead suggests that international observationa lso reflects ‘agency in tight corners’
and the powerful influence of the ‘fetishism of the law’.

The Uganda elections show how international observation emerged amidst fears of instability that stemmed from the ever-present possibilities of military coup d’etats, sectional insurgencies, and mass protest. In such contexts, there is often an understandable obsession – among politicians and publics, as well as external agencies – with the exaltation of order, and with formal procedures and the rule of law. As a result, the ballot box has increasingly been presented as a panacea that can help a nation-state cross the rubicon from disorder to good governance. However, this logic of supporting elections as a contribution to the establishment of the rule of law, effectively boxes in politicians and publics, as well as observers: it is often hard to reject the official results, lest this fuel further disorder and instability. Instead, observers resort to an approach that identifies and deflates problems, and which holds up the possibility that improvements may be made in future without jeopardising current stability. That observers may inadvertently shore up the legitimacy of electoral authoritarian regimes when they do this, is not because they are simple ‘apologists’ for such regimes,
but is instead a structural consequence of the reliance on elections to establish lawful order given limited political influence and feasible options. 

Drawing principally on UK government archives, together with material from newspapers and some recent interviews, this article argues that the holding of elections in Uganda in 1980, and the international monitoring of them, were both driven by the belief that elections offered an ordering, law-based process which would affirm and discipline authority. This belief was important in shaping domestic as well as international attitudes. For other governments, and for international organizations, elections asserted the primacy of law, in a way that would constrain as well as empower national governments. While, within Uganda, a wide range of actors – albeit in different ways – saw elections as a means tore-establish state authority, which had been grossly compromised under Amin; reassert a former social order; and tame security forces, which had become predatory and unpredictable. 

Uganda’s election, like other ‘electoral exercises’ validated by observers, was thus a performance of stateness that was both extraverted and aimed at an internal, participatory audience; observation is involved in a domestic gaze, as well as an international one. Uganda’s 1980 elections are a useful reminder of the combination of limited options, cynicism, hope and naivety that encourage a range of actors to believe that elections will bestow legitimacy and fix political problems. Partly delusional though that faith may be, elections capture the imagination of politicians, and of the populace more widely, as well as diplomats. The article also suggests that this seminal moment in election observation made clear the fundamental and enduring dilemmas of the observation process, and established a genre of reportage which has become the standard response to the irresolvable dilemma of observation: how to assert the importance of ‘free and fair’ processes without endangering the very stability which elections are supposed to offer to potentially vulnerable populations.

Prelude to politics: The Ugandan political landscape

Uganda, like many African countries, had enjoyed a brief and intense moment of multi-party politics leading up to independence, with parliamentary elections in 1958 (on a limited franchise), 1961 and 1962. The frequency of these elections was dictated not so much by nationalist pressure as by British officials’ desire to confine the increasingly bitter contest over Uganda’s future within the bounds of electoral politics as they hastened to depart: Karugire’s remark that Britain ‘almost literally dragged Uganda into independence’may bean exaggeration, but is not wholly inaccurate.
 The 1962 elections were won by Obote and his UPC party. That victory is usually attributed partly to Obote’s superior organisational skills, but even more to the Faustian pact made with Obote by the ‘neo-traditionalist’ KabakaYekka(KY) party in Buganda, the kingdom which lay at the economic and political centre of Uganda.
KY sought to maintain – and even enhance – the autonomy which Buganda and its ruler, the kabaka, had enjoyed under the British protectorate.
The UPC was, in a fundamental way, an anti-Buganda party, and Obote had consistently presented himself as a nationalist, opposed to any such idea of ‘federation’.
 But he saw that KY’s politics – which included a refusal to participate in direct elections to parliament, with Buganda’s parliamentary representatives instead being nominated by Buganda’s own legislative assembly, the lukiiko – would deprive his main opponents, the Democratic Party (DP) of much of their potential vote. DP was a predominantly Catholic party, and there were many Catholics in Buganda – and DP was led by Benedicto Kiwanuka, a politician from Buganda, whose aspiration to office was vigorously condemned by KY as an affront to the Kabaka.
 By supporting the proposal for a partly federal system, and by agreeing that the Kabaka would become the constitutional president of Uganda as a whole, Obote won the support of KY – and the elections as a whole, since the indirectly-elected parliamentary seats from Buganda were all taken up by KY members, giving the UPC/KY alliance a clear majority.

The 1961 and 1962 elections were – like many late-colonial elections– marked by a fairly high turnout (with the exception of Buganda in 1961, where direct elections were boycotted by most voters on the orders of KY).
They were also marked by multiple allegations of rigging from both DP and UPC.
 Alongside accusations of under-age registration and voting, other vivid tales of cheating circulated, many centering on the distinctive ‘multi-box’ system that was used for the poll. Voters were given a ballot paper that they did not mark, but rather placed in one of several boxes, each marked with the symbol of a different party, in a room that was screened to ensure privacy. Intended to allow voting by the illiterate, the system was evidently open to abuse. Stories abounded of ballot boxes that had been tampered with to stop votes being inserted, of people using tweezers to extract votes, even of acid being poured into boxes to dissolve votes cast – alongside more straightforward tales of corrupt polling station staff simply switching the symbols on the boxes once voting was complete.
 While the British officials who oversaw the process congratulated themselves and their staff on the success of the process, these stories spread widely, and were told and retold in the years after the elections.

Flawed or not, these were the last elections for many years. After independence, Obote turned on KY and the Kingdom of Buganda – as many had anticipated. In 1966 he drove the Kabaka into exile, and in 1967 Obote himself became president under a new constitution that abolished Buganda (and other, smaller kingdoms recognized by the independence constitution) and extended the life of parliament, and thus forestalled scheduled elections. Other political parties continued to nominally exist until 1969 when they were banned, on the grounds (as in other one-party states) that they encouraged tribalism and sectarianism, whereupon DP leaders were detained or exiled. Yet Obote still insisted that his government had popular support. The presidents of neighbouring Kenya and Tanzania had succeeded in holding national single-party elections, which – whatever the actual dynamics of the electoral process –were offered as evidence of personal popularity and party strength.
 Despite multiple and evident malpractices, these elections had offered a performance of state legitimacy, in which substantial numbers willingly participated. Obote wrestled with the challenge of emulating this performance; aware that the banning of opposition parties had led to the emergence in some areas of a faction within UPC that was widely interpreted as a proxy for DP, the question was how even single-party elections could be held whilst avoiding an embarrassing defeat for Obote’s allies, especially in Buganda, where his suppression of the kingdom had made him profoundly unpopular?

Obote’s answer was a complex scheme, embodied in new electoral legislation in 1970, which proposed that constituencies in different parts of the country should be ‘paired’, and that candidates should be required to win a majority of votes in both.
 Explicitly presented as a means to prevent ethnic politicking, the scheme would probably have been unworkable, as even its supporters acknowledged.
Certainly, Obote’s frantic last-minute efforts to organize the party branch elections, which were a necessary prelude to the national polls, suggested that he had perhaps over-reached his vaunted organisational skills.
 In the event, the new electoral scheme was never put to the test, as Idi Amin’s January 1971 coup deposed Obote.

Amin’s regime has become a by-word for misrule and brutality. Most significantly, it was felt by many Ugandans – especially, but not exclusively, by the educated – as a breakdown of order, a humiliating time of institutional collapse driven by ‘brutality and irrationality’.
In the end, it was Amin’s inept attempt to seize a slice of Tanzanian territory that led to his downfall. In March, 1979 an invited group of Ugandan politicians gathered in the Tanzanian town of Moshi to discuss what would happen when Amin was driven from power – a moment which was more imminent than the delegates realized, as the Tanzanian army and a motley Ugandan rebel force were already heading towards Kampala.

All looked forward to the end of this national trauma, but they did so with some trepidation. The meeting had been organized by the Tanzanian government, which was anxious to legitimize what was in effect an invasion of Uganda – undertaken in response to Amin’s failed attempt to seize an area of Tanzanian territory, but nonetheless a clear breach of the charter of the Organization of African Unity.
 The notable absentee from Moshi was Obote, who had spent most of his years of exile in Tanzania. Many Ugandans – and others – suspected that Nyerere intended simply to reinstall Obote as president.
 This was, presumably, why he was not present; for Nyerere, the conference had to be seen to be not dominated by Obote. Though Paulo Muwanga, a close ally of Obote, was a very visible presence, so too were the leaders of the DP, and other prominent politicians and intellectuals; many of whom were bitterly critical of Obote.

The Moshi conference agreed on the formation of a 30-member National Consultative Council (NCC), which was largely drawn from those who were present; and it agreed that this Council would rule Uganda on a transitional basis, with a smaller Executive Committee as a key decision-making body.
It also agreed – with some difficulty – on the appointment of a chair to the NCC, who would also be the interim president of Uganda pending the holding of elections: Yusufu Lule, a former minister and university administrator from Buganda.
 Two weeks later, Lule was sworn in as president. 

Lule lasted less than three months as president, before he was effectively ousted by the NCC.
 He was succeeded by another man from Buganda, Godfrey Binaisa, who remained rather uncertainly in office until May 1980 before he was also removed, effectively by what was now called the Uganda National Liberation Army – the rebel movement-turned-army – in what Binaisa’s supporters denounced as a ‘Tanzania-supported coup’.
 By the time Binaisa was ousted, the NCC had almost ceased to function; instead, effective power lay in the hands of the Military Commission (initially just one of three commissions nominally under the supervision of the NCC). Muwanga, as chair of the Military Commission, had in effect become head of state; he had also largely succeeded in sidelining his nominal deputy at the Military Commission, Yoweri Museveni. The ‘consensus’ reached at Moshi had been ephemeral.Obote, meanwhile, remained in the Tanzanian capital, Dar es Salaam, biding his time.

The confusion and uncertainty over who was head of state was reflected throughout the country. The administration had partly collapsed by the end of Amin’s rule, due to a combination of large-scale ‘restructuring’, lack of funds, and endemic violence. Lule and Binaisa each introduced slightly revised structures, restoring (more or less) the previous district administrative structure; neither had any funds to pay for these. The police force had almost vanished; security was in the hands either of Tanzanians (who were resented and increasingly subject to attack) or of the undisciplined UNLA. Amin’s fall had seen a major wave of looting across the country; since then, violent crime had become common.
For ordinary Ugandans, the economic and security situation seemed dire.meanwhile the Tanzanian government, desperately short of funds, was anxious to withdraw its soldiers.

Voting for order

For many, elections seemed to offer a way out of this downward spiral – but there were very different ideas of what that way out might be, and what those elections might look like. The Moshi conference had agreed that elections should be held after two years; subsequently the Executive Council–dominated by men who considered themselves radical, some of them former associates of Obote who had turned against him – announced that these elections should be organized on a non-party basis, with candidates standing as individuals under the ‘umbrella’ of the Uganda National Liberation Front. The NCC endorsed this.
 It was a decision that reflected the influence of a generation of nationalist politicians from the 1950s and 1960s, whose political ideas had been strongly influenced by Nehru, and who denigrated parties as divisive creations. For them, elections should be expressions of unity and of national discipline: a ‘government of the people’, as one NCC statement put it.
 More immediately, no-party elections was also a device to contain Obote, whose opponents feared that the UPC might still be an effective mobilising force, if allowed to operate.

Binaisatoo had repeatedly insisted that no-party elections would be held, ‘to enable the country to settle down under the leadership of a popularly-elected government’.
  He had – before his ousting – promised again that these would take place by June 1981; on 4 May, just before Binaisa was ousted, a radio announcement from the government repeated that ‘no political party activity will be permitted’ during the elections.
In the wake of Binaisa’s removal, Muwanga’s regime promised ‘the restoration of democracy’. Amid rumours that the head of the army – an ally of Obote – had ordered a million t-shirts with Obote’s face on them, Obote himself announced that he planned to return to Uganda to campaign in the elections on a party basis.
 At the end of May, he landed by air in the western town of Bushenyi to address a rally.
 On the same day, the main English-language (and government-owned) newspaper in Tanzania editorialised that the role of government in Uganda was now solely ‘to prepare the country for presidential and parliamentary elections not later than 30 September 1980. All parties shall be free to participate in the elections’.
Since Tanzania had been a one-party state for more than a decade, there was some irony to this; some in Uganda saw Nyerere’s new interest in multi-partyism as driven solely by his desire to see his old regional ally Obote back in power.A few weeks later, the Uganda government-owned Uganda Times, which was entirely partisan to the UPC, announced that elections would indeed be held on party lines, and only four parties would be permitted.
 The DP and UPC werejoined by a Buganda-monarchist Conservative Party and by the Uganda Patriotic Movement (UPM), led by Museveni in a ‘managed pluralism’ which echoed –presumably knowingly – the system adopted for Senegal’s 1978 elections.

There can be no doubt that the decision to hold multi-party elections was pushed through by Obote’s allies– campaigning for UPC, Muwanga described himself as ‘one who struggled to see that the people of Uganda went back to democratic party politics’.
Obotewould have preferred a direct presidential vote, but was willing to accept a parliamentary, first past-the-post system with the leader of the winning party becoming president.
 A close confidante of Obote emphasised the latter’s awareness that the international expectation of elections made military rule unsustainable: ‘[h]ow would we show ourselves to the world, when the whole world is talking of democracy? ….. It would cut our ties to the world.’
 Over the next few months,Obote repeatedly staked his claims to future legitimacy on victory in the ballot: ‘Our confidence rests on the support of the people which exists. We are a party of the People, a Party of the Peasant, a Party of the Worker’.
 Speaking to the UPC conference, he said ‘I charge you with organising the multitudes everywhere so that in the polls we teach opponents a lesson they will never forget’; and shortly before elections he reportedly told a press conferencethat ‘election is a matter of honor to disprove foreign mass media which have been propagating that Dr Obote, and his party the UPC, are extremely unpopular in Uganda.’
The UPC took some pleasure in observing that ‘Uganda will be the only country in this part of Africa where the elections would not be restricted to one party’.

But the holding of multi-party elections was also possible because Uganda’s politicians were all desperate to have elections, and promised the public that these would be held.
All saw these as a means to restore some sort of authority and order, and they preferred multi-party elections to no elections at all. The DP accepted multi-party electionspartly because they believed they could win; and Museveni too seems to have been (delusionally) persuaded that his electoral prospects were good.
 But more than this, both DP and UPM saw elections as an affirmation of the very idea of a Ugandan state, in the face of the apparent unravelling of that state. Even for those who feared losing, elections offered a validation of a set of ideas about political order and law.
 This point was assiduously cultivated by the Uganda Times, which editorialised that ‘the majority of our people . . . are banking on the election as a prerequisite for better and prosperous Uganda’ [sic] and that ‘anybody who is bent on disrupting the elections is an enemy of the people’.
Over the following months the DP and UPM repeatedly flirted with the idea of an alliance, or of an agreement to boycott the elections, but they could not agree on either. This was partly because of their mutual distrust, but also because leading figures in both parties wanted the elections to happen and because the perceived popular desire for elections became in itself a disciplinary tool: ‘the people want elections’, as the Uganda Times insisted.

The other parties had ample reason to consider a boycott. In the months following May, Muwanga and the Military Commission became ever more openly partisan in their behaviour, with the result that government-owned media – such as it was – was entirely biased in favour of Obote.Obote and UPC candidates generally were given security and transport facilities by the government (or rather, by the military), while DP and UPM politicians suffered constant harassment, and occasional lethal violence.
 Museveni himself was detained at a road block for several hours until he was rescued by his own armed followers, who intimidated his captors.
 Yet despite the violence, there was widespread enthusiasm for the election. With the partial exception of UPC, all parties were short of funds, but found that local supporters were willing to make good this deficiency, as the then-leader of the DP later explained:

people would come with their vehicles, and those who had fuel would come with their vehicles with fuel. And we would use those vehicles. They would organize big rallies, at their expense. You are having a meeting in Masaka, you don’t go and pay for that rally. People in Masaka organize themselves, financially, to have that rally.

Across the country, the local businessmen and small-town big-men (and some women) who had been the backbone of political activism in the 1960s threw themselves into the election, raising funds through local auctions in which they ostentatiously bought petty items for large sums of money:

[inKabale]they auctioned a fountain pen, not a fountain pen, but a ballpoint . . . And somebody bought it for 75,000/-. That was very big money at that time.

Partly of course, this might be seen as investment in the potential spoils of office, though a risky one: after the UPC nominations ‘[o]ne of the unsuccessful candidates is understood to have wept openly after spending 3m /-’, reported the Uganda Times.
 But it was also a reaffirmation of status by people who had been sidelined by Amin’s unpredictable rule, in which education and social position were no guarantee of security. Uganda’s political parties had never really been national structures: each was a ‘loose federation of notables’, or a collection of ‘local political systems, each with its own political elite’.
 With the end of Amin’s rule, these local elites – the big men of small towns across the country – leaped at the chance to reassert their status, and renew their rivalries, through electoral contest.

Their enthusiasm was shared more widely. When the registration of voters began – very belatedly and hurriedly – it was accompanied by adverts that stressed citizenship: ‘Prove you are a real Uganda by participating in the forthcoming elections’. How persuasive this was in itself is hard to say, but there were very high levels of registration in much of the country (except in West Nile, for reasons which will be discussed below). The figures suggest a popular enthusiasm which went beyond local elites: arguably, Ugandans more widely saw the elections as a way to reassert a model of civic order, a way to tame the soldiers who had become the unpredictable and violent face of a semi-collapsed state. The official insistence that the election was ‘vital to the nation’ was perhaps not so far from the popular perception.
Uneasily aware of Obote’s jibe that those who opposed elections were not ‘nationally conscious’and reassured by the way that electoral processes seemed to reconstitute a social order that might strengthenthe severely weakened fabric of the state, opposition leaders kept not quite deciding on a boycott.

The motivation to monitor

Uganda’s politicians were not the only ones focussed on stability and the construction of political order. At the time of Amin’s fall, British officials had agreed that British interests were primarily in securing debt repayments, compensation for British nationals whose property had been seized, and preventing Uganda from being a ‘foothold’ for ‘anti-Western interests’; those aims were repeatedly restated in the following months.
 The ideas of order and stability were woven through their ideas of how to secure these aims, and they expressed general support for the idea of elections to ‘settle the question of the political leadership’.
‘Uganda’s problem is essentially one of law and order’, declared the British Secretary of State, in a circular telegram intended to ensure a consistent message.
Bertram Flack, the British high commissioner in Kampala, worried that ‘there is no real legality or constitutional basis for much or perhaps anything that has happened since the liberation’.
 An election would provide such legality, yet he feared that a ‘free and fair’ election might not be feasible.

British concerns notwithstanding, it was the common desire for political order both within Uganda and without, which made the elections possible. The tendency to fetishize the law, especially under conditions of great uncertainty, combined with the identification of elections as a political mechanism with the capacity to effect the transition from disorder to order, persuaded otherwise suspicious actors to buy into the process.In the wake of Binaisa’s removal, Otema Allimadi – who was both Foreign Minister in Muwanga’s de facto government and (conveniently) the manager of the UPC election campaign– formally requested British financial support for the elections. Rather ingeniously, he simultaneously placed an order for election materials from the UK security printing firm, De La Rue, who immediately became an interested party and began discreetly lobbying for UK government financing for the election.
 The total order, which went well beyond De La Rue’s usual business, and included everything from Landrovers to lamps, as well as ballot papers and ballot boxes, was for more than £2 million, and the Ugandan government let it be known that they could not afford to pay more than a third of this.

Linked to this question of who would pay for the elections was the issue of observation. Binaisa had already raised the possibility that the Commonwealth might observe elections, as part of a wider gambit to try and secure a Commonwealth police force, which he had hoped would replace the Tanzanian soldiers and, at the same time, protect him from Muwanga.
 The idea of a Commonwealth security presence proved to be a chimera, but the suggestion of observation was taken up by others. Obote and the UPC played a curious game on this. Nyerere had privately suggested Commonwealth observation shortly after the Tanzanian press had advanced the idea of multi-party elections. Obote then publicly took up the idea, and in a speech at Bushenyi noted: ‘[I] recommend to people responsible for organizing the elections to invite official observers from the Commonwealth and OAU countries to observe the fairness of the elections’.
  Shortly afterwards, Allimadi made a visit to London to the Commonwealth Secretariat. At the time, the Secretariat was flush from its recent triumph over the Zimbabwean elections, which it had helped to run. For Shridath Ramphal, the first non-white Secretary-General of the organization, elections offered a means to give a new purpose and energy to the Commonwealth which was – then, as always – facing questions about its real role and purpose in international affairs: at around this time, Ramphal gave a speech in the Caribbean in which he declared that ‘[t]he therapy of free elections has no equal. I know of no better prescription for ensuring the health of the body politic’.
From the first approach, Ramphal and his staff were keen to become involved in the Ugandan elections.

But while other parties were quick to accept the idea of Commonwealth observation, Obote and the UPC persistently varied this enthusiasm with occasional expressions of hostility. In July, a UPC meeting denounced the idea of observation as a ‘serious imputation on the integrity and impartiality of our leaders’.
Before his mission to the Commonwealth, Allimadi was reportedly critical of the very idea of observation, on the grounds that it came close to a ‘derogation from sovereignty’. Yet, shortly afterwards, he was back in London at the Commonwealth Secretariat repeating the request for observers.
Obote and others were to repeatedly question the idea of observation. For example, the Uganda Times questioned the value of a ‘so-called neutral group’, and argued that ‘[t]here are people who will not be happy about our situation until London, Washington or what have you gives a blessing’.
 It seems clear that this was a deliberate strategy to ensure that observers would feel constrained, but would nevertheless come, ensuring an election ‘which the world have to take seriously’, as Uganda’s information minister told a meeting in London, in a disingenuous affirmation of the importance of the international gaze.

Obote and Allimadi were not the only ones who foresaw problems. Some Commonwealth governments were reportedly anxious that Ramphal and the Secretariat were running well ahead of them in their support for the idea of observation.
 Opinion in the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office was uncertain, and at times sharply divided: should they take the risk of funding the elections and observations given that, as one official had noted in June, ‘[t]he odds are that elections in Uganda will go wrong; they will be rigged, or mismanaged, or even not held at all’? Other Commonwealth governments were reported to be reluctant to be involved at all. By October,less than two months before the (rescheduled) election date of 10 December, no decision had been taken over funds or the observer mission. When Ramphal wrote to the British prime minister pressing for British involvement, the FCO drafted a holding reply which read: ‘We are not yet in a position to decide whether the prospects for adequately free and fair elections in Uganda are good enough to take the risk of association with elections which could go wrong.’

That the decision was finally taken to offer support was the result of a combination of calculations about how to secure long-term order, refracted through a Cold War prism. From Kampala, British diplomats had consistently reported both their mistrust of Obote who they believed was ‘widely hated and disliked in Uganda’, and their expectation that he would nonetheless become president in one way or another – if he did not win the election, he would be installed in office by a military coup.
 They reported also their view that a coup would seriously undermine any hope of stability, and that elections offered ‘the only immediate hope, though again no guarantee, of reasonable or improving economic stability or recovery’. UK and other western aid had been largely suspended after Binaisa was toppled; it would be hard to restore this without an election, and, in the absence of funding, the structures of the state would be hard to maintain.
 In early November, Flack finally succeeded in meeting with Obote, who had reassured him that ‘Uganda would greatly rely on Britain’; Flack recommended that ‘we should resume relations with him on a clean slate’.

In London, some officials had already argued that ‘the holding of elections is strongly in Uganda’s interest, and by extension [sic] our own . . . The establishment of a democratically-elected government would make a great contribution towards a return to internal stability and normality’; and by September one was opining firmly that ‘[b]y far the best thing would be for elections to take place in Uganda and a settled regime established’.
 A minute prepared for the UK cabinet reiterated the point: ‘elections will not in themselves solve Uganda’s problems but have seemed an essential prerequisite for a return to political stability.’ There was a potentially awkward corollary to this argument, of course: ‘[a]n unfavourable report by UK observers . . . on an election which brought Obote to power would gain us nothing’.
 Yet if there were no observers, then there was an evident danger that malpractices would reach a level that would completely discredit the elections. In Uganda, meanwhile, British and other diplomats talked to the other parties about their complaints, and sought to persuade them to contest the election in spite of these – on the basis that they really had no alternative.

Finally, in early November, Richard Luce, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary, visited Kampala. He had recently expressed his reluctance to offer support, but after the visit he explained that he had changed his view, because of ‘the universal longing in Uganda for elections as a first step towards national recovery and the restoration of legitimacy. . . . For the first time a Commonwealth country has sought Commonwealth support for holding elections. If these do not take place there will be a growing power vacuum of the kind which the Soviet Union and its surrogates are expert in exploiting’. Luce pointed out that Obote has ‘emphasised [sic] privately that his economic interests lie with closer links with Britain and Kenya. Nevertheless, the Cubans are waiting in the wings.’
The US government had come to a similar conclusion; they offered financial support for the elections and discreetly encouraged India to send election monitors, while at the same time the US Ambassador saw Muwanga privately to ask him to rein in the UNLA.

The 1980 elections: Of malpractice and the monitors

Once the British had decided to support the elections, others followed. And the British themselves rapidly found themselves drawn in even more deeply, for now they could not allow the process to fail. As well as the direct grant offered to pay for the elections – which, of course, went almost entirely (and straight) to De La Rue – they were asked to arrange transport for the materials. De La Rue supported this request, and pointed out that it would be embarrassing for the UK if the elections were delayed because a UK firm had failed to deliver materials on time. The US Air Force provided two transport flights; but these were not enough, and the UK government resorted to chartering two British Airways 747s, at an additional cost of £90,000, to move the equipment.
 Then a shortage of transport became apparent, and the government was asked to expedite the delivery of Landrovers which were being provided as aid to the Uganda Police, so that these could be used for election observation work. Not all could be made available in time, so twenty additional Landrovers were bought from the assembly plant in Kenya and rushed to Uganda. Then there were the costs of the observation mission itself, to which the UK contributed £125,000.

Meanwhile, in Uganda, controversy raged over the electoral arrangements, amid an increasingly febrile and violent atmosphere. While under the supervision of the Electoral Commission, the actual mechanics of the election were largely in the hands of the administration – in a continuation from late colonial practice, each district commissioner was the returning officer for all constituencies in his district, and was in effect in control of the hiring and supervision of electoral staff. Just over a month before the election, 14 of Uganda’s 33 district commissioners were dismissed and replaced by men appointed directly by the Military Commission; soon afterwards, Obote publicly warned civil servants to ‘stop frustrating the UPC election efforts’.
 One man who was a young UPM activist at the time recalled that in his constituency, the district commissioner set about ensuring that all polling staff were UPC supporters.

The existing electoral law –passed under British rule in 1957 – stipulated both the use of multiple ballot boxes and the counting of ballots at a central place in each constituency on the day following the voting. The opposition parties were bitterly opposed to both, arguing that they made cheating extremely easy: votes, or box labels, would simply be switched while the boxes were in transit. As Bwengye argued at the time, ‘multi-boxes will facilitate malpractice as was the case in the past when the UPC used to merge victorious even though it had no support in the country’.
 The UPC, and Muwanga, remained obdurate on the question of multiple ballot boxes – so too did the Electoral Commission, which had been hand-picked by Muwanga.
 The question of where the votes should be counted was more open for discussion; Nyerere, fearing that the DP and UPM really might boycott the election, and so rob it of its legitimacy, summoned all party leaders to Dar es Salaam, where they agreed that ballots should be counted at the polling station immediately at the end of voting. The Electoral Commission then, five days before the election, announced its opposition to this agreement probably under pressure from Muwanga. 

The Commonwealth Observer Group, which had finally arrived in the country, with a specific mandate to judge whether the elections were ‘free and fair’, threatened to leave again, on the grounds that this violated the agreement with the parties, and would discredit the process entirely.
Obote – personally, and through the government newspaper – launched an impassioned attack on them for interference; the information minister, back from London, told the Observer Group publicly that ‘I hope you are here to observe but not to pass judgment on Uganda. Ugandans alone have the right to choose their government’.
 But Muwanga conceded, just three days before the polls were due, and agreed that the count would be done at each polling station.

Meanwhile, just as the observers had arrived at the end of November, the nomination of candidates had taken place, and had seen multiple and egregious malpractices. UPC candidates were successfully nominated in all 126 constituencies. In 14 of these they were unopposed, because DP (and some UPM) candidates were not nominated, allegedly on technical grounds; only one UPC candidate failed to secure nomination. In a number of constituencies in West Nile, this was because there had been no voter registration, after an attack by armed men (who were said to be supporters of Amin) had overrun the whole area at the time of registration, and driven tens of thousands from their homes. Since candidates seeking nomination had to be proposed by registered voters, this made nomination technically impossible; nonetheless, the returning officer accepted the nomination of UPC candidates. 

Elsewhere, prospective DP candidates were detained at roadblocks until the nomination deadline had passed, or found that although they had delivered their nomination papers on time, the returning officers declared that they had come too late. These candidates were perhaps fortunate; in one constituency, the DP’s aspiring nominee was found dead shortly before nomination day. Three days before the ballot, the Electoral Commission announced that it had cancelled the nomination of three more DP candidates, in Kasese in the west of the country, on technical grounds; at the same time it reinstated the candidacy of the only UPC candidate whose nomination had been refused. Thus, UPC went into the election having already won 17 of the 126 seats; given the pattern of ethnic and regional voting, it seems likely that they would have won nine of these anyway, but the other eight would probably have gone to the DP.Debrah, the leader of the Observer Group, agreed to send a strong protest over the nominations, but other members of the group suspected that he was too ready to believe Muwanga’s argument that the DP had simply been disorganized; certainly, his letter on the subject was mildly phrased.
In fact, mild phrasing became something of a speciality; when the assistant to the secretary of the Electoral Commission was murdered by men in military uniform just before the election – a killing widely seen to be an act of intimidation– the Observer Group wrote to the secretary to condole on the ‘tragic and untimely passing’ of his assistant.

Just before the election began, a UK Foreign Office memo summed up the likely outcome: ‘a UPC (Obote) victory secured with a measure of intimidation and dirty tricks but not to an extent that would lead the Commonwealth observers to submit more than a qualified report . . . [which] would at any rate be an improvement on the present situation and would raise no major problems in conducting our relations with Uganda’.
Hillier-Fry, who had just replaced Flack as high commissioner in Kampala, reported that if Obote lost the election, there would be a military coup, which would place him in power anyway.
The seven observers of the Commonwealth Observer Group, their numbers boosted to around 60 by the involvement of various assistants, spread themselves out around the country in the few days before the elections. Constantly hampered by logistical problems – over fuel, accommodation, and even food – they had no time to meet with local party activists outside Kampala, and found themselves heavily dependent on the local administrative staff.
 Nonetheless, they were continually denounced by UPC supporters: the Uganda Times opined that it was‘worrying that foreigners have been allowed a free hand to acquire an executive role in the conduct of the polls of a sovereign state’.

In the final days before the election, the Uganda Timesagain reminded people of the importance of the election, in the process evoking international opinion to demand electoral participation:

As we approach the elections we would like to appeal to all Ugandans to shed their minor contradictions and realise that the nation’s destiny is at stake. Electioneering is the only way we can ensure that a responsible government runs the affairs of the country to our satisfaction . . . It is the duty of us all to ensure that we build a system that will make the country repair its pride among other nations.

At the same time, the same paper emphasisedthe disciplinary nature of elections: 

This process is very important to the election of a popularly elected government. And because of its importance it must be held in maximum secrecy and generally secure conditions. No one must be allowed to harass members of the public as they go to vote . .  . All the people will be required to do is to line up peacefully and wait for their turns to be attended to by polling assistants and presiding officers.

When polling began on 10 December, it was intended to be completed in a single day, but it soon became clear – to poll officials, as well as to observers – that this would be inadequate in some places. Curiously, it was in the capital, Kampala, which was expected to poll heavily for DP, that there were the most serious delays in opening the poll, for reasons that were never explained.
 Polling was therefore extended into the 11 December; on the night of 10/11, party agents in many places insisted on spending the night in the same room as the boxes to prevent malpractice. The observers subsequently claimed to have visited 1,476 polling stations during the voting; a record that is both remarkable and suggestive of the brevity of most of those visits. They came away with an entirely positive impression of the process of casting ballots, reporting long lines of patient voters and helpful staff struggling with limited resources; though Bwengye, and others, argued that beyond the view of observers, there were high levels of compulsion, and he produced a photograph of cowed voters queuing under the barrels of soldiers’ guns as evidence.

The turnout was extraordinary – well over 80% of the registered voters in most places, which meant that rather more than one quarter of the total population voted. This a remarkable number in a country where slightly more than half the population were under 18, while one constituency saw a 103% turnout. Such figures might seem to suggest wholesale ballot-stuffing, and it seems likely that there was some local malpractice involving multiple voting and/or stuffing. But if there was manipulation, it appears to have balanced out, because turnout levels were generally consistent across UPC and DP strongholds.In Buganda, where the UPC suffered more or less complete electoral annihilation, the turnout was as high as it was in the UPC heartlands in the north(the 103% came here). Tito Okello, the commander of the UNLA, ‘praised Ugandans for their peaceful attitude and love for political progress’ and called the election ‘a day of rebirth when Uganda will once more have its rightful place in Africa and the world community’.

This positive impression was almost immediately dispelled as results came in. The DP claimed that it had taken an early lead in the polls. However,on 11 DecemberMuwanga issued a proclamation forbidding the Electoral Commission from announcing results and directing that all results should be submitted to him personally. In addition, he gave himself the power to decide whether the results had been ‘free and fair’ or should be overturned.
 There was uproar; the Observer Group threatened again to leave immediately, and a few hours later Muwanga withdrew the order.
 The Electoral Commission had, however, fallen silent; its secretary had gone into hiding (and fled the country two nights later) and the rest of its members temporarily vanished from the office.  When it resumed the announcement of results, these showed a very substantial UPC victory. In the end, UPC secured 74 seats, against 51 for DP and 1 for UPM; though in terms of the overall vote, the DP secured more votes overall. The process of tallying at a constituency level had been largely unobserved, since the Observer Group had returned to Kampala on 11 December and – following an outbreak of shooting around their hotel that evening – were largely withdrawn on 12 December.
 They had, however, nevertheless already issued the interim statement quoted at the beginning of this paper, which offered a qualified endorsement, which the Military Commission seem to have used as the basis for an announcement that ‘the British government was satisfied that the elections were conducted in a free and fair manner’.

In the next few days, Obote was sworn in, and the British High Commissioner noted (with a curious mixture of chagrin and pleasure) how he arrived for the ceremony in a UK-registered Mercedes, escorted by a police Landrover marked ‘British Aid’.
The Uganda Times announced with glee that ‘[t]he Commonwealth has declared the election to be a valid expression of the people’s choice’; Muwanga’s speech at the swearing-in called on the DP. ‘In the name of democracy and for respect for our country . . . to respect the wishes of the people of Uganda’.

The international press, meanwhile, was full of stories of malpractice; the Washington Post judged that the Military Commission ‘stole the election . . . before the eyes of a British Commonwealth Observer Group’.
 From Kampala, the British High Commissioner noted ‘disquieting evidence, or at least information, of massive and gross rigging’, while the British ambassador to the US reported the ‘disgust’ in Washington at the conduct of the elections.
 But the observers reiterated their opinion, and emphasised in private their view that the UPC had been much better organized than its rivals, and that voting itself had seen no major malpractice. In itsfinal report – written largely by the secretary – the Group sought to resolve a fundamental problem. There was ample evidence of malpractice, which could not go unmentioned: the intention of observation was to establish the importance of electoral processes in the constitution of a legally-sanctioned order. Yet, to denounce the election on the basis of those failings, would precipitate a crisis and would almost certainly lead to Obote assuming power through a coup, which would devalue the whole notion of a legal order. 

The report set the precedent for what was to become a standard response to this dilemma – what has, indeed, become a sort of genre form. It set out in careful detail the problems over nominations; the multiple campaign advantages enjoyed by UPC; and the problems on polling day and during the announcement of results. However, having recorded these multiple derogations from norms – a necessary way of affirming the importance of such norms – the report went on to insist that the flawed nominations ‘are unlikely to have affected the outcome’. The report cited the extent of popular enthusiasm and involvement as an implicit endorsement of the process:‘[s]urmounting all obstacles, the people of Uganda, like some great tidal wave, carried the electoral process to a worthy and valid conclusion’. This was, on one level, a triumph of information over knowledge: the ability of the electoral process to generate statistics whose import was validated by apparent precision (with exact numbers of votes listed for constituencies across the country) outweighed any awareness of the problematic context of the figures. But it was also an assertion of the primacy of order, and of the idea that elections create lawful authority.

Ramphal, meanwhile,reportedly ‘reacted very strongly’ to suggestions of widespread malpractice.
 In Uganda, the Uganda Times denounced foreign journalists who questioned the election results: ‘we shall not tolerate foreign journalists who come here to fan trouble’.
 The DP, having initially denounced the results, decided to take up its seats in parliament; as one DP candidate, who attributed his defeat entirely to rigging at the tallying stage, explained, there was no alternative to accepting the result for those who believed in ‘civilised government’.
 The new DP members of parliament soon found themselves subject to an often brutal campaign of personal intimidation.
 Within the UK Foreign Office, the tone of internal communication turned quickly to a matter-of-fact acceptance of Obote’s victory: ‘It is preferable that Obote should have regained power by elections, however flawed, than through a coup d’etat’.

Conclusion

In his memoirs, the senior British member of the Observer Group, Robert Wainwright, comforted himself that Obote would have won anyway, even had he not cheated in the nominations.
Obote’s biographer, citing the Observer Group report, insisted that Obote had won the election simply because of its ‘superior organization’, and dismissed accusations of malpractice as unfounded.
But it is hard to avoid the conclusion that, through a careful selection of techniques from what Andreas Schedler has called the ‘menu of manipulation’,
Obote turned what might have been a more or less even outcome into a substantial UPC victory. The campaign, the nominations, and to some extent voting, counting and tallying, all saw interventions which favoured the UPC. None of this was unexpected, but all involved found themselves locked into a process that, once begun, acquired its own inexorable logic.

The arguments put forward in the existing literature about the spread of elections and international observation explain some of what happened in Uganda, but not all. True, the elections were held in part because of Cold War pressures. Governments in the UK, and in the US, believed that elections would help restore state legitimacy, and believed that the alternative was military rule, which would make it impossible for them to offer aid, and which would therefore lead to increased Cuban and Soviet influence in Uganda. However, this only tells part of the story. International support for the polls was also premised on the capacity of elections to end periods of chaotic political transition, and to lay the foundation for a more rule bound government. Similarly, although Obote’s desire to hold multi-party elections in order to internationally legitimate his own appropriation of power represents a classic example of extraversion, the 1980 polls were also more than this: the intuition that elections could play an important role in building an orderly nation was as deeply felt on the ground in Uganda as it was in the halls of power in Britain and America. It was this that helped to mobilise the Ugandan political class in favour of the polls and, ultimately, election monitoring.

It is also clear that the observers, and the UK and other governments, accepted the result for some of the self-serving reasons often cited in the literature. To denounce the polls would have meant humiliating the Commonwealth Secretariat, and would have involved abandoning all hope of influencing Obote. But to leave the story here is to fail to appreciate the logic that compels so many election observation missions to pull their punches. The Commonwealth was reluctant to shatter the illusion that the polls had been credible, because this would have bred instability, undermining the very point of the process, which was to usher in a new era of orderly government. The more general lesson to take from this is that elections and election monitoring are not simply about making sure the right people win, but about the use of a particular political process as a form of nation and state-building in a context where the international community enjoys limited influence and has few feasible policy options to choose from.

One of the remarkable things about the Ugandan story is the extent to which, despite the controversy that surrounded them, they set a pattern for subsequent western engagement in elections in Africa and elsewhere in the world. Most obviously, international actors have continued to fetishize elections as a rule-bound process with the capacity to legitimize political systems and promote stability. From the 1980s onwards, elections have come to be seen as both a tool for resolving political conflict and as the ultimate marker of such resolution. Thus UN Resolution 1885, which extended the UN’s mission in Liberia until September 2010, explicitly identified the holding of elections as “a core benchmark for UNMIL’s (United Nations Mission in Liberia) future drawdown”. The reasoning involved echoes the logic of British policy in Uganda. Donors did not expect elections to run smoothly, but believed that elections were the defining feature of legitimate states. It has thus been assumed that if governments in war-torn countries such as Afghanistan, the DRC, and Iraq were elected – even in bad elections – they would be more legitimate and their governments would be more stable.

At the same time, many presidents and prime ministers in Africa and elsewhere have become increasingly adept at a particular kind of electoral extraversion through which positive evaluations of elections by international monitors are used to create a façade of legitimacy for highly repressive regimes. By holding “just good enough” polls, leaders can secure external validation for their rule, enabling them to sideline domestic criticism. Although this is a global phenomenon, it is particularly present in Africa, where international observers have been found to adopt lower standards,
 in part, because they have become used to observing particularly poor quality processes. Although over thirty years have passed since Obote and his backers elicited international confirmation of his election victory to legitimate his government, this trick has become no less effective. Leaders with dubious democratic credentials continue to manipulate elections, and the foreign aid and loans that often come along with them, to sustain their regimes. While Roessler and Howard’s quantitative analysis of all elections in Africa finds that authoritarian regimes that hold closed elections are more stable over time than authoritarian states that hold no elections at all.

Finally, the combination of these two trends has ensured that western governments have frequently found themselves embroiled in domestic political controversies that they have little capacity to fully understand or resolve. More specifically, international election observers have consistently found themselves faced with the difficult choice of either declaring a poor election to be “free and fair”, and thus disappointing civil society groups and the opposition, or calling the result into question, with the associated threat of political instability. This decision is made even more difficult by the lack of good quality data available. The size and sophistication of international monitoring efforts has sadly improved little since the Ugandan experience, and the small number of people deployed, combined with the ability of incumbent leaders to rig elections in ways that are hard to detect,
 means that monitors rarely find the kind of forensic proof of systematic rigging that they are looking for.
 Taken together, the absence of a “smoking gun”, the need to maintain good ties with African leaders, and the desire to maintain political stability at all costs, has meant that, in most cases, monitors have followed the example set in Uganda, and seen discretion as the better part of valour. 

It is therefore no surprise that Brunt finds that the reports and verdicts of international monitors are consistently less critical than those of international monitors
 despite the greater threat of repercussions. As in Uganda, going for the “safe option” has protected foreign governments from certain risks, while simultaneously inviting criticism from opposition leaders and pro-democracy campaigners. Looking back at the Uganda elections two years on, a British member of the Observer Group asked ‘what is the function of the observers?’ Perhaps, he went on, it is to ‘pronounce on the election as a whole’ – but if so, ‘one may ask what would have happened if the observers had pronounced the election invalid’. He left that latter question unanswered.
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