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Haiti’s Donor Supported “Democratic Dictatorship”
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For the past eleven years, since the coup and overthrow of the elected government in 2004,
Haiti has been deemed so dysfunctional, so failed, a state, that the international community
has decided to run it directly. UN troops patrol its streets. Nongovernmental organizations
oversee  most  aspects  of  social  provision.  Donors  provide  the  finances.  The  resources  and
reach of the government is limited. There were elections in 2010/11 and there will be a
runoff presidential  election  at  the  end  of  December  –  both  of  these  took  place  under  this
limited-government,  maximum-international-community,  regime  (which  could  be  called
‘donor rule’ and which I have called ‘Haiti’s New Dictatorship’).

The 2010/11 elections were politicized and unfair. They banned the most popular party,
Fanmi  Lavalas,  from  running.  The  first  round  of  the  current  elections  have  been
characterized  by  massive  fraud,  and  Haitians  know  it.  They  have  no  confidence  in  the
elections. They are protesting, and their protests are met with tear gas from police – one of
the few things that the government is allowed to do (though this important duty is often
shared with the UN).

Some observers may throw up their hands and say, how could you expect credible elections,
Haiti is a poor, dysfunctional country. But Haiti has had fair elections – they occurred in 1995
and in  2000,  before  the  UN took  over.  The  international  community,  which  has  been
governing Haiti directly since 2004, is the body that is incapable of running a fair election.
As in Haiti, so in Afghanistan, where the 2014 presidential elections were won by Ashraf
Ghani, after which the international community imposed a power-sharing arrangement with
the loser, Abdallah Abdallah. An extraordinary agreement was brokered as part of this, that
the exact vote totals would not be made public. 

The Extreme Centre                                                                                                    

The first-world version of what is happening in Haiti and Afghanistan is what Tariq Ali calls
the Extreme Centre, in which political parties are indistinguishable from one another on
most important issues, and alternate in power. Under such conditions, with major issues out
of contention, fair elections are acceptable to elites.

The rich Western countries have their own problems with elections, of course. The most
famous case was the U.S. presidential election of 2000, with voting machines and ballots
that  were  made  incomprehensible  for  voters,  supreme  courts  intervening  to  prevent
recounts of votes, and other stranger-than-fiction happenings. Electoral cheating in Canada
in 2006 and 2011 was relatively minor by comparison. When Jeremy Corbyn became the
Labour leader in the UK, a general there told the media casually that there might be a
military coup if he ever won a general election.
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If electorates could be relied upon to do the right thing, then there would be no need for
cheating by those in power.  Many tyrants have mastered the art  of  elections theater:
Egypt’s President Sisi managed to win the 2014 presidential election with an astounding
96.91 per cent of the vote. Syria’s President Assad held elections in 2014 in a country where
most people were running for their lives, and in which his army and its opponents were
slaughtering large numbers of voters. He won a remarkable 88.7 per cent of the vote.
Rwanda’s Paul Kagame, who recently got term limits lifted so that he (and he alone) can
keep running for president, won the 2010 election with 93 per cent. Kagame’s neighbours,
Joseph Kabila in the DRC and Yoweri Museveni in Uganda, use some of the same techniques,
including arresting opponents and terrorizing the press, but they have had much more
modest success (Museveni only won the 2011 election with 68 per cent, Kabila won the
2012 election with a mere 48.95 per cent).

Some countries don’t bother with the pretense. Two examples: Israel doesn’t pretend to
give the Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza, whose lives it controls to the last detail,
any say in how they are occupied. Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy, one that also
schedules  beheadings  and  crucifixions  of  youths  like  Mohammed  Nimr,  who  is  still  very
much in danger. The Western governments that watch keenly and comment severely on the
fairness  of  elections  in  countries  like  Ecuador  and Bolivia  do  happy,  multibillion-dollar
business with apartheid Israel and the Saudi Kingdom.

Elections Matter

But the pretense clearly does matter. Very few countries get the kind of immunity that Israel
or Saudi Arabia do. Despite the openness of the fraud and the incredibility of the results,
most dictatorships do hold electoral exercises. In most cases, the appearance of electoral
legitimacy is important enough to keep up elections theater, even if electorates are not
powerful enough in many places to actually impose their will through elections.

On the other hand, there are still fair elections, ones where the electorate actually has a
say. One example in India: Narendra Modi’s BJP were surprised to lose the recent elections
in Bihar, in which the electorate gave their verdict on the BJP’s unsubstantiated claims of
development and their anti-secular, divisive program. Another example: while the wealthiest
and most powerful nation in human history continues to struggle with incomprehensible
combinations of paper ballots and voting machines, Venezuela has managed to create a
voting  system  that  is  very  difficult  to  defraud  (and  I  believe  that  at  least  at  one  time  its
voting machines were made in the USA – at least the machines contributed to fair elections
somewhere).

Even these real elections pose dangers, because the belief in electoral legitimacy is not
shared by all contestants. The BJP’s desire to make India a Hindu nation conflicts with India’s
democratic constitution. If the Venezuelan opposition comes to power in December, it is
unlikely that it will respect the constitution or maintain the integrity of the electoral system.

Elections  matter.  If  they  didn’t,  there  wouldn’t  be  so  much  effort  put  into  manipulating
them, limiting options available to the electorate, and preventing them from being free. Nor
would so many tyrants still feel they need to go through the motions of demonstrating that
they have elections, however unfree. But a world of free, fair, meaningful elections with
choices for voters is still a distant utopia.

And even where there are relatively fair elections, good electoral systems are always at risk.
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Electoral systems are not technical matters run by disinterested parties. They are political,
which is why even the most disinterested-seeming parties, like the international community
ruling Haiti, can’t seem to get them right. To get them right, the international community
would have to value Haitian democracy more highly than its own continued rule, and believe
that  Haitians  had  the  right,  and  the  ability,  to  make  their  own decisions  about  their
government. That kind of democratic feeling is surprisingly rare, especially among those
who have grown accustomed to ruling, unelected.

Justin Podur is Associate Professor at York University’s Faculty of Environmental Studies. His
writings  can  be  found  at  podur.org.  This  article  first  appeared  on  the  teleSUR  English
website.
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