
Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-35488-2 — Voter Backlash and Elite Misperception
Steven C. Rosenzweig 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Voter Backlash and Elite Misperception

Existing theories of election-related violence often assume that if elites

instigate violence, they must benefit electorally from doing so. With a

focus on Kenya, this book employs a wide array of data and empiri-

cal methods to demonstrate that – contrary to conventional wisdom –

violence can be a costly strategy resulting in significant voter backlash.

The book argues that politicians often fail to perceive these costs and

thus employ violence as an electoral tactic even when its efficacy is

doubtful. Election-related violence can therefore be explained not solely

by the electoral benefits it provides but by politicians’ misperceptions

about its effectiveness as an electoral tactic. The book also shows that

violence in founding elections – the first elections held under a new mul-

tiparty regime – has long-lasting effects on politicians’ (mis)perceptions

about its usefulness, explaining why some countries’ elections suffer

from recurrent bouts of violence while others do not.

Steven C. Rosenzweig is Assistant Professor in Political Science at

Boston University. His research focuses on electoral violence and

democratic accountability.
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Preface

This is not the book I expected to write when I embarked on field

work for my dissertation in the fall of 2013. At the time, Uhuru Keny-

atta and William Ruto – both of whom had been indicted by the ICC

for their alleged involvement in the large-scale outbreak of violence in

the aftermath of the 2007 general election – had recently been elected

president and deputy president of Kenya. Given their electoral victory,

and the apparent lack of electoral consequences for the violence, I for-

mulated a theory of election-related violence positing that, especially

in a highly polarized political environment with substantial animosity

between competing groups, violence may increase candidates’ support

among a segment of the population by signaling certain traits – strength,

commitment to the in-group, or an ability to provide protection or to get

things done – that voters may seek in a candidate for office. I laid out this

theory in my dissertation prospectus and designed a series of experiments

meant to test its observable implications.

As the data came in, it became increasingly clear that my initial think-

ing was not at all in line with reality. Rather than increasing support

among some segment of the population, or signaling certain traits that

voters might find attractive, allegations of violence appeared to signif-

icantly undermine support for candidates for office, even among their

coethnic base. Furthermore, violent candidates were viewed as less likely

to deliver on the sorts of outcomes that voters most desired. In short,

rather than providing some advantage, violence appeared associated with

a significant electoral cost, the benefits of direct coercion aside. Given that

most voters are not subject to direct coercion from violence themselves,

the effects of violence on public opinion seemed substantial enough to
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xvi Preface

constitute a cost that would militate against the effectiveness of violence

as an electoral tactic.

Thus began my quest to understand why – despite the questionable

efficacy of violence as an electoral tactic – it remained such a common

tool employed by politicians seeking office in Kenya, and my attention

turned to the beliefs of the candidates themselves. Were they aware of the

potential for voter backlash against violence, or did they fail to perceive

this and therefore overestimate its potential benefits relative to its costs?

As is clear from the foregoing, I found the latter to be the case, and I found

a new direction that, over the years, eventually led to the completion of

this book.

Thankfully, by simply following the data, I ended up coming to a much

more hopeful conclusion than my initial theorizing suggested. My hope

is that the findings in this book provide – in addition to shedding light

on the causes and consequences of election-related violence – some useful

food for thought on potentially new, innovative approaches to combating

such violence in places where it is endemic or on the rise.
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