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Ágrip 

Undanfarna áratugi hefur alþjóðlegt kosningaeftirlit og virk alþjóðleg þátttaka 

færst í aukana í þróunarlöndum, lögð hefur verið áhersla á mikilvægi kosninga og 

lýðræðis. Fræðimenn hafa stutt þau rök að kosningar gegni mismunandi 

hlutverkum í enduruppbyggingu samfélaga eftir átök. Það hefur þó ekki verið 

raunin í mörgum Afríkulöndum, þá sérstaklega í ljósi þess að kosningar hafa 

stundum reynst uppspretta spennu og óánægju. Aðrir hafa haldið því fram, í anda 

realisma, að hinn aukni áhugi alþjóðasamfélagsins sé vegna hræðslunnar við þau 

margföldunar áhrif sem það gæti haft í för með sér. Markmið þessarar rannsóknar 

er að kanna sjónarmið alþjóðasamfélagsins í Bissá og Bissá-Gínea á getu 

þjóðarinnar til að framkvæma kosningar, einnig viðhorf þeirra til kosninga að 

átökum loknum, framlags þeirra til friðar og lýðræðis og hvaða hvatir liggja að 

baki veru alþjóðarsamfélagsins í Gíneu-Bissá. 

Rannsóknin byggir á tíu vikna gagnaöflun á vettvangi þegar 

forsetakosningar stóðu yfir í Gíneu-Bissá árið 2009 og í kjölfar þeirra. Gagna var 

aflað með viðtölum og þátttökuathugunum. Þátttakendur voru Bissá-Gínear, 

fulltrúar alþjóðastofnana, diplómatar og blaðamenn. Alþjóðlegir viðmælendur 

höfðu tilhneigingu til að undirstrika mikilvægi kosningaskipulagsins, þ.e. að 

framkvæmdin væri góð, á sama tíma og þeir töldu ekki vera orsakasamband á 

milli kosninga og lýðræðis. Bissá-Gínear lögðu áherslu á að koma á friði fyrir 

kosningarnar en trúðu samt sem áður á mikilvægi vel skipulagðra kosninga fyrir 

lýðræði. 

 

Leitarorð 

Afríka, Gínea-Bissá, óstöðug ríki, kosningar, lýðræði, alþjóðasamfélagið. 
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Abstract 

During the past decades international election observation and active international 

presence has increasingly become a trend in low-income countries, emphasising 

the importance of multi-party elections and democracy. Endorsed by academics it 

is argued that elections play several roles in rebuilding post-conflict societies. 

This has however not proven to be the case in many African countries; where 

post-conflict elections have been a source of tension and discontent. Influenced by 

realism some argue the increased interest of the international community is due to 

fear of spill-over affects. The aim of the study is to examine the opinions of the 

international community in Bissau and Bissau-Guineans on the countries’ ability 

to perform elections, as well as their views on post-conflict elections, their 

contribution to peace and democracy and the motives behind the international 

community´s presence in Guinea-Bissau. 

The study is based on ten weeks of fieldwork during and after the 2009 

presidential elections in Guinea-Bissau. Methods used were semi-structured 

interviews and participant observations with Bissau-Guineans, representatives of 

international organisations, diplomats and journalists. The international 

interlocutors tended to underline the importance of well-performed elections, 

while at the same time they rejected the idea of a causal relationship between 

elections and democracy. The Bissau-Guineans emphasised the importance of 

establishing peace before elections, due to the fact that peace was a prerequisite 

for democracy, however, they believed that well performed elections would 

contribute to democracy. 

 

Key words 

Africa, Guinea-Bissau, fragile states, elections, democracy, international 

community 
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Introduction 

Elections are seen by many as a fundamental human right; which are civil rights 

and political rights. Elections are a political competition that are supposed to be 

transparent and voters are supposed to be able to make an informed decision about 

which candidate to support (ODIHR, 2007). Many elections are held all over the 

world each year, both in high-, middle- and low-income countries, some of them 

are ´free and fair´ - others are less so (Bjornlund, 2004). Cyril Obi (2007) 

emphasizes that despite challenges in an evolving democracy in post-conflict 

context, democracy is good for West Africa. It offers opportunities for the 

countries to withdraw from conflicts and war, and build up new and different 

societies based on equal rights for all regardless of sex, race or class. 

The 2009 presidential elections in Guinea-Bissau are one of the recently 

held elections that are characterized by the post-conflict situation
1
 in the country. 

This is one of the poorest countries in the world, plagued by coups and political 

unrest (BBC News, 9 July 2007). The country only has one export product ―the 

cashew nut, which 75% of its people rely on for income‖ (BBC News, 27 June 

2009). Guinea-Bissau has from its independence experienced one crisis after the 

other and has been referred to as being ―West Africa´s cocaine warehouse‖ and 

one of Africa´s first narco states (BBC News, 27 June 2009). There are numerous 

uninhabited islands along the country’s 350 km long coastline, only one ship 

watches the area which makes it a perfect hide away for drug traffickers (BBC 

News, 27 June 2009). The local police does not have means to fight these 

traffickers, and once the police had to cancel a chase because they ran out of 

petrol for their cars. If they had succeeded and captured these traffickers they 

would not have been able to handcuff them, nor imprison them as there is no 

manheld prison available in the country (BBC News, 9 July 2007; Guardian, 2. 

March 2009). Still, it was reported that 674 kg of seizured drugs that were in the 

police’s safekeeping of the police had accidentally ―dissappeared‖ (BBC News, 9 

                                                             
1
 A post-conflict country is a country that is out of a violent conflict but has not yet reached 

political stability (Sivapathasundaram, 2004, p. 10). 
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July 2007; Guardian, 2. March 2009). Villagers were reported to have come 

across strange packets of white powder floating in the sea. They have used it as a 

spice for rice and fish and fertiliser for their crops, as well as marking out a 

football pitch with the white powder and colored their bodies with it during 

traditional ceremonies (BBC News, 9 July 2007; Guardian, 9. March 2008). If one 

attempts to investigate the alleged drug trafficking he could disappear; the 

minister of justice even received death threats when investigating the drug 

trafficking situation (BBC News, 12 November 2007). In an article in the 

Guardian in 2009 it is argued that ―a place like Guinea Bissau is a failed state 

anyway, so it's like moving into an empty house … You walk in, buy the services 

you need from the government, army and people, and take over‖ (Guardian, 2. 

March 2009). 

The continous news on drug trafficking and instability was the image I got 

of Guinea-Bissau while prepairing for my fieldwork there in the early spring of 

2009. My intention was to examine post-conflict elections, and me and my 

professor, who has lived and worked in Guinea-Bissau for eight years and is a 

frequent visitor, had decided that I should examine the implementation of past 

elections in the country. On the first of March 2009 the assassination of Army 

Chief of Staff Gen Tagme Na Wai was added to the list of atrocities and the day 

after the country´s President João Bernardo Vieira was also murdered (IRIN 

News, 2 March 2009). Thus, suddenly presidential elections had to be 

implemented and the date for the elections was decided the 28th of June, which 

was within the period of time I had planned to stay in the country. To little content 

of my family and friends I decided to go despite of possible tension during the 

elections. Few days prior to my arrival to Guinea-Bissau the former Defense 

Minister Helder Proenca and presidential candidate Baciro Dabo were killed 

(CNN International, 5 June 2009), which added even more to the political 

uncertainity of the country. Still, I was determined to take on the fieldwork and 

thus instead of going to the field and asking questions on past elections I had the 

opportunity to experience elections first hand in an evidently fragile state
2
. 

                                                             
2 According to Einarsdóttir (forthcoming, p. 4) fragile states are ―characterized by conflict as well 

as low level of income and bad governance‖. 
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The initial aim of the study was to examine the implementation of post-

conflict elections with attention paid to the local factors influencing the 

implementation. After the many less than favourable comments I heard on 

Guinea-Bissau during the first days in the country I decided to change the study´s 

focus. The aim of the study is to describe and analyse the opinions of the 

international community in Bissau and Bissau-Guineans on three factors; firstly, 

the ability of the country to perform democratic elections, secondly the causal 

relationship between elections and democratisation, and finally the motives 

behind the international community´s presence in Guinea-Bissau. Data was 

gathered with semi-structued interviews and participant observation in ten week 

fieldwork in Guinea-Bissau during the periods of June-July 2009 and July-August 

2010. 

The theoretical basis for the research is described in chapter one to three. 

Chapter one defines the term international community, elaborates on the motives 

behind its presence in post-conflict countries and describes the theory of realism; 

which will be used to explain international behavior in post-conflict context. 

Chapter two defines the term democracy and puts it in African context. Then 

theories on civil society and civil participation are introduced and conception of 

the African state is explained. Chapter three illuminates the concept of elections, it 

covers international standards for elections and election observation. It further 

elaborates on elections in post-conflict context and raises the question if elections 

there are affective. Chapter four describes the fieldwork setting for the study, 

recapping on the history and politics of the small West-African nation Guinea-

Bissau. Chapter five explains the methodology of data collection and analysis and 

chapter six presents the study´s results. Chapter seven discusses the results in a 

theoretical context. Chapter eight concludes on the findings of the thesis.  
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1 – International relations and realism 

In this chapter, I put forward the theoretical basis for analyzing the approach of 

the international community to post-conflict countries. I present and define the 

term international community and introduce the theory of realism through which I 

will explore the behavior of the international community towards elections and 

election observation in countries in post conflict situations. 

 

1.1 The international community 

The international community is a term that is widely used but often taken for 

granted and a definition of it left out (Kritsiotis, 2002, p. 4), the term is often seen 

in resolutions of international conferences and of the UN General Assembly and 

the UN Security Council. Bruno Simma and Andreas Paulus (1998, pp. 267-268) 

argue that in literature the term is often used to describe ―the whole international 

system, the international actors and their relations―, but in more general usage it 

involves individual states and their interests. James Crawford (2000, pp. 9-10) 

explains that the international community is sometimes understood as all the 

states in the world and the world states have then be added behind the term 

international community, as was done in article 53 of the Vienna Convention on 

the Law of Treaties. In a commentary to article 53 it is said that the expression 

―international community of States― could have been supplemented by 

international organisations, resulting in the term ‖international community of 

States and international organisations‖. There are however arguments against 

having international organisations added to the term because that would put 

international organisations at the same level as States and it is claimed that the 

term set forth in the Vienna Convention ‖international community of States― 

should therefore be retained. Crawford does not agree with this and argues that the 

―international community of States― does not reflect the world as it is today. He 

takes the Red Cross as an example of an international organisation that does not 

consist of states and claims that there are some international organisation that 



12 

have an impact in the international system. Therefore he further claims that the 

―international community as a whole― should be used instead of ‖the international 

community of States―.  

Krishna Kumar supports Crawfords theory that the international 

community consists of additional actors to just states. According to her, the 

international community in a postconflict context are ‖all the multilateral and 

bilateral agencies, international organizations, philanthropic organizations, relief 

agencies, and private sector firms involved in development, conflict resolution, 

and humanitarian assistance― (Kumar, 1998, p. 13). When referring to the 

international community in this study it is to be understood as Kumar explains it 

as all the states in the world, international organisations and international actors. 

All of a sudden this so-international community is extremely interested in 

Africa and in implementing electoral democracy in the continent. The same 

nations that contributed to the continents problems now want to solve them. 

Rwekaza Mukandala (2002) argues that this sudden interest is a part of the wave 

of globalisation that was made necessary and demanded for by the international 

capitalism. Stewart Patrick (2006) suggests that the reason for the interest is the 

fear of ―spill overs‖ like terrorism, weapons proliferation etc., the fear that the 

political instability in weak states might affect Western countries. Patrick 

mentions that governments all over the world have launched programs specifically 

meant to stop these ―spill overs‖. He further argues that this connection is not at 

all clear and that a weak state does not necessarily mean a global threat. He asks if 

the following statements are the ―New Conventional Wisdom?‖ and argues that it 

seems to be a trend nowadays to assume that fragile states are a threat without 

efficient evidence supporting their case (2006): 

 

The attacks of September 11, 2001 reminded us that weak states can 

threaten our security as much as strong ones, by providing breeding 

grounds for extremism and havens for criminals, drug traffickers and 

terrorists. Such lawlessness abroad can bring devastation here at home. 

-- Richard Haass, State Department Director of Policy Planning (January 

14, 2003) 

When development and governance fail in a country, the consequences 

engulf entire regions and leap across the world. Terrorism, political 

violence, civil wars, organized crime, drug trafficking, infectious diseases, 
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environmental crises, refugee flows and mass migration cascade across the 

borders of weak states more destructively than ever before. 

--USAID, Foreign Aid in the National Interest: Promoting Freedom, Security and 

Opportunity (2003) 

Failed and failing states and those emerging from conflict pose one of 

today’s greatest security challenges. They are breeding grounds for 

terrorism, crime, trafficking, and humanitarian catastrophes, and can 

destabilize an entire region. 

-- Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization, U.S. 

Department of State (2005) 

The idea that weak states can compromise security -- most obviously by 

providing havens for terrorists but also by incubating organized crime, 

spurring waves of migrants, and undermining global efforts to control 

environmental threats and disease -- is no longer much contested. 

--Washington Post, June 9. 2004 

Successful international actions to battle poverty, fight infectious disease, 

stop transnational crime, rebuild after civil war, reduce terrorism and halt 

the spread of dangerous materials all require capable, responsible States as 

partners. 

-- Secretary General’s High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and 

Change, Our Secure World (2004) 

If states are fragile, the peoples of the world will not enjoy the security, 

development, and justice that are their right. Therefore, one of the great 

challenges of the new millennium is to ensure that all states are strong 

enough to meet the many challenges that they face. 

-- Kofi Annan, In Larger Freedom: Towards Development, Security and Human 

Rights for All (2005) 

Failed or failing states are among the great challenges of our age…. They 

spread chaos to their neighbours and beyond. They are actual or potential 

sources of terrorism, organized crime, drugs, disease, and 

refugees…Something needs to be done. Yet nobody quite knows what. 

-- Mark Turner and Martin Wolf, “The Dilemma of Fragile States,” Financial 

Times, February 18, 2005 

These statements all contain scare tactics against fragile states, they state 

that if the problem of fragile states is not addressed it might cause devastation in 

the Western world. A possible explanation of the motives behind these statements 
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and the alleged fear of fragile states might be found in the theory of realism, a 

predominant theory in the international relations debate, which will be explained 

in the next chapter.  

 

1.2 Realism  

Hans Morgenthau is often considered to be the father of modern studies of 

international relations; he uses realism, the prevailing theory of international 

relations, to explain relations among states and to evaluate specific problems of 

national policy. The will for power is the starting point of his analysis. 

Morgenthau´s realism is not a good guide to empirical success or automatic 

morality, it is though a good way to structure the political and moral dilemmas of 

foreign policy (Smith, 1990, pp. 134-137). In his theory, Morgenthau aims to 

explain the essence of ―interstate relations, to impart principles by which concrete 

policy can be formulated, and in accomplishing these tasks, to provide criteria for 

judging the political – and ultimately the moral – quality of statesmen and their 

policy‖ (Smith, 1990, p. 141).  

Morgenthau does this according to the key concepts of power and national 

interests. At the centre of Morgenthau´s picture of human nature are selfishness 

and lust for power. The reasons behind every act of a man are in the self-interest 

of himself, regardless of their interest to others; all action bears either positively 

or negatively on others. Selfishness, according to Morgenthau, is a basic and 

inescapable fact of human nature, the man is inevitably selfish. The desire for 

power is the second aspect of his version of human nature. He argues that men 

seek power because of some evil born in them, and that evil is inevitable as far as 

acts are concerned. There is no escape from the evil of power regardless of what 

one does, because the lust for power is universal. The evil that corrupts political 

action is the same as the evil that corrupts all action, but the corruption of political 

action is indeed the paradigm and prototype of all possible corruption (Smith, 

1990, pp. 135-137). He continues by saying that politics is an unending struggle 

for power and that ―political ethics is indeed the ethics of doing evil‖ (Smith, 

1990, p. 137).  
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International politics like all politics, national or international, are a simple 

struggle for power (Hauksson, 2000, pp. 27-28). Morgenthau did not aspire to be 

a value-free scientist, detached from the world of power. On the contrary, he 

viewed realism largely as an interpretive guide, which could help us to ―look over 

the shoulder― of a statesman, enabling us ―to read and anticipate his very 

thoughts― (Keohane, 1986, p. 10). Politics is, as the society, ―governed by 

objective laws that have their roots in human nature‖ (Hauksson, 2000, pp. 27-

28). The foreign policy behaviour of states depends on how individuals with 

power perceive and analyse situations. Collective action is a sum or combination 

of individual actions (Hollis & Smith, 1991, p. 74). According to realism, it is 

presupposed that states make their decisions from an egoistic point of view. Their 

national interests are what matters for them when they take these decisions and 

they choose the least costly way to allow them to attain their aim (Hauksson, 

2000, p. 24).  

 

1.2.1 States and national interests 

The state is unable to preserve its security through an international government so 

it is forced to try to be powerful by itself. Small states try to ally with strong 

states. Every state has its national interest that it tries to promote to protect its 

security. States want to be strong militarily, economically and diplomatically and 

they want to be powerful in comparison with other states (Hauksson, 2000, pp. 

23-24). Since this applies to all states, ―international politics, like all politics, is a 

struggle for power. Whatever the ultimate aim of international politics [such as 

freedom, security, prosperity] power is always the immediate aim‖ (Hauksson, 

2000, p. 27) and the ―struggle for power is universal in time and space‖ 

(Hauksson, 2000, p. 27). 

Since individuals are unable to satisfy their desire for power within their 

national boundaries, they ―project those unsatisfied aspirations into the 

international scene where they find vicarious satisfaction in identification with the 

power drives of the nation‖. Consequently, the relations between nations are not 

fundamentally different from those between individuals; it is merely the scale that 

differs (Hauksson, 2000, p. 28). In order to understand international relations then, 
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Morgenthau sets as a presupposition that the basic unity searches for power – this 

being in its interest. As it happens, ―realism assumes that its key concept of 

interest defined as power is an objective category which is universally valid‖, and 

on the other hand, it presumes that the actor is rational and therefore that he opts 

for the means that will get him to his ends at the lowest possible cost (Hauksson, 

2000, p. 28). 

For the most part, discussions of foreign policy have been carried out since 

1945 in the language of political realism – that is, the language of power and 

interests, rather than of ideals or norms. When commentators wish to justify 

policy prescriptions on ethical grounds, they smuggle their ethics into the 

ambiguous and elastic concept of ―national interest‖ (Keohane, 1986, p. 9). It is 

very important in the context of realism to understand the concept of national 

interests, because in realism national interests are the basis for the explanation of 

states actions (Hauksson, 2000, p. 126).  

The national interests of a particular nation can be divided into two 

categories, objective and subjective. The objective one talks about the priority of a 

nation and national interests are then the acts that are good for the nation in whole. 

According to Morgenthau, the national interest of a state is to become as powerful 

as possible (Hauksson, 2000, p. 127). The objective self-interests do not help to 

explain international relations - that is the role of the subjective ones. The 

subjective self-interests is what the nation thinks is in its interest, not what some 

scholar thinks is in the interest of the nation (Hauksson, 2000, p. 129). But it is not 

that easy because a nation is not a set of individuals with same ideas and interests, 

it is composed of individuals and groups with various interests. To be able to 

determine national interests, it is therefore necessary to determine whose interests 

are so important or common that they can be considered the national interests of 

the whole nation. It is often the scholar who is researching the topic that decides 

what interests can be called the national interests of a whole nation (Hauksson, 

2000, pp. 127-128).  

International organisations work according to these interests and the 

interests of their employees that then coincide with their own interests. That can 

be reflected in the fact that few development organisations are present in the 

poorest countries where conditions are rough and complex, like Chad and Laos, 

because of the difficulty of getting its staff to serve there. But getting people to 
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serve in glamour postings like Brazil and China proves to be easy and all the 

organisations gather there, because as mentioned earlier the decisions of 

individuals are selfish. Taking the World Bank as an example ―that has large 

offices in every major middle-income country but not a single person resident in 

the Central African Republic― (Collier, 2007, p. 4). Leaders are also human beings 

and they are the ones making the decisions. They act according to their human 

nature and according to what they think is best for their country and what is in the 

interest of their country, but also take into account, because of their human 

selfishness, own personal interests. Elections are a mélange of peoples´ personal 

opinions and are used as a way to figure out the will of the people of a country, 

they are a way of asking the public what it wants and the elected leaders are then 

supposed to act in accordance to those wishes. 

 

1.3 Summary 

In this chapter, I have defined the often used but seldomly defined term 

international community and discussed the motives behind its presence in post-

conflict countries. I tried to strengthen the understanding of the motives of the 

international community’s assistance and requirements by introducing the theory 

of realism. But according to realism, politics are an unending struggle for power 

and domination. States choose the least costly way to reach their aim; they always 

consider their national interests and they promote their national interests to protect 

their security.  

In the next chapter I will discuss theories on democracy, civil society and 

the African state. 
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2 – Democracy, Civil Society and the African State 

In this chapter I define the term democracy, put it in African context and put 

forward theories on civil society and the African state. 

 

2.1 Democracy 

A political system, called democracy, with great public participation was first 

established in Greece and Rome around 500 B.C. The basis for this system was so 

strong that it is still in use today and has been throughout the centuries with slight 

variations (Dahl, 1998, p. 11). In democracy the public has the possibility to 

participate in decision making, either through direct democracy or by electing a 

representative that participates on their behalf called participatory democracy 

(Dahl, 1998, p. 38). 

Democracy has various meanings in people’s minds which can be one of 

the reasons why it has proven difficult to come up with one common definition of 

the term (Cherif Bassiouni et.al, 1998, p. 2). The Greek God Herodotus defined 

democracy as ‖domination of the mass‖ (Pennock, 1979, p. 3), and Francis 

Fukuyama (1993, p. 43) said that ―Democracy,... is the right held universally by 

all citizens to have a share of political power, that is, the right of all citizens to 

vote and participate in politics‖.Michael Bratton and Nicholas Van de Walle 

defined democracy as ―a form of political regime in which citizens choose, in 

competitive elections, the occupants of the top political offices of the state‖ 

(Michael Bratton & Nicolas Van de Walle, 1997). Paul Nugent (2004, p. 145) 

stresses the importance that ―whichever way democracy is defined, it must 

incorporate the rule of law, social justice, and the observance of basic human 

rights‖ and Winston Churchill said, in the House of Commons the 11th of 

November 1947, that ‖No one pretends that democracy is perfect or al-wise. 

Indeed, it has been said that democracy is the worst form of Government except 

all the others that have been tried from time to time― (Democracy Building, 2010; 

Jay, 2001, p. 93). Democracy is based on the idea that decisions should be taken 
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by the ones that are affected by them, based on the rule that the majority is in 

charge but the right of the minority is still secured. In direct democracy decisions 

are taken by all voters with elections on specific matter, but in indirect 

(representative) democracy elected representatives take the decisions (Democracy 

Building, 2010). 

Despite efforts to implement democracy in Africa through democratic 

elections, it has not worked as hoped. Mukandala (2002, pp. 8-11) argues that the 

reason can be traced back to two major factors, firstly the ―extension and 

continued domination of the logic of the colonial state‖ and secondly ―the 

limitations inherent in the ongoing restructuring of global capitalism or 

globalization‖. Mukandala (2002) argues that African democracy has been 

somewhat different to democracy in the Western world. According to him, there 

are two types of democracy in Africa; the democracy that is as old as Africa itself, 

―the African people´s struggle for liberation, popular sovereignty, genuine 

independence and a people´s state‖. The other is liberal democracy which is the 

form of democracy we know today and is defined by constitutional order, free and 

fair elections and political representation through multi parties (Mukandala, 2002, 

p. 6). 

 

2.2. Civil society 

In the discussion of democratization, it is inevitable to come across the term civil 

society. John Makumbe (2002, p. 305) defines civil society as: 

an aggregate of institutions whose members are engaged primarily in a 

complex of non-state activities – economic and cultural production, 

voluntary associations, and household life – and who in this way 

preserve and transform their identity by exercising all sorts of 

pressures or controls upon state institutions  

Axel Hadenius and Frederik Uggla (1996, p. 1621) maintain that the term 

marks a certain area in society, which is a public space in the middle of the state 

and the individual. It marks organized groups of social networks, which are 

outside the real state, free and independent. These groups vary from ―small 
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exclusively local associations in neighbourhoods to organizations with a national 

orientation and membership‖, from local bridge clubs to national political parties.  

The role of the civil society is increasingly being recognized in the process 

of democratization in Africa (Chabal & Daloz, 1999). Aili Mari Tripp argues that 

numerous social actors play important part in the process and that they are 

―playing in laying the foundations for democratic institutions in many African 

countries‖. He takes as an example social actors like ―media, women´s 

movements, faith-based organizations, credit, human rights and environmental 

organizations‖ (Tripp, 2000). Hadenius and Uggla (1996) agree and maintain that 

active civil society serves as a defense against oppression and discrimination that 

occurs in many countries. But authoritarian regimes have often forbidden or at 

least made sure that they have civil society organisations under control, to prevent 

them for participating and affecting society. They further argue that not all civil 

society organization can affect democratization, for them to influence 

democratization they have themselves to follow democratic procedures. 

Democracy is gained by the people that work with the organisations, ―by 

longstanding participation in democratic structures … a socialization into 

democratic norms, through a process of learning by doing‖. They point out that 

―democracy cannot do without democrats‖. According to them, citizens need to 

participate in active civil society to learn the skills of controlling a state, if 

democratic popular culture is absent in the state it is not feasible and the state is 

not ready for a democratic rule, rule by the people. The civil society organisations 

need to be independent from the state, but they still need to cooperate with the 

state to influence its work. The state needs the civil society and vice versa. 

Some argue that Africa has no civil society; they fail to realize that African 

civil society has faced much more obstacles than civil society in developed 

countries has. The African civil society does have problems; it was systematically 

broken down to make sure no one would threaten the power and the status of the 

heads of regimes. Civil society organisations in Africa often suffer from the same 

problems as their countries, dilemmas like: ―poverty, corruption, nepotism, 

parochialism, opportunism, ethnicism, illiberalism, and willingness to be co-opted 

… plague the society in general‖ (Makumbe, 2002, p. 311). The African civil 

society is dependent upon space and resources from its state, that restricts their 

work to the interests of the donor and their own programs will have to be 



21 

consistent to the donors´ will. Many of them are also undemocratic ―in both their 

organizational structure and their operations‖, that way they do not have the 

means to ―challenge the state authorities to be democratic‖ (Makumbe, 2002, p. 

311). To be able to function better Makumbe argues that civic organizations need 

knowledge and awareness: 

Most civic groups do not take the trouble to acquire the requisite 

understanding of how government departments work, how policies are 

made, and what the full implications of these policies could be for the 

people as a whole, or for their own membership. This problem is 

exacerbated by the fact that there is serious dearth of information 

about national developments and situations in the African countries 

themselves. Most African governments jealously guard this vital 

resource – information – for the obvious reason that their monopoly of 

it enables them effectively to control the people´s behaviour and 

activities (Makumbe, 2002, p. 312). 

Although African civil society is weak and faces problems, much has been 

achieved and the African civil society is an important factor in demanding 

increased democracy, transparency and accountability to the people from African 

governments (Makumbe, 2002, p. 317). 

The theory of social participation or in other words social capital supports 

this, it was developed by many great thinkers through the centuries ― from de 

Tocqueville, Mill, Simmel, Tonnies, and Durkheim, to Kornhauser, Parson, 

Coleman and Putnam‖ (Newton, 2001, p. 202). Woolcock and Narayan (2000, p. 

2) define social capital as ―the norms and networks that enable people to act 

collectively‖ and the Italian professor Putnam (1993) argues that social 

participation is the foundation for democracy. According to him, lack of solidarity 

is the foundation for poverty and under development, but the participation of 

people in the society increases social capital, understanding and tolerance. He 

maintains that trust
3
 is found between people in societies where there is social 

capital and that social capital develops because of participation and cooperation 

built on trust. Norms develop in the society that say that you should not deceive 

                                                             
3 Trust is an ―encapsulated interest‖, it is a belief that others will not knowingly or willingly do one 

harm and that they will act in his interest (Hardin, 1998, pp. 12-15). 
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and if you do so, then the society will punish you. He claims that if trust between 

people becomes a norm, the society functions better. Putnam compared civic 

participation in Italy in the years 1860-1920 and compared that to how institutions 

were doing in 1975 – 1985. He found out that there is a strong connection 

between good civic participation and strong institutions. Since he argues that 

strong institutions are the basis for democracy he further argues that civic 

participation is the basis for democracy. He maintains that states with little civic 

participation and thereby little social capital, risk not to be able to transform into 

democracies and stagnate economically.  

Kenneth Newton (2001, p. 202) supports this and adds that trust, which is 

the main element of social capital, is crucial for democratisation. According to 

John Helliwell and Robert Putnam (2007, p. 1), education is important for ―many 

forms of political and social engagement – from voting to chairing a local 

committee to hosting a dinner party to trusting others‖. They add that educated 

individuals tend to participate more and engage in their society and that ―rising 

general levels of education is likely to be accompanied by higher general levels of 

political and social engagement‖ (Helliwell & Putnam, 2007, p. 14). 

Anna Orrnert & Tom Hewitt (2006, p. 27) have criticised Putnam´s theory, 

they argue that there is a danger that African social capital excludes the poorest 

part of the population and is built exclusively around the elite. They continue 

saying that it often focuses on urban rather than rural matters and that it ―can be 

ethnically biased‖. Newton (2001, p. 201) is also critical and argues there are 

some faults to the theories of social capital and civil society. He says that 

according to these theories voluntary associations and civil organizations are 

meant to help to sustain civil society by forming trust and cooperation among 

citizens. This trust and cooperation is then supposed to contribute to civic 

participation, public awareness and democratic stability. He argues that there is no 

evidence for a link between membership in civic organization and trust and he 

further argues that social trust between people is in no way related to political 

trust between people and politicians. That shows us according to him, that social 

and political trusts have different origins. He further argues that even though there 

is not necessarily a relationship between social and political capital, it is highly 

likely. He says that social and political capitals are not two sides of the same coin 

at the individual level. Newton agrees with academics on many aspects of the 
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theory of social capital, for instance he says that social capital is a prerequisite for 

good political system that does then build political capital. But high social capital 

does not, according to him, necessarily mean high political capital in the complex 

and problematic state. 

 

2.3 The African state 

In the slave trade that lasted from the year 1450 - 1850, Europeans dissolved 

communities and families by 

kidnapping African people and 

moving millions of them to 

America to work at plantations. 

It is estimated that around 12 

million people were moved from 

Africa, over the Atlantic Ocean, 

to America during that time. 

Many argue that the roots of poverty in  

Africa can be traced back to the slave trade and the colonial times. The 

cost of the slave trade was not only physical; many people died, were taken 

captive or died in conflicts during that time, but also social, political, economic 

and cultural. The colonialists managed to reorganize Africa´s economy almost 

entirely according to their own interests. It is believed that the Western world 

profited largely at the price of Africa (Einarsdóttir, 2007a). 

When the colonies started to gain independence, their borders were drawn 

up in Europe and states were made around people that did not have common 

language, religion or nationality (Einarsdóttir, 2007a, p. 66). The former colonies 

of the United Kingdom adopted parliamentary democracy like that of 

Westminster, but the colonies of France chose to have a powerful president that 

had to call upon the parliament in legislation, like is known in France. These 

forms of governments lasted short in most cases. Usurpations were performed by 

general’s single handed or in consult with politicians in each country after 

another. In some countries there were not even elections according to 

constitutions, or that the president and government members were the only ones 

Photo 1 - Retrieved the 10th of January 2010, from 

www.slaverysite.com. 
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who could run for office (Halldórsson, 1995, pp. 123-126). In most African 

countries today there is a presidential rule, not parliamentary, which can cause 

personalized power, that undermines democratization (Orrnert & Hewitt, 2006, p. 

5). 

The aftermath of the Second World War was a difficult period for the 

colonial state. Returning African soldiers untied with the workers from trade 

unions, intellectuals from professional organizations, market women and petty 

traders etc. They combined economic and political struggle into powerful 

nationalist movements were they fought for democracy and nationalism, they 

were ―successors to the many wars of African resistance to colonial invasion and 

colonial rule‖ (Mukandala, 2002, p. 8). This struggle was answered by the 

colonial state by segregating between political and social movements. Political 

parties were still allowed to operate according to law, but social movements had 

to follow conditions that were monitored in order to be able to keep on operating. 

After this, political parties flourished but social movements withered. This 

separation led to increased bureaucracy of both parties, resulting in personalism 

and single party dictatorship and later in the elitisation of politics. Politics became 

the elite’s game and civil society organizations were banned and their leadership 

detained. Other social movements were emerged into the single ruling political 

party as for example an organization of young people became the ―Youth 

League‖, this strengthened the single party and its leader (Mukandala, 2002, p. 9) 

and has caused various problems throughout Africa. In few cases have African 

leaders been successful in promoting sustained development in their countries. 

Some governments have turned supposed liabilities, for instance ethnic and 

linguistic diversity in Tanzania, into a nation building asset. In contrast, some 

states with religious, ethnic, and linguistic homogeneity, like Somalia, have slid 

into political disaster (World Bank, 2000, p. 57). 

It has been argued by many scholars that the inefficiency of the African 

state is the root to the continents problems. Lorenzo Bordonaro (2009, pp. 37-39) 

however argues that the problem is not to be found in the inefficiency of African 

states, it is to be found in the fact that the African state is absent, or in Bordonaros 

words ―largely irrelevant and utterly powerless‖ (Bordonaro, 2009, pp. 37-39). 

This, he says, is a new way of politics where the state is bypassed and new actors 

and alliances are in power. According to Bordonaro, these actors are:  
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… national and international NGOs, state cooperation agencies, and 

international organizations (e.g. the IMF and the World Bank, the 

European Union, the African Union, the Economic Community of 

West Africa (ECOWAS) but also factions of the army, tourism 

investors, drug traffickers and local rural authorities (Bordonaro, 

2009, p. 38). 

Mukandala (2002) asks if the logic, that drives the current African state, is 

any different from the logic that drove the colonial state. He argues that the logic 

is the same, reflected in the fact that political parties in big parts of Africa are 

―election machines for beauty contests to political office‖. He maintains that as 

long as there is this separation between political parties and social movements the 

political parties are nothing more that ―fish out of the water‖. Dirk Kohnert (2010, 

p. 9) argues that the solution to the continents problems is not to be found in state 

building, he further argues that what is needed in Africa is nation-building from 

below, because that is the prerequisite for efficient state institutions. According to 

(Kohnert, 2010, p. 10) the state: 

should not rely too heavily on the formal conditions of democracy, 

most notably ―good governance‖ and rule of law, or on other formal 

democratic institutions as promoted by Western development aid and 

backed by scholarly expertise … Rather, it should encompass and 

exploit the wealth of endogenous socio-cultural heritage as the 

building blocks of nation-building and enduring democracy.  

The role of popular participation in decision making and governance was 

recognized in some pre-colonial political systems in Africa. But the colonial 

governments destroyed most civic groups and organizations because of fear that 

they could turn against them. Even though some pre-colonial systems recognized 

popular participation the civil society was not ―as actively involved in the choice 

of leaders― as is custom in the Western world. Traditional rulers were born rather 

than elected or appointed and there was less need for the civil society to be 

actively involved as it is in ―the democratic systems of governance that are 

emerging in Africa now‖ (Makumbe, 2002, pp. 306-307).  

The authoritarian one party system was prominent in post-independence 

Africa, it was argued to be African and suit well in Africa. It was argued that the 
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Western model multi-party system and democracy was seen as alien to Africa, as 

―divisive, splitting the people, and … negation of national unity‖ (Makumbe, 

2002, p. 307). The case was not that the one party system was more suitable for 

Africa, but rather that African leaders wanted to eliminate political opposition that 

might threaten their position. Many leaders abused their power and used all means 

to break down all political opposition. The people trusted the government and by 

time became ―despondent and disenchanted‖. They then forced the ruling one 

party and military regimes in most countries to endorse some kind of democracy 

instead of the authoritarian regimes (Makumbe, 2002, pp. 307-308). There were 

political protests in the countries that demanded a transformation from one-party 

and military regimes. Liberalisation reforms occurred many places, often through 

competitive elections. The changes were not uniformly all over and not at the 

same time, but were similar in almost all African countries. They were said to 

have ―amounted to the most far-reaching shifts in African political life since the 

time of political independence 30 years earlier‖ (Michael Bratton & Nicholas van 

de Walle, 1997, p. 3). Makumbe (2002, p. 309) adds that these changes would not 

have happened if it had not have been for active participation of the civil society. 

Gyimah-Boadi agrees and argues that: 

Africa´s civil societies are among the chief engines driving the 

continent´s political development. With their increased sophistication 

and mounting capabilities, they are helping to drive the shift from 

unalloyed state hegemony to nascent pluralism. Their growing self-

awareness and determination to defend their autonomy against all 

efforts at suppression or cooptation (especially those originating from 

the state) are signs that they are here to stay (Orrnert & Hewitt, 2006, 

p. 26). 

 

2.4 Summary 

In this chapter I have endeavored to define the term democracy which is a 

complex term with various definitions. I put the term in African context but 

African democracy is said to be different from democracy is the Western world. 
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I also recap on theories of civil society considering that active civil society 

is argued by many to be prerequisite for democracy. I introduce the theory of 

social capital, which states that trust is an important part of a well working 

society. It is argued that trust between people in societies develops a social capital 

which is maintained to be the prerequisite for well working institutions that again 

are claimed to contribute to a strong and efficient state and democracy. 

I end by discussing the African state and its restraints which can, 

according to adademics, be traced hundreds of years back in time. Back to the 

time of the slave trade when Europeans kidnapped Africans and forced them to 

work on American plantations and dissolved and exploited their countries. 

Therein I introduce the theory of Bordonaro which states that the roots to the 

problems of the continent can be found in the fact that the state in Africa is absent, 

he argues that the state is being bypassed by new actors and alliances. Kohnert 

agrees with Bordonaro in a certain way and does not believe that the problems of 

the continent can be solved by state building, rather by nation building from the 

roots. In the next chapter elections and their role in post-conflict context will be 

discussed. 
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3 – Elections 

This chapter puts forward theories on elections in general and in post-conflict 

context. Firstly I will discuss international standards for elections and election 

observation, and then I will describe the theories scholars have put forward on the 

advantages and shortcomings of elections in post conflict societies. Lastly I raise 

the question if elections have been effective in African perspective. 

 

3.1 International Standards for elections 

The international community has reached a consensus on what constitutes 

democratic elections. They stress the importance of fair competition between 

political parties and their equal access to media, reasonable rules and management 

of balloting and counting. They also argue for the significance of neutral election 

administration that resolves election related disputes fairly and quickly and ―a 

political environment free of intimidation‖ (Bjornlund, 2004, p. 94).  

According to Eric Bjornlund, elections that meet these requirements are 

referred to as being ―free and fair‖. Even though the international community 

agrees that there are certain factors that are requisite for elections to be judged 

free and fair, they have not agreed on any one specific way that they should be 

judged after – there is no international agreement that specifies the criteria that 

elections should be judged by to get the stamp of being ´free and fair´. Some 

organizations have though made declarations about the requirements for free and 

fair elections and there is a basic consensus in international human rights 

conventions. The most important one being Article 21 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, which states that elections must be periodic, 

genuine, organized according to universal suffrage, and by secret ballot. 

(Bjornlund, 2004, p. 96; "Universal Declaration of Human Rights," 1948). The 
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standards, that are derived from three sources,4 all have in common that notion of 

the ideal setting for free and fair elections, not the minimum standard for the 

elections to be judged free and fair or fail. They set forward description of the 

ideal issues that should be present for elections to be considered, which makes it 

difficult for election observers to know when to say ―passed or failed―(Bjornlund, 

2004, p. 118). Because although there is consensus in theory of how the standards 

should be, they remain vague in reality. They do not clarify any conditions 

elections have to fulfill, even though some organizations have put forward some 

criteria that international observers are expected to use to assess elections there is 

no ―check list‖ for observers to check those criteria and take a decision from that. 

It can be very difficult for observers to follow those standards and the assessment 

can often be influenced by external considerations (Bjornlund, 2004, p. 95).  

The use of the term free and fair elections can be traced back to1927 to 

elections in Nicaragua, and later it has been used several times, for instance by the 

UN Security Council in a resolution on the independence of Namibia. It was in 

the 1990s when election monitoring took off that some international organizations 

attempted to define the term and its standards better. The Copenhagen Document 

from 1990 sets forth standards for elections in the OECD member countries, there 

it is stated that ―member countries hold free elections at reasonable intervals, 

guarantee universal and equal suffrage, and ensure that votes are cast by secret 

ballot‖. In 1994 a Declaration on Criteria for Free and Fair Elections was adopted 

by the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU). These two declarations are used as a 

model by international organizations when making standards for election 

observation. The standards that are made with the intention of guiding observers 

―seek to establish comprehensive standards for judging elections but typically 

offer little of real, practical use‖ and few elections fully meet the requirements set 

forward in these standards. Because of this, election observer organizations now 

avoid using the term free and fair, it is today considered more of a cliché and 

many of the organizations have not used the term in their public statements in 

recent years but have instead used the term will of the people (Bjornlund, 2004, 

pp. 97-98, 118-119). According to Elklit and Svensson, the term ―free and fair‖ 

                                                             
4 The three standards that election observers use to judge whether elections are democratic are: 1. 

National law; 2. International law, including applicable provisions of international human rights 

documents; and 3. International norms and expectations (Bjornlund, 2004, p. 95). 
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cannot denote compliance with a fixed, universal standard of electoral 

competition; no such standard exists, and the complexity of the electoral process 

makes the notion of any simple formula unrealistic (Bjornlund, 2004, p.121). 

Election observers have to be careful of their judgement of elections because 

judging elections failed can have some unwanted consequences, like disturbances 

in the respective country that is being observed and mistrust towards the winner of 

the elections. Observers have rather applied the term a step forward towards 

democracy to a reasonably flawed elections (Bjornlund, 2004, p. 120).  

The international community has in many cases offered electoral 

assistance to post-conflict countries. They are offered resources to build up or 

reform institutions, train or build capacity, support electoral and political 

institutions and monitor the whole election process (Obi, 2007, p. 7). Though 

election observation and monitoring has been seen as essential to establish liberal 

democracy in Africa, by having neutral observers that help prevent fraud in the 

balloting and counting procedures, there are others that argue that it is nothing 

more than a ―disguised tourism‖ and ―a charade‖ (Odukoya, 2007, p. 153).  

Election observers have the possibility of facing a clash of interests and in 

those circumstances it is highly likely that the interests of the observers home 

country or election monitor organisation will get the better of the interests of the 

theory of democracy (Odukoya, 2007). This sometimes shows in the different 

results of observer reports (Obi, 2007, p. 8). Besides that, as was the case in 

Nigerias elections conducted in 1999, 2003 and 2007, Western authorities 

sometimes favour a certain outcome of the elections. A certain candidate is the 

―right‖ one and they will do whatever it takes to gain the ―right‖ outcome. This 

raises some questions about the real motives of election observers and if elections 

that are declared free and fair are in reality free and fair (Odukoya, 2007). 

Bjornlund (2004) argues that the international community often expects too much 

from elections and election monitoring. Observation missions are sometimes 

expected to solve political crises and build up nations again after conflicts. He 

further argues that the interests and objectives of monitoring organizations and 

observation missions can be debated. According to him, democratization gives 

way to foreign policy goals which open up pathways for the national interests of 

diplomats or donor governments. He argues that those interests often seem to 
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triumph over the mandates of monitoring groups and reflect the national interests 

of sponsoring countries. 

 

3.2 Post-conflict elections 

From the end of the Cold war multi-party elections and democracy have been 

considered essential for peace making and peace keeping (Obi, 2007). Many 

academics have agreed that post-conflict elections are a key factor in this aspect 

and great expectations are often accompanied with them. They argue that 

elections play several roles in post-conflict countries, among others; contribute to 

the termination of dictatorship, the building of new fair and democratic societies 

(Collier, Hoeffler, & Söderbom, 2008; Obi, 2007), the termination of a war, 

providing the government of the post-conflict countries with legitimacy and 

international credibility (Obi, 2007, p. 3).  

Implementing fair and free elections is a highly complex process that 

requires ―clear laws and procedures, detailed planning, efficient organization, 

complicated scheduling, intricate monitoring of activities, and meticulous 

execution― (USAID, 1999, p. 31). Elections are more than just a one day event, 

they are a long process, a combination of various events before, during and after 

Election Day itself (ODIHR, 2007).Elections must be transparent and free from 

corruption but still be susceptive to the politics of the country in question. Full 

time poll workers are employed long before the election itself takes place, policy 

for the election process has to been written along with rules and procedures. Good 

training of poll workers is an important part of well-organized professional 

elections, it contributes to the integrity of election administration and may help 

‖build public confidence in the legitimacy of election result― (USAID, 1999, p. 3). 

The part of the voter is not to be forgotten, education on the voters rights and 

responsibilities is a part of the process, along with education on electoral systems, 

the voting process and the validity of their ballot, to help voters take an informed 

decision.  

When implementing elections soon after a conflict all the above mentioned 

factors have to be present. Conflict ridden countries may have a damaged 

infrastructure with little or no local management, difficult financial situation and 
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lack of resources. The role of the international community in post-conflict 

elections is important, and they are often ‖promoted by international actors for a 

range of varying and even mutually contradictory reasons― (Reilly, 2006). Simple 

commodities like ‖ballots, ballot boxes, ballot box seals, secrecy booths, indelible 

ink― (USAID, 1999, p. 35) etc. costs money and may be difficult or impossible for 

a poor country to arrange for without international assistance (USAID, 1999). Obi 

(2007, p. 5) argues that elections in post-conflict situations are often a ―technical 

fix‖, and it is often hoped that they will help the country evolve into democracy 

over a period of time. This can be the case, but the outcome may also be 

―democratic‖ without being peaceful.  

The nexus between elections, democracy and peace is complex and these 

three terms are not the prerequisite for each other. Westerners have been eager to 

apply multi-party system to Africa, however it is not to be forgotten that the 

ecology of democracy in Africa and the West is different (Collier, et al., 2008; 

Odukoya, 2007). Obi (2007) points out that no two countries are the same and it is 

important to take national history and other national factors into account when 

designing policies for countries in this situation. Post-conflict elections often fail 

to address the roots of conflicts and prevent conflicts from recurring (Akokpari & 

Azevedo, 2007; Einarsdóttir, 2007b; Odukoya, 2007; Olayode, 2007), but 

according to Collier, Hoeffler et al (2008), around half of all civil wars are post-

conflict relapses. He argues that the risk of a post-conflict is reduced in the year of 

post-conflict election, due to attention put into the campaign. After that the risk of 

a post-conflict relapse increases and almost a half of all post-conflicts recur 

(Collier, et al., 2008).  

The benefits of multi-party post-conflict elections are as Collier pointed 

out debated for countries recovering from a conflict, they often fail to put an end 

to conflicts and it has been argued that they can be the source of tension and 

discontent. It has also often been argued that post-conflict elections assist local 

elites gain access to governing power and that they often put former authoritarian 

leaders and perpetrators of violence back in power legitimised through elections 

and with the support of the international community. Obi (2007) argues that in 

oligarchy societies elections can ―provide a legal and political framework to 

justify and legitimize minority rule‖, that can turn into a plutocracy instead of 

democracy, a government where the wealthy citizens are in power. Obi further 
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maintains that in such circumstances the elite which consists of few rich people, is 

in charge and ―elections are often reduced to competitions between various 

factions of the elites, supported by powerful corporate and international interests‖ 

(2007, p. 5). Elites are ―the most powerful people within any national political 

system‖; they represent around three to four percent of the population and hold 

the majority of the country’s national income. They take major political and 

economic decisions and it has been said that the once that have the capacity and 

capital to start a career within politics, tend to be a part of the elite. Members of 

the elite are (Orrnert & Hewitt, 2006, pp. 6-7): 

… ministers and legislators; owners and controllers of TV and radio 

stations and major business enterprises and activities; large property 

owners; upper-level public servants; senior members of the armed 

forces, police and intelligence services; editors of major newspapers; 

publicly prominent intellectuals, lawyers and doctors; and – more 

variably – influential socialites and heads of large trades unions, 

religious establishments and movements, universities and 

development NGOs (Orrnert & Hewitt, 2006, p. 6). 

Post-conflict elections are as mentioned seen as a vital part of the 

termination of war, international disengagement and nation building. As Benjamin 

Reilly (2006) argues, the experience of such elections in those processes varies 

greatly in Africa. They played a vital role in countries like Namibia and 

Mozambique, but created more problems than they solved in countries like 

Angola and Liberia. Kehinde Olayode (2007) maintains that democratization may 

open up a new space in politics for resurgence of ethnicity. This resurgence may 

cause different ethnic groups to compete for power, leading to a conflict. 

Elections serve to legitimize governments because they are thought to be an 

empirical demonstration of a citizen´s liberty and political choice, when properly 

managed. But this is unfortunately too often not the case in West-Africa and 

Adelaja Odukoya (2007) argues that instead of serving as a veritable platform for 

conflict resolution it becomes an empty shell, not free, not fair and without any 

real democratic content. He further argues that elections in Africa can never be 

more then superficial. He says that poverty, illiteracy, oppression and 

disempowerment of the people reduce their political potency. Not being able to 
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read or write and not having access to basic resources makes it hard for the public 

to vote and present their views which, he says, is the core of representative 

democracy. He argues that African elections do not address ―the roots of 

structural social inequalities and inequities that marginalise and pauperise most of 

the people, effectively excluding them from politics‖ (Odukoya, 2007, p. 150). 

Apart from difficulties for the public in giving their vote, post-conflict elections 

can also be extremely complex and expensive in practice (Obi, 2007). 

Post-conflict elections are designated in peace agreements and are meant 

to contribute to the process of democratization with new set of rules and 

institutions for competitive, multiparty politics. This is not always the case 

because building up democracy after conflicts is a challenging and separate 

process. It can undermine current political orders and open up for ―new entrants to 

access the political system, highlights social cleavages, subverts existing power 

relations, and threatens incumbent authority‖. This can contribute to destabilizing 

the respective countries (Reilly, 2006, p. 3). Roland Paris agrees and argues that 

―the process of political and economic liberalization is inherently tumultuous‖ 

According to him, social tensions can ―undermine the prospects for stable peace 

in the fragile conditions that typically exist in countries just emerging from civil 

war‖. He further argues that democratization in these circumstances ―is a difficult, 

uncertain and often dangerous business‖ (Paris, 2004). According to Reilly 

(2006), the circumstances were post-conflicts elections are held are a dangerous 

combination of factors, that is weak or non-existent domestic institutions, 

suspicious voters and tenuous hold on power by elites. He further argues that 

Western policymakers interpret democratic elections as ―being natural and 

unproblematic form of conflict resolution‖. He further argues that post-conflict 

elections are often solely symbolic events and that they are often held too soon, 

before a normal peacetime politics have had the time to develop and have often, 

according to Richard Joseph (1999, p. 10), been held ―to satisfy foreign donors‖. 

When this occurs, elections often make the matter worse and they can become a 

focus for violence. Kumar agrees with this and argues that ―most war-torn 

societies lack the political climate, social and economic stability, institutional 

infrastructure, and even political will to mount successful elections‖ (Reilly, 2006, 

p. 4).  
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3.3 Are elections effective?  

As we have seen in the case of Africa, democratic elections do not necessarily 

mean democracy, their implementation can be extremely complex and there are 

different opinions on if elections are changing anything in the political context in 

African countries. 

Scholars are divided into two different groups on the subject. There are the 

ones that are optimists, among them are the scolars Van de Walle, Butler and 

Barkan; and then there are the pessimists, Diamond, Lawson, van Walraven and 

Haynes. The former stress the fact that democracy in Africa is very young and 

that there have been some positive changes despite of the amount of time it has 

taken. The latter argue that there are several factors that undermine 

democratisation in Africa, like personal rule and clientelism. Despite being 

divided, there are certain common themes in the literature of both groups (Orrnert 

& Hewitt, 2006, pp. 8-9).  

Orrnert and Hewitt point out these important themes in a literature review 

on Elites and Institutions (2006). Firstly, they emphasize the diversity of Africa 

stressing that all of Africa most not be taken as a homogenous group, the 

countries are different in many ways and do not have the same characteristics. 

Staffan Lindberg (2006) argues that despite the faults that can be found in some 

elections throughout Africa, there have been some positive democratic outcomes 

in the electoral processes. Another important fact is that elections do not mean 

democracy; the history has showed us that despite of many free and fair elections 

in Africa, democracy does not necessarily follow. It is pointed out that despite of 

the elections; African leaders have not changed much. And sometimes former 

dictators are re-elected in free and fair elections5. Which according to Chabal and 

Daloz, shows that clientelism, or buying of votes takes place in the continent. 

They further argue that in Africa voters do not vote because they want to support 

certain ideas of a certain political party, rather they vote because they are expected 

to or asked to vote in a certain way, by their patron (Orrnert & Hewitt, 2006, p. 4).  

Orrnert and Hewitt (2006) argue that presidentialism characterizes most 

African countries; they have presidential systems, not parliamentary systems. 

                                                             
5 More academics argue that elections in post conflict countries often put former dictators to 

power, such as (Einarsdóttir, 2007b) 
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There ―leadership is structured around personalised, particularistic networks, 

rather than formal legislation‖ which has ―undermined democratisation on the 

African continent‖ (2006, p. 5). Ethnicity is also an important factor, and they 

argue that ―ethnic mobilisation underpins both political interaction and conflict 

across the continent‖, because politicians have a strong urge to remain loyal to 

their own lineage or ethnic group. Distributing votes and promises among all 

ethnic groups does not give a candidate a competitive advantage. Still further, 

personal rule and patronage is a common theme. Without strong formal 

institutions, formal rules are openly defied and ignored. It is argued that ―the state 

in Africa was never properly institutionalised because it was never significantly 

emancipated from society‖. It is also argued that because of the pressure from the 

international community to democratise, leaders have done so in theory but not in 

practise and only perform it where it does not affect the political elite (Orrnert & 

Hewitt, 2006, p. 44). 

Andreas Schedler (2002) agrees in some way and uses the concept of 

―nested democratisation‖ to describe his theory. He argues that the broader game 

is a progressive process of democratization. According to him, electoral 

competition in electoral autocracies is nested within a broader competition to 

redefine the rules. He further argues that even though autocrats can win in some 

elections, they are (with repeated elections) implementing mechanisms that will 

push them out of power in the long run. Schedler places emphasis on 

distinguishing between autocracies and democracies, he suggests that focusing on 

the alternation can distinguish between autocracies and democracies. He says that 

―where alternation has occurred there is likely to be both more democracy and a 

greater likelihood that new elites are emerging‖. 

 

3.4 Summary 

In this chapter I have addresses various electoral issues, I have discussed 

international standards for elections and the role of election observation. I also put 

forward the main theories of academics on elections in the most fragile of African 

states, namely post-conflict countries. Some saying they are an important part in 

the democratization process, others that they are nothing more than a show put up 
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for the Western world. The international community requires that democratic 

elections take place when countries are recovering from a conflict, but the 

usefulness of those elections is debated. 

Next chapter elaborates on the fieldwork setting of the study. 
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4 – Fieldwork Setting 

Fieldwork for this research was conducted in Guinea-Bissau in West-Africa in 

June – July 2009 and July – August 2010 for a total of 10 weeks. This chapter 

describes the fieldwork setting, the history and politics of the country and the 

situation in the country at the time of the 2009 Presidential elections. 

 

4.1 Guinea-Bissau 

Guinea-Bissau is a small country in West-

Africa. It borders Senegal to the North, 

Guinea-Conakry to the East and South. To 

the West is the Atlantic Ocean. According to 

UNDP´s Human Development Report, 

Guinea-Bissau is the 6th poorest country in 

the world. It is rated number 164 of 169 

countries, with a human development index 

value of 0.28. Life expectancy at birth is 

48.6 years, expected years of schooling is 

9.1 years and gross national income per 

capita, which is measured by purchasing 

power parity, is 538 per capita (UNDP, 

2010). The HDI of Guinea-Bissau lies below the average for countries in Sub-

Saharan Africa, which have the HDI of 0.389. It also lies below the average for 

low human development countries which is 0.393. In the table below Guinea-

Bissau is compared to its ―HDI neighbours‖ Liberia and Benin, countries that are 

close in HDI and population size. Guinea-Bissau is also compared to Swaziland 

(UNDP, 2010). 

Photo 2 - Retrieved the 10th of January 

2011 from 

http://reference.allrefer.com/world/coun

tries/guinea-bissau/map.html. 
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Table 1 - Information extracted from press material released by UNDP on the occasion of 

the 2010 Human Development Report (UNDP, 2010), material is in possession of author. 

 Guinea-Bissau’s HDI indicators for 2010 relative to selected countries and region 

HDI value HDI 

rank 

Life 

expectancy at 

birth 

Expected 

years of 

schooling 

Mean years 

of schooling 

GNI per 

capita 

(PPP US$) 

Guinea-Bissau 0.289 164 48.6 9.1 2.3  538 

Liberia 0.300 162 59.1 11.0 3.9  320 

Benin 0.435 134 62.3 9.2 3.5 1,499 

Swaziland 0.498 121 47.0 10.3 7.1 5,132 

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.389 — 52.7 9.0 4.5 2,050 

Low HDI 0.393 — 56.0 8.2 4.1 1,490 

 

The economy of Guinea-Bissau relies upon agriculture, with cashew nuts 

as the main export product. The country is currently receiving Emergency Post-

conflict Assistance from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), assistance from 

the Peace Building Commission and other sources such as the European Union 

and bilateral partners. Still the country is in great need of assistance and not all 

given promises have been kept (Ferreira, 2004, p. 3; UNOGBIS, 2009, p. 6). The 

country has largely been ignored by bilateral donors ((IPPP), 2006, p. 1). 

 

Table 2 - Information extracted from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/pu.html 

Population 1,565,126 (July 2010 est.) 

Infant mortality rate 98,05 deaths/1,000 live births 

Total fertility rate 4, 58 children/woman (2010 est.) 

HIV/AIDS - adult prevalence rate 1, 8% (2007 est.) 

 

Guinea-Bissau is an instable country with extremely weak institutions 

(BBC News, 2 March 2009). The country’s army is ill equipped, its soldiers do 

not receive its salaries on regular basis and is a threat to political stability in the 

country. The army is highly ethnicized with a majority of its soldiers belonging to 

the Balanta ethnic group (World Bank, 2006, p. 9). Even compared to other sub 

Saharan countries Guinea-Bissau is very fragile, with an ill working public sector, 

legal system, police and judiciary system. Living conditions of policemen, judges 

and other government employees are inadequate due to low and unstable salaries, 
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which creates a corrupt environment that undermines the credibility of the legal 

system (Ferreira, 2004, p. 12).  

There is a major gap between the government and the people in Guinea-

Bissau, which has culminated in its political instability, bloody civil war, coups 

and coup attempts and the fact that ―no elected president in the country´s history 

has served his full mandate‖ (Kohnert, 2010, p. 6). Bordonaro (2009) summarizes 

the terms various scholars have used when addressing ―the failure and 

diminishing role of the state in Africa‖ and argues that these terms could well be 

applied to Guinea-Bissau. The scholars have ―characterized it as hollow (Bayart 

1989), vacuous (Chabal 1996), an empthy shell (Chabala & Daloz 1999), criminal 

(Bayart et al. 1999), or ruled by its own shadow (Reno 1998, 2000)‖ (Bordonaro, 

2009, p. 37). Henrik Vigh describes the state in Guinea-Bissau as ―a rusty grid, 

cross-cut and intertwined by patrimonial networks‖, claiming that ―within the 

Weberian and Hobbesian definition of state, the state is effectively non-existent in 

Guinea-Bissau‖ (Vigh, 2006, p. 111). 

Drugs from South-America are smuggled through Guinea-Bissau (BBC 

News, 9 September 2007), allegedly in cooperation with the army and politicians. 

Last year there were talks that this smuggling had decreased (Kohnert, 2010, p. 

11), but this year it seems to be on the rise again (Thomson Reuters Foundation, 

4th June 2010). During the time when the drug trade was in its prime groups of 

Colombians could be found living in luxury, driving fancy cars and waving the 

money they had earned from the drug trade. It is said to be easy for the smugglers 

to operate in one of the poorest countries in the world, where the police does not 

have any resources to stop them. The military and some politicians were 

suspected of taking part in the smuggling and taking bribes for looking the other 

way (BBC News, 9 September 2007, p. 11; Kohnert, 2010). The jails that exist in 

Bissau are in poor conditions, the prisoners can simply walk out and the police 

does not even have access to basic equipment such as handcuffs, telephones or 

gasoline to put on the few cars they have (Guardian, 9. March 2008). 
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Table 3 – Ethnic groups, Languages and Religions, information retrieved the 10th of 

January from: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/pu.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guinea-Bissau is a semi-presidential, proportional representation electoral 

system. The parliament has 102 seats, 100 to be filled with candidates in Guinea 

Bissau and two with candidates in the Diaspora, both in Europe and Africa. 

Elections for candidates to the National Assembly are to be held every four years 

and are limited to parties and coalitions, there are no independent candidatures 

(European Union Mission, 2008, p. 15). The President of the Republic is elected 

for a five year term. The elections are a two round system in the majority run-off 

format. The candidate that gets 50% + 1 off the votes wins. A second round is 

held if no candidate obtains more than 50% of the votes and the two candidates 

with most votes compete (Election Guide; UNOGBIS, 2009, p. 6). 

According to Bissau-Guinean electoral law, early voting is allowed for 

members of the military and security forces that will be stationed away from their 

polling stations on Election Day. Maritime and airline workers who will be 

overseas on Election Day are also allowed to cast an early vote (UNDP´s Final 

Report on the elections, 2009). The electoral law also states that the voting 

registry is supposed to be updated once a year. Electoral advisor working for the 

United Nations Development Programme in Bissau informed me that because the 

Presidential elections of 2009 were not planned elections but were held because of 

the murder of the former President Nino, there was not enough time or money to 

update it properly. There were no new registrations for those elections; the 

registration for the parliamentary elections in November 2008 was also used for 

the 2009 elections. He said that new registrations were very time consuming and 

Ethnic groups   

African  99% 

 Balanta 30 % 

 Fula 20 % 

 Manjaca 14% 

 Mandinga 13% 

 Papel 7 % 

 European and Mulatto less than 1 % 

  

Languages 

Portuguese (official) 

Crioulo 

African languages 

Religions 

Muslim 50 % 

Indigenous beliefs 40 % 

Christian 10 % 
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required much preparation, since the CNE had less than three months to prepare 

for the elections there was simply no time for new registrations. There was a card 

issuance for people that had lost or damaged their card, but no new registration, 

which meant that people who turned 18 in the year 2009 and were eligible to vote 

could not vote. According to him, this is not an uncommon practise in similar 

circumstances. People that had lost or damaged their cards had approximately one 

month to get a new card. The CNE sent teams to each district in Guinea-Bissau to 

re-issue lost or damaged cards, there were announcements in the radio on where 

and when the issuance took place. 

 

 Table 4 – Government – Information retrieved the 10th of January from: 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/pu.html 

 

Guinea Bissau´s legislative framework of holding genuine democratic 

elections is according to international principles. It is governed by the 

Constitution of 1984 (last amended in 1996) that protects fundamental freedoms 

and political rights in accordance with international principles embedded in the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). The electoral 

framework of Guinea Bissau is regulated by:  

- Law on Voter Registration (Law 2/98) 

- Law for the Election of the President and the Popular National 

Assembly (Law 3/98) 

- Law on the National Election Commission (4/98) 

- Law on International Election Observation (Law 4/94) 

- The Criminal Code, in the Law on the Right of Meetings and 

Demonstration (Law 3/92) 

Government  

Government type Republic 

Chief of State President Malam Bacai Sanha (since 8. September 2009) 

Head of Government Prime Minister Carlos Gomes Junior 

Legal system Based on French civil law, accepts compulsory ICJ jurisdiction 

National holiday Independence Day 24th of September (1973) 

Constitution 16th of May 1984  

Independence 24. September 1973 (declared); 10. September 1974 (from Portugal) 
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- The law regulating the constitution of political parties and other norms 

developing the fundamental political rights proclaimed in the 

Constitution.‖  (European Union Mission, 2008, p.13) 

 

Guinea Bissau has signed or ratified following universal principles:  

- The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 

signed 12th of September 2000, ratification pending 

- Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW), ratified 

- The International Convention on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination (ICERD) 

- The International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All 

Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (MWC) 

 

Guinea-Bissau has also signed following regional principles: 

- The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights (ACHPR), ratified 

- The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People´s Rights on 

the Rights of Women in Africa (ACHPR-PW, March 2005) 

- Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance, Supplementary to the 

Protocol relating to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, 

Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security. Within 

ECOWAS regional security and economic framework. (Desember 

2001) (European Union Mission, 2008, p. 16) 

 

4.2 Pre-conflict history 

Guinea-Bissau is a former Portuguese colony, which gained independence in 1974 

after 11 years of armed struggle against its Portuguese colonial power (Rudebeck, 

p. 22). The first president of the republic of Guinea-Bissau was Luis Cabral, the 

half-brother of the ―political icon and true hero of the nation‖ Amílcar Cabral 

which was assassinated in Guinea Conakry in 1973 (European Union Mission, 

2008, p. 10). Luis Cabral was president from 1974, until he was overthrown by his 

Prime Minister Joao Bernardo Vieira (Nino) in 1980 (BBC News, 1. June 2009). 
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The dominating political party in Guinea-Bissau through history has been 

the African Party for the Independence of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde 

(PAIGC), a liberation movement in the fight for independence from Portugal. It 

was the only allowed party in the country until 1994, when constitutional changes 

were made that allowed multi-party politics. Multi-party elections were held for 

the first time in 1994 were PAIGC remained the legislative authority of the 

country and Joao Bernando ´Nino´ Veira former president won the presidency 

(Akokpari & Azevedo, 2007; European Union Mission, 2008, p. 10; UNOGBIS, 

2009, p. 2). In the report of the Ad Hoc Advisory Group on Guinea-Bissau the 

importance of good cooperation with the international community for future 

progress towards stability is stressed (Economic and Social Council, 2. June 

2005). Kohnert (2010) points out the fact that the quest for a stable state in 

Guinea-Bissau also serves the interests of the international community. He argues 

that fighting for the stability in the country can contribute to the fight against 

terrorism and encourage stability in other West-African countries. He argues that 

this fact was one of the reasons that donors like the European Union financed and 

observed the elections in 1994. Those elections were the country´s first multi-

party elections and were meant to legitimize the new government and establish the 

formal structures of democracy. He further argues that drug trafficking in Guinea-

Bissau is a threat to global security, closely linked to small arms proliferation and 

international terrorism, and refers to it as the ―new Achilles´ heel of West Africa‖ 

(Kohnert, 2010, p. 7). 

Since the country gained independence the Bissau-Guinean political 

history has been ―characterized by an intimate merger of its military and political 

elite‖ (Kohnert, 2010, p. 5). The army has had strong legitimacy in the country 

because of its part in the struggle for independence. In fact, it fought a people´s 

war, which gave it popularity among the people and contributed to its success in 

maintaining its power in the country. Former liberation heroes, like ´Nino´ Vieira 

continued to play a role after independence. Despite the big role of the army in the 

fight for liberation, it has also played a major part in the country´s instability and 

lack of democracy (Kohnert, 2010, p. 5). 
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4.3 The revolt of the army 

On June 7th 1998 the army started a rebellion against the country´s President Joao 

Bernando ´Nino´ Vieira, ―shooting was heard from the military installations in 

Santa Luzia in the north-eastern parts of Bissau, the capital city‖ (Rudebeck, p. 

22). The same day the fighting spread to other parts of the city. ´Nino´ Vieira 

made a public accusation on radio against Brigadier-General Ansumane Mané, 

former Commander in Chief, accusing him of being responsible for the revolt of 

the army against the government. Ansumane Mané announced the formation of a 

military ´junta´ two days later. He demanded that the President would resign ―in 

order to create the right conditions‖ as the rebels put it , ―for democratic elections 

before the end of 1998 and presidential elections in 1999‖ as is stated in the 

constitution (Rudebeck, p. 22).  

The first impression was that the revolt was organized by a disgruntled 

group of military men and that it would be stopped quickly. That proved not to be 

the case. Already on the 9th of June 1300 soldiers from Senegal arrived in Bissau 

―at the request of the President to support the few loyalist troops‖ (Rudebeck, p. 

23). The day after approximately 400-500 soldiers from Guinea-Conakry joined 

them and ―the conflict was almost immediately regionalised‖ (Einarsdóttir, 

forthcoming, p. 9; Rudebeck). There was fighting with destructive artillery inside 

the city of Bissau, between the foreign forces supporting the government and the 

rebel forces that surrounded the city. The civil war lasted nine months, killed 

approximately 2000 people and forced the majority of the capital´s 300,000 

inhabitants to flee (Rudebeck). 

The reason for the fighting was thought to be alleged arms trafficking by 

the suspended Comander-in-Chief Ansumane Mané to the Casamance Separatists 

fighting the Senegalese government. He was suspended for alleged arms 

trafficking but there was no evidence of him being behind it. Instead all points 

pointed towards the President who at that point was trying to clear himself by 

blaming it on Mané. The charges were being investigated and were supposed to be 

presented to the parliament on the 8th of June. The 5th of June Mané was 

dismissed and two days later the fighting broke out. That delayed the presenting 

of the report, to the Parliament, until April 1999 (Agbu, 2006, pp. 55-56; 

Rudebeck, pp. 23-24). In November 1998 the Abuja accord was signed that 
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reaffirmed an earlier ceasefire. Senegalese and Guinean troops withdraw from the 

country and an ECOWAS interposition force was deployed (Ferreira, 2004, p. 3; 

UNOGBIS, 2009, p. 3). The peace accord was broken and Nino, who first came 

into power in 1980 through a military coup, was later forced into exile in Portugal 

in May 1999 (Akokpari & Azevedo, 2007; Einarsdottir, 2010, p. 9; European 

Union Mission, 2008, p. 10; UNOGBIS, 2009, p. 2). After ´Nino´ Vieira was 

finally overthrown, Malam Bacai Sanha6, speaker of the National Assembly was 

sworn in as interim President until democratic elections would take place 

(Rudebeck, p. 33). 

 

4.4 Post-conflict history  

After the conflict in Guinea-Bissau, the international community demanded that 

free and fair elections needed to take place before the country would start 

receiving development aid again. 

Even after international election observers have declared a number of 

elections in Guinea-Bissau as free, fair and transparent, the international 

community still withholds aid. Guinea-Bissau has 80 per cent of its budget 

deriving from official development assistance (ODA) and the lack of development 

aid from other countries has contributed to a deteriorating economic situation, 

decreased human development and an increase in organised crime and drug 

trafficking, with the consequent labelling Guinea-Bissau as a ―narco state― 

(Einarsdóttir, 2007b, forthcoming). When comparing the Human Development 

Index (HDI) for the years 1991 – 2010, it is clear that Guinea-Bissau´s HDI was 

falling until the year 2009 when it started a slight progress. 

HDI is measured by life expectancy at birth, educational attainment and 

income per capita (Human Development Report, 1991-2010). This puts Guinea-

Bissau at a great risk of the conflict recurring, considering that according to 

Collier (2007), countries with decreased starting income are 50% more likely to 

have a civil war. One of the reasons for this is that low income countries offer few 

possibilities for young people and little hope for the future. The option of joining 

                                                             
6 Sanha is a member of the PAIGC and won the Presidential elections in 2009. 
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a rebel army gives these young people a prospect of a life without extreme 

poverty (Collier, 2007; Vigh, 2006). 

 

Table 5- Information extracted from press material released by UNDP on the occasion of the 

2010 Human Development Report (UNDP, 2010), material is in possession of author. 

Table B: Guinea-Bissau’s HDI trends based on consistent time series data, new component 

indicators and new methodology 

 Life expectancy 

at birth 

Expected 

years of 

schooling 

Means years 

of schooling 

GNI per 

capita (PPP 

US$) 

HDI value 

1980 40.2 .. ..  488 .. 

1985 42.5 .. ..  703 .. 

1990 43.8 3.3 ..  655 .. 

1995 44.7 4.7 ..  652 .. 

2000 45.8 6.1 ..  586 .. 

2005 46.9 8.8 2.3  517 0.278 

2010 48.6 9.1 2.3  538 0.289 

 

Since the war in 1998 there have been eight elections in Guinea-Bissau. 

All of these have been judged free and fair by the international community 

(Einarsdóttir, 2007b, p. 10). Parliamentary elections were held on the 28th of 

November 1999 were PAIGC only obtained 15% of the votes and the PRS won 

36% of the votes. In January 2000 Kumba Yala was elected president with 72% of 

the votes (Agbu, 2006, p. 57). During his presidency the political, economic, 

military and institutional situation in the country deteriorated. In April 2001 a new 

constitution was approved by the parliament, it was passed without a veto or 

promulgate from the president, undermining the rule of law and extending the 

disagreement between ―the executive and legislative branches of the government 

over the choice of the new cabinet chief‖, resulting in the country operating 

without government for weeks. That along with yet another coup attempt in April 

2001 further put emphasis on the fragile situation in the country (Barry, Gacitua-

Mario, & Wodon, 2007, p. 3). Yala was president for less than three years. 

However during that time ―four prime ministers and over 80 ministers took 

office‖ (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming, p. 10). Yala was finally overthrown in a 

military coup in 2003 (Akokpari & Azevedo, 2007; UNOGBIS, 2009, p. 3). The 

coup was peaceful and he declared his resignation himself to preserve peace in the 

country. The coup was supported by the people of Guinea-Bissau while the 

international community condemned it and demanded elections. On the 28th of 

September 2003, a businessman in Bissau named Henrique Rosa became 
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president and was sworn in by a Committee for Restoration of Democracy and 

Constitutional Order (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming, p. 10).  

In March 2004 legislative elections were held (Einarsdottir, 2010, p. 10), 

referred to by many as ―the most important vote in the history of Guinea-Bissau‖ 

(Institute for Security Studies, 2004, p. 1). Presidential elections were again held 

in 2005. This time the situation was fractured, and there was a legal controversy 

over the eligibility of the two former Presidents, Joao Bernando Vieira ―Nino‖, 

which had returned back to Guinea-Bissau and Kumba Yalá. They were both 

ruled eligible by the Supreme Court. The ´free and fairness´of the elections is still 

debated. Malam Bacai Sanha the candidate of PAIGC won the first round, the 

second round was held between Sanha and Vieira and Vieira won that round with 

Yala´s support (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming, p. 11; UNOGBIS, 2009). Sanha did not 

accept the results of the elections because of fraud allegations, but the 

international community declared the elections free and fair. Sanha´s attempts to 

have the votes recounted was not successful and Nino was sworn in as a president 

in October 2005 (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming, p. 11). The political and economic 

situation in the country between 2005 and 2007 was depressive with tension and 

lack of dialogue between parties. The Security Council agreed on a ―political 

stability pact‖ in July 2007 and a ―new government of national consensus was 

installed in April 2007‖ (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming, p. 12). 

On the 16th of November 2008, Guinea-Bissau experienced parliamentary 

elections that were announced free and fair by international observers, but still 

there was an attempt of a coup on President Vieira by dissatisfied losers on 23rd 

of November 2008. This was not the first coup attempt against Vieira since there 

had been several attempts against his government in 1983, 1985 and 1993 

(AllAfrica.com, 2008, p. 5; BBCNews, 2008; UNOGBIS, 2009; World Bank, 

2006, p. 7). PAIGC won the elections with 67 seats and there has been optimism 

that the new government under the control of Prime Minister Carlos Gomes Junior 

will implement positive changes for the country (IRIN, 21 November 2008). 

On the 2nd of March 2009 the President of Guinea-Bissau, Joao Bernando 

―Nino‖ Vieira, was killed at his home by what seemed to be a clash between two 

groups of soldiers (Guardian, 2. March 2009; UNOGBIS, 2009, p. 5). The night 

before, the 1st of March 2009, ―the Chief of General Staff, General Batista Tagme 

Na Waie was killed in a bomb explosion‖ (Einarsdottir, 2010, p. 12). Eight days 
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after the murder of Nino, the 10th of March 2009 an anonymous declaration was 

published in the ―the Portuguese journal Correio da Manha‖. The unnamed 

claimed that in 2005 they received an invitation of visiting Guinea-Bissau and 

take part in operations, ―seemingly in trafficking of drugs‖, that were worth 280 

million euros. They maintained that their local collaborators had deceived them of 

48 million euros and that they would get revenge. With the declaration was the 

following list of collaborators, of whom two have been murdered. João Bernardo 

Vieira (Nino), President, Tagma Na Vai (Army Chief), Hélder Proença (Minister), 

Bubo Na Tchuto (Chief of the Marine), Papa Camará, (Chief of the Air Force), 

Adolfo Eboume (Cameroonian), Fernando Mandinga (Minister), Dionísio Cabi 

(Minister), Rui Flack (Capitan) and Arestides Gomes (Prime Minister) 

(Einarsdóttir, forthcoming, p. 13). 

According to the Constitution, presidential elections must be held within 

60 days from the swearing in of an Interim President and it was decided to extend 

this mandate up to 120 days and schedule the presidential elections for the 28th of 

June. The President of the Popular National Assembly, Raimundo Periera was 

sworn in as Interim President on the 3rd of March. On the 5th of June there were 

two further assassinations. One of the 13 presidential elections candidates, Baciro 

Dabó and one of the named collaborators from the list in ―the Portuguese journal 

Correio da Manha‖ (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming), former Minister of Defense 

Hélder Proenca were killed. They were both members of Parliament for PAIGC 

(Bordonaro, 2009; UNOGBIS, 2009, p. 5). 

 

4.5 Presidential elections June 2009 

On the 28th of June 2009 the first round of the Presidential elections took place. 

The elections were conducted peacefully and transparently, with very few 

incidents or irregularities reported according to UNDP´s final report (2009). All 

the international observers, including the missions from the African Union, 

ECOWAS, EU, CPLP, IOF and WAEMU, praised the CNE for its organization of 

the elections and its professionalism. 

The main candidates in the elections were Malam Bacai Sanha, Kumba 

Yala and Henrique Rosa that all have served as presidents before (EU, 2009). 
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Photo 3 - The three main presidential candidates at the 2009 presidential elections. 

 

According to UNDP´s final report (2009), most of the polling stations 

opened on time. The voter turnout was only 60%, which is much lower than in the 

November 2008 legislative elections when the voter turnout was 82%. It is also 

lower than in earlier presidential elections such as the elections in 2005 when the 

voter turnout was 88% in the first round and 78 % in the second round. According 

to the report, the low voter turnout was attributed to a general disenchantment of 

the population, as well as the climate of fear and tension created following the 

assassinations of the former president Nino Vieira and the head of the armed 

forces General Tagme Na Waie in March, as well as the killings of the 

presidential candidate Baciro Dabó, and former MP Proença in June. There was 

heavy rain in the mid-day and the polling staff were forced to relocate some of the 

open air polling stations to get shelter from the rain. According to UNDP, this is 

not believed to be the main reason for a low voter turnout, but rather the 

disenchantment of the population (UNDP´s Final Report on the elections, 2009). 

The votes were counted at the polling stations immediately after they 

closed, the votes were separated into lots of valid votes for each candidate, blank 
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votes, invalid votes, protest votes and unused votes. The result forms were then 

completed and signed by the polling staff and the candidate agents present. After 

the introduction of the results at the polling stations they were signed by the 

President of the CNE and the candidate agents present. The results of the first 

round were then announced on the 2nd of July, the results of the second round 

were announced on the 26th of July.  

 

Table 6 - The results of the 2nd round of the 2009 presidential elections. 

Presidential elections of 2009 2nd round 

Malam Bacai Sanhá  224.259  votes    

Kumba Yalá  129.973  votes 

Total votes  362.736       

Voters on voter´s list  593.765      

Voter turnout 61% 

 

Malam Bacai Sanha won the second round with 63, 31 % of the votes and 

Kumba Yala gained 36, 69% of the votes. Malam Bacai Sanha is the candidate of 

PAIGC, the ruling party in Bissau-Guinean politics. PAIGC is in power in the 

three branches of the government: ―the Presidency, the Office of the Prime 

Minister and the Parliament (in which it holds a two-thirds majority)‖ (UNDP´s 

Final Report on the elections, 2009). Despite being the most powerful party in the 

country, it is split which makes the governance ineffective. Past matters must be 

solved including investigations into the 2009 March killings (UNDP´s Final 

Report on the elections, 2009). 

 

4.6 Summary 

In this chapter I have described the setting where fieldwork for the study took 

place. I described the current situation in the small West-African nation of 

Guinea-Bissau. I recapped on its pre- and post-conflict history with special 

emphasis on its political and electoral history. I subsequently described the 2009 

presidential elections, which I followed in the field in Guinea-Bissau. In the next 

chapter I will introduce the methods and methodology used to perform this 

research. 
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5 – Methodology  

When commencing the gathering of my data I did not have a theory to test. I had 

knowledge on the subject and let the data lead me to the theories.  

According to John Creswell (2007), there are four main paradigms that 

inform qualitative research; post-positivism, constructivism, 

advocacy/participatory and pragmatism. My research is based on ethnography and 

is further based on the epistemological assumption of social constructionism and 

interpretive approach. According to social constructionism, all social reality is 

constructed, or created by social actors (Esterberg, 2002, p. 15). The researcher 

tries to get close to the participants, spends time in the field and becomes a part of 

their group. By becoming part of the group and staying for a long time in the field 

the researcher gains his knowledge from first-hand experience and minimizes the 

distance between himself and the participant. The aim is to understand the world 

and the people living in it. This paradigm relies on the researcher and his view of 

the situation. This kind of research does not start with a theory, it develops a 

theory or patterns of meaning (Creswell, 2007, pp. 17-21).  

According to constructionists, there is no truth just waiting for us to 

discover, all meaning is constructed not discovered, and ―different people may 

construct meaning in a different way‖ (Crotty, 1998, pp. 8-9). Constructivists base 

their research on observation, where data is gathered by observing and seeking to 

understand the world around certain objects or things and rely on their 

participants’ view of the situation. The researcher also understands that his 

experience and background can influence the findings (Creswell, 2007, pp. 20-21, 

35). Qualitative researchers are looking at the meanings people attribute to among 

others things, events, actions in their lives; they must try to have some distance 

from the subject, to set their own perspectives and views aside while researching 

others. Bruyn ―advises the qualitative researcher to view things as though they 

were happening for the first time‖ (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 7).  

My research method, ethnography, was initially a method for Westerners 

to understand ―far away‖ cultures and people, different from themselves. Today 

ethnography is also used to study experiences the researcher can situate himself in 

and is one of anthropologies main research methods (Esterberg, 2002, p. 59). 

Through ethnography a group is studied during an extended period of time, most 
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often through participant observation, observing and writing up what the 

researcher sees (Creswell, 2007, p. 68; Esterberg, 2002, p. 58).  

 

5.1 Time frame  

This thesis is a part of my masters’ degree in development studies from the 

University of Iceland. It is 60 ECTS out of 120 ECTS and was a process of 24 

months, which was divided as follows: 

Spring 2009 – Academic research and material on post-conflict elections, 

the situation in Guinea-Bissau today and its history after independence was read, 

with special focus on its elections. Fieldwork that took place in Guinea-Bissau 

during summer of 2009 was prepared. 

Summer 2009 – Five weeks fieldwork in Guinea-Bissau took place. 

Autumn 2009 – Data gathered during the fieldwork was extracted and 

analyzed. 

Spring 2010 – The writing of the thesis took place. 

Summer 2010 – Second five weeks fieldwork in Guinea-Bissau took place. 

Autumn 2010 – Additional interviews were analyzed and the writing of the 

thesis was finished. 

 

When preparing for my fieldworks I assisted in two elections in Iceland. I 

received votes from voters, first the 25th April 2009 in Árbæjarkjördeild and 

second the 29th May 2010 in Hagaskolikjördeild. I did this as a preparation, to 

follow elections in a Western country like Iceland gave me good insight into the 

way Election Day ―is supposed to go‖. I also, during the last hours of the writing 

of the study, served as an international election observer in Moldova the 28th of 

November 2010. It was really helpful for my research to be able to compare the 

way elections are implemented in Iceland to the way they are done in Guinea-

Bissau. It was also helpful to observe other elections while concluding on 

elections and democracy in Guinea-Bissau. While doing fieldwork, I also gathered 

some secondary data, for example, news reports, relevant literature and reports 

from international institutions, donors and NGOs 
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5.2 Collection of data 

The study took place in Bissau the capital of Guinea-Bissau. I decided to carry out 

the collection of data in the capital because of the proximity to the international 

community, but the staff of international organizations lives in Bissau and the 

embassies are situated there.  

During the five weeks of fieldwork in 2009, I spent hours at Kalliste, a 

restaurant/hotel in downtown Bissau. There I met many people that came just for 

the elections; I followed their conversations and talked to them. There are special 

places in Bissau where Westerners come; I tried to attend those places as much as 

I could. There I could have a conversation with the ―international people‖ in a 

relaxed athmosphere and get other kind of information than I would in a formal 

interview. I introduced myself at first encounter as a MA student and an 

international election observer. I explained that I was doing research on the 

presidential elections and therefore I was interested in their opinion for the MA 

thesis.  

During my second fieldwork in 2010, I lived in the Bandim 

neighbourhood. I was farther away from the international arena than the year 

before and I could sense the presence of the international community less. Many 

of those I met in 2009 had come to Guinea-Bissau only for the elections, 

international presence was not as strong in the capital as it was the year before. I 

took six interviews in 2010 to follow up on the situation a year after the elections. 

To get in contact with my informants I used the ―snowball‖ technique, gained 

access to one person that introduced me to others, as Ned Polsky (1969) describes: 

In my experience the most feasible technique for building one´s 

sample is ―snowballing‖; get an introduction to one criminal who will 

vouch for you with others, who in turn will vouch for you with still 

others. (It is of course best to start at the top if possible, that is, with 

an introduction to the most prestigious person in the group you want 

to study) (Polsky, 1969, p. 124). 

When in the field, I tried to identify the best way for me to gain access to 

the information needed. Because of my connection to the UN as a Secretary 

General of the United Nations Association of Iceland I started by going to the UN 
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headquarters in Bissau. There I talked to an electoral assistance advisor that was 

very helpful to me in gaining access to participants. UNDP staff advised me on 

how I should go about to get the information I wanted, I was sent by them to the 

National Elections Commission (CNE) and got easier access there because UNDP 

sent me.  

Since I am the research instrument myself, my data reflects my 

understanding and my experience from the field. It is not possible for the 

researcher to see everything and hear everything and the researcher has to narrow 

his focus and decide what to observe (Esterberg, 2002, p. 61). I could well sense 

the importance of the researcher in my research. I could easily blend in in the 

group I was researching
7
 and did not stick out as ―the researcher‖. My friend 

Hulda Guðrún Gunnarsdóttir was with me in Bissau and we put a big effort into 

mingling with people and discuss the country´s situation and the elections under 

informal circumstances. That way we got some sensitive information we might 

not have gotten in formal interviews with a tape recorder. We were friends of our 

participants and they trusted us for their opinions on the political situation in the 

country and talked to us in person, not as a representative of a certain country or 

international organization. 

Because of my knowledge of English and French I choose interviewees 

that spoke those languages, people living and visiting Bissau at the time of the 

elections. I also took one interview in Portuguese with an interpreter, which 

interpreted into English. It proved more difficult to use an interpreter then I had 

imagined, because then we are not having a dialogue, but interacting through 

another person and it is not possible to respond to interesting themes as they 

come.  

My main informants were eleven diplomats working in Bissau for foreign 

embassies, three EU election observers, three employees of the UN, two 

foreigners living and working in Bissau, five Bissau-Guineans living and working 

in Bissau and four international journalists. These are the people I met more than 

once and I base my results on conversations, interviews and time spent with them. 

Many of my informants are busy people which resulted in the interviews often 

                                                             
7 It might be difficult to believe that a tall blond girl could blend in in Africa, but my participants 

were mostly international people in Bissau from various ethnicities and therefore I consider myself 

to have blended in as I was just seen as a yet another international person, but not as a researcher. 
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being a bit shorter then I had wanted. I took seven semi structured interviews, 

where I had written up some ideas of what I would like to get out of the 

interviews. I did not decide on questions ahead but had written down some themes 

and aspects I wanted to discuss. I let my interviewees decide the order and 

structure of the interview as much as possible and followed interesting themes in 

their answers (Esterberg, 2002, p. 87). I tape-recorded the interviews and wrote up 

afterwards. I also took some unstructured interviews in public places, they were 

more like a conversation than an interview but still, like Kristin Esterberg (2002, 

p. 89) recommends, I tried to control the conversation to get the information I 

wanted out of it. I did not tape-record these interviews, but wrote them up in my 

field notes when I had privacy afterwards.  

My research is also based on participant observations. Participant 

observation is used to gain first-hand experience on a certain topic. The researcher 

understands the research topic better by hearing, smelling and seeing the situation 

that surrounds the topic (Esterberg, 2002, p. 59). I experienced my topic in a 

different way being able to sit amongst people living and working in post-conflict 

situation and actually watching and talking to them; then I would have if I had 

sent them an email or called them and asked some questions. I found that method 

helpful to perform my research, but also challenging. As Creswell (2007, p. 139) 

points out living in the field and being among your participants for an extended 

period of time makes it difficult to decide when you are researching and when not 

and to remember to take field notes and write up quotes accurately to include 

them in your field notes. I tried to take aside time each evening to sit down and 

write up what had happened during the day. Some incidents or comments that I 

did not think much of while in the field would proof to be important when I was 

home and started analyzing the data.  

 

5.3 Analysing the data 

I analysed my data through description of my fieldwork, I then categorized it by 

coding and finding common themes that I wrote my research up around (Creswell, 

2007, p. 79; Esterberg, 2002, p. 157) 
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Photo 4 - Showing the study´s main themes and their connection to the axle (democracy). 

Many academics recommend that data is analyzed alongside gathering 

(Creswell, 2007; Esterberg, 2002; Kvale, 1996; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Despite 

having decided to use this method, it proved more difficult than I had imagined. I 

went to Guinea-Bissau for five weeks to gather data in the summer of 2009, these 

weeks were hardly a long enough time and therefore I was extremely busy all the 

time gathering data and analyzing it had to wait until I was back home in Iceland. 

Secondly I gathered data in the beginning of the rainy season and stayed at a 

guesthouse that had no air-condition and electricity only few hours a day – if I 

was lucky. That made the idea of sitting down and analyze data in high 

temperature and extreme humidity unbearable. Fortunately I got the chance to go 

back to the field in the summer of 2010 after having analyzed the data and almost 

finished writing the thesis. In 2010 I had better access to air-condition so I could 

analyze the few interviews I took that summer. 

 

5.4 Ethical issues 

Concerns for ethical issues should be a part of the research from the very 

beginning and it is important to take these issues into account during all the 

procedure (Kvale, 1996, p. 110). My research was no different and I had to take 

many ethical issues into account. Before arriving in Guinea-Bissau I got a 

research permission from INEP in Guinea-Bissau. My professor sent an inquiry to 
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INEP and got the answer that I did not need a special permission to perform the 

planned study. Since I was observing people that work with politically sensitive 

matters in a foreign politically volatile country I had to make sure that my 

research would not harm the participants in any way, for example that their 

answers on sensitive matters were not traceable back to them. 

According to Wolcott, a researcher has to take the golden mean and follow 

the words – ―what you don´t want others to do to you, you shouldn’t do to them‖ 

(Wolcott, 1999, p. 283). Due to the positions of most of my interviewees as the 

representatives of the government of Guinea-Bissau, foreign countries or 

international organizations in a volatile post-conflict country I will not reveal their 

names nor their nationality and occupation. I give them new names when referring 

to them in the presentation of my data. 

 

5.5 Summary 

In this chapter I have described the methods and methodology this research is 

based on. It is based on ethnography and methods used are participant 

observations and interviews. I stayed for two separate periods of five weeks each, 

in the field and observed and tried to understand the way my participants see my 

topic. When staying and living in the field with my informants it proved 

challenging to distinguish between when researching and when not. I did not use 

the real names of my participants in my results but rather give them aliases so 

their answers could not be traced back to them. In next chapter I will present the 

results of my research. 
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6 – Results 

In this chapter I put forward the results of the study. I want to stress that the 

results reflect my interpretation of the personal opinions of my participants and 

should not be used to generalize for other people in similar or different 

circumstances. Even though the results could apply for other circumstances results 

are always, as Kvale (1996) argues subject to the researcher’s interpretation and 

his communication with his participants. 

Democracy was one of the main themes in the study, along with the 

international community and its impact on democracy and the situation in Guinea-

Bissau. I analysed my data in accordance with the themes´ connection and their 

effect on elections and democratisation.  

In this chapter I start by describing my first impressions of the country and 

portray the situation in the capital Bissau. I then elaborate on the international 

community, its presence in Bissau, its effect on the country’s democratic situation 

and international election observation. After that I talk about the role of elections 

and reflect on my experience as an international election observer and describe 

my participant observation on Election Day during the 2009 Presidential elections 

in Guinea-Bissau. Lastly different views on democracy in Guinea-Bissau are 

covered and the main findings of the chapter summarized. 

 

6.1 The first impressions 

When arriving in Bissau for my fieldwork at 2 o´clock in the night I was excited 

to see and experience this country I had read so much about before arriving and 

heard about from my professor Jónína. The structural disorder of the state met me 

already at the airport.  

The airport building in Bissau is small and the passengers arriving walked 

out on the landing strip before entering the terminal. There was no fence 

surrounding the landing strip so people that had not been on the plane could 

already greet the passengers there, it was impossible to tell who was a passenger 
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and who was not. The landing strip was a bit of a chaos, the air was extremely 

humid, the temperature high and people were everywhere. I walked into the 

terminal building and went in line for passport control. Not everyone went in the 

line; some people walked past the line and just greeted the passport control staff, 

others walked past without saying a word. This was a strange procedure and I 

believe that I could have walked past the passport control without getting my 

passport checked, but since I did not want to take the chance to see what would 

happen if I did, I decided to be an obeying visitor and stand in line until it was my 

turn.  

After going through the passport control I went to get my bags. On my 

way out with my bags a man without a uniform stopped me and told me to get in a 

line by a table were people with no uniforms were going through the luggage of 

the passengers. I obeyed and someone, 

I think was working at the airport, 

searched my bag, but since the person 

did not have a uniform or an identity 

card I could not be sure. A bit dazed 

after my first experience of Guinea-

Bissau I went outside the terminal 

building and to my surprise found many 

marked taxies waiting for the arriving 

passengers. Later I found out that the 

taxi system in Bissau is well organised, 

and it is possible to get around the city 

in a taxi easily, cheaply and quickly.  

Guinea-Bissau was different 

from other African countries I had 

visited before. The majority of the 

people I met were friendly and relaxed 

despite of political turbulence that was 

affecting the country. Prior to my 

arrival I had followed the news and was 

well aware of the instability in the 

country and that the situation could change any minute. The fact that there was 

Photo 5 - In front of the UN building down 

town Bissau 

Photo: Guðrún Helga Jóhannsdóttir 

Photo 6 - The former Presidential Palace, 

down town Bissau. Its roof was hardly there 

anymore and most of the windows broken. 

Photo: Guðrún Helga Jóhannsdóttir 
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high degree of political instability in Guinea-Bissau was not the first thing that 

came into my mind when walking the streets of Bissau in the middle of the day. 

There was obvious poverty all around, with garbage 

being a big problem and trash all over, but the 

atmosphere in the country was relaxed and safe, 

which made me forget about its negative sides. 

There were many beautiful dilapidated houses in 

Portuguese style from the colonial time in Bissau. 

The former presidential palace, that had been 

bombed during the civil war in 1998 was still in its 

ruins. The streets had big potholes and the 

sidewalks were completely ruined. There were no 

traffic lights in Bissau and little or no lights for that 

matter after dark. Despite of the lack of infrastructure and political turbulence 

there was low level of criminal activity in the country. I did not get hassled and 

felt at ease and safe walking the streets, even at night. Security officer for the 

United Nations told us at pre-election briefing that despite of the political 

instability in Guinea-Bissau, it was a safe place for tourists. He claimed that those 

that had encountered problems in the country had been so unlucky to be situated 

at the wrong place at the wrong time; according to him, you will not find 

organized crimes against tourists or Westerners in Bissau.  

During one of our first nights in Bissau we got some explanation and first 

hand experiences why there were so few crimes in a country where, according to 

Michael and Nick, ―nothing‖ was working. We were woken up one night with 

massive noises that we did not figure out what was. First we thought it was an 

animal and at one point we managed to convince ourselves that it was a coup 

attempt. The noise kept us awake and I must admit scared us a bit. Not knowing 

what had kept us a wake the whole night, we woke up the next morning and asked 

the owner of our guesthouse what had been happening during the night. He 

answered calmly, like nothing was more natural, ―they were just beating up a 

thief‖. The night guard at the guesthouse and few more guards in neighbouring 

houses had detected a man that was trying to break into a house by the street, they 

caught him and beat him up for more than an hour. When asking more about this 

it was explained to us that this is the only way in Bissau, there is no police to call 

Photo 7 - Side walk down 

town Bissau 

Photo: Guðrún Helga 

Jóhannsdóttir 
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in case of an emergency and there are no working jails. Criminals put in jail can 

walk out of there the same day because there are no bars or doors to keep them 

inside, so beating up thieves puts an example and scares others from trying to 

steal (Michael, Nick). 

 

6.2 The international community 

During the time spent in Bissau I was lucky to be accepted as a part of the 

international ―elite‖ in town. The majority of my time was spent on talking to 

foreign journalists, diplomats and representatives of international organisations, in 

addition to a number of Bissau-Guineans, about the situation in the country. As 

already described, I was engaged in more or less formal conversations with a 

considerable number of people during the fieldwork. 

After spending a short period of time in Guinea-Bissau I noted that many 

of my interlocutors working for the international community talked about the 

country as the ―poor little thing‖. I heard statements like ―they can´t do any 

better‖, ―you can´t expect them to be able to do better‖ and if I dared to ask 

members of the international community some crucial questions I sometimes got 

the same answer: ―do you want war?‖ They had various views on their stay in the 

country; some loved it and were optimistic on its proceeding while others hated it 

and were hardly coping with staying there. I could occasionally feel some 

disrespect when talking to some of them; they looked at Guinea-Bissau as a 

troubled country and were not interested in staying there – it was only a stop on 

their way to other position. They drove drunk and were accompanied by local 

girls when leaving the clubs, one on Friday and another on Saturday. This was 

however not the rule and there were diplomats in Bissau that respected the 

country despite of not having faith in it and wanting to leave. One of them did for 

instance provide nine houses in his neighbourhood with electricity. He had lived 

there for one and a half year and wanted to contribute to the society while being 

―stuck‖. He was hoping that he would not have to stay for longer than two years, 

but when I returned one year later he was still ―stuck‖ and used every opportunity 

to express his wish to get away and was sure that he would be moving away in 

few months.  



63 

All the international diplomats I talked to agreed that their employees did 

not expect them to put up with a normal length of contract in Guinea-Bissau 

because it was considered a hardship country to live in. A normal contract for 

diplomats is four years, but their contract would most definitely be shortened 

(John, Nick). John, one of my informants had for instance been living in Bissau 

for just over a year at the best hotel in town, because there he had guaranteed 

electricity and water. He was a diplomat from another developing country. His 

family was in his home country as he did not want to bring his wife and children 

with him he said. At other instances, he informed me that he was in the process of 

divorce. I saw him frequently at the clubs in town, often leaving with local girls.  

He was sent to Guinea-Bissau against his will and he explained he would not have 

gone there if he had had a choice. He added that he was OK with two years ―in 

hell‖, because afterwards he would be awarded with a post in New York, and then 

he could start living again. He had moved to New York when I arrived one year 

later, so his idea of only two years in Bissau was right. I only met one diplomat 

working for an international organization that had stayed in Guinea-Bissau for 

longer than expected; she was from another developing country and had stayed in 

Guinea-Bissau for seven years and was not planning to leave soon; she had just 

started some project and wanted to follow it and see how it would go (Silvia). She 

belonged to those who loved and respected the country. 

The international media was present during the elections. Most of them 

were there for one or two weeks around the time of the elections but did not stay 

for the second round. Their opinion on the country was similar to that of the 

diplomats; they did not believe the country could improve and were not interested 

in staying there for longer than needed. Most of the journalists used the time spent 

in Bissau to cover other topics than the elections, like the alleged drug trafficking 

in the country. Unlike many of my informants, they rejected a formal tape-record 

interview. One of the journalists did not feel at ease being in Bissau at this time of 

political instability. I could sense his fear towards the country and he was 

constantly looking around to see if anyone was listening to our conversation at 

Kalliste, a restaurant in town. He seemed tenser than others I spoke with, though I 

could feel some tension among others on Election Day and few days prior to the 

elections. Fear of trouble seemed to reduce after the elections. 
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During the second fieldwork in 2010, I felt a different attitude towards and 

in the country. Still, there were two camps, those who hated Guinea-Bissau and 

were waiting to get away and those who loved the country. One woman who was 

on a short assignment for an international organisation was doing her best to apply 

for jobs all over because she did not want to leave after here contract ended. 

Another employee of an international organisation who had completed his 

contract had the same experience; he could well imagine staying longer working 

on developmental issues and security matters for an international organisation. 

Diplomats and employees for international organisations stay in Guinea-Bissau 

for different reasons, so does the international community. 

The motives behind the international community´s presence in fragile 

states have been widely debated, I asked my interviewees about the role of the 

international community in Bissau, why the international community cared and in 

fact if they thought they cared. My intention was to get their opinion on the 

motives behind the international community´s aid to Guinea-Bissau and its 

presence in the country. 

While some of the international experts were concerned with the so-called 

spill-over effects of fragile states, others stated they were there ―to help‖. Juan, a 

diplomat working for a Western embassy in Bissau, believed that the international 

community was present in Guinea-Bissau for various reasons. First of all he 

worried about the former mentioned spill-over effects and argued that if they did 

not try to do something there ―no one would want to pay the price‖. He said that 

the problems in Guinea-Bissau could worsen and might affect other countries. 

Still he did not believe they were helping there ―first of all they don´t help, they 

don´t help at all‖. Juan said that the government of Guinea-Bissau had not been 

honest when talking to the international community and that they wanted help and 

money but after they received the money ―they don´t answer and don´t fulfil the 

requirements, they don´t, they are negligent‖. Juan told me that many missions 

and international officials arrived in Bissau each week: ―I don´t know how many 

plans, projects and funds are here, and what for? You can´t see anything. Where is 

the electricity, where is the running water, where are the roads, where are the 

hospitals?‖ He claimed that he had been sitting at a table in front of the 

government telling them ―now we have got the money ... what do you want to 

do?‖ He maintained that they did not know what they wanted; their answer was 
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that they ―want the money‖. He wondered what they could do with the money: 

―they don´t have engineers, they don´t have well educated people. Sometimes it´s 

corruption, but other times just ignorance‖. Thus, Juan argued that the 

international community needed to make demands, it needed to demand that 

Guinea-Bissau behaved, ―as we do with our little children, if not, they are not 

going to learn … Ok, you have the money but we are going to build that road in 

that way and you have to fulfil these requirements‖. 

When asking Yao, an employee from the Chinese embassy in Bissau, 

about his country’s presence in Guinea-Bissau, he said that China felt a great 

responsibility to help African countries. He maintained that in Europe and in 

America there was a voice accusing China of having a hidden agenda wherever it 

was helping, that they were in Africa to exploit the countries. He argued that 

Guinea-Bissau was a good example of the opposite, because there were no 

Chinese enterprises in Guinea-Bissau, ―they are here only for support‖ he said. 

Carlos was a Bissau-Guinean working for the government of Guinea-Bissau; he 

had travelled extensively and lived abroad. He argued that the international 

community was ―helping‖ in Guinea-Bissau to set an example. He agreed with 

Juan and said that if the international community would not be present in Guinea-

Bissau “it could develop into another Liberia or another Sierra-Leone‖. The 

problems that could evolve in Guinea-Bissau with the absence of the international 

community would not be limited to Guinea-Bissau; the problems could affect 

other countries in the region.  

 

6.3 The army and the drugs 

My interlocutors all had firm opinions on the army in Guinea-Bissau. They all 

agreed that the army has had its share in causing the problems that Guinea-Bissau 

faces today and that the problems´ roots could be traced long back in time. I had 

my own personal experience of the chief of army during one of my first days in 

Bissau. 

I met the chief of army up close one of the nights I was in Bissau. One of 

my first days in Bissau, two weeks before the elections, I was meeting some 

diplomats and international reporters at a pub in town. I was impressed with the 
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amount of security that was in front of the bar, there were two pick-up trucks with 

soldiers on the back, armed with rifles. Since this was my first time out in Bissau I 

was sure that their presence was most definitely because of all the diplomats and 

Westerners that were at this bar. Walking in I saw many Westerners and some 

locals. I had been in there for a short time when one of the diplomats leaned over 

to me and told me that, ―there won’t be any coup attempt tonight‖. I was surprised 

and asked ―why‖. Then he pointed out an old gentleman and said ‖the chief of 

army is out having fun tonight, he doesn´t have time for it‖. After saying this he 

laughed and kept on talking to people like it was a natural thing. I was surprised 

and a bit intimidated by this news. There I was in a bar with the man that controls 

this country and if someone would decide to get control over the country he could 

as well do it this night, when the chief of army was out at a bar having his drink. 

This night was an eye opener for me. I had read about the chief of army in the 

news, about the assassinations that had taken place in Bissau and about the fact 

that the army controls the country. But that night I, me, myself was just few 

metres away from that man and in a situation that could easily turn into something 

else. A situation that could easily be read about in the headlines of the news the 

next day. 

The army in Guinea-Bissau has the reputation of being corrupt and have 

great powers in the country (Martin). Nick told me that ECOWAS paid the army 

an amount equal to three month salaries for the soldiers before the elections. He 

claimed that the soldiers never got their salaries; the money was used for other 

means. According to Malones, the Portuguese colonies had a tough and fierce 

fight against their colonial powers and the army has had great powers in the 

country since they inherited it – more or less – after the independence war against 

Portugal. Martin told me that most of the members of the army were former 

combatants that fought together during the civil war. Being a former combatant in 

Guinea-Bissau is a status recognized in the constitution. There are strong 

connections between them and they have a story of revenge. According to Martin, 

it is a kind of ―I give you this, you give me that‖. He further argued that their 

connection is strong and they are often connected through family relations long 

time back. ―I support you. I helped your family and your parents were friends of 

my parents‖, he told me that this was the way things worked in Africa. He added 

that the opposite could also be found, where people have done something against 
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each other ―…you tried something with my wife, or the wife of my cousin‖. It can 

have happened a long time ago, during the times of the civil war, but it is not 

forgotten and can become a problem years later.  

Malam Bacai Sanha´s advisors and supporters are from the old generation 

of PAIGC and Martin said that sometimes the president is a prisoner of a situation 

that he did not create himself. It was a situation that happened long time ago. 

Sanha was a former combatant and was respected because of that. He had friends 

in the military that he was fighting alongside and he was surrounded by people 

that were former combatants or were in the war against Portugal or at least in the 

civil war here.  

The army is alledgedly involved in the drug trafficking in Guinea-Bissau. 

Before going to Guinea-Bissau you cannot but notice the news in international 

media of the alleged drug trafficking going through the country. I asked my 

interviewees about their view on the situation.  

Whilst some believe that Guinea-Bissau is no more a narco-state than its 

neighbours in West-Africa others state that it is not a narco-state at all. Juan a 

Western diplomat said that after the murders in March 2009 there was a slight 

decrease in the drug-trafficking because of the prominence of the international 

community in the country. He maintained that the trafficking never disappeared, 

that it was increasing again and would stay there. According to him, the motives 

of the military was to get money through the drug trafficking. Martin agreed with 

Juan and said that today you did not see drug traffickers all around; according to 

him, it was easier to spot them in 2007. Still he believed that the drugs were 

present; he said that the country was ―full of drugs, it´s correct it´s full of drugs, 

but also Gambia and Senegal, sorry it´s the same‖.  

He claimed that the level of drug trafficking in the neighbouring countries 

was as grave as in Guinea-Bissau. He argued that the apprehensions every day in 

Portugal, Spain and France were much higher than the drugs that were estimated 

to be transferred through Guinea-Bissau. Martin continued and said that the 

trafficking in Guinea-Bissau was not massive; no one would be rich of the drug 

trafficking in there. There were few people receiving some money for looking the 

other way, a part from that the money connected to the trafficking was not in 

circulation in Guinea-Bissau. He claimed that the enormous mansions that drug 

barons in South America live in where not to be found in Guinea-Bissau.  
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Still he said that it was true that the drugs affected the country. He did not 

deny that and told me that they might affect some of the decisions taken and 

sometimes the most important ones, ―when you decide that it´s time to kill 

someone because he was interfering in your business, of course it´s important‖. 

Martin continued that it was likely that drugs had something to do with the killing 

of Nino, but it was not the only reason. It could be traced long back in time, ―these 

things they are not from yesterday, they are maybe from the war and people were 

from different sides and they were fighting for different ideas and after the war 

everyone was friend again on paper‖. It was only on paper though, because after 

the war some people obtained good positions in the government or the military, 

but others ended up with nothing. That actuated jealousy and a lot of anger was 

boiling underneath, ―we can´t blame everything on the drug‖ Martin says, ―it´s 

something else and much more‖. 

Not all accepted the allegations that Guinea-Bissau was a drug-trafficking 

state. Carlos, a high level employee for the government of Guinea-Bissau, claimed 

that Guinea-Bissau was not a drug trafficking state. He said that we could not 

argue that it was; because the drugs and the people that were growing and selling 

the drugs were in South America and the consumers were in Europe and the 

United States. He argued that the drug traffickers looked up fragile states like 

Guinea-Bissau to exploit, because ―we are a very poor state, we don´t have the 

means to guard our coast‖. Guinea-Bissau has over 80 islands, with only 15 or 16 

of them inhabited, which are according to Carlos, ‖impossible to control‖. Carlos 

explained: 

It´s not the state, it´s me [Carlos] that does something and take part in 

the drug trafficking, it´s not the state, it´s a single person that is 

responsible for it. It´s you that commit the crime and it´s you that is 

responsible, not the state. It´s not the state, it´s the person. It´s maybe 

10 or 15 people that are involved in the drug trafficking, the rest is not 

(Carlos). 
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6.4 International election observation 

International election observers were conspicuous in the city of Bissau during the 

elections. The days before the elections one could see signs of the EU election 

observation mission all around. Marked cars were parked in front of many pubs, 

ministries and embassies.  

I interviewed the EUs media analyst, but she like most of the people I 

talked to formally on the elections in 2009 only wanted to give me standard 

information that I could read about in their reports and gave me some written 

material. I got all of EU´s press releases and a preliminary statement on the 

elections. I was not happy with the information I got. I had travelled all the way to 

Guinea-Bissau to do a research on elections and I wanted to get some hands on 

information and my interviewees’ analysis of the elections and the situation in 

Guinea-Bissau, not information I could have found online
8
. Therefore I decided to 

use my connection to the UN system as a Secretary General for the United 

Nations Association of Iceland and went to visit the UN headquarters in Bissau. 

Before going there I was told by people living in Bissau that it was difficult to get 

into the UN building, because of their strict security (Michael).  

When walking towards the building it seemed to be right. There was a gate 

with guards that I had to enter. I decided to try my luck, talked to the guards and 

they let me in. When inside the building I had to go through security check and a 

metal detector. But before going through the metal detector I was asked to put my 

purse on a table besides it. I walked through and then got my purse, which had not 

been searched or looked in at all. I found it rather strange to have gone through all 

this level of security without having my purse checked, that could easily have 

contained numbers of guns or bombs. This is a good example of many of my 

experiences of the authorities in Bissau. They have the gate, they have the guards, 

they have the metal detector, but the staff does not get the appropriate training to 

use it the right way. Fortunately there was a slight improvement in this in 2010 

then I was asked to open my purse but it was not searched or x-rayed. When 

inside the building I spoke to an election specialist at UNDP and asked him if 

there would be any possibility to follow the work of the UN and to be involved in 

                                                             
8 Fortunately people were more willing to discuss the elections in 2010. 
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the elections in some way. He told me that he doubted that I could be involved 

since I was not a part of any organization. He advised me to try to contact the 

National Elections Commission (CNE) that was responsible for the overall 

supervision and control of the elections process, as well as for the general conduct 

of the voting operations. He gave me the name of the head of the commission and 

wished me good luck. 

Early next day I and my friend Hulda decided to visit the headquarters of 

the CNE. There we were welcomed and brought to the office of the President of 

CNE Desjado Lima Da Costa. The CNE is led by a President, who along with the 

other members of the secretariat, was appointed by the President of the Popular 

National Assembly (ANP) on 26 March following the recommendation of the 

parliamentary groups and approval by the Parliament (UNDP´s Final Report on 

the elections, 2009). Lima Da Costa did not speak English or French so our 

communication with him went through his assistants who were present in the 

room and translated for him. After a good conversation with Mr Lima Da Costa 

he granted us the permission to be election observers. This meant that during the 

2009 Presidential elections in Guinea-Bissau we were independent election 

observers from Iceland and observed the elections as an independent election 

observation mission along with ten other observation missions. We were 

extremely glad and surprised with the friendly welcome we received and looked 

forward to mastering the technique of election observation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 8- My observation ID card I carried around on 

Election Day. 
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Table 7 - Election observation missions during 1st and 2nd round of the elections. 

Other election observation missions that observed the 

first round of the elections were: 

The European Union: 21 observer  

CPLP: 22 observers 

The West African Monetary Union: 12 observers 

The African Union: 25 observers 

U.S. State Department: 5 observers 

Canadian Embassy: 1 observer 

ECOWAS: 46 observers 

International Organization of the Francophonie: 4 

observers 

UK: 3 observers 

Japan: 1 observer 

  

Observers observing the second round were: 

European Union: 21 observers 

CPLP: 22 observers 

The West African Monetary Union: 12 observers 

The African Union: 24 observers + 4 core team 

U.S. State Department: 5 observers 

Canadian Embassy: 2 observers 

ECOWAS: 57 observers + 8 core team 

International Organization of the Francophonie: 5 

observers 

Iceland: 4 observers 

UK: 1 oberver 

Japan: 1 observer 

RADDHO (Senegal): 5 observers 

Other African NGOs: 3 observers 

 

I interviewed Denis who is working for the United Nations on electoral 

matters on post-conflict elections in general. Denis has worked on election 

procedures and helped organize elections all over the world and was sent to 

Bissau for the presidential elections in 2009. I asked him about the term free and 

fair, if he believed that free and fair elections in Guinea-Bissau and Africa in 

general were the same as free and fair elections in the developed world. He told 
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me that within the UN system they did not use the term free and fair anymore. 

Because free and fair was an ―ideal‖ of how elections should be conducted not 

instructions or guidelines. He said that election observation was a tool to improve 

elections, to improve elections towards the ideal. He did not believe that it was 

possible to have a red line that said what it took to say that elections were properly 

run, according to him, everything was variable, and it depended on the situation 

each and every time. He claimed that if the conduct of the election was likely to 

break down the rule of law in a country then elections should not be held. Denis 

argued that there were many grey areas regarding elections, ―if you say free and 

fair, what is free and what is absolutely fair? I say credible under the 

circumstances‖ (Denis).  

He continued and said that there were no absolute rules of what an 

observer might come across while observing, according to him, elections took 

place in technical and political context and reminded that an observer should be 

aware of that context. He further reminded that if elections were only technical 

observations EU missions would not be led by parliamentarians. According to 

Denis, it is important that observers are ―people who are politically savvy‖. There 

are various kinds of observers, short-term and long-term observers. While the 

short-term observers stay in the country only for some days around the elections, 

the long-term observers stay for weeks sometimes months and observe the process 

leading up to the elections, such as voters registration and voters education. An 

international election observer is expected to judge the elections he watches based 

on international standards and his or her own judgement. Elections are a long and 

complicated process that is expected to contribute to development and democracy, 

their role in democratisation has however been debated. 

 

6.5 The role of elections 

I asked my interlocutors what they thought of the 2009 presidential elections and 

elections and democracy in general. I asked them if they believed that good 

elections meant democracy. In other words, if they believed that elections were a 

tool for democracy? 

The importance of post-conflict elections tended to be underlined in their 

answers despite general disbelief in a causal relationship between elections and 
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democracy. Juan, a diplomat in a Western embassy in Bissau, believed that the 

answer to the question if election meant democracy depended on the meaning of 

the term democracy. He believed that elections were a tool for democracy, but 

maintained that elections were in no way identical with democracy: 

If we understand democracy as I do, as just the form of government of 

the separation of powers in order to preserve legal rights. Then we 

don´t have democracy. Because not only them, but also us we usually 

identify democracy with elections, but I don´t think that democracy is 

just elections. Elections are a part, actually it is an instrument for 

democracy, but it is not an essence of democracy (Juan). 

I also interviewed an employee at the Chinese embassy in Guinea-Bissau: 

Me: Do you feel that elections improve democracy? Do you feel that 

there is a link between good elections and democracy? 

Yao: Elections are a demonstration of democracy, because it´s 

something fair and transparent.  

Me: So improving elections, will improve democracy? 

Yao: Free elections are a demonstration of democracy. 

Carlos, a Bissau-Guinean working for the government of Guinea-Bissau, 

told me that in his view there was not a link between elections and democracy, the 

most important thing was to gain peace. In his view it was bad for democracy to 

have democratic elections and then after the elections the president got killed. He 

believed that peace had to be established and the foundation for democracy before 

it was possible to start electing.  

According to the international community, elections are essential for peace 

making and peace keeping, which raises the question what is the driving force 

behind post-conflict elections. Thus, I asked my interviewees who was demanding 

elections in Guinea-Bissau. I asked them if the initiative for elections came from 

the government and the people of Guinea-Bissau or if it was a pressure from the 

international community. Carlos and Malones, both Bissau-Guineans said that the 

initiative came from Guinea-Bissau - Guineans were holding elections because 

they wanted to. Yao agreed and said that ―it is the will of the people, because 

everybody wants to express themselves by voting‖. Carlos continued to say that 
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the people of Guinea-Bissau wanted elections because they believed it would 

bring them democracy; he argued that ―all of Guinea-Bissau citizens feel that we 

need to do something to get democracy and to get democracy we need to do 

elections‖. He added that both the citizens and the structure of the state needed 

elections, but that Guinea-Bissau had some financial and economic problems 

when implementing elections. To overcome these problems the country needed 

various support from the international community, financial and other (Carlos). 

Juan did not agree with Carlos, he believed that Guineans were not having 

elections because they wanted to, but because they needed to in order to receive 

the development assistance promised from the international community. Martin an 

employee for an international organisation in Bissau chimed in with Juan on that, 

he said that most African countries, particularly Guinea-Bissau wanted the 

appreciation of the international community. With 80% of Guinea-Bissau´s 

budget coming from ODA he said they needed to get that money to survive, so 

they according to him, would need to behave and do what the international 

community wanted in order to receive aid: 

So it´s good if you have the international community with you, not 

because they are giving you money, but because for the international 

community if you are respecting the rules and if you are a good 

student, then you can seek support from the international community 

(Martin). 

 

6.6 The Presidential elections 28th of June 2009 

As already mentioned, I was a short-term international election observer during 

the Presidential elections in Guinea-Bissau in 2009. I was excited to get the 

chance to experience first-hand how elections in one of the poorest post-conflict 

countries in the world took place and to follow the election campaign prior to the 

elections.  

Already at the airport arriving in Bissau I saw men wearing T-shirts with a photo 

of Malam Bacai Sanha and his slogan Hora Tchica (e. the time is ripe). When I 

returned to Bissau a year later I could still see some people wearing those same T-
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shirts. People in Bissau do not 

necessarily vote for the ones that are on 

the T-shirts they wear, they might just 

want a new T-shirt and the photo on it 

can be irrelevant.  

Candidates for the presidential elections 

use various techniques to reach their 

supporters often in a vivid and 

entertaining way. All over one could see 

posters with the candidates or with the 

slogan for the election campaign that 

was also the title of the very popular 

campaign theme song, which was 

composed especially for the 2009 

elections: ―ANÓS I GUINEENSIS 

ANÓS I N’SON!‖ (We are Guineans, 

we are one!). Many places people were 

dancing to loud music. The music either 

came from a candidates’ campaign 

office or big trucks that were driving the 

streets with big speakers, playing loud music and 

people on the back screaming and 

cheering for their candidate. The 

campaigning was noisy and 

interesting to experience. 

According to an informant 

working for the United Nations, the atmosphere 

before the elections was intense and people were 

afraid that they could trigger further instability, even 

war (Denis). Because of that fear of disturbances or 

revolt there was a ban for selling alcohol from the 

Friday before the elections and diplomats working 

Photo 9 - Women in Quinhamel wearing T-

shirts with photo of presidential candidate 

Malam Bacai Sanha. 

Photo: Guðrún Helga Jóhannsdóttir 

Photo 9 - Big truck driving the streets of 

Bissau campaigning. 

Photo: Guðrún Helga Jóhannsdóttir 

Photo 10 - Election 

campaigning at a square 

down town Bissau. Loud 

music being played and 

posters all over. 

Photo: Guðrún Helga 

Jóhannsdóttir 

Photo 11 - Poster 

with the 

campaigns slogan. 
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in Guinea-Bissau were advised not to go out during the election weekend, the ban 

was cancelled the Monday after the elections (John).  

There were two election observers for the European Union staying at the 

same guesthouse as we stayed at. On one of the campaigning days when the noise 

was at its peak one of them got hysteric; the other was calmer but still followed 

the hysteric one. They arrived at the guesthouse with their driver, run into their 

rooms and packed their bags. They came to us where we stood at the veranda 

watching the big trucks driving past and told us that the EU suspects that 

something bad might be on the way that the election campaign might evolve into a 

riot. We did not feel threatened and decided to keep watching the campaign, but 

actually started gauging at the EU women running back and forth. They came to 

us and invited us with them to the EU embassy and gave us their phone number so 

we would be ready and have the right contacts if it would come to an evacuation 

of foreigners from Bissau. The two women left and came back late in the evening 

from the EU embassy, while we enjoyed the beauty of a Bissau-Guinean election 

campaign and watched the people of Guinea-Bissau dance on the streets and smile 

in support of their candidate, or just take part in the celebration. 

When talking to members of the international community and Westerners 

living and working in Bissau I noticed 

that many of them wanted Henrique 

Rosa as a President, some agreed that he 

would be the best thing that could 

happen to Guinea-Bissau. They said that 

they would vote for Rosa because they 

wanted change and believed that he 

could bring that to the country, they 

trusted him to democratize the country. 

According to them, the people voting for Rosa were the ones that wanted 

infrastructure and development for the country. Unfortunately, according to 

Michael and Eric, the diaspora citizens of Guinea-Bissau living abroad were a part 

of this group and the diaspora could not vote. The diaspora were around 200.000 

people, but they were, according to election law, only allowed to vote in 

parliamentary elections not in presidential elections (Michael, Eric).  

Photo 11 - Presidential candidate Henrique 

Rosa talking to the media on Election Day. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 
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People I talked to seemed to cross their fingers and hope that Kumba Yala 

would not win the elections, many people were afraid of him and many said that 

getting him as a president would be the worst thing that could happen to this 

country (Michael, Eric). I saw him once from a distance; he stood at the back of a 

truck that drove the streets of Bissau with an axe on his shoulder and his red hat 

on his head. Kumba Yala is an interesting and controversial character.  

Malam Bacai Sanha is quite the opposite, when asking about him there 

were no concrete opinions, my informants seemed to believe that he was a neutral 

candidate and that not much would change if he came in power. They were not 

against him per se, ―he could be nice too, at least he would definitely be better that 

Kumba Yala‖ Michael said. Malam Bacai Sanha was the candidate of the biggest 

political party in the country PAIGC. Michael told me that he actually was not 

sure who would vote for Malam Bacai Sanha, be believed he was a pretty weak 

candidate. 

I had asked for a permission at the UN to 

have my professor Jónína Einarsdóttir, her 

husband Dr. Geir Gunnlaugsson and their son 

Gunnlaugur Geirsson as our assistants during our 

observing on Election Day. Luckily that 

permission was granted. I and my friend Hulda 

observed different polling stations, my professor 

Jónína helped in translating and describing to us 

the surroundings and the people we encountered, her husband Dr. Geir was the 

organizer, he chose polling stations to observe and organized our day and their 

son Gunnlaugur had the important task of a photographer, so thanks to him we 

had numerous photos of all aspects of Election Day.
9
 

                                                             
9 In the second round of the elections there were four election observers from Iceland, my 

professor Jónína Einarsdóttir, Dr. Geir Gunnlaugsson, Gunnlaugur Geirsson and an Icelandic PhD 

student, Sigridur Baldursdottir that had just arrived to Guinea-Bissau to do her fieldwork. 

Photo 12 - The sign that allowed 

us to travel around the capital on 

Election Day. 
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On Election Day the Polling 

Stations opened at 07:00 am, our driver 

picked us up in a nice United Nations 

marked Toyota Land Cruiser armed 

with a sign in the front window that 

allowed us to travel on election day, all 

cars that did not have such a sign were 

not allowed to be on the roads on 

election day itself. This team of six 

drove off to our first polling station 

Discoteca Bolama in Bandim.  

When we arrived at 06:45 the voters were already standing in a straight 

line and waited patiently. The staff of the polling station started voting and then 

opened the line for the voters to start their voting. The voting procedure was done 

in a proper manner, except for that it seemed to be some misunderstanding about 

the sealing of the ballot box. This was a problem both we and other election 

observers experienced at many polling stations. We did not consider that a major 

problem because at each polling station there was a big crowd and the ballot box 

was in the majority of the cases well visible to the staff and the representatives of 

the political parties. The sealing of the boxes had been improved in the second 

round of the elections. We also came across some other minor problems during 

our observation such as the voting booth was not situated in a place where the 

secrecy of the vote was secured and the staffs of the 

polling stations were not wearing their uniforms. 

One polling station was within 50 metres from a 

police station and there were soldiers sitting not far 

from the polling station. We could also see signs 

that sacrifices in traditional Balanta style had been 

made at one of the houses chosen as a polling 

station.  

There was some surveillance by the CNE on 

Election Day on how the procedure was going. We 

met a man from the CNE at one polling station who 

was driving between polling stations and making sure everything was is order. 

Photo 14 - Ballot box in the 

middle of the street, well 

visible to everyone. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 13 - Ballot paper, voters list and some 

other documents at a polling station. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 
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The minor concerns we found did not in our belief affect the voting itself or the 

free and fairness of the elections as a whole. Elections in Guinea-Bissau are held 

under difficult circumstances, the majority of the polling stations are under open 

air and when trying to locate them we had to ask the neighbours, because our 

instructions sometimes only indicated the neighbourhood and then ―in John´s 

garden‖. In the middle of the day these circumstances caused some troubles when 

heavy rains started to pour down and the polling staff had to relocate the polling 

stations to protect ballot papers and voters lists. This little interruption was in my 

view solved in a proper manner and the polling stations we visited found a good 

place close to the original location where they had some shelter from the rain. 

 

Following photos show the election procedure: 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Photo 15 - Voters ID is checked by polling 

station staff. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 
Photo 16 - Voter casting her 

vote. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 17 - Disabled voter getting assistance. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 20 - Putting the ballot 

paper in the ballot box. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 18 - Voter with insolveble ink on her 



80 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

We visited 15 polling stations 

during the day. The procedure at each 

polling station was as follows: the voter 

came to the table where the polling 

station staff sat, showed his or her 

identification card and got a ballot. The 

voter stepped aside to the polling booth to 

cast his or her vote, and then put the 

ballot in the ballot box. After having put the ballot in 

the box the voter returned to the table were the staff 

sat and got insolvable ink on his or her finger. As a 

respectable researcher I had to try the ink on my 

finger too and I can confirm that it is completely 

insolvable. I still had traces of the ink on my finger 

two weeks after the elections and in the end I peeled 

it off my finger with some pain. Still afterwards I the 

ink left a colour on my skin. There were some voters 

that said that it could be removed with lemon or a 

gasoline if done within minutes after it is put on, I 

did not try that though.  

Photo 24 - My finger with 

insolvable ink on it. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 23 - Polling station in Bissau. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 21 - Voter getting an 

insolvable ink on her finger 

after voting 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 22 - Voter that had just voted shows 

her finger with the insolvable ink and her 

ID card. 
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The competing candidates in the 

elections were 11, but the ballot paper 

consisted of 13 candidates. One candidate 

was killed prior to the elections and one 

withdrew. The ballot papers were not 

reprinted because they were expensive, 

also because of lack of time; it took time 

to print them and they were printed in 

Portugal. 

The ballot 

papers were very accessible for both literate and 

illiterate people; both the name of the candidate and 

photo were clearly seen. The voter could then either 

cast his or her vote by putting an X or a fingerprint 

somewhere around the name or the photo of the 

candidate. The ballots were not invalid if the vote 

was cast outside the box behind the candidate and 

some people even put their fingerprint on the 

candidates face. 

At the end of the day before closing of the 

polling stations we arrived at Discoteca Boloma in Bandim again and observed 

the closing of the polling station, which took place at 17:00 pm. The president of 

the polling station read each vote up 

aloud and showed the audience outside 

the polling station and watched the 

process. I felt that this process was 

very democratic; the voters could be in 

the audience and watch what came out 

of the ballot box. After the counting the 

representatives of the political parties 

signed the results and then the results 

were announced at polling station. 

There were around 400 voters 

Photo 25 - The polling stations were well 

marked. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 26 - Counting of the 

votes. Everyone is shown the 

ballot paper to verify it. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 27 - Raining on Election Day. Rain in 

Bissau often looks more like a flood. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 
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registered at the Discoteca Boloma polling station and the voter turnout was 

approximately 50% so the votes the president read up loud and put in a relevant 

pile for counting were around 200. The voter turnout overall in the elections was 

around 60% which is less than normally which is approximately 80%. Some 

blamed the low voter turn-out on the massive rain in the middle of the day, but 

Carlos, a Bissau-Guinean working for the government of Guinea-Bissau, said that 

it was due to the killing of the President, ―people were very very upset with this 

situation. I think it´s the reason‖ (Carlos). 

After the counting was done the 

president of the polling station waited for 

a van, which was guarded by armed 

soldiers. He went with his votes in the 

van down to a CNE house were all the 

votes in the country were transferred to 

and kept during the night. We followed 

the van and counted the incredible 

number of people and ballot boxes that 

could fit this van, even when we were 

sure that the van was completely full, they could still fit another man with his 

ballot box. There was some degree of chaos at the CNE house when the votes 

were being brought from the polling stations. I followed the president with the 

votes into the house into a specific room marked after neighbourhoods were the 

votes were received by CNE staff.  

The day after the elections I was 

invited to the UN headquarters on a 

debriefing of the elections. On this 

debriefing all heads of missions were 

present and discussed the elections and 

press releases they would make later on. 

As I and Hulda were not a part of any 

mission, but independent observers I was 

invited to take part as the head of the 

Icelandic independent elections 

Photo 28 - The president of the polling 

station bringing his ballot box with votes to 

the van. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 

Photo 29 - Armed guards in front of a van 

outside the CNE house. 

Photo: Gunnlaugur Geirsson 
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observation mission. There we also had the head of mission from the African 

Union, Portuguese speaking countries, Ecowas, CNE, the Japanese embassy in 

Dakar, Senegal, UNOGBIS, UNDP and the head of UN in Guinea-Bissau. The 

meeting lasted half an hour and took place in English, French and Portuguese. 

Participants present at the meeting all agreed that the elections had been properly 

conducted apart from some minor details. The same details we had discovered 

during our observation, like the sealing of the ballot boxes. Still all agreed that 

this did not influence the overall process of the elections. One of the participants 

with a wide experience as an election observer said that ―these are the best 

conducted elections‖ he had experienced. Even though everyone agreed on the 

success, the election observation missions were urged to be careful of what they 

put in their press releases. Little would be needed to trigger anger and a UN 

representative said that ―we don´t want to put oil on the fire‖ and that each and 

every word put in the press releases and reports had to be well thought through, 

because ―we don´t want another war‖. This is a sentence I often heard during my 

stay in Guinea-Bissau when asking people questions about the elections and their 

implementation. My interviewees all agreed that the elections went very well. 

Juan said that the elections were: 

African elections, they were approved by the international community. 

All the missions which were here said that they were more or less a 

clear elections, but, I repeat of African standards or whatever 

standard, but not us by our standard ... the media here, the radio, the 

media here doesn´t work at all (Juan). 

Carlos agreed with Juan and said the elections had been a success and he 

thought democracy was especially important for Africa and in particular for 

Guinea-Bissau, ―because in the last 10 years my country knows many crises and 

for me I think this last presidential elections is very very important for us, for 

starting the way to development‖. 

In my second fieldwork a year later asked if the country had seen any 

change since Malam Bacai Sanha took power my informants did not agree. One of 

the informants I met in 2009 and again during my second fieldwork in 2010 still 

had a negative attitude towards the country and was still waiting to get away from 

there. His negativity reflected in his answers and believes of the country. He said 
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that the army still controlled Guinea-Bissau and no elections would change that. 

Nothing had changed, there were no improvements and would not be. He told me 

that the army general and Prime Minister were friends and had worked together 

until the first of April events
10

 when something happened between them. After 

that the army general had the Prime Minister jailed and started working with 

Malam Bacai Sanha. He repeated that nothing had changed in this one year since 

Sanha came in to power, ―he is now just enjoying life as a President and doesn´t 

care the slightest about his people and anyway it isn´t him that is in power‖ 

(Nick).  

Yao from the Chinese embassy told me there were some changes since 

Sanha took power, first more, new, good cars and second more white people 

coming to the country. I asked him if this was a positive change, he said yes and 

told me that also now, people in Guinea-Bissau were talking more and more about 

development and economy, not only about war (Yao). Malones, who maintained 

that he was an optimist, told me that the country was slowly trying to stabilize 

both the government and the military. He said that there were a lot of initiatives 

by Guinean organizations especially NGOs, ―to listen to the military, to listen to 

the government, to listen to all the society, all the sectors of society‖. He believed 

that the country was at crossroads and was optimictic that with overall reform 

progress could be made, the army being the priority. 

 

6.7 Democracy in Guinea-Bissau 

When asking my interviewees if they believed that there was democracy in 

Guinea-Bissau the answers varied according to the origin of the interviewee. 

Political advisors of international organizations or diplomats from Western 

countries believed that one could not say that democracy was present in Guinea-

Bissau, but diplomats from developing countries and nationals of Guinea-Bissau 

argued the opposite. Most of them questioned the definition of the term 

democracy. 

                                                             
10 When Prime minister Carlos Gomes Junior was detained and the chief of the army replaced. 
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According to Carlos, democracy is formally in Guinea-Bissau, but often 

not in practice. He took the 1st of April 2010 events and the assassinations in 

March 2009 as an example where democracy was not working in practice: 

I can say we have democracy and at another side say no we do not 

have democracy. Because we have the killings and in democracy that 

is not possible … We have the state, the head of state, the government, 

parliament and justice, all these four structures … I think we´ve got 

democracy formally, but in practice we don´t have democracy 

(Carlos). 

Yao, from the Chinese embassy claimed that there are different kinds of 

democracy and that democracy varied from country to country. He associated 

democracy with development and said that it was the ―final project of 

democracy‖. Martin agreed with Yao about democracy being miscellaneous and 

argued that even though the concept of democracy was universal it was possible 

to have different levels and that democracy in Europe and Africa was not the 

same. He asked if we could even say that we had 100% democracy in all 

European countries. He said that because Guinea-Bissau organized elections every 

four or five years, had election campaign where everyone could participate and 

asked the international community for assistance to pay the associates costs, we 

could say that there was some level of democracy there. He continued saying that 

they were not perfect and that great deal of government money were probably 

being used for campaigning for the ruling party. He claimed that the government 

was using state resources and employees working at the ministries on 

campaigning, instead of doing their usual work. He maintained that: 

About one month before the elections the ministries are not working, 

because all the people working there are campaigning for the party 

that is in charge. They can do whatever they want for the party. They 

can use the cars of the government. The money from the party and the 

money from the government are mixed and there is a big confusion 

what money comes from where. 
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According to him, there was political freedom in the country that could be 

seen in the fact that the ruling party did not always win elections and there were 

representatives of other parties at the national assembly (Martin). Malones agreed 

with Martin that because Bissau-Guineans carry out well organised elections it 

could be said that there was democracy in Guinea-Bissau. He said that there was 

democracy in a formal way but they were still learning how things work. 

in a formal way there is a democracy. If you look at the substantial 

aspects of democracy you will see that democracy might not be in use 

in … in many other countries. But here you have a country that has a 

democracy that is more developed. And here people value a lot 

elections and vote and those kinds of things. So there is a democracy, 

but there are certain areas of the society of the country, that are not. 

Haven´t experienced that. You know that in [my country] we left a 

dictatorship in like 1989 or something and for 2 or 3 elections there 

was this discussion - is this a democracy - and people can’t and don’t 

know how to vote, they don´t know how to choose. Now a day we are 

much better, 30 years later, 25 years later more or less. So this is a 

democracy (Malones).  

Malones continued and said that still there were always some actors that tried to 

sabotage the electoral process. He considered that a problem, he said that Bissau-

Guineans did not only have the problem of poverty, democracy and accepting 

election results, but also the problem of bureaucracy. He recommended that the 

international community would be more comprehensive in its efforts of tackling 

these problems (Malones). Juan, a diplomat working for a Western embassy in 

Bissau, maintained that big part of the problems of Guinea-Bissau were because it 

was a communist state, with a single party in power for 30 years, he believed the 

communism ruined things for Guinea-Bissau. He said that it was questioned if the 

civil society in the country existed at all; it was questioned if Guinea-Bissau made 

a transition from communism to a free society.  

We´ve got here more than 20 ministries and huge bureaucracy, we 

don´t know the actual number of civil servants… the relationship 

between the citizens and the state and whatever it´s been a bomb. And 
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until now there is a question if the civil society here exists… I mean 

it´s destroyed it´s very harmless. That´s why it´s too difficult to make 

any change here (Juan). 

Michael and Laure supported Juan’s arguments and me that the public 

administration in Bissau was ill functioning with enormous bureaucracy, 

according to them, it could take half a year to get a birth certificate and all 

communication could take very long time. Laure claimed that people in Bissau 

believed that the ―public administration is out of reach for the public‖. Michael 

said that the people were tired and unhappy, they did not see the advantage of 

democracy and they looked back at the colonial time as romantic. He said that the 

people living in Bissau did not believe that their vote counted. The people saw 

that the international community came and observed elections and they saw when 

the elections were given a ―green light‖. Still nothing changed and the army kept 

controlling the country, ―because the international community doesn´t care‖ he 

continued. I could feel the sense of hopelessness in his voice. Fernandi a Bissau-

Guinean living and working in Bissau wanted to make it clear and stress the fact 

that it were not the people of Guinea-Bissau that were the problem, it was the 

army. He told me that ―The people are good‖, that they were not the problem and 

they just wanted to live a good life. It was the army that kept causing problems. 

After asking if there was democracy in Guinea-Bissau, I asked how 

democracy could be improved or imposed in the country. Most agreed that 

democracy was a process. Martin an employee working for an international 

organization emphasized the importance of supporting the civil society, to give 

them means to do their work and keep people in Guinea Bissau. He argued that 

the most important thing was to keep people in Guinea-Bissau because there the 

―more intelligent, or the ones that have had the means to study they leave the 

country‖. He claimed that the doctors, lawyers and teachers were not in Guinea-

Bissau anymore, they had left because there was nothing to have for them there. 

He told me that many Bissau-Guineans were working for international 

organisations abroad, some because they do not have work in Guinea-Bissau. 

Martin continued to say that democratisation was a long process, not something 

that one could expect to change overnight. He took an example of the police; the 

police officers were just normal people from Guinea-Bissau that did not have any 
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formal training at all. He claimed that they were just put in a uniform and then 

became police officers. Being in a uniform gave them some kind of power, they 

could do what they wanted, even abuse their position – no one would stop them.  

They are just the same person as they were before they put on a 

uniform and know nothing about what a police-officer should do, 

because they don´t get any training. If you don´t have training or 

never went to school, or even if you went to school the school here 

does not give you training. It´s not math or Portuguese they have to 

know, but other things, it´s all a process. We should start from the 

beginning, they don´t know anything, they need education (Martin). 

Juan believed that attempts to democratize the country needed to come 

from abroad, ―we all agree here [that] changes have to be made. That may not be 

very politically correct, but in my view the help to do that has to come from 

abroad‖. He argued that Guinea-Bissau did not have the means to democratize by 

itself, they did not have the arms and tools to do so he said and added, ―because I 

don´t know if they want to. The main change the international community has 

been trying to make here is the security sector reform, and they don´t want it‖ 

(Juan). Malones agreed with the others saying that it was a long process. 

According to him, the government was doing a good job, ―they have a lot of 

initiatives but this is a long process. We must keep this track. I believe that we 

must keep this track‖. He emphasized the importance for actors in the field to me 

more comprehensive in terms of security, development, facing the poverty 

problem, the energy problem and other issues. Yao from the Chinese embassy did 

not have a complete idea of the best way to improve democracy. He emphasised 

the importance of increasing development, according to him, that was the main 

thing. He said that what was good for development was good for Guinea-Bissau 

and said that ―development and democracy are twins, by increasing development 

you increase democracy‖. Carlos had certain ideas of what was needed to gain 

democracy; according to him, peace was the basis for both democracy and 

development. The first was to gain peace and then it was possible to start thinking 

about other things. In his view reforming the armed forces was the priority if the 

country was to change for the better and reform ―at the same time the security 
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sector, defence sector and the justice sector‖. He argued that without reforming 

those sectors peace, development and democracy would not be possible. I asked 

him to clarify his answer if he thought that the most important thing was to 

strengthen the country´s institutions and asked him about the people’s part in this 

process. He then told me that he believed that the people wanted elections and 

believed in them for democracy, but to be able to have good elections you needed 

peace which was the foundation for democracy. 

… our people are giving many examples, they need democracy and 

they like democracy. You can see six months after they killed the 

president you put elections and all the people go to the polling 

stations, it´s very good. You don´t see this in other countries, because 

when you kill the president it´s very bad, it´s a problem, but with us 

it´s not like that. Six months after the killing we go to the elections 

without problem. I think my people like elections; my people feel the 

only way to democracy is elections. Elections are the only way to 

democracy and democracy is the only way to clarify the position. And 

for elections you need democracy (Carlos). 

Juan agreed with Carlos about reforming, he believed in building up the 

institutions, building up the state to a civilized one. He said the problem of 

Guinea-Bissau today was previous and that it was only taking its first steps 

towards democracy. According to him, the problems of Guinea-Bissau are not if 

the elections or the judiciary system work or not. It is a problem of state building, 

―building institutions and a transition from non-civilized society or country or 

whatever, to a civilized one. To a more sophisticated that would be a democracy‖. 

Juan did not believed that Guinea-Bissau was just taking its first steps towards 

democracy and that the people of the country were not mature enough to 

democratise, in his view the country would be better off if it was ruled by a 

dictator.  

I mean in the streets, people sometimes think that the country needs 

more discipline and order and respect. I think these people are not 

mature. I mean population and the politicians. That´s why I always 

say it´s a previous problem. The problems of the country are not 
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elections or if the constitution is presidential, semi presidential, 

parliamentary etc. It is a problem of civilization and what we 

understand as civilization, institutions and rule of law. They don´t 

have that! I don´t mean that they are savages. But we cannot say that 

this country is like other countries, it´s not. When you live here you 

realize that it´s not like that, no. It is a problem of education of 

civilization.  

He continued saying that he was not arguing that the country should regain 

its colonial position. He said that it was a fact that the people of the country were 

not civilized, educated or responsible. According to him, the problems of the 

country are huge and reach beyond the elite, military and politicians, the public 

was also the country´s problem. It is also the people, they‖don´t demand anything 

and in fact they don´t want to be demanding, they don´t like work at all‖. He 

claimed that corruption was widespread and the lack of infrastructure was visible 

all over.  

All you can see is what the Portuguese had here, they [Bissau-

Guineans] haven´t built anything. The roads, the buildings, we don´t 

have electricity at all. What we have comes from the Portuguese, 40 

years ago. They don´t have anything and I told them, the politicians, I 

think that the first lesson for them is that they have to start to be 

responsible for themselves. Here it´s obvious the cliché about the 

colonization and that they are not responsible for anything, they 

always blame the Portuguese and now they blame the international 

community and in the last term the military. Of course the military is 

guilty, but they allow them. And no one says it´s our fault (Juan). 

Brandon another one of my informants, a business man living in Morocco 

but is originally from the Ivory Coast and travels frequently to Bissau, preferred 

not to meet me at Bissau Palace Hotel like I suggested. He said that it was so 

obvious that the hotel was a laundry machine for the drug trafficking and he did 

not want to come in there. Instead we met a Lenox, a place the Bissau-Guinean 

public attends. He said that ―we don´t have democracy in Africa, we have 

DemoCRASY―. He believed that Africa did not have the possibility to develop 
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because according to him, ―the people are too stupid, it is stupid to let the same 

president be for many many years. They don´t stand up and protest‖ he argued 

and said that if they did not protest there would be no development in the 

continent. ―Africa is the richest continent in the world. We have enough food and 

don´t need to be so poor‖, it was according to him, the public’s fault, they did not 

demand changes. Bad leaders were also a part of the problem he added, because 

they did not care if their country would develop as long as they had what they 

needed they did not care. Brandon maintained that the corruption was widespread; 

the leaders distribute work and money among their family and friends but leave 

the public out. He did not believe that elections would change anything, the 

leaders only wanted to get rich and do well for their own people. 
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6.8 Summary 

In this chapter I have introduced the data gathered during my fieldwork in 

Guinea-Bissau. I started by describing my first impression of Guinea-Bissau and 

described the situation there. I then talked about the opinions of the 

representatives of the international community of the country; on the one hand the 

lack of respect that some felt for the country and lack of will to be there and on 

the other the respect and optimism others felt towards it. I also described their 

different opinions on the motives behind the international community´s stay in 

Bissau; from being there to preclude spill-over effects to the Western world to 

feeling the responsibility to help others without any hidden agenda.  

After that I took the discussion towards elections and recapped on the 

presence of international election observation missions in the city during the 

presidential of 2009 and the term ―free and fair‖. I presented different views on 

the role of elections, on the causal relationship between elections and democracy 

in general and described the answers of my interlocutors on the question why the 

elections are being held. The importance of democracy for elections was 

discussed, its definition and prerequisites. Following that I talked about the 

Presidential elections on the 28th of June 2009, I described the main candidates of 

the elections; Kumba Yala being the one intimidating the ―international‖ people 

of Bissau, Henrique Rosa being the most promising candidate to Westerners and 

Malam Bacai Sanha being the neutral candidate, I then describe my experience of 

being an international election observer on Election Day. 

Lastly I described my interlocutors experience and opinions on the army, the drug 

trafficking that allegedly goes through the country and democracy in Guinea-

Bissau. I talked about the effect the army and drug trafficking had in the country 

and on its democracy. I described my experience of being in the city, despite lack 

of infrastructure, political tension and recent assassinations one can walk the 

streets of Bissau feeling safe. Lastly I described my interlocutors opinions on the 

country´s democracy, the democracy being there formally but not in action and 

what ways to go to democratise the country. 
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In the next chapter I will discuss the chapters of this thesis and combine 

my results and the literature to prepare for the study´s conclusion and answering 

of its research questions. 
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7 – Discussion 

In this thesis I have presented the different views and opinions of my 

interlocutors´ – the representatives of international organisations, diplomats and 

journalists, as well as Bissau-Guineans – on elections and the causal relationship 

between elections and democracy in post-conflict countries. I put forward the 

main theories on the subject and present the data gathered during my own 

fieldwork in Guinea-Bissau. The choice of qualitative study as an approach and 

intertwining participant observations with in-depth interviews has proven to be 

relevant for the topic. It has given me the opportunity to gain insight into the 

views of Bissau-Guineans and representatives of the international community on 

elections and democracy in Guinea-Bissau. 

In the introduction to this study I put forward three working questions that 

I used as a frame in the presentation of my data. In this chapter I will discuss my 

results in accordance with these working questions, they are: 

1) The motives behind the international community´s presence in Guinea-

Bissau. 

2) The causal relationship between elections and democratisation. 

3) The ability of the country to perform democratic elections. 

 

African democracy is different than the liberal democracy known in the 

West. The state in Africa, it is argued, is absent and other actors are in power 

(Bordonaro, 2009, pp. 37-39). It is further argued that state building is not the 

answer for Africa because the problem is deeper and can be traced back to the 

colonial times when civil society was broken down, single ruling parties became 

the norm and small elites were in control. 

Guinea-Bissau does not have the means to run a minimal health care and 

educational system. The infrastructure is poor; there is no stable electricity or 

running water, the jails are not working and the bureaucracy is ineffective to say 

the least. If dissatisfied, the army takes the power in its own hands and murders its 

opponents. There is a strong connection between the ruling elite of the country, 
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the politicians and the army that is reported to be involved in the drug trafficking 

in the country. Some argue that Nino opened the path for the drug trafficking of 

the country before the 2005 elections, rumours raised after a declaration theron 

was publised in a Portuguees journal (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming, p. 13). Some 

army officials are allegedly paid money for looking the other way while drugs are 

being trafficked through there on the way from Latin America to Europe. Can 

such a contry become democratic? 

Despite of the problems facing Guinea-Bissau there are some who believe 

democracy is present in Bissau and take the media and well organized elections as 

an example when arguing for that. Others believe that there is some level of 

democracy; while yet others maintain there is no democracy in the country. An 

international professional does not think that the people of Guinea-Bissau are 

mature enough for democracy. Makumbe (2002) argues that the lack of 

knowledge and awareness in the African civil society has contributed to its 

inefficiency. In line with that argument, to start building up institutions in order to 

democratize in Guinea-Bissau might not be the solution, building up social capital 

and implementing democratic norms into the society might be a better starting 

point. Social capital is built on trust among people and if everyone trusts each 

other, according to Putnam (1993), there is a foundation for well working 

institutions, ―good‖ governance and a well working democracy. Building up 

social capital starts with public education and building trust among the public. 

With trust, sympathy and awareness among the people, when they start being 

aware of their rights they start, according to the theory of social capital, 

demanding improvements. As realism tells us, every person´s and every state´s 

ultimate goal is power. A president is not likely to improve the circumstances of 

his people if they do not demand changes. The theory of social capital is 

controversial, there are some that believe it is the key to a better society like 

metioned above, but there are others who argue that it contributes to strengthening 

of elites by excluding the poorest part of the population and people living in rural 

areas. 

The presence of the international community in Guinea-Bissau could well 

be felt during the presidential elections in the country in 2009. International 

election observers, journalists, diplomats and representatives of international 

organisations were all over. The impetus behind the international community´s 
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assistance around elections and election observation during elections has been 

greatly discussed by academics. Mukandala (2002) argues that the international 

community has suddenly gained some interest in Africa and wants to solve the 

continents problems because of globalization. Patricks (2006) maintains that this 

interest can be traced to the fear of spill-over effects, the fear that political 

instability in weak states might affect Western countries. Patrick mentions that 

governments all over the world have launched programs specifically meant to stop 

these ―spill-overs‖.  

The out-spoken fear of spill-over affects reflected in the statements of the 

international representatives in Bissau is in line with realism, which explains 

states´ behaviour in the international system. Realisms´ starting point is power, 

the will to stay in power is the driving force of all actions. States, organisations 

and individuals are the same, it is all a matter of staying in power and using it for 

own gain. States and organisations consist of individuals. Realism and the 

international representatives in Bissau agree that states and organisations do not 

interfere in a country or give aid or support to a country if they do not gain from it 

themselves, if they do not have national interests to protect. It is the same for the 

individuals, they do not go and work for a state or an organisation in a country if 

they do not gain from it. This supports Collier (2007) who highlights the limited 

presence of international organisations and in particualar bilateral donors in 

countries that are in the most need for help. The reason is simply lack of 

attractiveness of such countries.  

It is difficult for international organisations to get staff to move to 

countries like Guinea-Bissau where there is ―nothing‖ and the public 

administration is slow and badly functioning. Realism states that all decisions are 

taken from an egoistic point of view, an individual working or considering 

working in Bissau would calculate the advantages and shortcomings for himself 

and his family and a state would calculate its diplomatic or security gains from 

working in the country. A realist would argue that the reason for this assistance is 

not because the Western countries want to help the poor countries of Africa, but 

on the contrary, like Mukandal, Patrick and my interlocutors argue, that they want 

to make sure that the poverty in Africa does not affect their own country. To keep 

Guinea-Bissau calm and minimize the powers of the country would then be in the 

national interest of other countries in the international system. One cannot but 
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wonder how the situation would be if there was not this danger of spill-overs. 

Would there be any international organisations present in Guinea-Bissau at all? 

Guinea-Bissau is classified as a fragile state, a narco state, ―characterized 

by political instability and devastated economy‖ (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming, p. 9). 

Nonetheless, Guinea-Bissau has for some years been a good student when it 

comes to elections. During the post-conflict period the country has held numerous 

elections, the last being the Presidential elections in 2009, that were exemplary 

and as an election observer during Election Day I cannot criticise any aspects of 

the day that would affect their results or that would be considered serious. The 

elections were declared ´free and fair´ and there was consensus among the 

international community on their results. Still there is lack of aid from the 

international community and some aid that has been promised has not 

materialized. The Security council has repeatedly emphasised the importance for 

actions in Guinea-Bissau without results (Einarsdóttir, forthcoming). This is in 

concord to the opinions of my interlocutors on why the international system is 

present in Guinea-Bissau. Most of them believe that the international system is 

present there because of its own interest, its fear of Bissau-Guinean problems 

affecting not only the neighoubouring countries but also Europe and North 

America. 

Guinea-Bissau is a fragile state. Building democracy under these 

circumstances has proven difficult for the country´s authorities and apparently the 

international community has had little faith in abilities for improvements. The 

presence of the international community in the country is troubling considering 

the hopeless athmosphere found among some of their staff. Some of the 

informants looked at their presence in Guinea-Bissau as a vacancy in their carrier. 

Their employers allowed less time spent in Guinea-Bissau than in other 

countries11 and at times the employees could expect to be awarded for their 

suffering with a more attractive post afterwards. They just had to bear with the 

country for two years. It was disturbing to see how some of these people treated 

and thought of the country. They were not interested in doing anything extra; they 

just had to kill time and then they were off. However, during my later fieldwork in 

                                                             
11 For some, a normal post was four years; however they only had to stay two years in Guinea-

Bissau. 
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2010, I met some foreigners who enjoyed working and staying in Guinea-Bissau. 

The experinces of the international professionals in Bissau seemed to depend on 

the motive behind their stay. Some stayed there due to requirements and were sent 

there against their will and then hated the country in contrast to those who had 

decided themselves to stay there and often had an interest for Africa in general. 

The international community consists of countries that all think of their own 

national interests, their national interest is to keep Guinea-Bissau calm to prevent 

spill-over effects, but while it is calm, the international community is likely to 

leave or keep minimal presence. 

The high-income countries emphasise the importance of democratic 

elections in their fight against spill-overs from low-income countries. They follow 

elections in fragile countries and send election observers to judge if the elections 

live up to their standards. Despite of that they have not agreed on what this 

standard is and what is expected for elections to be judged ´free and fair´. There 

are some common items that should preferably be present in theory, but the 

definition of the term is weasel. In reality the final judgement is based on the 

observers’ personal opinion supported by the preferred standards, resulting in the 

possibility that same elections and the same polling station are being judged 

differently by different observers. What one observer might consider a serious 

violation of the conduct, another one looks at as passed. Bjornlund (2004) reminds 

us that one universal definition is too much simplification of the process of 

elections. Elections are complicated and consist of a much longer time than just 

election day itself and any judgment of it has to be considered carefully to prevent 

distrust and disturbance. I agree that defining one universal standard on what free 

and fair elections are would not work for many countries, like Guinea-Bissau 

might have their elections judged ―failed‖ because of something small and 

irrelevant. Having a checklist of issues elections need to fulfil to pass as ´free and 

fair´ could trigger even more instability and trouble in those countries. 

The importance of elections after a conflict has not only been stressed by 

the Western world, many academics have also argued for its importance (Collier, 

et al., 2008; Obi, 2007). Some argue that there is not a necessary relationship 

between elections and state building after a conflict and further no reference to 

democracy. They also argue that elections are not the prerequisite for democracy. 

Others argue that elections can make matters worse, sometimes legitimize the 
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power of former perpetrators as in the case of Nino in 2005 (Einarsdóttir, 2007b, 

forthcoming; Obi, 2007; Reilly, 2006), and are often nothing more than a show 

put on to obey the demands of the international system (Odukoya, 2007). Schedler 

explains the importance of elections with his theory of ―nested democratisation‖, 

according to him, elections implant certain values in societies that in the long run 

replaces bad leadership. 

According to the informants of this study, elections are a long learning 

process. The interlocutors believe that elections might not implement changes in 

the short run, but in the long run they might do so. Some believe they are a tool to 

be used in support of democracy without necessarily implementing democracy. 

The link between election and democracy was not a contraversial issue, there was 

practically a consensus on the absense of a direct link, the interlocutors believed 

that other factors were important for democracy like peace and social 

participation. In particular Bissau-Guineans underlined the importance of peace 

before elections. 

The initiative behind conducting elections was debated, the majority of my 

interlocutors believed that the initiative came from Guinea–Bissau, that Bissau-

Guineans were conducting elections because they wanted to. But some believed 

that it was solely, as Odukoya (2007) argues, because of pressure from the 

international community and to receive development assistance. Some further 

argued that Bissau-Guineans did not have a choice of voting or not since a great 

majority of its national budget comes from ODA. Elections are a long and 

complex process consisting of various factors. The motives behind elections in 

countries like Guinea-Bissau are polemical as is the importance of elections for 

democracy. 

Guinea-Bissau is a poor country with underdeveloped democracy, poorly 

educated people ill-working infrastructure and weak civil society. The country has 

suffered from repeated coup attempts, drug trafficking and a weak army that is 

allegedly involved in the trafficking of the drugs. Democratising the country 

under these deteriorating circumstances has proven challenging for Guinea-

Bissau. 
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8 – Conclusion 

The aim of this study is to examine the implementation of elections in a fragile 

state. It describes and analyses the opinions of the international community in 

Guinea-Bissau and locals on the study´s three research questions: the ability of the 

country to perform democratic elections, the causal relationship between elections 

and democratisation, and the motives behind the international community´s 

presence in Guinea-Bissau. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

Bissau-Guineans, representatives of international organisations, diplomats and 

journalists, along with participant observations. The fieldwork took place in June-

July 2009 and July- August 2010, for a total time of 10 weeks. 

The country has already performed a number of post-conflict elections all 

accepted by the international observers as being transparent, free and fair. The 

presidential elections of 2009 were conducted in line with standards. Elections are 

though not only a one day event and local factors such as: drug trafficking, for 

example army alledgedly involved in drug trafficking and believed to control the 

country, ill working institutions and weak civil society undermine the country´s 

ability to do better in the whole process. The general lack of genuine support from 

the international community is revealing, and continously lamented by the 

security council.  

The representatives of international organisations and diplomats mainly 

agree that their presence in Guinea-Bissau rests on their countries own interests, 

that is keeping the country harmless for the outer world. Thus, the main reason for 

the presence of the international community is, in line with realism, fear of spill-

over affects. Faith in general improvements and establishment of democracy is 

non-esxistent or modest, despite efforts to implement elections.  

Democracy does not automatically follow a course after elections have 

been conducted. Nonetheless, elections are an important factor which can support 

and enforce democratic practices in the society. Democratisation is a long, 

complicated and for the most part unknown process which involves all sections of 

society. There is a lack of research on the relationship between elections and 
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democracy. How do elections impact on the process of democratisation? Do 

elections contribute to peace in fragile states? The international community is 

ambivalent towards fragile states, partly they are treated as a source destruction on 

the international arena, partly as non-existent. Still, the category fragile state is 

unclear and its use is hazardous. The emergence and use of this classification, as 

well as its consequences for those countries labelled, need further examination. 

Evidently, being good at implementing elections during the election day is not 

enough to be recognised as a valid member of the international community. 
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