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Abstract 

Electoral engineering refers to a range of tactics employed by political actors to manipulate 

election outcomes, undermining the principles of democratic governance. By distorting voter 

behavior through various means, such as ethnic voting, vote buying, religious influences, and 

partisan loyalty, electoral engineering poses significant challenges to the legitimacy of elections. 

This paper offers a comprehensive theoretical review of electoral engineering and its impact on 

democratic processes. The study identifies and analyzes four main types of non-democratic voting 

practices and provides a framework for understanding their effects on democracy. 
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Introduction 
 

Democratic elections are designed to reflect the collective will of 

the people. However, the manipulation of electoral processes, often 

referred to as electoral engineering, distorts this principle. By 

manipulating the electoral environment, political elites can 

consolidate power, undermine public trust, and weaken democratic 

institutions. Electoral engineering includes a wide array of tactics 

aimed at skewing the results of elections, from controlling voter 

behavior to influencing the electoral landscape through districting 

or disenfranchisement (Birch, 2011). This article focuses on four 

forms of non-democratic voting practices often employed in 

electoral engineering: ethnic voting, vote buying, religious voting, 

and political voting. 

The manipulation of electoral outcomes is not a new phenomenon. 

Scholars have long examined how political actors utilize various 

tools to secure electoral victories through means that undermine the 

integrity of the democratic process. Birch (2011) defines electoral 

engineering as any action taken to manipulate the conditions or the 

results of an election, often violating the fairness of the electoral 

process. This manipulation may take place at various stages, from 

redrawing district boundaries to controlling media narratives. 

Election manipulation is particularly effective in hybrid regimes, 

where elections are held but not free from manipulation (Levitsky 

& Way, 2010). 

One of the key ways in which electoral engineering manifests is 

through non-democratic voting practices. These practices, such as 

vote buying, ethnic voting, and religious influence, divert elections 

away from a focus on policy and merit. According to Schedler 

(2002), electoral authoritarian regimes often rely on a façade of 

democratic elections to maintain legitimacy while simultaneously 

manipulating the process to ensure the ruling party's victory. 

Manipulating voter preferences and behaviors, electoral engineering 

undermines the very foundation of democracy by negating the idea 

of free and fair elections (Collier & Vicente, 2012). To understand 

the non-democratic practices in the electoral engineering an in-depth 

analysis of the concept of authenticity is evident (Davoudpour, A.R., 

2024). Inauthentic votes are not considered a democratic elections 

by virtue and the countries which practice elections under an 

influence of inauthentic means are not considered democratic 

despite their vow for democracy and justice.  



 
Journal of Iranian International Legal Studies                                             https://Journal.iintbar.org 

 

3 
 

 

Types of Non-Democratic Voting Practices 

 

1. Ethnic Voting 

Ethnic voting occurs when voters align themselves with candidates 

from their own ethnic group, regardless of policy or competence. 

This form of voting is particularly prevalent in societies with deep 

ethnic divisions. Scholars such as Horowitz (1985) have 

demonstrated how ethnic affiliations can become the primary 

determinant of electoral outcomes in multi-ethnic societies. Ethnic 

voting contributes to the "ethnicization" of politics, where elections 

become contests of identity rather than platforms for policy debates 

(Posner, 2005). 

 

Impact of Ethnic Votes on Democracy: 

 

Ethnic voting promotes division within society and undermines 

democratic institutions by limiting the competition between 

candidates based on policy proposals. It also perpetuates political 

instability, as political parties increasingly cater to ethnic 

constituencies rather than broader national interests (Chandra, 

2004). This fragmentation often results in political gridlock, as 

coalitions are formed not based on ideological alignment, but on 

ethnic compromise (Lijphart, 1999). 

 

2. Vote Buying (Bus Votes) 

 

Vote buying is the act of offering money or material incentives in 

exchange for votes. It is one of the most direct forms of electoral 

manipulation and is particularly effective in societies with high 

levels of poverty and inequality (Schaffer & Schedler, 2007). 

Studies show that vote buying not only distorts the electoral process 

but also diminishes voter engagement in post-election 

accountability. Instead of evaluating candidates based on their 

performance or policy agendas, voters are incentivized by short-

term financial gains (Vicente, 2014). 
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Impact of Bus Votes on Democracy: 

 

Vote buying reduces elections to mere economic transactions, 

weakening the representativeness of elected officials. It also 

undermines political accountability, as elected officials may feel 

less obligated to fulfill campaign promises or respond to the needs 

of their constituents if their electoral success is tied to financial 

power rather than voter support (Hicken, 2011). Furthermore, vote 

buying contributes to entrenched political corruption and 

perpetuates economic inequality (Stokes, 2005). 

 

3. Religious Voting 

 

Religious voting occurs when voters make decisions based on 

shared religious affiliations with candidates or religious 

endorsements. In many countries, religious identity plays a central 

role in shaping political behavior. Norris and Inglehart (2004) argue 

that in societies where religion is intertwined with national identity, 

religious leaders and institutions hold significant sway over voters. 

This phenomenon is particularly evident in countries with dominant 

state religions or where religious groups have deep social and 

political influence. 

 

Impact of Religious Votes on Democracy: 

 

While religious voting can reflect deeply held values, it also risks 

undermining the secular nature of democratic governance. It may 

marginalize minority religious groups and promote theocratic 

policies that conflict with pluralistic democratic principles (Philpott, 

2007). Religious voting can also lead to the politicization of 

religious institutions, where religious figures gain undue influence 

over political outcomes, blurring the line between church and state 

(Haynes, 2009). 
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4. Political Voting 

 

Political voting refers to casting votes based solely on party loyalty 

or ideological alignment, without consideration of the individual 

candidate’s qualifications or local concerns. This form of voting can 

be particularly problematic in local elections, where voters may be 

swayed by national political debates rather than the merits of local 

candidates. Political voting often reinforces partisan divisions, 

making it difficult to achieve governance consensus, especially at 

the local level (Cox & McCubbins, 2005). 

 

Impact of Political Votes on Democracy: 

 

Excessive political voting at the local level can undermine the 

democratic principle of electing competent leaders based on their 

ability to address local issues. When voters prioritize party 

affiliation over competence, the quality of governance at the 

municipal level suffers (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2000). Political 

voting may also lead to polarization, with elected officials more 

focused on partisan battles than on solving problems affecting their 

constituencies (Fiorina & Abrams, 2008). 

 

Conclusion 
 

This review has outlined key forms of non-democratic voting 

practices used in electoral engineering, including ethnic voting, vote 

buying, religious voting, and political voting. These practices 

threaten the foundations of democracy by distorting voter behavior 

and undermining the integrity of the electoral process. Each of these 

voting practices reveals different ways in which electoral 

engineering can manipulate elections to favor specific groups or 

interests, often at the expense of broader national welfare. 

Addressing the challenges posed by electoral engineering requires 

comprehensive reforms. Legal frameworks must be strengthened to 

enforce accountability and prevent practices such as vote buying. 

Civil society must play an active role in educating voters about the 

importance of informed, independent voting. Ultimately, the success 

of democracy depends on maintaining free, fair, and transparent 

electoral processes. 
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