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Abstract

Competitive authoritarian regimes are the most prevalent form of autocracy in the 21st

century. Yet we know little about how the pluralism inherent in these regimes shapes

governance. In this dissertation, I develop a theory of opposition representation in local

authoritarian institutions that contends that, despite the constrained political landscape of

electoral autocracies, marginal increases in opposition representation will lead to improve-

ments in local governance. Focusing on the case of Cambodia’s commune councils, I draw

on an original survey of 900 elected officials, extensive fieldwork, including interviews with

over 60 commune councilors, and novel data on over 40,000 commune development projects

to probe the emergence, nature, and effects of opposition participation in Cambodia’s local

institutions. I find that while both de jure institutional rules and de facto authoritarian con-

trols severely constrain the opposition’s opportunity to use elected positions to influence

governance, opposition representatives intentionally seek to improve governance in much

the same way as oppositions in parliamentary democracies: by expressing dissent and by

conducting oversight. To study the extent to which these attempts at influence ultimately

matter for governance, I estimate the causal effect of an additional opposition member of

the commune council on outcomes related to procurement for local development projects.

I find that increases in opposition representation correspond to significant increases in the

number of bidders in procurement, but do not affect contract prices. The result provides

partial evidence that the opposition’s presence in the autocrat’s institutions shapes at least

some important outcomes. Together, the dissertation contributes to a growing literature on

the effects of institutional arrangements on day-to-day governance in authoritarian regimes.
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Introduction

In the summer of 2022, 2,198 members of Cambodia’s opposition Candlelight Party

were elected to serve in local multi-seat councils. Having secured a place on 84% of the

1,652 councils nationwide, the election results marked a reversal of the status quo resulting

from a 2017 ruling that banned the opposition from participating in politics and effectively

granted the ruling Cambodia People’s Party (CPP) one hundred percent of elected local

seats. But the reversal was partial at best: the opposition managed to obtain only 44% of

the local seats they held prior to the dissolution of the party, and – following the party’s

disqualification from national elections in the subsequent year – none of the elected seats in

the country’s National Assembly. Curiously, 2,198 local opposition party members found

themselves the bulwark of multi-party politics in a state that otherwise had come to resemble

a single-party regime.

Why was the opposition permitted to return to local elections in 2022, but not national

elections in 2023? Who are the 2,198 opposition supporters – not to mention the 21,488

additional candidates who ran but did not attain seats – that risk violence, imprisonment,

and retribution to keep multi-party politics alive in Cambodia? And lastly, does the fact

that these 2,198 representatives of the opposition hold seats in local government matter?

When the opposition has a seat at the table, in a regime otherwise held tightly in the hands

of a durable authoritarian party, does local governance change?

Motivated by the case of Cambodia, this dissertation studies the phenomenon of oppo-

sition representation in authoritarian regimes, a relatively new phenomenon in the history

of autocratic studies. In his seminal 1966 work on political oppositions, Robert Dahl (1966)

describes the right for an “organized opposition to appeal for votes against the government

in elections and in parliament" as the most recent of the “three great milestones in the devel-

opment of democratic institutions" (p. xiii). If democratic opposition, as conceived by Dahl

and his colleagues, is a modern phenomenon, then the participation of organized opposition

1



parties in authoritarian institutions might be considered a hyper-modern one.1 Whereas

Dahl (1966, p. xiii) argued that the existence of a political opposition was �very nearly the

most distinctive characteristic of democracy itself," the comparative authoritarian scholar-

ship of the last two decades has argued that the existence of an opposition plays a similarly

central role in the �hybrid" authoritarian regimes that have proliferated in the post-Cold

War period. In their theory of competitive authoritarian regimes, Levitsky and Way (2002,

p. 54) di�erentiate full autocracies from competitive autocracies based on the latter's use

of democratic institutions to create �arenas through which opposition forces may � and

frequently do � pose signi�cant challenges.� Similarly, Magaloni and Kricheli (2010, p. 124)

di�erentiate single-party regimes from dominant party regimes by the former's proscription

of �opposition parties' participation in elections." By their de�nition, these dominant party

regimes characterized by opposition participation surpass single-party regimes as the most

common form of autocracy in the post-Cold War period.

Thanks to their widespread nature and de�nitionally central role, opposition parties

have been the subject of great scholarly attention amid the �institutional turn� in author-

itarian studies (Pepinsky, 2014). However, this attention has largely remained con�ned to

the opposition's participation in electoral institutions. A robust body of scholarship on

opposition electoral strategy has considered how tactics including pre-electoral coalitions

(Samet, 2024; Ong, 2022a; Gandhi and Ong, 2019; Dettman, 2018; Wahman, 2014; Donno,

2013; Gandhi and Reuter, 2013; Howard and Roessler, 2006; Van de Walle, 2006) and elec-

toral boycotts (Buttor� and Dion, 2017; Smith, 2014; Beaulieu and Hyde, 2009; Schedler,

2009; Lindberg, 2006a,b) condition opposition electoral performance and the prospects of

democratization in authoritarian elections.

However, the modal outcome of authoritarian elections is neither democratization nor

absolute opposition defeat. As shown in Figure 1.1 above, 20% of seats in the average

1 Consider, for example, the absence of opposition actors in Ruth Collier's discussion of post-independence African
regimes: “Throughout tropical Africa, there is hardly a country which did not establish either a one-party or a military
regime. Of the twenty-six countries presently under consideration, only The Gambia has retained a multi-party regime
based on competitive elections" (Collier, 1982, p. 97). In the cases she discusses, opposition parties were routinely
eliminated through ruling party electoral dominance, co-optation into the ruling party, or extensive repression.
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FIGURE 1.1: Pluralism in Autocracy and Democracy over Time

Autocratic regimes classi�ed according to VDEM's (Coppedge et al., 2020) "Regimes in the World" classi�cation (Lührmann et al.,
2017). Data on legislative plurality from the Database of Political Institutions (Scartascini et al., 2021). Solid lines depict the mean
share of legislative seats held by the opposition among each regime type annually, dashed lines depict median share of opposition
seats. Individual regime-years plotted in the background.

authoritarian legislature in 2020 were �lled by members of opposition parties � the result

of moderate but far from total opposition electoral victories. At yet, little is known about

what opposition politicians do with the minority positions they obtain in representative

institutions through elections, and, furthermore, whether what they do with their roles

matters for the millions of citizens living under electoral authoritarian regimes. My dis-

sertation aims to begin to �ll this gap by answering the question: how does opposition

representation shape governance in authoritarian institutions?

Speci�cally, I consider the phenomenon of opposition representation inlocal authoritar-

ian institutions. As of 2020, at least 37 of the 60 regimes classi�ed as electoral autocracies

held elections for local executive or legislative institutions.2 Indeed, owing to the wave of

2 Author's calculation, based on supplementing the 2020 Database of Political Institutions. See caption on Figure 1.2
for details on how cases were classi�ed.
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FIGURE 1.2: Local Elections in Electoral Autocracies (2020)

Electoral autocracies classi�ed according to VDEM's (Coppedge et al., 2020) "Regimes in the World" classi�cation (Lührmann et al.,
2017). Data on municipal and local elections derived from author's supplement of the Database of Political Institutions (Scartascini
et al., 2021). A country is classi�ed as having local elections if executive or legislative of�ces in at least one sub-regional level (i.e.,
counties, municipalities, communes, villages) are directly elected as of 2020. Cases where some local of�ces are elected and some are
appointed (i.e., Russia) are classi�ed as having elections.

decentralization reforms described in 1999 as the �fashion of our time� (Manor, 1999, p. 1),

local contestation is a feature of contemporary dictatorships as varied as Zimbabwe under

Mugabe and Russia under Putin, as well as of former dictatorships including Serbia un-

der Milosevic, Indonesia under Suharto, and Peru under Fujimori.3 Despite the prevalence

of local democratic-looking institutions in authoritarian regimes, almost all of what we

know about authoritarian institutions today is based on the study on national institutions.

However, there is good reason to suspect that local institutions serve di�erent functions

and have di�erent consequences for authoritarian governance than national institutions.

In line with the popular adage that �all politics is local,� local institutions constitute the

3 In his comprehensive study of decentralization, (Manor, 1999, p. 24) notes that democratic decentralization reforms
were no less likely to be embraced by autocracies than democracies in the last decades of the 20th century, writing that
“it took time for people and politicians in less developed countries to recognize the limits of charismatic leadership and
of corporatism . . . but in the 1970s, especially after the oil shocks of 1973-1974 and 1978-79, their inadequacies became
vividly apparent almost everywhere. Autocratic regimes, which were especially dependent on economic performance to
sustain their legitimacy, faced particularly severe burdens.” Manor contends that such economic crises, paired with the
ubiquitous adoption of democratic rhetoric (if not democratic practices), “helped to persuade a number of nondemocratic
regimes to undertake democratic decentralization.”
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�frontlines� of governance in decentralized states and are often the main arena of citizen in-

teraction with the state. In both democracies and autocracies alike, parties and politicians

use the resources associated with local o�ce as a means to build popular support and de-

velop their national ambitions (Farole, 2021; Sells, 2020; Lucardi, 2016; Cutts, 2014; Hiskey

and Bowler, 2005; Fox and Lawless, 2005; Campbell, 2003; Black, 1972; Schlesinger, 1966).

Surveying the e�ects of decentralization on politics in Latin America, Campbell (2003, p.

164) writes, �the opportunities created by decentralization have made it possible for local

o�ceholders to establish a record as doers. Local o�ce has become a platform for action.�

In authoritarian regimes in particular, the opportunity to establish oneself as a �doer� can

prove especially valuable for opposition candidates who, by virtue of their exclusion from

the ruling coalition, have no performance record through which to demonstrate their �tness

to voters (Greene, 2010). In a variety of contexts, sub-national opposition victories have

been found to contribute to the erosion of support for the autocrat (Farole, 2021; Lucardi,

2016) and the di�usion of democratic norms (Letsa, 2019; Hiskey and Bowler, 2005).

Local elected o�cials also play an important role in implementing the initiatives of na-

tional political and party institutions. Due to their �ne-grained knowledge of constituents,

local leaders can e�ectively distribute clientelistic bene�ts to regime supporters and �pun-

ish� supporters of the opposition, rendering them critical cogs in the machine of the regime's

clientelistic politics (McLellan, 2023; Weitz-Shapiro, 2012). Targeting of clientelistic bene-

�ts can also be wielded at the level of the constituency, with regimes granting discretionary

funds to constituencies governed by the dominant party while withholding resources from

opposition-led constituencies (Albertus, 2015). Thus, while local o�ce may theoretically

grant opposition parties in autocracy a rare opportunity to command resources to demon-

strate their �tness to voters, the national government's discretion over the transfer of �nan-

cial resources and the distribution of exclusionary goods in practice may perversely serve

to only further �tie the hands� of the opposition (Brollo and Nannicini, 2012) by portraying

its leaders as feckless when given the opportunity to govern.

In addition to the unique role played by local elected o�cials, the exercise of local
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elections themselves o�ers bene�ts to the autocrat additional to and distinct from the

bene�ts of national elections. Like national elections (Magaloni, 2006), local elections serve

to convey important information about the strength of regime support, but critically in

a lower-stakes context. Without the looming threat of an opposition victory over the

national government, it is plausible that local authoritarian elections might be less subject

to electoral fraud and thus even more credible sources of information about citizen support

for the regime than national contests, as was the case in Cambodia's local election in

2017, when genuine electoral support for the opposition prompted the ruling party to ban

the opposition prior to the following year's national election. Similar to how national

elections serve to co-opt powerful economic and political elites into the ruling coalition

(Gandhi and Przeworski, 2006; Blaydes, 2010), local elections also facilitate power-sharing

between local elites, both by inducing competition and by ensuring that elites cultivate

their bases of support within the framework of party organizations (Geddes, 2006; Reuter

et al., 2016; Wilkins, 2019).4 Arguing that elections are an e�ective means to at once co-

opt and empower the subnational elites that �use their authority to exercise their control

over society and cultivate autonomous power bases,� Reuter et al. (2016, p. 667) �nd that

mayors in Russia that perform well in local elections are less likely to be replaced by political

appointees than their less electorally-viable counterparts.

Finally, local elections in autocracy may also be distinctly well-placed to imitate the

mechanisms of electoral accountability found in democracies, for two reasons. First, regime

leaders are less likely to be invested in or reliant on the preservation of any one local crony's

political career. In contrast to the �big �sh� who hold positions in national legislatures and

ministries, the �small �sh� are replaceable, creating an environment where sanctioning at

the polls is more plausible.5 As Geddes (2006, p. 22) contends, �regime leaders usually want

deputies and lower level o�cials to behave in a competent and responsive manner.� Second,

4 As Geddes (2006, p. 22) notes, local elections also require party organizations to retain an active grassroots presence
throughout the country, as “without periodic battles to �ght, militants drift away leaving the party to the opportunists
who always �ock to parties in power, and local branches atrophy or turn to predation.”

5 Electoral sanctioning need not be limited to multi-party elections, as many ruling parties hold internal elections that
subject local leaders to intra-party competitive pressures (Geddes et al., 2018, p. 140).
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the actions of o�cials at the local level are more legible to citizens than those at the national

level, facilitating conditions more favorable to accountability (Bardhan and Mookherjee,

2006; Litvack and Seddon, 1999).6 A 2005 World Bank report on decentralization in East

Asia summarizes the logic as follows:

At the local level, citizens can more easily learn of the activities and programs that their

local leaders have promoted and supported, discern how much e�ort they have devoted

to improving public services, and con�rm whether they have delivered on campaign

promises. In other words, the information that citizens need to make judgments is more

readily accessible under decentralization. Hence, it strengthens political accountability.

While a growing literature considers mechanisms of accountability and responsiveness

in authoritarian legislatures (York, 2024; Malesky et al., 2023; Todd et al., 2021; Truex,

2016; Miller, 2015a; Malesky and Schuler, 2010),7 the unique characteristics oflocal political

institutions � namely, the comparative ease with which citizens can monitor local o�cials,

and the incentives regime leaders have to let them � render these institutions deserving of

distinct study. Indeed, recent research pointing to the positive e�ect of local autocratic

elections on public service delivery (Beazer and Reuter, 2022; Martinez-Bravo et al., 2022)

indicates that local institutions play a critical role in shaping the quality of authoritarian

governance. In this dissertation, I build on this nascent body of work, focusing not on the

national institutions that have remained the focus of two decades of authoritarian studies,

but rather, on the local institutions that constitute the backbone of millions of citizens'

daily interactions with the state. Speci�cally, I consider how opposition parties utilize the

expanded opportunities for both pluralism and direct action at the local level to shape the

quality of authoritarian governance. When granted a seat at the autocrat's table, what does

the opposition do with it? And does it matter for everyday governance in an authoritarian

6 Indeed, it is the proposed “closeness to the people” that rendered local governments the World Bank's preferred
solution for improving service provision and driving rural development in developing countries (World Bank, 1994).

7 Additionally, a broader literature focused on the one-party case of China considers sources of responsiveness outside
of national legislative institutions, including the role of threats of collective action (Chen et al., 2016; Distelhorst and
Hou, 2017) and informal institutions (Tsai, 2007a) in driving responsiveness, as well as the sources of responsiveness
within subnational and local institutions (Meng and Su, 2021; Meng et al., 2017; Manion, 2015, 2014).
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regime?

1.1 Argument in Brief

In the chapter to follow, I develop a theory of opposition representation and local author-

itarian governance. I de�ne opposition representation as the opposition party's accession

to and exercise of elected positions within representative institutions that are majority-

controlled by the ruling party, focusing particularly on the opposition's participation in

local elected institutions. I contend that, despite the constrained political landscape of

electoral autocracies, marginal increases in opposition representation in these regimes can

produce improvements in governance, manifesting as decreases in self-dealing, corruption,

and exclusion among local elected o�cials.

I argue that, so long as the opposition is electorally weak, ruling parties will face strong

incentives to embrace local multi-party elections as a means of alleviating political selection

and monitoring problems within the party. Local multi-party elections, in turn, provide

opposition politicians with opportunities to participate in governance via the autocrat's

representative institutions. I contend that as a result of the hyper-incumbency advantages

that both render ruling party a�liation the surest path to material perks of o�ce and

limit the campaign resources at the opposition's disposal, the rational opposition party

politician will prefer to use their limited authority in o�ce to constrain and expose �

rather than collude with � the corruption of the ruling party. As such, I expect that

opposition politicians in authoritarian institutions will seek to and develop strategies to

reduce corruption and improve governance in their communities.

Building on the literature on democratic oppositions, I contend that the opposition's ca-

pacity to in�uence local governance derives from two sources: �rst, fromde jure procedural

rights to debate, agenda-set, and object within the institution, and second, from the ability

to gather and expose information on ruling party politicians' behavior. However, because

it is necessary for the majority party � the ruling party � to act on the opposition's debate,

agenda-setting, or objection, it is unlikely that procedural powers alone are su�cient to
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constrain corrupt actions of ruling party o�cials. Rather, I argue that the opposition's ca-

pacity to constrain derives primarily from their ability to collect information on and expose

the actions of local ruling party cadre to actorsoutside the elected institution. Speci�cally,

by providing a credible threat to expose poor governance to outside actors, including both

higher level party o�cials and the public, opposition representatives can deter and correct

expropriative behaviors of local ruling party o�cials.

Why would the ruling party consent to the constraint of its own local elite? I argue that,

so long as the opposition threat is managed at the national level, by imbuing the opposition

with limited oversight opportunities, the ruling party can e�ectively deputize the opposi-

tion to monitor and deter the undesirable behaviors of its cadre on the frontline, while also

coaxing the opposition to continue buying into the institution. I contend that while auto-

crats have little desire to rout out the grand corruption on which elites are dependent, party

elites prefer upstanding local party representatives to expropriative ones. Understanding

that the opposition has clear incentives to scrutinize and expose the poor governance of their

ruling party rivals, the ruling party can e�ectively subvert the opposition to �moonlight�

as monitors for the regime. Thus, while elected opposition representatives seek to increase

their electoral appeal by improving local governance and reducing corruption, the ruling

party simultaneously aims to reap the bene�ts of better behaved local o�cials. As a result,

I expect that greater opposition representation will correspond to better local governance,

despite the tight constraints of authoritarian institutions.

1.2 The Cambodian Case

I study opposition representation in the context of Cambodia. To understand the op-

portunities for and constraints on multi-party governance in Cambodia, it is necessary to

review the evolution of political institutions in recent years.8 Following over two decades of

8 Due to my interest in multi-party participation, I focus primarily on the evolution of political institutions following
the UN-imposition of “multi-party democracy” in 1993. However, a rich literature analyzes Cambodian institutions
under the preceding PRK and Khmer Rouge regimes. See Vickery (1999); Kiernan (1999) on the institutions and fall of
the Khmer Rouge regime. For detailed analysis of the evolution of state institutions following the ouster of the Khmer
Rouge, see Gottesman (2003). Loughlin (2024) provides a compelling analysis tracing the CPP's coercive capacity from
its origins as the KPRP to the current day.
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FIGURE 1.3: Vote Share in National Elections, 1993 - 2023

Royalist party refers to FUNCINPEC in 1993, 1998, 2003, 2013, 2018, and 2023, and to FUNCINPEC and the Norodom Ranariddh
Party (NRP) in 2008. Opposition party refers to SRP in 1998 and 2003, to SRP and the Human Rights Party (HRP) in 2008, and to the
CNRP in 2013. The parties that today constitute the opposition did not exist in 1993, and were barred from national elections in 2018
and 2023.

turmoil and civil war � including the near-complete devastation of political, economic, and

social institutions by the Khmer Rouge � the Paris Peace Accords of 1991 brokered a tacit

peace between the Vietnamese-backed People's Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) regime, lin-

gering Khmer Rouge rebels, and royalists who bristled against PRK rule. UN-administered

elections in 1993 facilitated Cambodia's return to multi-party electoral politics, by which

the state was legitimized not by the support of international powers but by �means of

an election in which the population chose the government they liked the best� (Hughes,

2003, p. 3). When the royalist National United Front for an Independent, Neutral, Peace-

ful and Cooperative Cambodia (FUNCINPEC) emerged from the 1993 elections as victor,

the Cambodian People's Party (CPP), the successor party to the Kampuchean People's

Revolutionary Party (KPRP) that constituted the PRK regime, threatened succession to

strong-arm its way into a power-sharing deal in which the PRK prime minister Hun Sen

would govern alongside FUNCINPEC president Norodom Ranariddh as co-prime ministers

(Loughlin, 2024).

The CPP's power grab in 1993 �presag[ed] a pattern of threatening or using force to

quell democratic challenges to its rule� (Loughlin, 2024, p. 6). After a 1997 coup ousting
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Ranariddh from power, the CPP consolidated its grip on electoral politics and secured a

victory in the 1998 national elections. A coalition deal with FUNCINPEC in 1998 dealt a

�nal blow to the royalist party; its electoral success waned over time as it became evident

that the party was little more than a �lap dog� for the CPP (Marston, 2002). 9 But the

decline of the royalists hardly marked the end of the CPP's battles at the ballot box. The

Sam Rainsy Party (SRP), led by former FUNCINPEC Finance Minister Sam Rainsy, took

on the mantle of the opposition in 1998 holding a meager 15 seats in the National Assembly.

That the ruling CPP remained unshakable at the polls throughout the 2000s is un-

surprising. With a monopoly over the state administration, the media, natural resources,

the nation's co�ers, and the security and police force, the CPP enjoys all of the �hyper-

incumbency advantages� (Greene, 2007) of a proto-typical authoritarian ruling party (Hughes,

2003, 2009; Hughes and Un, 2011; Boyle, 2013; Wallace and Narin, 2018). However, the

party's origins in the KPRP �party-state� that presided over the country's dual transitions

from war to peace and from socialism to capitalism granted the CPP additional advantages

that facilitated its electoral supremacy. Three legacies of the KPRP are critical to under-

standing the modern form of the CPP. First is the organizational party/state structure

inherited from the PRK. In the 1980s, the PRK established a comprehensive local and sub-

national administration sta�ed with party loyalists that linked the upper echelons of the

party with the grassroots. Throughout the PRK regime, the local administration served

as both the �linchpin of the State administration� as well as the �bulwark of Party power

and support� (Slocomb, 2004, p. 462). Under the 1993 power-sharing agreement, the CPP

retained its comprehensive local and sub-national administrative apparatus, furnishing the

party with an extensive grassroots network of CPP o�cials capable of surveilling and mo-

bilizing citizens (Vickery, 1994; Hughes, 2003) and, more generally, establishing the �strong

party state complex� that Slater (2010, p. 51) argues is critical to durable authoritarian

9 Due to its co-optation, particularly in the period of multi-party local elections which are the focus of this dissertation
(Heder, 2005), I do not consider FUNCINPEC to be an opposition party. This decision is further supported by the
words of FUNCINPEC leader Norodom Ranariddh himself, who said in an interview that while FUNCINPEC is not the
regime's puppets, "we are de�nitely not an opposition party" either (Tum and Boyle, 2017).
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rule.

Second, as the PRK shed its communist ideology in 1989 and engaged in widespread

economic reforms, regime authorities � having abandoned the KPRP name to regroup under

the �almost politically neutral� CPP (Slocomb, 2004, p.449) � bene�ted extensively from

the privatization of land and public assets. Hughes (2003) details how in the aftermath

of economic reforms, local authorities commonly sold state lands to citizens for private

gain, enriching those connected to the regime. At the upper echelons, the gains were much

larger. Regime leaders sold o� state-owned enterprises and the nation's forests to cronies

and o�ered bene�cial terms to foreign investors in exchange for �gifts� (Global Witness,

2007; Heder, 2005). Throughout the 1990s, the illegal timber trade stripped Cambodia's

forests to fund the CPP and its rivals' private militaries; after the �ghting ceased, the pro�ts

from illegal logging and economic concessions continued to accumulated in the hands of the

country's political-economic elite (Loughlin, 2024; Loughlin and Milne, 2021; HRW, 2015).

Today, the top ranks of the CPP continue to dominate the private sector. A 2016 report

found that Hun Sen's immediate family has interests in 114 private domestic companies,

and that 12 out of 31 special economic zones allocated to private companies were granted

to members of the Hun family or leaders of the CPP (Global Witness, 2016).

Finally, the CPP bene�ts extensively from appealing to its origins as the party that

liberated Cambodia from the Khmer Rouge and presided over the transition to peace and

economic development (Hughes, 2009; Norén-Nilsson, 2016a). This legacy grants the CPP

a legitimacy to which no other party can appeal, as o�cials bill the CPP as the party that

rescued Cambodia for genocide and ushered in an era of peace and stability. This message

is reinforced in the plastering of the popular slogan �Thank You Peace� (orkun santepheap)

on billboards, government buildings, and party o�ces throughout the country and in the

bellicose rhetoric of Hun Sen and his allies. Exemplifying the party's appeals to the great

sacri�ce made for peace, Hun Sen proclaimed in a 2013 speech:

I sacri�ced everything, with other leaders of the Cambodian People's Party, for peace

and the people. I ful�lled a proud mission � to liberate the people from the genocide
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regime of Pol Pot and with the support of the Cambodian People's Party leaders, to

conduct negotiation in every corner of the world for peace and national reconciliation

until we achieved the Paris Peace Agreement. (Hun Sen, 2013a)

But the emphasis on peace obscures the more violent legacy of the PRK's victory over

the Khmer Rouge. As Loughlin (2024, p. 21) compellingly argues, the process of state-

building in the 1980s �engendered Cambodia's `coercion-intensive' state-society relations

and the institutions of repression and violence that remain the backbone of the CPP's

power.� From the PRK, the CPP inherited not just a state-apparatus, economic power,

and an �origin story� providing legitimacy; it also inherited an extensive coercive apparatus

consisting of both a large military aimed at external threats and police and intelligence

forces aimed at internal threats (Loughlin, 2024, p. 32-33).

FIGURE 1.4: Billboards Epitomizing CPP Rhetoric

The images depict party billboards in rural Battambang, taken by the author in 2023. The image on the left depicts a billboard that reads
“Thank you peace” (orkun santepheap) next to a standard CPP billboard featuring the photos of Heng Samrin, honorary chairman of
the CPP, and Hun Sen. The image on the right depicts a party billboard with Sar Kheng, former Minister of Interior , Heng Samrin,
and Hun Sen above images of large public works and construction projects, including a highway, roundabout, and soccer stadium, and
a snippet of a ballot checked in support of the CPP.

This powerful mixture of organizational, coercive, and �nancial capacity has allowed

the CPP to implement a dual electoral strategy pairing the �carrots� of development and
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cash handouts with the �sticks� of surveillance and coercion. Highlighting its superior

ability to marshal resources for infrastructure development, the CPP brands itself as �the

party that gets things done� (Hughes, 2009, p.60). Since the latter half of the 1990s, the

CPP has constructed thousands of roads, pagodas, and schools throughout the Cambodian

countryside brandished with the party logo. Many commentators have noted that the

delivery of such development projects are often implicitly or explicitly conditioned on the

delivery of electoral support (Hughes, 2003; Craig and Pak, 2011; Un, 2019; Morgenbesser,

2016; Strangio, 2014). In an example of a perhaps more explicit case, on the campaign trail

in Kampong Cham, Hun Sen made a bargain with local citizens:

Talking about building bridges, roads and schools, all will depend on our people's

decisions whether they want me to assist them in building them these instrastructures

or not. If the do, they also have to make me Prime Minister again, or else wait for

someone else who does it. July 27, 2003 is our election day, and our people have their

right to make decisions as to who will build them these infrastructures. If we have the

support of our people, we should try our best to open the groundbreaking ceremony

before the rainy season in 2004. (Hun Sen, 2003)

The strategy of generating performance legitimacy through targeted development is

complemented by the CPP's �going down to the base� (joh moulothon) strategy of gift-

giving. Gifts � including cash donations, rice, and bicycles � are targeted to CPP supporters

and mobilized through an extensive party structure that mirrors the country's administra-

tive structure (Norén-Nilsson, 2016b; Un, 2019).10

Without the claims to performance on which to draw and crippled by a lack of access

to resources, the opposition, by contrast, has had signi�cantly more di�culty developing

their reputations among voters. Unable to compete with the CPP on development and

gift-giving, the SRP and the Human Rights Party (HRP), an opposition party founded in

10 CPP001. Opposition commune council members in Kampot described a “classi�cation” system for local villagers
based on their support for the CPP: “It is divided like in the Pol Pot regime. There are white, gray, and black [villagers].
The term `white' refers to their [CPP's] group of people, the term `gray' refers to the hesitant, and the term `black' refers
to people like us” (KAM007). This system is identical to the one Un (2019, p. 32) describes being in place prior to the
2013 elections.
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2007 by prominent human rights advocate Kem Sokha, have typically appealed to voters on

the �anti-regime� dimension � critiquing corruption of the ruling party, promising livelihood

improvements, and promoting democratic norms � as well as on xenophobic visions of anti-

Vietnamese nationalism.11 Party leaders and activists have capitalized on the opposition's

lack of resources as a means to draw attention to the regime's corruption and present

the opposition as o�ering voters an alternative with a clean conscience. Referring to the

fact that, unlike their CPP counterparts, opposition candidates typically self-fund their

campaigns, a 2013 slogan read �My gasoline, my motorbike, my money, my morale, save my

nation. Change! Change! Change!� (Norén-Nilsson, 2016b, p. 801). In a 2003 interview,

Sam Rainsy encouraged voters to accept the CPP's gifts but save their conscience and their

vote for the opposition:

The CPP says it wants to address poverty. We want to address poverty - only the

means di�er. They will address poverty through donations. The poor have to rely on

the CPP for donations and handouts. We have another message: We say that this gift

comes from corruption money, a little left that they distribute to you. We say: Take

it, this is your money ... but vote for justice, vote against corruption. (Carmichael and

Sokheng, 2003)

Over time, the opposition's popularity increased, building up strong bases of support

among urban laborers and the ballooning youth population, with whom the CPP's appeals

to peace and security and gift-giving strategy failed to resonate (Eng and Hughes, 2017).

In late 2012, the SRP merged with the HRP to form the Cambodia National Rescue Party

(CNRP). Pursuing a uni�ed and strategic campaign on increases to the minimum wage for

garment workers and civil servants, pensions for the elderly, promises of change, and na-

tionalist rhetoric denigrating the Vietnamese.(Carmichael, 2013; COMFREL, 2013; Chen,

2013), the opposition experienced signi�cant gains in the 2013 general elections, winning

11 Capitalizing on historic hatred for the Vietnamese among Khmer nationalists (Edwards, 2008) to critique the CPP's
origins as a Vietnamese-sponsored Marxist-Leninist party, the opposition has long made xenophobic appeals a corner-
stone of their campaign strategy (Frewer, 2016; Ebbinghausen, 2014). Reports from the 2013 campaign trail note Sam
Rainsy frequently using the wordyuon, a provocative Khmer term for people of Vietnamese descent, to critique the
regime, declaring at one rally: “Theyuonlog our trees and take our jobs. Theyuontake advantage of the Khmer because
the current authorities protect theyuon” (Carmichael, 2013).
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nearly 45% of the vote in an election widely believed to be plagued by substantial irregu-

larities (HRW, 2013b,a; TIC, 2013; ADHOC et al., 2013; LICADHO, 2013). The popular

support achieved by the CNRP's campaign and subsequent mass action protesting election

irregularities rendered the opposition movement a clear and imminent threat to the CPP's

two-decade hegemony.

The CPP responded to increased competition from the CNRP in part by adopting

a �reformist" agenda focused on routing out corruption among government o�cials and

improving public service delivery (Willemyns and Mech, 2013; Amaro, 2018; Dara, 2019).

As one civil society leader put it, the CPP started to �steal the opposition's thunder"

following the 2013 election by reclaiming the issues of public service quality and anti-

corruption from the CNRP. 12 In a September 2013 speech following the CNRP's unexpected

success in national elections, Prime Minister Hun Sen implored his fellow ministers to take

seriously the criticism of the opposition and rid themselves of corrupt behaviors:

Re�ect oneself in the mirror! I would urge all Cabinet members to look into the mirror

to see what you have done right and wrong. . . . This re�ection also includes rational

criticism from other sources like NGOs or the opposition party . . . We must change

or we will fail. We must change our attitude, way of thinking, and [our] actions in

delivering to the people (Hun Sen, 2013b).

Talk of reform was complemented by the ramping up of repression.13 In 2015, Sam

Rainsy was dismissed from Parliament and went into self-imposed exile to evade a prison

sentence (O'Neill, 2016) while Kem Sokha hid out in the CNRP headquarters after being

removed from Parliament for failing to appear in court (Odom, 2016). The repression aimed

at party leaders was accompanied by violence and arbitrary arrests of CNRP lawmakers

and activists throughout the country (DW, 2015; Odom, 2016), including the assassination

of prominent political commentator and human rights advocate Kem Ley in 2016 (Ouch,

12 CSO003
13 Ward and Ford (2022) argue that a similar combination of reform and repression was pursued by the CPP in response
to growing labor movements mobilized by the CNRP. Repression and violent counter-mobilization in the years following
the 2013 election undercut labor unions' ability to engage in collective action, while policies raising minimum wages
and extending bene�ts to factory workers targeted the source of labor's discontent.
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2016).

In spite of the CPP's dual strategy of reform and repression, the CNRP continued

to gain momentum, culminating in the capture of nearly 30% of local constituencies in

the 2017 commune elections, disrupting the CPP's nearly four-decade monopoly over local

governance. The stunning outcome of the 2017 election made it clear that the opposition

had a real chance of winning the 2018 general election outright. Having failed to eliminate

the opposition through the ballot box, the regime reverted to blatant repression. Less than

nine months prior to the 2018 general election, the Supreme Court of Cambodia dissolved

the CNRP for conspiring to topple the government, resulting in the removal of opposition

politicians from all elected positions nationwide and a �ve-year ban from politics for over

one hundred prominent opposition activists (Boyle, 2017). Aggressive defection campaigns

aimed at opposition local councilors attempted to strip the opposition from the bottom-up

(CPP, 2017), whilst arrests of prominent leaders � including the HRP founder Kem Sokha

� weakened the party from the top.

The dissolution of the CNRP e�ectively eliminated multi-party governance from Cam-

bodia for nearly �ve years. At the local and sub-national level, elected CNRP members

who did not defect to the ruling party were replaced with candidates from the CPP and

co-opted parties (Kijewski and Chakrya, 2017). At the national level, elections in 2018

saw the CPP capture all 125 seats in the National Assembly. The regime's eradication

of multi-party politics was accompanied by a wider-scale crackdown on civil society, in-

cluding the shuttering of the independent media outlet,The Cambodia Daily, the arrest of

prominent human rights activists, and the expulsion of the National Democratic Institute

from the country (Morgenbesser, 2019). The constriction of civic space drove opposition

activists underground, abroad, or into the hands of the CPP. One longstanding opposition

politician who defected to the CPP in 2017 at the threat of imprisonment explained that

without political leadership, opposition activists were stranded: �CNRP has no leader now.

CNRP's leader is living abroad. I will not leave the CPP because of my safety. If I am

thrown in jail, who will help me? There are a lot of people from the opposition party
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who are in jail, and no one helps them.�14 Asked if he had been asked to return to the

opposition party, he replied cynically, �Yes, a lot . . . [but] I didn't join them because all of

the opposition parties consist of awful political strategic plans . . . I have no more trust in

opposition parties anymore.�

After nearly �ve years underground, the opposition re-emerged on the political scene

in 2022 to contest in local elections under the banner of the Candlelight Party. Having

survived a period of intense repression and co-optation, the CNRP's organizational structure

linking party leaders in Phnom Penh to grassroots activists was re-activated to recruit

over 22,000 candidates to stand for local o�ce.15 Despite the opposition's poor showing

� the Candlelight Party received only 22% of the vote, less than in any commune election

since 2002 � the regime moved swiftly to bar Candlelight candidates from competing in

the following year's national election, which brought about the highly-managed transfer of

power from Hun Sen to his West Point-educated son, Hun Manet.16 For the second time in

a row, the CPP ran virtually unopposed in the national election, securing 120 out of 125

seats with the remaining �ve seats going to FUNCINPEC.

As such, as of 2024, opposition politicians in local councils �nd themselves the sole

custodians of true multi-party governance in what, at the national level, can only be de-

scribed as a one party regime. Banning the opposition from the ballot box, however, has

proven insu�cient to calm the CPP's anxiety about a return to the uncertainty of multi-

party competition. High-level repression, including violent attacks and arrests of prominent

party leaders (Khan, 2024; Sam, 2024), as well as low-level co-optation, including heavily

publicized grassroots defection campaigns (Yin, 2022; Zakaria, 2023; Phorn and Loughlin,

2025), have continued to vigorously target the party's organizational structure and bases

14 KAN001
15 OPP004
16 Generational transfers of power in important ministries occurred alongside the managed transition between Hun Sen
and his son. Prominent cases include the replacement of Minister of Interior Sar Kheng with his son, Sar Sokha, and the
replacement of Minister of Defense Tea Banh with his son, Tea Seiha. Commentators have noted that the coordinated
generational transfer alleviated concerns about the future of prominent CPP faction leaders in the party and government
(Hutt, 2023).
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of support.17

1.2.1 Cambodia's Commune Councils

This dissertation focuses speci�cally on one speci�c political institution within Cambo-

dia: the commune council. The Cambodian government operates at four levels of adminis-

tration � national, province, district, and commune 18 � however, only at the national and

commune level are leaders directly elected.19 A product of French colonial rule, commune

administration took on a variety of forms throughout the 20th century before disappearing

entirely under the Khmer Rouge (Vachon, 2017; Chandler, 2008). Commune authorities

were re-established in 1981 by the KPRP, with party-appointed commune chiefs enjoying

extensive autonomy over matters including revenue collection and commune defense but

having neither the resources nor the authority to implement their own initiatives (Blunt

and Turner, 2005; Slocomb, 2004).20

A series of decentralization reforms beginning in 2001 mandated the replacement of

CPP-appointed chiefs with elected, multi-party councils vested with both legislative and

executive powers.21 The introduction of multi-party commune council elections in 2002

provided an unprecedented opportunity for the opposition to erode the CPP's historical

dominance over local politics. The lowest level of formal administration and the only

directly-elected sub-national institution, the commune council comprises between �ve to

eleven council members charged with facilitating local development and maintaining public

order in multi-village constituencies of 10,000 people on average. Lacking both �scal powers

of revenue collection andde factopolicy-making autonomy, the role of the commune council

17 A LICADHO (2024) report released in December 2024 found that 102 political activists, environmental activists,
labor organizers, and human rights defenders were arrested and imprisoned in Cambodia in 2024.
18 For clarity, I refer to both communes (khum) andsangkats, the term used to designate communes located in provincial
capitals or Phnom Penh, by the word commune. Similarly, I use “district” for all three district-level designations:srok,
krong,andkhan.
19 Since 2008, provincial and district councils are indirectly elected by commune councilors from closed party lists.
The most powerful institution at both the provincial and district level, however, is the board of governors, presided over
by the provincial or district governor. Members of the boards of governors are directly appointed by the Prime Minister
and Ministry of Interior and oversee all activities of the provincial or district council (RGC, 2008b, sec.5).
20 CHH002, KAM002, KAM004, BAT004
21 Councils have 5, 7, 9, or 11 seats, including the chief, based on population size.
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lies primarily in providing administrative services, resolving local disputes, and implement-

ing local development projects using the Commune/Sangkat development fund (CSF), a

�xed transfer from the national government.22 The leader of the commune council is the

commune chief, a position awarded to the party that receives the most votes in the election.

Table 1.1: Commune Council Election Results, 2002 - 2012

CPP Opposition

Election Seat share Share of chiefs Party Seat share Share of chiefs

2002a 67.1% 98.6% SRP 11.8% 0.8%
2007 70.4% 98.1% SRP 23.4% 1.7%
2012 72.4% 97.5% SRP + HRP 25.8% 2.4%
2017b 56.2% 70.2% CNRP 43.3% 29.7%
2022 80.7% 99.7% Candlelight 18.9% 0.2%

aFUNCINPEC secured 19.5% of council seats in 2002.bThe CNRP was dissolved within months of the election, and their
council seats were surrendered to the CPP and satellite parties.

While the opposition has managed to secure 22% of council seats on average over the

�ve commune elections, it has typically failed to secure the chief role in more than 2% of

the country's over 1600 communes. As commune elections take place in the year prior to

national elections, they are important not only in determining local leadership but also in

providing valuable information to the regime and the opposition about public opinion among

the electorate. The near-victory of the opposition in the 2017 local elections, described by

one regime insider as a �pre-test of the 2018 national elections,�23 prompted the CPP to

engage in an unprecedented campaign to secure its power prior to the 2018 national election,

resulting in the dissolution of the opposition on trumped up charges of �threatening public

order� and the subsequent removal of over 4,700 elected opposition council members from

their seats.

Importantly, the establishment of the commune as an arena for multi-party contestation

� today, the only viable such arena � has ensured that both the ruling and opposition

22 As discussed in Chapter 3, commune councils are increasingly playing a role in social service provision as well;
however, their responsibilities remain meager and it remains to be seen the extent to which social services become a
focus for local leaders.
23 MOI003
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