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Recent moves toward multi-party competition for elected legislatures in numerous 
Arab countries constitute a significant departure from earlier practices there, and 
create the basis for democratic activists to gradually chip away at persistent au- 
thoritarian rule. This article explores the institutional mechanisms by which in- 
cumbent authoritarian executives seek to engineer these elections. It documents 
examples of rulers changing electoral systems to ensure compliant legislatures, 
and demonstrates the prevalent use of winner-takes-all electoral systems, which 
generally work to the regimes' advantage. I then review various strategies of oppo- 
sition forces---boycotts, non-competition agreements, election monitoring, and 
struggles over election rules--and the dilemmas that these entail. Surmounting 
differences in terms of ideologies, as well as short-term political goals and pros- 
pects, is a central challenge. 

The future should see greater electoral participation among opposition activists, 
along with cleaner elections. As vote coercion and ballot box stuffing is restricted 
by opposition pressures, electoral institutions will take on greater importance, and 
struggles for proportional representation are likely to increase. 

I. Introduction 

T he past decade saw a significant  number  of  Arab countries initiate or ex 
pand mult i -party compet i t ion for elected legislatures. Contes ted parlia- 

menta ry  elect ions were held in Tunisia,  Algeria,  Morocco ,  Egypt ,  Jordan,  
Yemen, Kuwait ,  Lebanon,  and the Palestine Authority.  1 Incumbent  executive 
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rulers invariably tout these elections as evidence of domestic legitimacy and 
popularity, often anointing their countries as democracies in their wake. Among 
Middle East scholars, however, there is virtual consensus that despite this in- 
creased contestation, the political process in these countries falls well short of 
today's generally accepted criteria for modern representative democracies. 2 
Executive authority generally remains an uncontested, if not completely unelected, 
post, as well as one that commands extraordinary powers, while the authority of 
the judicial and legislative branches is sharply constrained. Opposition parties have 
only limited access to media and are usually restricted in their campaigning activi- 
ties, new political parties must receive government permission to become legal, 
votes in support of the ruling party may be coerced (in Arabic tadakhkhul, or inter- 
ference), and a variety of means of falsifying the actual vote count (in Arabic, 
tazwir) have occurred consistently. Thus these countries are commonly con- 
sidered to be more pluralist variants, but still in the category of authoritarian 
regimes. 3 Many scholars see their political openings as strategies for regime 
survival intended to forestall, rather than encourage, further pressures for de- 
mocratization (see e.g., Brumberg 1995; Dillman 2000; Talbi 2000). 

Considerably less agreement exists, however, about the prospects for these 
openings to evolve into genuine democratic transitions. While much of the 
literature is pessimistic, 4 a spate of recent studies finds at work in the region 
forces and processes similar to those which undermined authoritarian rule else- 
where in the world (inter alia, Brynen et al. 1995, 1998). Scholars have par- 
ticularly emphasized the proliferation of non-state, voluntary organizations, 
which are expected to promote greater tolerance for political debate and/or 
expand the organizational skills and resources available to citizens for chal- 
lenging state power (esp. Norton 1994, 1996). 

This "civil society" literature is, however, ambivalent about the significance 
of "pseudo-compet i t ive  elect ions ''s in the democratization process (e.g., 
Abukhalil). The western concept of civil society, albeit somewhat ambiguous, 
generally excludes political parties (Foley and Edwards 1996: 38-39; Chazan 
1992: 287); thus its evocation as the engine of democracy in Arab countries 
implies a denigration of partisan politics there. 6 In this context, opposition 
parties are often faulted for undemocratic internal operations (e.g., AbuKhalil: 
158-9; Harik 1994: 49) and, in some countries, party leaders are also criticized 
for being octogenarian, opportunistic, and out of touch with the masses. 7 

This article rests on the premise that gradual democratization is possible in 
these countries, and that the elections themselves are an important arena of 
struggle. Holding contested elections foregrounds the principle that citizens 
have a right to self-selected political representation. Polls that are carefully 
controlled by governments can still provide a forum for diverse segments of 
society to publicly debate their collective future, and new opportunities for 
political mobilization. In addition, even legislatures with limited power often 
become the focus of press attention, so an opposition presence in parliament 
can provide a means for critics of the ruling regimes to promote their argu- 
ments via the official media. 8 

Thus I see the controlled contestation described here as a significant depar- 
ture from earlier practices in these countries when elections, if held at all, 
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featured little or no actual choice, and were routinely reported by the govern- 
ments to have almost-universal voter turnout. "Pseudo-democracy" also dis- 
tinguishes these countries from neighbors in the region that remain as single 
party states or monarchies devoid of elected legislatures altogether. The Ara- 
bic term commonly applied to these political openings, ta'addudiyya, mean- 
ing pluralization or multi-partyism--but not full democratization--captures 
these distinctions. 

There is comparative evidence that democratic transitions can emerge from 
prolonged periods of controlled contestation. Both Huntington (1992) and Share 
and Mainwaring (1986) describe a situation in which opposition forces, origi- 
nally weak at the time of regime-initiated openings, are able to gradually gain 
influence and ultimately negotiate democratization with reluctant incumbent 
authoritarians. 9 Mexico (inter alia Martinez 2000) and Senegal (Vengroff and 
Cheevey 1997; Vengroff and Magala 2000; Vengroff and Mozaffar 2001) pro- 
vide examples of such protracted processes. 1~ 

My approach presupposes the existence of secular opposition forces work- 
ing within the electoral arena, and possibly Islamists as well. In suggesting 
that these groups can play a role in furthering the democratization process, I 
reject the argument that the forces in the region committed to western demo- 
cratic models are insignificant, so that the only real threat to incumbent  
authoritarians comes from radical Islamist movements that are equally anti- 
democratic (Waterbury 1994; Salame 1994). The secular and "moderate" Is- 
lamic opposition forces identified and privileged here may be relatively small 
in number, but there is evidence here that their actions have affected the politi- 
cal opening process. Moreover, even if some of these groups themselves ex- 
hibit authoritarian tendencies, their propaganda and actions in struggling against 
the incumbent regimes may nevertheless help to erode the latter's legitimacy. 11 
Comparative research has identified the loss of regime legitimacy as key to the 
demise of authoritarian rule (Shin 1994: 152). 

But suggesting the possibility of a phased and gradual transition to democ- 
racy is not meant to imply its inevitability. Against the optimistic teleology--  
reminiscent of the earlier "modernization theory" - -o f  some civil society 
literature (esp. Ibrahim 1995; Kubba 2000), I emphasize political institutions 
and the influence of human agency. This article focuses particular attention on the 
institutional framework of these elections and the strategies that opposition forces 
adopt in relation to them. My purpose in this emphasis is not to diminish the po- 
tential role of non-partisan civic associations in democratization, lz but rather to 
correct for the paucity of studies of electoral politics in the Arab region. 13 

Indeed, while the recent "third wave" of democratizations has spawned a 
considerable literature on what institutional designs are most conducive to the 
consolidation of new democracies (inter alia Mainwaring 1993; Lijphart and 
Waisman 1996; Linz and Stepan 1996), scant attention has been devoted to the 
possible role of institutional change in creating the conditions for democratic 
transitions to o c c u r .  14 My claim here is simply that electoral struggles can play 
a role in helping to undermine authoritarian rule, and that electoral systems 
influence the shape of electoral politics. Electoral structures may not be the 
unique or even the primary determinant of authoritarian election results, but 
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they still "structure political interactions and in this way affect political out- 
comes" (Thelen and Steinmo 1992: 13). Even under controlled contestation, 
electoral systems will affect the number of political parties that operate in a 
country, their internal dynamics, and the strategies they adopt. 

The following section shows that Arab rulers have consciously resorted to 
election engineering in order to produce loyal legislatures. ~5 More subtle than 
tadakhkhul or tazwir, manipulating electoral design offers incumbents another 
way to control electoral outcomes in an immediate sense, and partisan politics 
in their countries more broadly. The current configuration of electoral systems 
in the region shows a preference among regime elites for winner takes all (WTA) 
voting, ~6 which proves especially beneficial for regimes pluralizing from a 
single-party situation. 

I then explore the strategies through which non-violent opposition forces--  
legal political parties as well as unrecognized groups that nevertheless manage 
to operate in the electoral arena--seek to diminish the authoritarian regimes' 
hegemony within the constraints posed by the electoral institutions. Election 
boycotts, organized election monitoring, and challenges to the existing elec- 
toral rules have all been attempted with varying degrees of success. Surmount- 
ing differences among the opposition forces in terms of ideologies, as well as 
short-term political goals and prospects, is a central strategic di lemma. For 
reasons explained here, the future is likely to see greater participation in 
campaigns among opposition activists, along with at least minimally cleaner 
elections as a consequence of opposit ion pressures. As regimes '  resort to 
tadakhkhul and tazwir is restricted, electoral institutions will take on greater 
importance,  and more struggles over election rules should result. Because 
of the prevalence of WTA systems in the region, such struggles will likely take 
the form of calls for some type of PR. This demand, by exposing how the 
electoral rules themselves serve to limit the representation of opposition par- 
ties and independents, can help to erode the legitimacy of authoritarian incum- 
bents. 

II. Electoral Engineering under Controlled Contestation 

Despite the sharp limits on the power of Arab parliaments, incumbent execu- 
tives have exhibited a concern for ensuring compliant legislatures. Minimally, 
this will guarantee speedy passage of their legislative initiatives. In some cases 
these parliaments are also responsible for ratifying the rule of the government's 
head; even where the executive authority is not elected, loyal legislatures cre- 
ate the impression of a popular mandate for the incumbent leader. Thus, when 
they initiate contested legislative elections, executives try to guarantee parlia- 
ments dominated by their supporters (cf. Lust-Okar and Jamal 2002). 

There is evidence in some cases that the executives design the electoral 
rules at the outset to achieve the desired outcome. Both Morocco's first king, 
Muhammad V, and the PA's Yasir Arafat consulted international experts before 
settling on an electoral system, while Jordan's late king Hussein gerryman- 
dered districts to diminish the influence of the Palestinian vote. But results 
may prove contrary to expectations, even when rigging and coercion are added 
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for good measure. Jordan and Egypt represent two cases of regimes altering 
the rules of the game after initial results proved threatening. 

Egypt's late president Anwar al-Sadat first initiated party contestation for 
parliamentary elections in 1976. He implemented a WTA system under which 
two seats were contested separately in each district, using a majority runoff 
rule. 17 In these elections candidates could run as independents, or as affiliates 
as one of three "platforms" that were created by Sadat, prior to the poll, from 
different tendencies within the singular Arab Socialist Union. The self-pro- 
claimed centrist platform, representing Sadat supporters, won 280 (82%) of 
the 342 contested seats. Forty-eight of the remaining 62 were captured by in- 
dependents. 

The WTA system thus worked to the advantage of the government-backed 
platform; Cooper estimated that its actual popular vote was only 60 percent. 
Nevertheless, as Mubarak prepared for new parliamentary elections in 1984, 
albeit under expanded party competition and a freer press, he initiated a new 
electoral law. It seemed designed to maintain the vote distortion in favor of the 
ruling party, now known as the National Democratic Party (NDP), while at the 
same time eliminating the threat from the independent candidacies. His choice 
was a party-list proportional system, but with such a high threshold (8%) that 
it negated the advantages of PR for most opposition parties. The threshold was 
particularly onerous because the law required that a party poll 8 percent of the 
vote nationally in order to win seats in any particular constituency, so that 
even if an opposition party earned enough votes in one or more areas to qualify 
for seats there, those seats would be lost if its total national votes fell shy of 
the 8 percent. Moreover, any votes that a small party won that could not be 
used to obtain seats would accrue to the most successful party instead. 18 

In the end, of 448 contested seats, the NDP won 390, or 87 percent, thus 
increasing the ruling party's parliamentary majority over the 1976 legislature. 
However, it captured only 73 percent of the reported popular vote. The distor- 
tion occurred because both the leftist Tagammu' and an Islamist/nationalist 
rival, the Socialist Labor Party, came in under the 8 percent threshold, so their 
votes accrued to the NDP instead.~9 

Jordan's King Hussein decided to convene full national legislative elections 
after a 22 year hiatus, along with some other measures of political liberaliza- 
tion, in 1989 (Jaber and Fathi 1990: 67-86; Middle East Magazine, October 
10, 1989). The monarchy revived the at-large plurality system of British colo- 
nial days, creating 20 electoral districts returning between two and nine candi- 
dates each (Reynolds and Elkit 1997: 53-54). Although a 32-year-old ban of 
political parties remained in effect, affiliates of underground parties could run 
as independents, while the Muslim brotherhood was able to sponsor candi- 
dates because it was considered a charitable organization and not a party (Piro 
1992: 39-44; Middle East Economic Digest, November 24, 1989). 

One of the king's main concerns was to limit the representation of critics of 
his friendly attitude towards Israel. Thus, Jordanians of Palestinian origin were 
deliberately disadvantaged at the outset by the apportionment of representa- 
tives to the voting districts. Rather than being done strictly by population size, 
it awarded more seats to districts whose population was predominantly East 
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Bankers, so that East Bankers' votes, in effect, counted more (Reidel 1994: 53; 
Wederman 1993:11). Nevertheless, the elections resulted in considerable rep- 
resentation of anti-Israeli forces, because of other aspects of the electoral rules. 
The multiple vote feature permitted electors to seek simultaneous representa- 
tion of several different political identities. Given three votes, for example, 
citizens were able to first choose someone from their tribe and then perhaps 
some government patron, with a vote still remaining to express an ideological 
preference. In Jordan, many of these tertiary votes went to candidates from the 
Muslim Brotherhood, who were opposed to the monarchy's pro-western for- 
eign policies. Out of an 80 seat parliament, Brotherhood and Islamic-identi- 
fied candidates won 34, or about 42 percent, and an assortment of leftist and 
pan-Arabist candidates won about another 12 (Piro 1992: 39; Brynen 1998: 
75). 

The Brotherhood had an advantage in these elections because of its national 
recognition, which the long-standing ban on parties denied to other opposition 
forces. This advantage was then magnified by the plurality voting rule. The 
relatively large number--averaging eight per distr ict--of candidates per seat 
meant that as little as 10 percent of the vote could be sufficient for victory in 
some cases. Brotherhood candidates actually earned less than 20 percent of the 
vote, and the other Islamic candidates likewise captured a greater number of 
seats than the proportion of votes they polled (Reynolds and Elklit 1997: 53). 

The Jordanian regime solved this "problem" with the next elections, held in 
November 1993. A year earlier, the monarchy had permitted the formation of 
political parties, and some 24 of them, many reflecting pan-Arab, pan-Islamic, 
or Palestinian nationalist views, had been legalized before the poll. However, 
the king's endorsement of the controversial Oslo accords made the Islamists' 
foreign policy stance more threatening to the regime. Thus, Hussein also de- 
creed a change in the electoral rules, switching to a single, non-transferable 
vote (SNTV) system in which each district would still elect multiple candi- 
dates by plurality rule, but now each citizen would only get one vote (Reidel 
1994: 53-56; Chicago Tribune, November 7, 1993). 

Considered "semi-proportional" by numerous scholars, SNTV can solve the 
problem of minority vote dilution in at-large districts with a racially or ethni- 
cally polarized electorate (Reynolds and Reilly 1997: 51-52; Amy 1993: 1786- 
87, 232-33; Engstrom 1992: 743-70). In the Jordanian context, however, its 
effect was to privilege tribal sentiments. As the monarchy anticipated, many 
citizens awarded their single vote to a tribal favorite rather than an ideological 
preference, and the resulting parliament had a sharply diminished opposition 
presence. The Islamic Action Front, a coalition dominated by the Brotherhood, 
took 16 seats, and independent Islamists another four, so Islamist forces to- 
gether now held only 25 percent of the seats. Another eight seats were cap- 
tured by various leftists, leaving roughly a 65 percent majority to generally 
pro-regime figures (Reidel 1994: 56; MEED, November 19, 1993). 2o 

There was then stepped up repression of opposition Islamists, Arab nation- 
alists, and leftists following Jordan's signing of a peace treaty with Israel in 
October 1994. And shortly before the next elections in 1997, the parliament 
provisionally approved a draconian press law intended to sharply limit public 
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expression of opposition to the monarchy's foreign and economic policies. In 
light of this, but especially because the government rejected calls to return to 
the old election laws, more than half of the political parties in Jordan boy- 
cotted the 1997 elections (Hourani 1998; al-Khouri 1998: 27-33; Human Rights 
Watch 1997). 

Winner- Takes-All Elections 

Today, almost all of the Arab countries practicing ta 'addudiyya have winner- 
takes-all electoral systems (see appendix). WTA offers particular advantages 
to incumbent regimes in countries pluralizing from single party situations. If 
in democracies WTA is associated with two- or three-party systems, in this 
authoritarian context its effect is to maintain single party domination by dis- 
torting the popular vote earned by the ruling party. 

The cases of Palestine and Yemen illustrate this point nicely, and also pro- 
vide insight into how a PR system might produce different outcomes. In Pales- 
tine, the same at-large system that proved problematic for Jordan's monarchy 
worked to the advantage of Yasir Arafat's Fatah party. Elections to the Pales- 
tine Legislative Council (PLC) were held in January 1996 under the auspices 
of the 1993 Oslo peace agreements. They resulted in Fatah supporters holding 
about 75 percent of the seats in an 88 member council (Ghanem 1996: 526; 
Jerusalem Post, January 23, 1996; DPA, January 22, 1996). el The rules for the 
PLC election were developed by an electoral commission appointed by Yasir 
Arafat in November 1993; the resultant election law was approved by the Pal- 
estinian Authority (PA) cabinet in December 1995. 22 

As in Jordan, the design called for multi-member districts, in this case 16, 
with citizens able to cast as many votes as there were seats to be filled in each 
district and the winners to be decided by plurality rule. Also as in Jordan, the 
multiple-vote system enabled Palestinians to select local patrons and/or fam- 
ily favorites, and at the same time register support for one or more candidates 
based on ideology. In this latter category the plurality rule favored Fatah-backed 
candidates because of the party's history and national recognition. In all dis- 
tricts combined, candidates running on a Fatah slate received only 30 percent 
of the votes, but the distorting effects of plurality gave them 58 percent of the 
88 seats. Conversely, those opposition parties which participated captured 10 
percent of the total votes, but received only three percent of the seats, while 
independents (many of whom were Fatah activists who for various reasons had 
not been selected for the Fatah slate in their district) polled about 60 percent of 
the votes, but got only the remaining 39 percent of the seats (Ghanem 1996: 
526). 

Fatah's position was enhanced by the fact that rival factions within the PLO, 
as well as many Islamists affiliated with Hamas, refused to participate in the 
elections, charging that this would imply acceptance of the Oslo accords. But 
as noted by Khalil Shekaki, the smaller parties' decision to boycott was en- 
couraged by the choice of an electoral system that gave them little opportunity 
to capture seats (Jerusalem Post, June 16, 1995). Before the draft election law 
was approved, several opposition parties, as well as the Geneva-based Interna- 
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tional Commission of Jurists, had urged the PA to adopt a proportional system 
that would give greater representation to opposition forces (Ghanem 1996: 526; 
Jerusalem Post, December 7, 1995; January 19, 1996). Put differently, the mag- 
nitude of Fatah's victory was the consequence of intentional, plurality-based 
electoral architecture by the Arafat appointees who designed the election rules. 

Yemen's 1993 elections followed the 1990 merger of two formerly single- 
party states, the People's Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen) and 
the Yemen Arab Republic (North Yemen); multi-partyism was adopted in both 
countries just before unity. 23 The election law, promulgated in 1992, specified 
a single winner district plurality system (Republic of Yemen 1992: 24). 24 Con- 
taining 80 percent of unified Yemen's population, the north got a similar pro- 
portion of the 301 legislative seats. 

Prior to the 1993 elections, the north's General People's Congress (GPC) 
and the south's Yemen Socialist Party (YSP) colluded in designing electoral 
districts to limit the challenges each would face from independents. The YSP 
was more ideologically coherent and faced less partisan competition, but be- 
cause of the demographic disparity, vote distortion in the 1993 elections mainly 
benefited the GPC. Each of these parties captured about 14 percent of the popular 
vote in the other's former mainstay. Within its own stronghold, however, the YSP, 
with an average 57 percent of the vote, claimed almost 95 percent of the south's 57 
seats. By contrast, the GPC averaged only 32 percent of the vote in the north, 
winning only 49 percent of its seats. But in the country as a whole, theYSP's 18 
percent of seats just equaled its overall popular vote, while the GPC still enjoyed a 
13 percent gap between its seats (123, or 41%) and its 28 percent voteY 

Since Yemen's 1994 civil war was precipitated in part by frustrations of 
some YSP members with the GPC-dominated parliament, it is worth consider- 
ing how proportional representation might have changed the complexion of 
the legislature: the GPC's proportion of seats would have been reduced, and 
more smaller parties and independents would have been represented. In addi- 
tion, both the GPC's and YSP's parliamentary delegations would have con- 
tained party members based outside of their territorial strongholds, possibly 
exercising a moderating effect on north/south tensions. 

As it happened, the YSP-led secessionist uprising was defeated, and the 
former PDRY occupied by northern troops which destroyed former govern- 
ment institutions, confiscated the YSP's assets, and imposed harsh political 
restrictions, reversing the gains of the unification period. The YSP's irredentist 
leadership fled, and the party, albeit now in the control of a new faction, was 
ousted from the governing coalition. This enabled the GPC and Islamic-ori- 
ented al-Islah, the former third party and now junior partner in the govern- 
ment, to push through constitutional reforms that increased the powers of the 
president. Amid persistent rumors that the two governing parties had plans to 
rig the vote, the YSP boycotted the 1997 election. The GPC again benefitted 
from vote distortion, garnering 62 percent of the seats with only 42 percent of 
the popular vote, and proceeded to govern as the ruling party (Saqqaf 1998; 
Glosemeyer 1998: 35-43; Caparico 1998: 186-95, 149). 26 

Tunisia and Egypt likewise illustrate the distorting effects of WTA, but also 
show the potential for opposition forces to affect electoral institutions. Tuni- 
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sian elections use a plurality-based, multi-member system known as the "party 
block vote," in which citizens vote for a single party, and the party that obtains 
the most votes wins all the seats in that district. 27 The first contested elections 
were held in 1989, after then-Interior Minister Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali de- 
posed the senile strongman Habib Bourguiba. Ben Ali initiated a political lib- 
eralization that included the recognition of several additional secular opposition 
parties. Nevertheless, the regime refused to legalize the largest opposition group, 
Hizb al-Nahda, and when it came time to devise a new code for the 1989 elec- 
tions, the government overruled the opposition parties' demands for a PR sys- 
tem. Not surprisingly in light of the election rules, the ruling Rassemblement 
Constitutionel Democratique (RCD) then captured all of the seats. 

The next five years saw the government backtrack on liberalization as the 
Islamic movement intensified its activities. Torture, preemptive repression, and 
military trials of both Islamist and leftist dissidents returned, and the govern- 
ment refused to extend recognition to any more political parties. Prior to the 
1994 elections, however, in a concession to the six parties that had been legal- 
ized earlier, the regime agreed to set aside 12 percent of the parliamentary 
seats for the opposition, to be distributed on a proportional basis. The remain- 
der of the seats were still contested by party bloc vote, and the RCD again won 
all of these. Officially, the ruling party polled just under 98 percent of the vote, 
so that the ironic effect of the set-aside was to distort the ruling party's vote 
downward, albeit still allowing it a comfortable majority of 144 seats in the 
then 163-seat legislature. Moreover, Penner (1999: 94-99) has suggested that, 
besides lending an aura of legitimacy to the RCD's monopoly of power, the 
entry of self-admittedly weak opposition parties into the parliament served 
Ben Ali's purpose by fostering tighter discipline among the RCD delegates. 

To what degree this 98 percent figure represents the regime's actual popu- 
larity, as opposed to a combination of tadakhkhul, tazwir, the bankruptcy of 
the legally recognized opposition, and/or the exclusion of the Islamists, cannot 
be determined here. But in response to accusations of fraud and vote coercion, 
Ben Ali upped the number of proportional seats to 20 percent in the 1999 elec- 
tions; the legal opposition now holds 34 seats in a 182-seat body. For these 
elections, which coincided with the country's first contested presidential race, 
he also agreed to opposition demands for representation at the ballot counting 
and an independent, national group of election supervisors. In addition, some 
press restrictions were eased and pro-government rallies outside of polling 
places, previously used to pressure voters, were prohibited. With these mea- 
sures in place, the RCD's officially reported vote tally fell to 91.5 percent in 
the 1999 poll. While the opposition's total vote was thus still upwardly dis- 
torted by the 20 percent PR set-aside, it did increase by about 400 percent over 
the previous election. 

Finally, Egypt's return to WTA was actually not the original choice of the 
president, but was imposed by the courts. A legal challenge filed by two oppo- 
sition lawyers charged that the prohibition of independent candidacies vio- 
lated constitutional provisions for individual rights. In 1986, the regime 
preempted an anticipated ruling in agreement by disbanding the parliament 
and issuing a new electoral law. It set aside one seat in each constituency for 
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independent candidacies, although parties were also permitted to nominate in- 
dividuals for these seats. They were contested on a plurality basis, with a run- 
off requirement if the top candidate polled less than 20 percent of  the vote. 
Otherwise, however, the old PR system remained in effect. 28 

The subsequent 1987 election did result in a more diversified legislature, 
with most opposition parties represented. While the NDP still enjoyed a com- 
fortable margin above the two-thirds majority needed to ensure Mubarak's re- 
nomination to the presidency, its hold on the legislature had fallen to 79 percent. 
Thereafter, the regime continued to cling to the PR rules, and the lawyers re- 
vised and submitted their case (Khalid 1989), setting the stage for another 
court battle and short-lived parliament. In May 1990, Egypt's constitutional 
court ruled that the 1986 election law unfairly discriminated against indepen- 
dents, and declared the parliament elected under the law to be "null and void." 
A new election law restored the majority runoff system used in the 1970s, and 
new elections were then held in December 1990. 29 

Still critical of  the law for its failure to guarantee independent supervision 
of the elections, all but one of the established legal opposition parties, along 
with the still-unrecognized Muslim Brotherhood and some small leftists groups, 
boycotted this poll. Nevertheless, there were about 3,000 candidates, or almost 
seven for each seat, including 789 who were affiliated with the NDP but ran 
without the backing of their party. For the NDP's parliamentary majority, the 
full WTA system worked as well as the previous poll. NDP-backed candidates 
won only 253 of the 444 seats, with some significant defeats for party secretar- 
ies in six governates. However, 95 of the party affiliates who ran as indepen- 
dents won, and almost all of  these were quickly coopted into the party's 
parliamentary committee. Thus, the NDP could again count on 79 percent of 
the legislature's votes. 

The individual candidate process did, however, remove from party leaders 
some ability to manage which NDP members would sit in the legislature. This 
phenomenon may have been a contributing factor to the escalated violence 
that marred the next elections, held in 1995. 30 Several new parties were legal- 
ized, and the government agreed to double the limited amount of airtime avail- 
able to the opposition. That, and promises by Mubarak and his Interior Minister 
that the voting would be free and fair, led all opposition groups to participate, 
and the number of candidates grew to almost 4,000, or an average of about 
nine per seat. 

Thanks in part to a large-scale crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood--  
more than 1,000 members and sympathizers were arrested on the eve of the 
e lect ion-- the  NDP managed to increase its parliamentary majority in spite of 
this enhanced contestation. In the election's first round, there were 138 win- 
ners, of whom 124 were NDP-backed, and 11 of the 14 victorious indepen- 
dents were NDP affiliates; no opposition party candidates captured seats. 
NDP-selected candidates then claimed 183 of the 306 seats that went to run- 
off, with opposition parties taking only 13 seats. 31 All but 13 of the winning 
independents were again NDP loyalists, giving the ruling party a total of  417, 
or 94 percent, of  the contested seats-- i ts  strongest parliamentary majority 
ever. 32 
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Despite an election monitoring effort mounted by several domestic NGO's 
(see next section), opposition activists maintain that an unprecedented level of 
repression and government interference was behind this result. There were also 
numerous violent clashes between camps supporting rival candidates loyal to 
the regime. Some charge that party leaders tolerated, if not encouraged, these 
confrontations because they questioned the loyalty of members who ran as 
independents when denied the party's backing (Kienle 1998:230-31). 

Egypt's "deliberalization" continued thereafter, with tighter restrictions on 
trade unions and professional syndicates, the aforementioned law on NGO's, 
further crackdowns on the Muslim Brotherhood, and the court-ordered dis- 
banding of the Socialist Labor Party. 33 However: several months before the 
next scheduled parliamentary elections in fall 2000, the Supreme Constitu- 
tional court supported a longstanding opposition demand that the polling must 
be supervised by judges, and Mubarak accepted the ruling. Thus the regime 
once again proved itself somewhat vulnerable to domestic and international 
criticism of its electoral practices. Civil society, however, paid a high price for 
this victory: it was just a few weeks before the anticipated court ruling that 
Saad ed-Din Ibrahim, who had been a leader of the 1995 election monitoring 
effort, was arrested along with some two dozen associates. The government 
confiscated his files and closed the offices of his Ibn Khaldun Center for De- 
velopment Studies. The arrests were widely understood as an attempt to dis- 
credit Ibrahim and silence his criticisms of fraudulent electoral practices. The 
Egyptian Organization for Human Rights, another mainstay of the 1995 monitor- 
ing effort, had also been intimidated from accepting foreign funding and was 
forced to cut back its activities; these factors combined severely hampered the 
informal monitoring of the 2000 poll (Langohr 2001). 34 

With judges supervising the actual casting of ballots, observers say that the 
focus of government attempts to manipulate the outcome moved outside the 
voting booths; numerous incidents of soldiers or government-sponsored thugs 
preventing voters from getting to the polls were reported. Also, for the first 
time the regime arrested Muslim Brotherhood candidates, not just supporters, 
prior to the voting. Nevertheless, the vote itself was reportedly cleaner be- 
cause of the judiciary's role, and the results show a diminished NDP majority 
in par l iament - - the  ruling party holds 388 seats, or 87 percent. As before, 
however, a significant number  of pro-NDP candidates ran as independents ,  
and this t ime a much greater proportion of these won, while there were 
embarrass ing losses for some notable NDP-selec ted  candidates.  What 
Brownlee has cleverly labeled "NDPendents" now hold 56 percent (218) of 
the NDP's total number of seats, up from 23 percent in the previous poll, which 
could mean that the regime will have a more difficult time enforcing party 
discipline. Opposition parties gained only three seats over 1995, but the Mus- 
lim Brotherhood captured 17 seats, despite fielding less than half the number 
of candidates it did in 1995. 35 

In sum, then, opposition forces have been able to make some gains through 
challenging Egypt's electoral practices. The single-winner district electoral 
system, however, has worked to perpetuate ruling party domination of the leg- 
islature as well if not better than the 1984 PR laws, albeit weakening the NDP 
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internally. Opposition parties have faired poorly under it though, suggesting 
that for them, endorsing the return to WTA elections was a miscalculation. 36 

WTA in Non-Ruling Party Situations 

Where a single, loyalist party does not exist, WTA is not necessarily intrinsi- 
cally beneficial to ruling executives. The lack of a large, nationally based party 
appears to make preexisting religious, ethnic, and/or regional cleavages in a 
country more salient to electoral outcomes. This may make it necessary for 
incumbent executives to foster multiple loyalist groupings, and/or to make 
greater resort to other institutional manipulations, in order to insure a compli- 
ant legislature. 

The interaction of tribal identifications, the lack of a national party, and an 
at-large voting system has already been illustrated in the case of Jordan's 1989 
elections. Lebanon is another example of this, although its confessional his- 
tory and long years of interference by Israel and Syria in its internal affairs 
make its political dynamics unique in the region. The at-large system there is 
modified by the requirement that the winning slate--and each voter's bal lot--  
fulfill certain confessional requirements. To simplify voting and enhance their 
chances, elites within the different religious communities forge alliances and 
present complete lists, thus giving the elections the appearance of a choice 
among competing, party-like slates. However, independent candidacies are 
possible, and voters can split their tickets as long as they respect the confes- 
sional quotas that the winning slate must f u l f i l l .  37 

In this situation, the design of the constituencies plays a key role in deter- 
mining which communal group will constitute a plurality within a district, and 
can also favor supporters of one elite group within a religious community over 
others, thereby creating excluded political minorities within the different con- 
fessions. Critics have charged that the system perpetuates communal identities 
and impedes the development of large, national parties (Naaman 1998; cf. I. 
Harik 1999). 

The 1992 election law, which resumed parliamentary elections under the 
auspices of the Ta'if accords, was widely criticized for gerrymandering to fa- 
vor communal leaders allied with the Syrian-backed government. Christian 
opposition forces as well as many Muslims boycotted the elections, and about 
90 percent of the winners were government supporters. This parliament then 
passed a similar election law shortly before the 1996 poll, prompting some 
anti-Syrian Christian groups to boycott again. With blatant intimidation of 
voters, encouraged by an open ballot provision in the law, the pro-government 
lists increased their hold to 95 percent of the seats (Salem 1997: 26-29; LCPS 
1996; Khazen 1994: 120-136; J. Harik 1998: 127-56; wire services). 

The 2000 elections, however, held after the death of Syrian President Hafiz 
al-Asad and his replacement by his son, Bashar, may have changed this pat- 
tern. 38 Lebanese President Emile Lahoud and then-Prime Minister Salim al- 
Hoss were hand-picked by Bashar after his succession, and the election was 
widely understood as a referendum on their leadership. Though several right- 
wing Christian parties again boycotted, some Christian opponents of the re- 
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gime did participate, including, notably, the grandson of Phalange founder Pierre 
Gemayel and Nassib Lahoud, a relative but also a critic of the president. The 
regime was also challenged by some left-wing and nationalist forces who had 
become disillusioned with Syrian interference in Lebanese affairs, notably Druse 
leader Walid Jumblatt. Finally, billionaire Rafik Hariri, the former prime min- 
ister who had been ousted when Lahoud became president, mounted a well- 
financed campaign to reclaim his pos t .  39 

Results showed a dramatic setback for the regime. Amid accusations of ex- 
tensive vote buying, but also in defiance of new gerrymandering in the Beirut 
area intended to weaken his chances, Hariri and his allies swept the Beirut 
poll, defeating al-Hoss; Hariri was appointed prime minister the following 
month. Nassib Lahoud was elected in the Christian Metn region (in spite of 
interference by the interior minister, himself also a candidate) and Jumblatt 
and his allies were also victorious (in spite of gerrymandering) in the Shuf 
area. Thus, Hariri's bankroll notwithstanding, these elections, too, demonstrate 
that incumbent authoritarians are not invincible. 4~ 

Morocco has the longest history of contested legislative elections in the 
region, dating back to 1963. Single member district plurality (SMDP) rules 
have continually been used. The previous two kings, Hassan II and his father, 
Mohammed V, both sponsored a succession of multiple loyalist parties, in- 
cluding one geared towards the country's Berber minority, while at the same 
time working to foster splits among opposition forces. When the monarchy 
nevertheless had difficulty ensuring loyalist victories through the standard 
means of gerrymandering and tazwir, it resorted to parliamentary suspensions, 
delayed elections, and indirect elections that favored regime clients. 41 

In the SMDP context, this strategy of fostering competing loyalist parties 
was risky: on the one hand, it gave the various opposition parties an incentive 
not to unite by offering each an opportunity to win seats with a very low pro- 
portion of votes, without having to compromise their ideological principles or 
political agendas. 42 But on the other hand it meant that the opposition, if it 
could unify, would have an advantage over the competing loyalist candidates. 

In addition to shifting popular sentiments, such cooperation was a factor 
behind legislative gains realized by the opposition parties in the 1993 and 1997 
polls. By agreeing not to compete with each other in the same districts, the two 
main opposition parties, Istiqlal and the USFP, gained 45 percent of the di- 
rectly elected seats in 1993. 43 But they refused to accept junior positions in the 
cabinet, instead renewing charges of electoral fraud and coercion, and general- 
ized repression. Hassan responded by granting a wide-scale political amnesty 
and establishing a Ministry of Human Rights. He then proposed a compromise 
constitutional revision: a bicameral legislature, but with a fully directly elected 
lower house. The new upper house would be indirectly elected, mainly from 
local and provincial assemblies where the monarchy, thanks to patronage, en- 
joys more support. Most of the opposition agreed to support the change, which 
was put to referendum in 1996 and passed by the customary wide margins 
(White 1997: esp. 393-99). 

There are some indications that the late king was rethinking his electoral 
strategy before the 1997 vote. In a major speech, Hassan extolled the virtues of 
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umbrella-type political movements, and was reportedly urging unification of 
the disparate loyalist parties and individuals. However, this project encoun- 
tered resistance from MPs and high level civil servants worried about the risk 
to their sinecures and clientage networks. 44 

In 1997, the Istiqlal/USFP block, again with a non-competition agreement, 
won a total of 102 seats in the lower house vote, compared to only 100 for the 
pro-government group. However, in the upper house, pro-regime parties took 
76 seats to the opposition's 44. Afterwards, the king offered the premiership 
and various other ministries to the opposition groups, which this time accepted, 
and USFP leader Abderrahmane Youssoufi now heads the cabinet (Karam 1998; 
Assidon 1998; MEED, December 19, 1997; wire services). 

Critics maintain that the USFP's victory was sanctioned by a monarchy seek- 
ing the opposition's cooperation and blessing (Assidon 1998), and that the 
authoritarian cast of politics in the country has not substantially changed, even 
after the death of Hassan and the ascension of his son, Mohammed VI (Catusse 
2001; Maghraoui 2001). But in appearance, at least, the 1997 election's result 
makes Morocco the most advanced of the countries visited here in terms of 
pluralization. 

This brief overview demonstrates that electoral systems affect electoral out- 
comes, even under conditions of controlled contestation. Authoritarian execu- 
tives have many resources at their disposal to ensure a loyalist legislative 
majority, but electoral rules influence the size and cohesion of that majority. 
They also affect the degree to which incumbent rulers must resort to tadakhkhul 
or tazwir to maintain legislative control. 

The preceding sketches also refute the image of executive omnipotence. In- 
cumbent authoritarians regularly resort to repression, coercion, and ballot box 
stuffing, and at times to redesigning electoral rules and gerrymandered dis- 
tricts. Nevertheless, democratic forces are not entirely powerless in this game, 
and have made limited gains. This makes the strategies employed by opposi- 
tion forces in relation to these elections worthy of study. 

III. Oppositional Strategies under Contested Authoritarian Elections 

When authoritarian rulers initiate controlled multi-party contestation, it sig- 
nals that they are vesting part of their legitimacy in a competitive electoral 
process and the constitutional framework that accompanies this opening. Though 
authoritarian executives retain extraordinary powers, this act nevertheless gives 
democratic forces cards to play. By withholding participation, exposing and 
challenging electoral violations, and/or critiquing the electoral rules themselves, 
independent activists and opposition parties can diminish the executive's cred- 
ibility. Success in such campaigns may also result in an expanded opposition 
presence in parliament, giving greater voice to alternative legislative agendas. 

There is a paucity of comparative literature on opposition strategies under 
pseudo-democratic conditions. One reason may be the difficulty of generaliza- 
tion, given that how vulnerable authoritarian rulers are to opposition critiques 
and pressures will vary from country to country and, within countries, with 
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changing political and economic circumstances. In the case of the Middle East, 
however, the widely accepted diminution of the opposition's potential, dis- 
cussed earlier, must share the blame. 

This section seeks to begin filling the void by reviewing the various strate- 
gies that opposition forces in pluralizing Arab countries have employed. As 
with the previous section, this overview confirms the importance of institu- 
tional analysis. Because electoral institutions affect the number of parties that 
operate in a system, the likelihood--outside of tadakhkhul and tazwir--that 
these parties will win office, and the degree of internal party cohesion, elec- 
toral systems play a role in shaping the opposition response to controlled con- 
testation. 

Election Boycotts 

For independents and opposition parties, the invitation to participate in con- 
trolled elections represents both opportunities and risks. Campaigning pro- 
vides a previously denied avenue, however narrow, for promoting general 
programs and critiques of the regime. However, opposition activists risk being 
perceived as opportunistic for joining in a venture aimed at legitimating au- 
thoritarian rule, and hypocritical if they criticize the electoral process too ex- 
tensively even while participating in it. Campaigning may also drain their 
limited resources from other important grass roots activity. 45 

In contrast, formally abstaining from elections represents a strong challenge 
to ruling regimes, since it denies authoritarian incumbents whatever legitimacy 
they might claim from sponsoring contested elections. Opposition activists have 
suggested that boycotts are most effective when linked to specific demands for 
political reform. 46 Such a situation requires a cooperative effort by at least most of 
the opposition forces, however, and this coordination may be difficult to achieve. 

One obvious problem is ideological--it  is difficult to achieve cooperation 
among parties and individuals who compete with each other precisely because 
they disagree on important matters. Another is that parties may have different 
short- and long-term political goals depending on their size and history. 
Przeworski (1991: 40-41) has suggested that under democracies, parties com- 
pete because of uncertainty about electoral outcomes; if they knew they were 
certain to lose, they would not make the effort. But even in two-party democra- 
cies, "third parties" often contest elections solely as a vehicle for gaining greater 
popular recognition and awareness of their platforms. This same reasoning 
applies to newer, smaller opposition parties contesting authoritarian elections. 
For larger groups, however, actually winning seats and the mantle of being the 
main opposition voice in parliament may be more realizable and more impor- 
tant. The latter groups sacrifice more by non-participation, and thus may be 
reluctant to join their smaller counterparts in such an effort; this happened in 
Egypt when the Wafd pulled out of an opposition coalition planning to boycott 
the 1984 p o l l y  Even among parties with equal goals and prospects, election 
boycotts represent a classic Prisoner's Dilemma. While each would benefit 
from the embarrassment to incumbent elites if all join the boycott, if one party 
defects it then gains sole access to whatever benefits--in terms of media atten- 
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tion and/or rewards from the regime for participation--come from being the 
opposition presence in parliament. 

Parties also vary in their levels of internal cohesion, and boycotts can chal- 
lenge party discipline and cause splintering. In countries whose electoral sys- 
tems permit independent candidacies, individuals who disagree with their 
party's boycott decision will be tempted to break ranks. Such disagreements 
may be purely strategic, but could also stem from opportunism: for prospec- 
tive opposition candidates who place their personal political aspirations above 
their party's goals and are also popular enough to win seats, abstention means 
an opportunity to serve in parliament foregone. The boycott decisions in Egypt's 
1990 elections were controversial, and numerous opposition figures defied their 
parties; the Wafd publicly cancelled the membership of 14 party affiliates who 
had won seats running independently. Some individual Hamas members de- 
fied boycott instructions to run as independents in Palestine's 1996 poll; like- 
wise, in Jordan's 1997 election, a few IAF members defected from their party's 
boycott, as did some members of the other abstaining parties. 

For all these reasons, coordinated boycotts are likely to be rare, and the 
probability of success will vary inversely with the number of opposition par- 
ties and groups. The one effective opposition boycott shown here-- the Istiqlal/ 
UNFP abstention from Morocco's 1970 election--required the cooperation of 
only two parties. Significantly, it resulted in a subsequent constitutional revi- 
sion involving concessions to the opposition. Otherwise, as the previous sec- 
tion showed, the terrain of Arab elections has seen numerous partial abstentions 
that failed to produce institutional change. 

Excluded or abstaining parties, and/or independent dissidents, may ask voters 
to spoil their ballots rather than simply staying home from the polls. 48 A clan- 
destine movement to this effect emerged during Egypt's 1987 campaign; nu- 
merous educated Cairenes reported purposely voting for all the parties as a 
means to show approval of none. This was intended not only to register disen- 
chantment with the candidate field, but also to prevent government functionar- 
ies from using unclaimed ballots to falsely vote for the ruling party. Although 
no one officially claimed credit for this tactic, it was obviously an idea that 
resonated: more than five percent of the total votes cast were disqualified, rep- 
resenting an increase of 64 percent over the 1984 poll, at a time when voter 
turnout increased by only 15 percent. Still, in the absence of a public and orga- 
nized effort to promote deliberate ballot invalidation, governments can easily 
dismiss the voided ballots as simple voter error. 

Participation Strategies 

While both public and clandestine boycott attempts are apt to continue, the 
difficulties outlined earlier suggest that at least partial participation by opposi- 
tion elements is likely to characterize authoritarian Arab elections in the near 
future. Choosing to participate presents democratic activists with a number of 
alternative strategies that can enhance their chances for capturing seats. These 
strategies aim at surmounting or lowering electoral thresholds, and/or restrict- 
ing government-sponsored voting irregularities. 



50 Studies in Comparative International Development / Winter 2002 

Electoral coalitions. Multi-party coalitions can take the form of joint slates 
(in party-list based systems), or non-competition agreements. As with boy- 
cotts, smaller coalitions among like-sized parties are easier to build and main- 
tain than larger, more diverse ones. Morocco's Istiqlal/USFP non-competition 
agreement, which resulted in an increased opposition presence in the 1993 and 
1997 parliaments, is an example of this. 

Again, however, differences in ideology, size, and short-term goals and pros- 
pects among parties--all mediated in part by the electoral system--present 
barriers to cooperation. These factors were operative when the larger, more 
popular Wafd refused to join a joint opposition slate proposed by smaller op- 
position parties for Egypt's 1987 PR elections. The Wafd did form a temporary 
coalition with the Muslim Brotherhood, prohibited from forming a party, but 
allowed to contest the elections via an altiance with a legal party, in 1984, and 
this proved to be the only opposition slate which passed the 8 percent thresh- 
old. However, the arrangement broke down over ideological differences before 
the 1987 poll. A new alliance (tahaluf) between the Brotherhood and the Is- 
lamic/nationalist Socialist Labor Party and the smaller Ahrar party was then 
formed; the secular and leftist Tagammu' declined to participate because of 
ideological disagreements. 49 

Election monitoring. Because all opposition candidates suffer when a re- 
gime is able to coerce votes or falsify results, all stand to benefit from joint 
activities that restrict these practices. It is easier for ideologically diverse groups 
and individuals to cooperate on domestic election supervision than on coali- 
tions, and parties of different size and prospects can unite on monitoring more 
readily than on boycotts. For all these reasons, domestic monitoring activities 
are on the increase. This includes efforts initiated both by parties and by inde- 
pendent civil society organizations. 

Egypt's 1995 elections saw opposition parties, human rights groups, and 
some individual democratic activists form a People's Committee for Election 
Monitoring, which trained about 600 individuals as poll watchers, and was 
able to monitor voting in 40 percent of the constituencies. The committee also 
investigated citizens' complaints elsewhere, and ultimately issued a damning 
report of its findings. Although this activity did not seem effective in reducing 
the regime's resort to rigging and coercion, it did appear to have some effect 
afterwards in discrediting the election outcome. The U.S. Department of State 
was obliged to issue an unusual statement of concern, calling on the Mubarak 
government to investigate the irregularities, and the courts subsequently nulli- 
fied the results in 80 out of 88 districts that the committee had cited (Ibrahim 
1995: 2, 10; Egyptian Organization for Human Rights 1995: 3; Al-Ahram Weekly, 
December 14, 1995; Reuters, December l, 1995). The aforementioned perse- 
cution of Saad Ed-din Ibrahim and his associates is perhaps the best testament 
to the salience of the election monitoring campaign. 

Lebanon's 1996 and 1999 elections also had informal monitoring, by an 
independent group called Lebanese Association for the Democracy of Elections 
(LADE). Headed by an American University of Beirut political science professor, 
LADE reported numerous instances of security forces intimating voters in both 
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polls. However, the group is too small to place people throughout the country, 
or even to cover all the polling places within an individual district. 

In Tunisia, as we have seen, Ben Ali agreed to opposition demands for rep- 
resentation at the ballot counting and an independent, national group of elec- 
tion supervisors for the 1999 poll, and the opposition performed better in these 
elections. The Moroccan opposition struggled unsuccessfully to have a com- 
mittee of constitutional judges supervise the elections rather than the interior 
ministry. Before the 1997 poll, however, the regime did agree to the formation 
of a committee headed by a senior judge, with representatives from those par- 
ties serving in parliament along with the ministers of Justice and the Interior, 
to review complaints of procedural violations (Karam 1998: 5). 

Monitoring by international organizations is more controversial. U.S. agen- 
cies that participate in this, such as the Carter Center and the National Demo- 
cratic Institute, are vilified in some opposition circles because of the lopsided 
U.S. support for Israel and the Oslo "peace process"; European powers, while 
perceived as more evenhanded, are nevertheless tainted by their history of co- 
lonialism in the region. In Egypt, some opposition parties have relied on 
foreign journalists to report irregularities, and there was a request by some for 
"neutral foreign observation" of the 1995 poll. It was not supported by all 
democratic forces, however, and was denied by the government, which has 
used accusations of subservience to foreign powers as a means to discredit 
some opposition activists. Foreign monitoring of Palestine's elections was 
mandated in the Oslo peace agreement, but the flagrant foreign presence was 
suspect among some opponents of the peace accords, even though supposedly 
intended to protect their participation. 

The effectiveness of foreign monitoring has also been criticized. In Mo- 
rocco, the regime itself invited international observers in an attempt to legiti- 
mize the 1993 poll. The Istiqlal/USFP bloc nevertheless considered the results 
to have been rigged, and at least one foreign monitor found reason to validate 
this suspicion (Munson 1999: 37-39). 

Changing the rules. Finally, opposition forces have at times struggled to 
influence the electoral rules themselves. In the case of districting, the results 
to date have been mixed. Morocco's opposition bloc successfully negotiated a 
redrawing of district lines prior to the 1993 poll (Dillman 2000: 220), but the 
boycotts in Lebanon failed to undo gerrymandering there. 

The same is true of electoral system change. In Egypt, as already noted, the 
opposition parties miscalculated in supporting a return to single-winner dis- 
tricts as opposed to fighting to maintain PR, but with a lower threshold. The 
Egyptian case nevertheless shows that authoritarian regimes claiming to up- 
hold constitutionalism can be vulnerable to legal challenges. Elsewhere, 
Jordan's opposition did not win a repeal of the 1993 electoral rules, and in 
Palestine, small parties were rebuffed in their attempts to win PR. The region 
is, nevertheless, likely to see more struggles over election rules in the coming 
years because, as election monitoring programs spread and increase in effec- 
tiveness, regimes will have less resort to tadakhkhul and tazwir. This will make 
institutional engineering more important as a means of electoral control. 
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Given the predominance of WTA voting demonstrated here, most struggles 
over electoral rules will be for some form of PR. Assuming a reasonable thresh- 
old in the three to five percent range, opposition representation as a whole can 
be increased through PR. This, in turn, can strengthen the opposition's ability 
to push for further democratic reforms. 5~ 

Opposition forces may, however, have difficulty uniting behind a particular 
PR program. Smaller parties, as well as those that are geographically based, have 
reason to seek systems with a relatively low threshold that is applied on a district 
basis; larger parties with a national following might seek more stringent param- 
eters. For independents, or parties contending in countries where voting is tribally 
based, preferential varieties of PR such as STV or cumulative voting seem most 
beneficial, although there appears to be less awareness of these possibilities. 5~ 

In the debate over the best institutional arrangements for the consolidation 
of new democracies, some scholars have cautioned against the use of propor- 
tional electoral systems. The large, umbrella-type parties typically associated 
with WTA are held to be crucial for building national unity, whereas PR sys- 
tems, by encouraging small parties, are said to promote ethnic or other frag- 
mentation (Lardeyret 1991: 30-48). Those who see economic liberalization as 
necessary for democratic consolidation have suggested that fragmented party 
systems are an obstacle to winning legislative support for economic reform 
programs (Haggard and Kaufman 1995: 166-74, 355-64; Diamond 1994: 16; 
World Bank 1995: 200-01,211). Both sets of arguments can be contested on 
theoretical as well as normative grounds (Lijphart and Waisman 1996; Reynolds 
1999). But even if one stipulates that the stability and efficiency of govern- 
ment associated with WTA systems is preferable for new democracies, the Arab 
countries analyzed here are not in that category. Supporters of democracy in 
these countries must rather consider what type of voting system will best help 
to undermine the stability of incumbent authoritarian regimes intent on fore- 
stalling further democratic reform. 

To be sure, demands for PR by the opposition might serve to educate incum- 
bent authoritarians about the benefits, to them, of maintaining WTA systems. 
But even when opposition demands for systemic change are rebuffed, simply 
calling for PR provides another way for activists to publicly expose the limita- 
tions of these regimes' supposed commitment to diverse representation. And 
that exposure, in turn, can help to erode whatever legitimacy entrenched 
authoritarians gain by sponsoring pseudo-elections. 

IV. Conclusions 

For democracy to come to the countries studied here, many reforms would 
have to follow the initiation of contested elections. Respect for individual and 
group freedoms must be instantiated and the extraordinary powers of the ex- 
ecutive must be curtailed. In the monarchies, executive authority must become 
an elected, civilian post. 

Multi-party legislative elections have been initiated by authoritarian Arab 
rulers not as a step towards making these changes, but as a means to forestall 
them. Nevertheless, in associating their own legitimacy with electoral compe- 
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t i t ion,  au tho r i t a r i an  ru lers  have  set  the  s tage  fo r  d e m o c r a t i c  ac t iv is ts  to c o n t e s t  
no t  o n l y  the  e l ec t ions ,  but  a l so  the  c ons t r a in t s  u n d e r  w h i c h  the  o p p o s i t i o n  m u s t  
opera te .  T h u s  the l imi t ed  e l ec to ra l  o p e n i n g s  r e v i e w e d  here  can  p r o v e  to be 
s t epp ing  s tones  t o w a r d  g rea te r  d e m o c r a c y .  

W i t h  i d e o l o g i c a l  and  po l i t i ca l  d i f f e r e nces  a m o n g  o p p o s i t i o n  fo r ce s  m a k i n g  
un i f i ed  b o y c o t t  ac t ions  unl ike ly ,  o p p o s i t i o n  s t ra teg ies  are  g r av i t a t i ng  t o w a r d  
e l ec to ra l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  c o u p l e d  wi th  c h a l l e n g e s  to the ru les  o f  the g a m e .  O v e r  
t ime,  the  resu l t s  shou ld  be  c l e a ne r  and  fa i re r  e l ec t ions ,  wi th  an inc reased ,  even  
i f  still  l imi ted ,  o p p o s i t i o n  v o i c e  in the pa r l i amen t s .  T h e s e  are  o n l y  m o d e s t  
ga ins ,  to  be  sure,  but  a d v a n c e s  tha t  can  neve r the l e s s  s igni fy ,  and  m a k e  fu r the r  
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  to, a g r a dua l  e ro s i on  o f  au tho r i t a r i an  rule.  
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The article draws on presentations and discussion at the conference on "Controlled Con- 
testation and Opposition Strategies: Multi-Party Elections in the Arab Wodd,"*Brown Univer- 
sity, October 2-3, 1998. Sponsored by the Watson Institute for International Studies at Brown 
in cooperation with the Center for Middle Eastern Studies as Harvard, it brought together ten 
democratic activists from seven different Arab countries. It is referenced here (to save space) as 
the "Brown elections conference." 

1. The Palestine Authority is categorized as a country here for simplicity of writing only. This is 
intended neither to prejudge the outcome of negotiations, nor as a statement of normative 
preference. 

2. I prefer the requirements proposed by Karl (1990: 2): "a set of institutions that permits the 
entire adult population to act as citizens by choosing their leading decision makers in competi- 
tive, fair, and regularly scheduled elections which are held in the context of the rule of law, 
guarantees for political freedom, and limited military prerogatives." 

3. Diamond (1996) has labeled countries of this type "pseudodemocracies." 
4. This is especially true of the "Orientalist" school, which sees Islamic culture itself is inimical 

to political pluralism. For review and critique of this literature see Sadowski (1997); Kramer 
(1997); and Anderson (1995). 

5. The term was coined by Juan Linz (1978, esp. 60-65) in reference to historically analagous 
elections in Europe and Latin America. 

6. Some authors, however, do consider Arab political parties to constitute part of civil society. A1- 
Sayyid (1995: 137) suggests that since Arab opposition parties have no real chance of captur- 
ing power, they are not functionally different from issue-oriented interest groups. Norton, in 
his 1994 introduction to the Civil Society volumes, includes parties as part of civil society 
without explanation. 

7. See, e.g. Abdelhaq and Heumann (2000) on Tunisia, and Maghraoui (2001) on Morocco; this 
same criticism of Egyptian opposition parties was made to me by numerous independent Egyp- 
tian intellectuals during visits there over the past 15 years. 

8. Jillian Schwedler contributed to the formulation of this paragraph. 
9. See also Diamond (1996: 25). Baaklini et al. (1999, esp. 30-33) use Share and Mainwaring's 

term "transaction" to describe the possibility of this occurring in the Arab world. However, I 
believe that the loss of authoritarian control implied here makes their "extrication" (or 
"transplacement" in Huntington's typology) the more appropriate term. 
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10. Broader comparative studies of transitions include Haggard and Kaufman (1995); Linz and 
Stepan (1996); and O'Donnell and Schmitter (1986). 

11. On this point see also Kramer (1992, 23). 
12. It is worth noting, however, that as civic associations have become more of a threat to authori- 

tarian regimes, they have come under increasing pressures to curtail their activities; the convic- 
tion in May, 2001 of renowned Egyptian civil society scholar and activist Saad ed-Din Ibrahim 
for illegally accepting foreign funding and conducting activities "harmful to the state" is a 
prominent case in point. Governments throughout the region have recently passed laws sharply 
regulating NGOs (Pitner 2000). At the same time, NGO leaders, like party heads, have been 
criticized "from below" for authoritarian and opportunistic practices; they are also accused of 
dependence on foreign donors. (al-Gawhary 2000; Hammami 2000) This combination of fac- 
tors could tempt independent activists who have shunned partisan politics back into the elec- 
toral arena. 

13. With minimal and only recent exception (notably, Baaklini et al. 1999), political institutions 
and political strategies generally have been downplayed in the study of Arab countries. Elec- 
toral systems and their effects in particular are ignored in the standard textbooks of Middle 
East comparative politics. (See, e.g., Peretz 1994; Bill and Springborg 1994.) Lust-Okar and 
Jamal (forthcoming) represents another attempt to fill this gap. 

14. Shin (I 994: 143) notes a general paucity of studies on the process of eroding authoritarian rule 
prior to the onset of transitions. Subsequent efforts to fill this gap, with an emphasis on the role 
of institutions, include Bratton and Van de Walle (1997); Vengroff and Magala (2000), and 
Martinez (2000). 

15. I focus on legislative rather that executive elections here, first, because there are more ex- 
amples to use as evidence, and secondly, because there are more institutional manipulations 
available for parliamentary polls than for the election of a single individual. 

16. Winner-takes-all voting is understood here to include all methods of electing a single winner, 
and multi-member elections using the at-large plurality method. For brief explanations of the 
various election system discussed here, see the Appendix. For debate on the different systems' 
effects in a democratic context, see inter alia, Reynolds and Reilly (1997); Reeve and Ware 
(1991); Amy (1993) Grofman and Lijphart (1986), and Cox (1997). 

17. One seat per district was reserved for candidates identified as a "worker" or a "peasant." Infor- 
mation on the 1976 elections throughout this article is collated from Makram-Ebeid (1996: 
120-121); Auda (1991: 12, 18n); Waterbury (1983: 366); Hinnebusch (1985: 172-173); and 
Cooper (1982: 222-26). 

18. Information on the 1984 elections is from Najjar (1989: 98-I00), and Hendriks (1985:11-18). 
19. An alliance between the New Wafd Party and the Muslim Brotherhood was the only opposition 

grouping able to surmount the 8% barrier; it polled 15% of the vote, and got the remained 13% 
of the seats. The Brotherhood was officially prohibited from entering the elections, because 
the constitution forbids the formation of religious parties, but their participation was tacitly 
tolerated by Mubarak. 

20. On western interpretations of the implications of these and the subsequent Palestinian elec- 
tions, discussed below, for the Oslo peace process, see Posusney (1999). 

21. This figure combines the seats won by 15 Fatah activists running as independents with those 
captured by Fatah members running on the party's slate. 

22. The committee received advice from the European Union and the U.S.-based National Demo- 
cratic Institute and International Foundation for Electoral Systems. The U.S. organizations 
apparently supported these election rules and, as required by the Oslo agreements, Israel also 
signed off on them. See National Democratic Institute 1997: 27-20. 

23. Information on Yemen's 1993 elections is drawn from Carapico (1993: 2-6); Detalle (1993: 8- 
12); Glosemeyer (1993: 439-51), and Carapico (1998: 140-51). 

24. I am grateful to Iris Glosemeyer for providing me with this text. 
25. Vote/seat ratios computed by author. 
26. Vote distortion computed by author. 
27. Sources on Tunisia's elections are Gasiorowski (1992: 85-97); Penner (1998); Alexander (1997: 

34-38); Tessler, Entelis, and White (1995: 423-45); Derksen; Wright; Geisser; Abdelhaq and 
Heumann; Bras; and Africa News, October 29, 1999. I also benefited from personal com- 
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munication with Mark Tessler, Chris Alexander, Greg White and Michelle Penner in April 
1999. 

28. Information on the 1987 elections comes from Najjar (1989: 100-109) and Post 0987: 17-22), 
which was written pseudonymously by the author. 

29. Information on the 1990 elections is from Auda (1991: 14-16); Africa Economic Digest, May 
28, 1990; Middle East Economic Digest, September 28 and October 12, 1990; The Guardian, 
November 29, 1990; and an interview with Ahmad Adballa, April, 1993. 

30. Information on the 1995 elections is culled from Mustafa (1997); Makram-Ebeid (1996); Cen- 
ter for Human Rights Legal Aid (1996); Egyptian Organization for Human Rights (1995); 
Langohr (2001); Al Ahram Weekly, December 7-13 and December 14-20, 1995; and press 
coverage in Reuters, United Press International and Deutsch Presse-Agentur. 

31. The Wafd earned 6 of these, and thus reclaimed its earlier status as the leading opposition party 
in parliament. 

32. Only one Muslim Brother was elected from among the 180 who ran. 
33. Based on the reporting in AI-Ahram Weekly, and conversations with various intellectuals and 

activists during several visits to Cairo in 1999 and 2000. 
34. Also based on e-mail communiqfies from the Ibn Khaldun Solidarity Fund and several human 

rights groups in Egypt. 
35. Drawn from Brownlee 2001; Langohr 2000, 2001; an interview with Bahgat Korany, a politi- 

cal science professor at the American University in Cairo (Providence, May 6, 2001); and 
regular coverage in al-Ahram Weekly. 

36. It should be noted that Kamal Khalid, one of the lawyers who filed the court case against the 
PR laws, intentionally sought to encourage independent candidacies because he viewed the 
opposition parties as authoritarian and corrupt. Personal interview (in Arabic), Providence, 
October 1, 1998, and comments at the Brown elections conference. 

37. Based on press accounts of the 1996 and 2000 elections, and personal communication with 
Iliya Harik, June 18, 1999. This paragraph modifies the information on Lebanon in Reynolds 
and Reilly (1997: 36-37). 

38. Sources on the 2000 elections were AbuKhalil (2001); Gambill and Abou Aoun (2000); Shahin 
(2000); an interview with Lebanese Daily Star journalist Marlin Dick, conducted in Beirut by 
Myrna Atalla, January 24, 2001; and coverage in The New York Times, The Financial Times, 
The Washington Post, and Reuters. 

39. Under the terms of the Ta'if accords, the prime minister is formally appointed by the president 
from among the Sunni Muslim delegates elected to parliament, after having obtained majority 
support in that body. 

40. That Syrian influence was as damaged as the ancien regime--as some press reports pro- 
c la imed-- is  less certain, however, since Hariri himself had maintained strong ties with 
some Ba'ath party elites after his ouster. Jumblatt 's rift with Damascus may be mendable, 
and in the predominantly Shi ' i te south the victorious slate, which promptly supported 
Hariri 's bid to become premier, reflected a Hizballah-Amal alliance that was forged under 
Syrian pressure. 

41. On Moroccan elections and parties through 1993, see Karam (1998); Mossadeq (1987: 59-83); 
Mednicoff (1994: 383-97); Tessler, Entelis, and White (1995: 369-86); Bendourou (1996: 108- 
122); and Nelson (1985). I also benefited from personal communication with Gregory White, 
April 1998. 

42. In the 1984 elections, for example, there were instances of candidates winning with less than 
30% of the vote in their districts. 

43. Together, they won 91 of the 222 seats open to direct contestation. Two smaller opposition 
parties gained an additional eight, giving the opposition all together a gain of 14% over 1984. 
See also United Press International, June 24 and 26, 1993, and MEED, July 9, 1993. 

44. Interviews with Mohammed Dahbi, a Moroccan social scientist, Harvard University, April 20, 
1998, and (in Arabic) Mohammed el-Gahs, a Moroccan journalist, Providence, May 18, 1999. 

45. For discussions of this dilemma in comparative context, see Linz (1978); Middlebrook (1985: 
esp. 27); and Kinzo (1988). 

46. This was the dominant sentiment in a roundtable on boycotts at the Brown elections confer- 
ence. 
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47. Examples used throughout this section draw on sources previously cited; to save space, only 
additional references wilt be included here. 

48. On the use of this tactic in Latin America, see Skidmore (1988: 114-16); Middlebrook (1985: 
8-9); and Manzetti (1993: 101-02). 

49. The tahalufcontinued through the 1995 elections, but was a source of conflict within the SLR 
As well, its raison d'etre was weakened by the switch to all single winner district voting. The 
alliance broke up before the 2000 poll. 

50. Vengroff and Mozaffar (forthcoming) offer evidence that the partial adoption of PR during 
Senegal's pseudo-democratic period contributed to democratization there. 

51. For example Kamal Khalid, the Egyptian lawyer who fought for single winner districts, was 
unaware of the non party-list methods of PR. See the website of the Center for Voting and 
Democracy, www.fairvote.org, for an explanation of these systems. 
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Country 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Jordan 

Kuwait 

Lebanon 

Morocco 

Palestine 

Tunisia 

Yemen 

Appendix 

Contested Legislative Elections in the Arab World: 
Years and Electoral Rules 

(Unicameral or Lower House Elections) 

Election years District Magnitude Electoral System 

1991 1 Majority run-off (MRO) 
1997 varies (by governorate) Closed party-list PR (CPLP) 

(5% threshold) 
1976 2, separately contested MRO 
1984 10 CPLP, 8% threshold 
1987 10, divided (9 plus I ) same as 1984, but I seat per district by 

plurality w/21% threshold 
MRO 

1990, 1995, 2000 
2, separately contested 

1989 variable 
1993, 1997 variable 

1992, 1996 2 

1992, 1996, 1999 variable 

1964, 1977, 1984, 1 
1993, 1997 

1996 variable 

1989, NA 
1994 NA 

1999 NA 

1993, 1997 1 

at-large plurality 
single non-transferable vote 

at-large plurality 

at-large plur., must conform 
to confessional quotas 

Single member district plur. 

at-large plurality 

party-block vote (PBV) 
PBV, but 12% of seats reserved for 

opposition, by CPLP 
PBV, 20% of seats reserved 

for oppostion by CPLP 
Single member district plur. 
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Explanation of Voting Systems 

Single Winner Systems 

Single Member District Plurality--also known as "First Past the Post." Voters 
cast a ballot for a single candidate, and the candidate with the most votes wins. 

Majority run-off--also known as the "Two-Round system." Like SMDP, but 
requires that a candidate receive some minimum proportion, usually just over 
50 percent, of the vote. If no one does, a second election is held between only 
the two top vote getters. 

Multi-Winner Systems 

At-large Plurality--also known as the "block vote"--voters  can vote for up to 
as many candidates as there are seats to be filled, but can only assign one vote 
to each candidate. The candidates with the most votes win. 

Single Non-Transferable Vote--like at-large plurality in that winners are de- 
termined by a plurality rule, but each voter can only choose one candidate. 

Closed Party List Proportional--voters cast their ballot for a party, and parties 
are awarded a number of seats according to the proportion of the vote they 
obtain. Each party fills its seats according to a prearranged, ranked list. (In 
open list systems, voters have the opportunity to show some preference among 
party candidates, thereby influencing the order of the list.) The threshold re- 
fers to the minimum proportion of seats a party must win to qualify for repre- 
sentation under this system. 

Party block vote--like CPLP, except that that party that wins a plurality of the 
vote gets all the seats for that district. 

Sources: Electoral system descriptions drawn from Reynolds and Reilly (1997: 27-50); Reeve and 
Ware (1991: ch. 7); and Amy (1993: 225-33). Country data drawn from country sources cited in 
text. 


