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Political Participation in Arab Countries
Introduction *

In andyzing politicdl participation in Arab countries during the last decade of the
twentieth century, it is important to dat by defining the basic concept of palitica
paticipation and to specify the tempord and geographic limits of this sudy. This chapter
will proceed later to examine the conditutiond and legd framework of politica
participation in Arab countries, and the basic forms of politicd participation in order to
discuss both the basic features of politica participation in these countries and find out the
maor obstacles which limit politicd participation. The chepter will end up by outlining
future prospects of such participation.

Politicd participation is defined by most political scientigs to be any kind of behavior
which ams a influencing the public decison making process whether directly or
indirectly in view of favoring a particular political outcome .In other words, it is an action
one of the inputs into the political sysem, which ams a obtaining a particular output,
whether by inducing public authorities to undertake a certain policy, shaping the way such
policy is implemented, or placing certain individuas or groups into public decison-making
posts.?

This definition raises two particular problems related to the meaning of the palitica in this
particular context. Does the political refer dso to decisons about dlocation of economic
resources, or is it limited only to alocaion of noneconomic vaues such as posts within
the government or civil and politicad rights. A related question bresks the oundaries  of
the political further by including concerted actions among the people, even when public
authorities are not directly involved. The fird question does not raise much of a problem
among political scientists, as both radicd, liberd and conservaive politicd scientists
would agree that the politicd process involves the authoritative dlocation of vaues
including, for mog, economic vaues. Palitics becomes in this view the dudy of who gets
what, when and how? The second question is more problematic as it concelves politics not
to be just a sruggle for power, but more broadly to be a collective effort a undertaking
concerted action. People acquire power when they act together. In this sense, power is
identified with the aosence of conflict. This later definition of political participation was
adopted by Dianne Singerman in her study of poor neighborhoodsin Cairo®.

These questions give rise to a more fundamenta debate about the adequacy of the
definition of political participation adopted in standard political science textbooks. Some
political scientists would argue that this definition it is too biased towards the formd
forms of politicd participation, through voting, membership of political parties and interest
groups, more typicd of politicd systems in advanced capitaist countries, and could not be
relevant to the sudy of politicd participation in developing countries, particularlly where
political parties are of recent origin , outlawed , or subject to severe redtrictions ,and where
interest groups expressing aspirations of the
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vast mgority of people have very little opportunity ether to exis or to use the same
channdls as their counterparts in highly developed capitdist systems.

*

These objections to the standard definition of politica participation are vdid in the Arab
context characterized by the presence of authoritarian regimes of various types. Politica
parties, professond association and trade union are completely outlawed in some Arab
countries, are subject to the domination of a ruling party in a second category of countries,
and operate within narrow limits in a third group. Forma organizations of this type have
not taken root Hill in many Arab countries. Those citizens who like to influence public
authorities opt therefore for informal methods of political action. Data on informa forms
or channels of politicd participaion, however, are difficult to obtain. Therefore, while
these channels would be conddered, no clam is made as to their complete coverage in this

study.

Two other rdated remarks on the standard definition of political participation. It tends to
focus only on the legd forms of politicd participation, and it condders usudly peaceful
forms. As such illegd and vident forms are intended aso to influence public decison
making processes, they would be included in the study of politica participation in Arab
countries.

Teking dl these condderations into account, channds of politicd participation in Arab
countries would be classfied as follows:

Tablel
Forms of paliticd participation in Arab countries
A Classfication
Individual forms Collectivesforms
Peaceful :
Forma:  1- voting 1- membership of political
parties.
2-campaigning 2- membership of people’s and
community organizations.
Informal
Legd: contecting officiads
political contributions

lllegdl: bribery demondirations, marches &

drikes.



Violent riots, terroriam & guerilla

actions.

The study does cover the twenty one Arab countries, members of the Arab League. The
time period consgdered is the 1990's until the present time darting with the end of the
second Gulf War in February 1991.

Condtitutiond and Legd Framework of Participation

In inquiring about the specific rights to politicd participation recognized for citizens in
Arab countries, the first line of research would be to examine conditutions and laws in
these countries as they are expected to spell out the range of rights provided for, and the
commitments which fal upon ditizens of each country® .It is true that the redity of politica
participation could diverge in important ways from conditutiond and legd provisons
However, the latter are a fird clue towards understanding political participation in any
country.

Most Arab countries do possess documents of a conditutional nature, athough the exact
name of these documents could vary from one country to ancther, caled for example Basic
Law in Saudi Arabia (1993) and Oman (1996), Declaration on the Establishment of the
Authority of the People in Libya and conditution in other countries. These documents
could be complemented by other declarations, as the Nationa Charters in Jordan(1989)
and Bahrain (20010. The following table ligs the dates and names of such documents in
Arab countries.

Some of these documents have been amended severd times as was the case in Lebanon
Morocco, Egypt and other countries. Some countries have known several conditutions in
their recent history, whereas others have kept the same congtitution. Egypt has known no
less than four conditutiond documents since the Revolution of 1952 notebly a
Condtitutiona Declaration in 1953 the Condtitution of the Republic of Egypt in 1956, the
Congtitution of the United Arab Republic in 1958, the Provisond Conditution of 1964
and the Permanent Congditution of the Arab Republic of Egypt of 1971, which was
amended in1980. This is dso smilar to the cases of Syria Irag and Sudan. Lebanon,
Jordan and Morocco have remaned bascdly with the same conditution with some
amendments since they got their independence.

The table ligts condtitutions which were in force in Arab countries a the beginning of the
twenty firg century. They were preceded in severd of these countries by other
condiitutions particularly in countries who obtained a form of autonomy or even palitical
independence in the first haf of the 20" century. A brief  examination of the condtitutiona
higsory of Arab countries suggests certan common features among them, which ae
rlevant for the dudy of political participation. Congtitutions which were adopted before

the 1950's , were mogly of the libera type, with the exception of the congitution
which was briefly in force in Egypt between 1930-1935. Conditutions which were
introduced in the 1960's were mosily of the authoritarian type, particularly in countries
such as Egypt, Syria, Irag, Yemen and Mauritania. A return to libera conditutions took
placein Aradb , countries since the 1970's, perhaps with the exception of Algeria and



Libya where both the conditution of 1976 in the firdg and the Declaration of the
Egtablishment of the Authority of the People in the second consolidated the presence of the
one paty or the no1990's was marked by the adoption of condtitutional documents in these
countries.

Table 2: Condtitutions in Force in Arab Countries

The country Name of the condtitutiond Dates of basic
documents Documents  and
& amendments
Lebanon Condtitution 1926 - 1996
Jordan ,» - Nationa charter 1952 -1992
Kuwait " 1962
Egypt ) 1971-1980
Morocco " 1972-1992-
1996
Syria " 1973
Bahrain - charter of netiona 1973,2001
action
Algeria 1976-1988-
1989-
2001
Libya Declaration of the Establig 1977
ment of the Authority of the
People.
Irag condtitution 1990
Tunisa ‘o * 1991
Mauritania ‘o ¢ 1991-1994
Yemen ‘o “ 1996
Saudi Arabia Basclaw 1992
Oman Basic law 1996

Source: http:/mww. Congtitution Finder

These early geps in the process of liberdization ranged from the gppointment of a
conaultative council in Saudi Arabia, to recognition of the rights to universa suffrage for




men as wel as for women in Qatar, Oman and Bahrain and even to the promise of the
authorization of paliticd parties in the case of Bahrain.

In fact ,in terms of political participation, as provided for in their basc documents, Arab
countries could be classified asfollows:

1-Countries which have gone aong the path of politica liberdization, recognizing freedom
of association, thus alowing both oppostion parties, professona associations and trade
unions with a degree of autonomy to be formed. These include Egypt, Tunisa Jordan,
Algeria, Yemen and Mauritania and Djibouti. Both Lebanon, Morocco and Mauritania had
adopted alibera formula of their palitica systems since they got their independence.

2-Countries which dlow palitical parties, professond associations and trade unions to be
formed, but bring them under the control of a dominant party. This is 4ill the case of both
Syria and Iraq ruled by the Socidist Arab Baath Party leading a "progressve front" of
severd partiesin thefirg.

3-Military regimes which hardly conced their military character behind a loose mass
organization, cdled "popular committees’ in Libya and the divided Nationd Idamic Front
in Sudan. The militay character of these regimes is manifeted in the fact that the
residence of the head of state islocated ingde military barracks.

4- Countries which ban the edablishment of politicd parties and restrict freedom of
associations. This is the case in dmog dl the countries members of the Gulf Cooperation
Council, dthough both Kuwait and Bahrain did dlow the de facto presence of politica
groupings and experience the presence of organized politicd oppostion.The new Nationd
Charter of 2001 in Bahrain promised to alow the formation of political parties.

Modes of Political Participation

This section examines some modes of politica participation, which could be found in Arab
countries. Some of these forms are common to dl politicd systems, but their importance does
vay from one type of politicd sysem to another. Data on some of these forms namdy the
informa ones, is quite scarce. However, no full undersanding of political participation in Arab
countries would be possble if they are not taken into account. Some forms are dso limited to
particular systems in Arab countries and are not known yet in others. Some countries in the Gulf
region have not experienced dections a any levd as a form of politicd participation. Politicd
parties, professional associations and trade unions are ill banned in some of these countries. On
the other hand, terrorigt atacks and guerrilla activities, typica of palitica life in Algeria, Iraq and
Sudan, and in Egypt in the 1990's, are dmost unknown in most of the Gulf countries members of
the Gulf Cooperation Council. The gatus of these methods as forms of political participation will
be explaned later. However, an understanding of the daus of politicd paticipation in Arab
countries would not be complete without taking into account the political context within which
such paticipation takes place, paticulaly the extent to which human rights in generd ae
respected in them, and more paticularly those rights which are closdy reaed to politica
participation. Freedoms of conscience, belief, opinion and expresson are therefore crucid for the
exercie of dl the rights of politicad participaion through any of the channds tha will be
discussed in some detail in the following sections of this paper.

Freedom of expression and political participation:
It could be safdly assumed, beyond any doubt, that freedom of expresson is a fundamenta



condition for the exercise of dl politica rights. The crucid importance of freedom of expression,
together with dl intdlectud rights such as freedom of conscience, beief, and opinion and to
knowledge and researc stems from the fact that the free expresson of opinion on public matters is
in itsdf a form of political participation. Freedom of expresson is aso crucid for the exercise of
other forms of palitical participation. For the voter to make a sound decison concerning whom
he should vote for, he should have access to a variety of assessments of the dternative platforms
of al competing candidates and politica parties so that he /she could make his /her decison in
full knowledge of what they stand for. Political parties should be adle dso to inform the public of
their stands on various issues of domestic and foreign policy in order to enlighten this public and
eventudly to get support from some citizens for ther platforms. Such freedom of expresson
would not be attained if those who hold dissenting views, compared to those of the government,
or the mgority in society, ae intimidated through harassment by government or non
governmental groups. Freedom of access to, if not necessarily ownership of , the media , could
provide a solid guarantee for freedom of expresson.

Although Arab citizens of dl Arab countries have access a present to a variety of views on many
issues of Arab palitics thanks to the technologica revolution in eectronic media, .which brought
sved Ardb and foregn sadlite tdevison dations closr to Arab citizens. Such dations
compete with each other to beam to Arab viewers their talk shows, which cary, very often,
opposed views on these issues. Newspapers and even the dectronic media in some Arab
countries, particularly Lebanon and Egypt, are far from being dominated by a monalithic stand
on issues of concern to their societies.

A reading of reports of locd, regiond and internationd human rights organizations suggests
,nevertheless that freedom of expresson is subject to assaults from many and opposed quarters in
Arab countries. An andyss of violations of freedom of expresson, as described in the annud
report of the Arab Human Rights Organization for the year 2000 suggests four mgor types of
violaions

1-Harassment of journdigts, including their aret, trid and imprisonment as punishment for what
they write,

2-Suspension or closure of opposition and independent newspapers,

3-Arrest and imprisonment of political leaders for ther expresson of views criticd of the
governmernt,

4-Harassment of intdlectuds, novelists and artigs for ther disssmination of criticd or unpopular
views



Table3

Major types of violations of freedom of expressonin

Arab countries, as reported by AHRO

Type of | Harassment of | Suspension or | Harassment of | Harassment of
violatiory journdists closure of | politica leaders intellectuas
country newspapers
Kuwait Suspension of Imprisonment  of
Al-Seyasa a writer,
newspaper for investigation of a
five days univergty
professor, trid of
two women
writes
L ebanon Trid of dnger
Marcd  Khdifa,
acquitted later by
the court
Egypt Imprisonment  of
three  journalsts
of Al-Shab , an
opposition
newspaper
Mauritania Harassment of | Closure of some| Detention of
journdists newspapers opposition
leaders
Jordan Arrest of three
journdists
Sudan Arrest of three| Suspenson of | Arre of human
journdists four newspapers | rights activists
Tunisa Investigation and Invedtigation of a
harassment of prominent
onejourndist human rights
leader
Y emen Detention of two | Suspenson of a
journdists newspaper
Djibouti Detention of

three  oppostion
leaders

Source: Arab Human Rights Organization. Huqouq al-ensaan fi al-watan al-‘arabi-Human

Rightsin the Arab World. Cairo.2000. In Arabic.Pp.42-47.

It should be added that newspaper reports suggest that such violations of freedom of expresson
continued in most of these countries in the following years. Two newspapers were closed in
Egypt , namdy AL-Sah'ab and Al-Naba, and journdists ,human rights activigs and intelectuads
were harassed in Morocco Tunisia, and Egypt ,just to offer few examples.
What is truly daming is that some violations for the freedom of expresson are not initisted by
the date, but rather by certain societd conservative forces, Governments, who suffer from a




shortage of legitimacy, concede to these conservative forces out of the fear that they might lose
some of their popularity if they stood by intdlectuds who take postions or express views in
ways with which the generad public is not accusomed. The cases againgt the singer Marce
Khdifa in Lebanon, the feminis author Dr. Nawa El-Sadawi in Egypt were brought to the
courts by citizens who hold conservative views, and condituted perhaps embarrassment to the
government. This was smilar to what happened to Nasr Hamed Abou Zeid, the Cairo University
professor and Y usuf Shaheen,? the film director in Egypt years ago.

I nformal modes of participation:

Not dl acts of politicd participation in Arab countries pass through formd channds This is ds0
true of al politicd sysems The importance of informa channels of politicd participation is far
greater in developing countries, including the Arab world. The modern forms of politica
participation are of recent origin and are products of the historicd experience and palitical culture
of Wedern countries. Moreover, these modern forms, including dections, membership in
political parties and organized interest groups, have yet to demondrate their effectiveness as
methods of influencing the decison making process, ether to get some sarvices to the locd
community, indal popular figures in dected posts of the government or change government
policies. Informal methods, under these conditions, are believed to be more dfective and are used
by awide variety of individuas and socid groups.

Informa methods dso vary among countries and socid groups. Contacts are the most popular of
these methods. Persons who are contacted do not have to occupy officia posts in the government.
If access to these officds is difficult, the door is open for indirect access through influentia
persons who might know them. The latter could be smply ther reatives, wedthy people or
others who enjoy prestigious satus in the locd community. Communication with such influentia
people could be an oral conversation. It could aso take the form of a written petition,877 to be
presented by the latter to those who could make the rdevant decison within the government. The
Arab politicd culture has coined the term “ Wasta® to describe this method, which conssts of
finding out the middieman who could carry citizens concerns to those who have the decison
making power. Unlike wha might be suggested by this term, concerns of citizens who resort to
this method are in most cases legitimate concerns, finding a job for a young member of the
family who has been unemployed for a long time, paving a road; or building a hedth center for
the locd community. This method could be used dso to attain ®me illegd benefits and could be
combined with the promise of some benefits to the government officia who is the object of the “
Wadd'. In the latter case the “ Wadta’ becomes a “ rashwa’ or bribery, but this would be favored
by wedthier citizens.

Under some Arab political systems, one variant of these informa ways has been inditutiondized
in such a way as to dlow citizens access to the rulers. Heads of state in some Gulf countries, such
as Saudi Arabia used to dlow citizens to have a free access to them one day a week. Those who
have some grievances could take them to the supreme authority on the land, ether directly or
most probably, through the traditiona chief to whom they owe alegiance, the latter could be a
triba chief or a prominent rdigious leader. Another variant would be to complain to a particular

Nasr hamed Abou Zeid was accused by an Islamist lawyer of apostasy. The lawyer obtained from a court aruling 2

that Zeid should divorce hiswife, since their marriage, in his view, would not be legitimate in terms of the Islamic
Shari’a. Shahin, the famous film director had seen a case brought against the public showing of hisfilmi*Al-
Muhajir”, allegedly because the main character in the film isthe prophet Joseph. The impersonification of prophets
inmoviesis, inthe view of the lawyer who sued Shahin, isaviolation of Islamic teachings.
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office subordinate to the King, cdled in Saudi Arabia-Diwan Al-Mazaim,or Depatment of
Complaints.The complant would be viewed by senior officids of the government and
communicated to the citizen later on.

It is definitdly difficult to quantify resort to this informa method of politicdl participation in Arab
countries, which fdls under what politicd scientits decribe as  “ contecting  officids’ or
“lobbying” under more modern politicd sysems. It is known however tha members of the
paliament in Egypt receve hundreds of petitions from citizens in their condituencies A large
pat of the time minigers spend in the two houses of the Egyptian legidature is devoted to the
ggning of these petitions carried to minigers by members of the parliament who would like to
demondtrate to their condtituencies that they did not waste their votes when they dected them to
the parliament.

Formal modes of participation: ®

As for the formad modes of participation, this section will outline three of the most important,
namely eections, paticipation in politicd parties and paticipation in associaions, as examples
of both individua and collective forms of paticipation. As was suggested earlier, such forms
acquire more importance in countries, which have embarked dong the path of politica
liberdization, but they are to be found dso on countries with authoritarian and semi-traditiond
political systems.

Elections.

Elections, as a mode of politica participation a both locd and nationd levels is quite common
in most Arab countries, and have been known in one country( Egypt) since the second hdf of the
19th century and in other countries snce the firg haf of the twentieth century ( Lebanon, Syria,
and Irag). At present, only two Arab countries ill do not dlow eections a dl, namdy Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates In a third Gulf country-Qatar- eections have been
practiced only at the local level, with the promise to hold elections at the national level in 2003

In examining dections as a mode of palitica participation, the following aspects should
be taken into account:
Conditions for digibility of voters and candidates,
freedom of campaigning,
farness of the voting process,
method of monitoring of eections,
relevance of dections as amode of politica participation.?

All Arab countries require some conditions to be met by dl voters and candidates. Most of
them however have adopted sysems of universa suffrage, with the conditions, which usudly
goply in democratic countries. However, two important deviaing patterns emerge, one which has
been confined to Kuwait, that gill bans women from exercisng the right to vote, not to tak of
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being candidates. The Enir of Kuwait issued a decree granting Kuwaiti women the right to vote,
but this decree has been rescinded by the Council of the Nation, the Kuwaiti nationa assembly,
dominated after the last dection by Idamist deputies . A Kuwaiti Supreme Court upheld the
decison of the Council of the Nation. Other Gulf countries which practice eections such as
Oman, Baran and Qaar granted women rights of voting and candidecy in loca and nationd
elections. Moreover, Kuwait limits voting rights to Kuwati mae nationas of the firs degree,
excduding both naturdized citizens and those inhabitants of Kuwat who could not demonsrate
ther Kuwati nationdity, and thus remained without nationdity, dthough they do serve in the
amy and police force. The second deviation from the principle of universa suffrage is practiced
in Irag, which dlows military officers and policemen to vote in legidaive eections, but bans the
candidacy of those who do not fulfill certain politica conditions, induding support of principles
of the ruling Arab Socidigt Bath Party, and approva of the two Gulf wars launched by Saddam
Hussein againg Iran ( 1980-1988) and Kuwait (1990-1991).

As far the conditions found in other Arab countries, they rdate mosly to the minimum age of
the voter, being twenty one yeas in some countries (Lebanon,aticle 21
reduced to eighteen in other countries ( SyriaArticle 54, )" and not having a.crimina record.

Freedom of Campaigning:

Campagning is rady entirdy free in Arab countries. Few countries have reached a
consderable degree in campaign freedom, particularly Morocco and Jordan, in addition to Sudan
under civilian governments, dthough the royd family in both Morocco and Jordan is above
politicd debates. In other countries, freedom to campaign is subject to various redrictions,
including requirements of the date of emergency, which limit the exercise of certain rights
without police authorizetion, as is the case modly in Egypt. Oppostion political parties do not
have easy access to eectronic mass media in countries of the dominant or the sngle party
gystem, such as Egypt, Tunida, Irag, Syria and Sudan. Oppostion party candidates and their
supporters could become object of police harassment, as was reported in Mauritania, Egypt and
Yemen. Findly, the use of money and dominance of tribd loyaties could hinder very much
freedom of campaigning. The use of money to purchase voters loyaties was widely reported in
the last legiddive dection in Egypt and Lebanon. Tribdism is a very important factor in
Jordanian, Yemeni and Kuwaiti palitics.

Fairness of the Electord Process:

Fairness of the eectora process is indeed a thorny issue in Arab countries. It is quite rare
to find one sngle Arab country in which the eectord process does not give rise to charges and
counter-charges of rigging of dections. The dectora law itsdf is often the object of complaints
by oppogtion parties and persondities who clam that it is tallored in such a way as to favor
government candidates and to weaken the chances of oppostion candidates. This has been the
case in Egypt ( 1984-1995), Lebanon ( 1992- ), Jordan (1993- ) Tunisia ( 1989-
), and Mauritania . Boundaries of dectord didricts in Lebanon are sad to have been deliberatdy
redrawvn to wesken representation and chances of success of opponents of Syrian military
presence’.

The outcome of dections is known in advance in some countries, as the proportion of
deputies of the ruling cadition is fixed in the dectord law. In Syria for example, the number of
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seats to be occupied by both National Front and the Bath Party is decided in the dectora law, no
matter how citizens vote. Even when the dectord law does not fix the number of ruling party
candidates, eectord 'practices ensure that no other than members of the ruling party or those
aoproved by its leaders would win membership in the nationd legidature. Members of the Bath
Party are encouraged in Iraq to run aso as independents, to ensure that only Bath loydists would
monopolize membership of the Nationd Assembly'. In the last two eections of the Peoples

Assembly in Egypt, independent candidates who won sedts in the assembly were sad to have
asked to join ranks of the parliamentary group of the ruling Nationd Democratic Paty who
"technically" did not win the mgjority in the last election of October- November 2000.!

One important condition for the farness of the dectord process is neutrdity of the body
supervisng the dection. Such neutrdity would a least ensure no bias in preparation of voters
ligs and in counting of the votes, dthough it does not ensure lawful practices outsde of voting
gations. Only in Lebanon and Yemen does a nontgovernmenta body supervise dection. In
Lebanon, dections are supervised by an independent dectord commisson, and in Yemen by a
multiparty committee. In other Arab countries, it is usudly the Ministry of Interior, responsble
for internd security, which is entrusted, with the task of supervisng the eectora process from
beginning to end. Even when the Egyptian Government gave in to the Supreme Condtitutiond
Court’s ruling that judges should be present in dl voting dtations in the country, the Ministry of
Interior found ways in October —November 2000 to intimidate voters in condituencies where
candidates of the Mudim Brotherhood, an organization not legaly recognized as a palitica party,
were expected to win.*

Monitoring of eections.

Farness of dections could be further improved when an individuad body is entrused with the
task of monitoring the dections, reporting on violation of the dectord process and suggesting
ways of minimizing them in future . This task could be carried out ether by a national body of
expats and activists or by an international body. Human rights organizations in Egypt formed
such a body on the occasion of Peopleés Assembly eections in 1995, and published severd
reports, but the Egyptian government did not welcome such inititive' Harassment of human
rights organizations and activigts, prior to Peoples Assembly eections of October - November
2000 discouraged them to undertake the same effort on the occason of this last eection. Only
the Pdedinian authority (1996), and Algeria (legidative eections 1997) have accepted the
presence of an internationd commisson to supervise their eections. Those were judged to be
among the fairest eections conducted recently in the Arab world.

Relevance of dections as amode of political participation:

Despite the fact that dection is the most popular of dl modes of palitica paticipation, as it is
open to al citizens, and could theoreticdly lead to a change of the incumbents or of policies of
the government, elections do not seem to be very redevant as a method of effecting politica
change in the Arab world, a least under the conditions prevaling in most Arab countries a
present particularly with respect to freedom of campaigning, fairness of the dectoral process and
absence of independent monitoring bodies™ No transfer of power has taken place through the

ballot box in any Arab country, with the exception of Morocco and Lebanon” recently, and Sudan
during periods of the civilian or trangtiond governments. Elections are viewed by most of the

rulers in the Arab world to be a device for politicd mobilization in favor of regimes gods and a
demondration of the regimes legitimacy.No wonder that under these conditions, participation in



election ranges from very low to quite moderate when rdiable data is avalable on voters turn
out. Thetable4 offersarange of rates of voters turn- out in recent eectionsin Arab countries.
Although no figures were avallable for some countries, some trends could be discerned form the
table 4. Rates of dectord participation tend to be quite high in Arab countries in the early stage
of dectord politics when dtizens ae given the right for the fird time to dect ther
representatives. Rates of voters participation tend to be quite impressve therefore in the Gulf
countries where the eectora system is of a recent origin as wel as in Pdestine where the people
were caled on to dect thar fird legidative assembly in 1996. Also rates of participation tend to
be quite high in truly competitive party systems, as is the case in Morocco and Jordan. Voters
participation there was close to 60% of dl voters. This should be the case in Algeria, and in
Lebanon, despite the fact that the Idamic Sdvation Front in the firg is excluded from eectord
competition, and Chrigian political parities boycotted eections in the second believing that the
Syrian government plays its heavy handsin their country's political process.”

Findly, when eectord politics is of reaively long date, and the outcome of eections seems to
be pre-determined, voters apathy is the inevitable outcome, asisthe case definitdy in Egypt

Table 4:Rates of voters participation in Arab countries, Data collected from the
steof Arab Socid Science Research (ASSR)*

The country Type of dection Date Rate of participation
Lebanon legidative 1992 44
1996
2000
Morocco legdative 1993 63.7
1997 58.3
Jordan legdative 1989 63.2
1993 68.3
1997 45.45
Yemen Presidentia 1999 66.
Legidaive 1997 61
Local 2001
Egypt Peopl€’ s Assembly 2000 27.5
Tunisa Presdentid 1999 89.7
Legidative 1999 91.5
Algeria Presdentid 1999 60.25
legidetive 1997 66.3
Mauritania Presidentia 1997 65.6.
legidetive
Kuwait Council of the Nation 1999 80
Oman Shura Council 1997
Baran Referendum on  a| 2001 90.3
National Charter

The site offersalist of several electronic data sources, seein particular :Http://agora.stmit/elections 4
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Qatar Locd dections 1999 85
Pdegine Nationd legidature 1996 90
Syria Legidaive 1998 77.8
presidentid 2000 N.A.
Irag legidative 2000 83.6.
Sudan Presdentid and | December 2000
legidetive

Participation throuch political parties:

In discussing participation through politica parties in Arab countries, four questions should be
examined: the presence of the paty system, freedom to establish politicd parties, the freedom to
operate politicad parties once they have the lega right to exist, the representative character of
political paties and findly the impact that political paties might have on the eectord process.
All these questions are very important since the presence of any modern democratic system is
hardly concelvable without the presence of politicd parties. Politicd parties do in fact perform
indispensable functions under any such system, as they organize political competition, represent
different trends of the public opinion, communicate with citizens on important issues of domestic
and foreign policies and recruit politica leaders.

Politicd parties do not officidly exis in sx Arab countries a present. The five countries of the
Gulf Cooperation Council ban the presence of politicd parties, dthough the Nationd Charter
goproved in a referendum in Bahrain in - February 2001 does promise to turn Bahrain into a
conditutiond monarchy, which implies that political activities would be authorized, but it is not
cler whether politicd paties would be explicitly authorized” In Kuwait, digtinct intellectua

trends, identifies with specific meeting places cdled “Diwanyya” have been in exisence for
some time IR\ CIMEHRQDCS UTEFRQU CRANG-R TKHTXDUHIR Y KIEKERQIDO XREDQRH ]

presence of political parties. The Sudanese government of General Omar Al-Bashir did authorize
the formation of oppostion parties under a law caled the Law of SuccessonQanoun Al-Tawdli-
which has been criticized by most Sudanese parties opposed to the Idamist regime.”

It is rare however to find one Arab country with a multiple paty sysem that dlows parties
complete freedom. Lebanon , Jordan and Yemen are the only countries in which there are  no
resrictions on the formation of political parties. Redtrictions on political parties freedoms are of

two types:

Banning the establishment of specific politica parties The Idamids are the mogt notable
groups that are not dlowed to form politica parties. This is the case in countries ranging from
the Moroccan monarchy to the republican regimes of Algeria, Tunisa, Egypt, and Syria The
Lav of Politicd Paties of 1977 in Egypt bans aso other groups most notably the
Communigts and any paty based on rdigion, which means dso the banning , not only of
Idamist parties but aso Christian partties. The Law of Political Parties in Iraq bans parties
opposed to principles of the ruling Arab Socidist Ba'th Party.

Redrictions on freedom of action by politica paties Even when politicad parties are
authorized, their freedom to act is redtricted in law and in practice. In some countries they are
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not alowed to operate within schools, universties, economic enterprises and government offices,
and not just among police and army officers. In other countries, they are not dlowed to have ties
to foreign politica parties or organizations. State monopoly over dectronic mass media, which is
the case in most of these countries, does not enable opposition parties to communicate with the
largest sections of the people who do not read newspapers. Effective press censorship, whether
externdly imposed or effectivdly interndized by newspaper editors, makes it difficult for the
non-ruling parties to communicate fredy with their public.®.

Despite dl these redtrictions, politicaly-active citizens in Arab countries established a large number

of political parties, as could be seen from table 5. Admittedly, not al the parties counted in the table

are active organizations, particularly in the countries which have a reatively large number of parties

as Algeria, Jordan ,Sudan and Lebanon, but the table suggests nevertheless the extent to which party

pluralism has been atained in Arab countries.
Table 5: Mgor Politica partiesin Arab countries

The country No. of authorized parties Politicd  paties in the
government in 2000

L ebanon 18

Jordan 36 Non-partisans

Yemen 5 2

Morocco 22 7

Algeria 37 6

Tunisa 7 1(RCD)

Egypt 16 1

Mauritania

Syria 6 1(Ba'th)

Sudan 15 1( Nationd Congress Party)

Iraq 1 1

Pdedine 6 1(PLO)

Source: Counted fromBanksArthur S. & Thomas C.Muller Eds. Politicd Handbook of the World
:1998 . CSA Publication, Binghamton< State University of New Y ork.1998.

In the absence of detailed study on political parties in Arab countries, it is difficult to
reach rdiable conclusons about the extent to which they represent most important segments of
the public opinion in their countries. However, the banning of certain political parties is likey to
cast a shadow on the representative nature of the politica parties that are dlowed to exist. It is
likely therefore that important segments of the public opinion are not wel represented in
parliaments of Arab countries that proscribe the presence of organizations that spesk for these
segments. Thus, the Idamidts, or a least the largest body that spesks for them, have no voice in
political systems of Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Syriaand Irag. Communists have no
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voice in the party system of Iraq and Egypt. Kurds and Shi'i’s do not have a voice in the politica
system of Irag despite the fact that they together conditute the vast mgority of population in that
country.

How relevant are politicd parties in Arab countries as a vehicle for palitical paticipation.? A
complete answer to this question is difficult without a detalled study of the interaction between
Arab governments and politica parties operating in their respective countries. However, the fact
that governments in most Arab countries which alow the presence of oppodtion parties are
adways formed by members of one party, which has been in power in many of these countries in
decades suggests that, with the exception perhaps of Morocco, Algeria, and Yemen, politica
paties do not count much in other Arab countries as effective mechanisms for politica
participation. Mogt of these parties sand very little chance of participating in the government.
Moreover, the way oppostion parties ae dedt with by the governments of the dominant party
system suggests dso that such dominant parties are not very responsve to the demands that
might be formulated by these parties.
Table 6: Banned partiesin Arab countries

Country No.of banned parties Country No. of banned parties
Lebanon No information Mauritania No information
Jordan No informéation Syria 6

Yemen No information Sudan 9 clandestine groups
Morocco 1 Iraq 19

Tuniga 9 Libya 10-Exiled groups
Algeria 4 Pdegtine No information

Egypt 10

Source: Counted from Banks & Muller. Op.cit.

An examination of the paties authorized in countries with multi-party sysems suggests that, in
terms of ideologica orientation, a variety of ideologicd orientations and interests are articulated
by Arab political parties In this respect, one could classfy Arab politicad parties into the
following categories.

1-Nationdist-Statigt politica parties that used to rule Arab countries or that are ill in power.
The most notable examples of such parties include the ruling Arab Bath Socidist Party in Syria
and Irag. The Algerian Nationd Liberation Front belongs to this caegory as wel as the
Conditutiondig Raly in Tunisa The Naionlag —Statis ideologicd srand is 4ill to be seen
among parties in other countries, which are to be found ather in the oppostion or in the
government sharing power with other parties. The Sociaist Union of Popular Forces in Morocco
is the prototype of such parties, as wedl as Nasserite parties in oppostion in Egypt, Syria and
Lebanon. Mogt of these parties, with the exception of the Nasserites have abandoned their former
radicd ideologies in favor of more libera stands on questions of the management of the economy
and acceptance of palitica pluraism.
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2- Marxig paties which continue to cdl for a date-led modd of devedopment, with some of
them maintaining their old communist labes whereas others have adopted names tha suggest a
reformist or revisonig sand within Marxism. Such parties are to be found in nearly dl Arab
countries that dlow a multi-party sysem from Morocco, Algeria and Tunisa in the Maghreb to
Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Pdestine in the Mashreq to Yemen in the Arab Peninsula.

3-Rdigionbased politicd partiess modly Idamist that enjoy a legd datus in Algeria, Jordan,
Lebanon and Yemen. This was dso the case of the Socidigt Labor Paty in Egypt before the
government-dominated Committee of Political Parties in Egypt outlawed it. Among these parties,
only the Nationd-Idamist Front could become a dominant party ruling Sudan since June 1989.
Idamigt paties in Yemen and Jordan did dso share in the government of their countries, but
raher as junior partners with other parties or forces. Followers of non-ldamic religious creeds
rardly edtablish politicd parties on their own in Arab countries. Chrigian parties in Sudan and
Lebanon are more an expresson of ethnic divisons in their countries rather than politico-
religious organizations. Ther membership could be predominantly Chrigian, but they do not
advocate a palitical ideology based on religion.

4- Ethnicdly based politicd parties that cdl for respect of the rights of particular ethnic groups.
One would find such parties reflecting aspirations of Berber in Morocco and Algeria, or those of
Southern Sudanese, followers of the Mahdi or Khatmia in Sudan , Maronites, Chi’is and Kurds in
Lebanon and Irag.

5-Government-founded parties which were established by heads of dtate in republican regimes to
provide legitimecy to their exercise of power, and which do not advocate a clearly defined
ideology other than the podtions of the day that the head of state would like to adopt. The most
notable example of such parties are both the ruling Nationd Democratic Party in Egypt and the
Genegrd Peoplé's Congress in Yemen. Under Arab monarchies, a codition of politicd parties
emerges on the occason of each dection with the digtinction of being the parties that are favored
by the king. Thisis particularly the case in both Morocco and Jordan.

6- Old liberd parties that led struggle for independence which are found ether in the oppostion
or occadondly in the government. This category is represented by both the Istegld Party in
Morocco and the New Wafd Party in Egypt.

7- A vaiety of paties of the persondigic type that reflect the aspirations of a particular leader
who rdies on a family or a persond following. This is the case of most other politicd parties in
Arab countries. They are to be found in any of these countries.

However, legdly authorized political parties in Arab countries are gill not fully representative of
dl currents of the public opinion. In many Arab countries, some politicd parties and
organizations are banned, even though there are indications that they do possess a consderable
following among citizens. This is paticulaly the case of Idamig paties in Morocco, Algeria,
Tunisa , Egypt and Syria It is dso the case of Communigt parties in Egypt and Irag. Major
Sudanese politica paties have refused to recognize the Law of Politicd Parties in Sudan,
adopted in 1999.The number of such banned partties increases in countries with the single party
or no paty sysem, notably Irag and Libya However, some of the banned parties are
organizations that cal or practice amed druggle agang their governments. This is notably the
case of the Armed Idamic Group in Algeria and many Southern Sudanese groups. This was dso
the case of both the Jihad and the ISamic Group in Egypt before they renounced armed struggle
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and atempted even to edtablish a paty cdled AL-Shari’a Party, which does not stand much
chance of being authorized by the Committee of Politicad Partiesin Egypt.

Participation through People'sand Community Organizations:

In severd Arab countries, citizens have the opportunity to participate in politics a& the nationa
and locd leves through so-cdled Peopleés and Community Organizations. Although such
organizations do not concern their members dl the time with nationd politics, therr contribution
to politicd participation is tremendous. If politics is defined as the process of the authoritative
dlocation of values, then they are at the heart of the politica process. They either make demands
for the dlocation of materid and nonrmaerid vaues, in terms of the digribution of government
and societd funds among various uses, or effect such digribution of vaues through the financid,
human and symbolic resources a their disposd. Moreover, they occasondly cal on the
government ether to change certain policies it has adopted or endorse continued pursuit of other
policies. More importantly, they do act as channels of political socidization. They could in this
way dther reinforce vaues of freedom of expresson and equdity, or quite the opposte,
disseminate vaues of prgudice and ethnic and socid discrimination. Which of these functions
they peform effectively depends largdy on the type of socio-economic and politicd system
under which they operate.

An examination of Arab political sysems under sudy suggests that Arab citizens could join or
have access to one of the following types of Peopleés and Community Organizations, depending
on their socio-economic status, personal preferences and local organizations?

1-Class —based organizations. These include on the one hand business groups of various types, be
they chambers of commerce, bankers associations, investors societies on the one hand, or trade
unions on the other,

2-occupationtbased associations: These refer to professona associaions like those of lawyers,
journdists, medica doctors, engineers, etc.

3-interest-based societies: These cater for the varied interests of citizens. They are usudly cdled
societies, or Jam' eyyat in Arab countries,

4-Locd dected bodies, which alow citizens to make their voice heard on purely local matters.

The proliferation of such organizations and their effectiveness as vehides of politica
participation depends very much on the socio-economic sructure, the history of statehood and
the legd system of interest representation in each country. Thus countries with complex leve of
socid differentiation in terms of the variety of socid classes and occupations, with a rdaively
long history of dsatehood, and a degree of freedom of association are the countries where the
presence of such associations is strongly felt on the political scene. On the other hand, countries
with modest complexity of ther class and occupationa dructure, recent history of statehood and
a limited degree of freedom of associaion, are the countries where no active associationd life is
to be expected. However, as practices in Arab countries do diverge consderably from the texts of
ther condtitutions and laws, it is difficult to find an Arab country where such organizations are
totaly free from government interference and bureaucratic controls.

Thus, in terms of the legd sysem of interest representation, Arab politicd sysems could be
classfied into the following categories:
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1Politicd systems where associations are edablished upon notification of authorities. No
authorization is required. This is the case- in theory — of both Lebanon and Morocco. These
are the two countries which dlow plurdism in the representation of one single occupation,
gther on a geographic or politicd bads. Several syndicates in the two countries represent
lawyers. Morocco isthe only Arab country with severd (three) trade union federations.

2-Political  sygtems where government authorization is a necessary condition for the legd
recognition of an association. Specific laws govern establishment of professona associations
and trade unions. Thisisthe case of Egypt, Jordan, Paestine, Algeria, Tunisaand Sudan.

Politicd sysems where professonad associations, trade unions as wel as citizens
societies are dominated by the ruling party, or are even integrated in its structures. This is the
case of Syria, Iraq and Libya The ruling organization in Libya is not officidly described as a
dngle-party, but as People's Congress. Trade unions and professiona associaions condtitute
gpeciaized congresses, or associations within the People' s Professiona Congress.

Politicd systems where certain associations are not authorized a al. This is the case of
most members of the Gulf Cooperation Council who, with the exception of Kuwait, do not
authorize trade unions, and who severdly redtrict freedom of associations for other categories

of people.”

Arab countries share however a number of practices, which redrict freedom of
associdion, despite  variaions in the legd, provisons governing asociationd life. The
redrictions include imposition of the state of emergency, which limit other liberties necessary for
the exercise of freedom of association, such as freedom of expresson or freedom of assembly.
The government ministry in charge of associaions becomes precticdly the Ministry of Interior |
reponsble for internd security rather than the Ministry of Socid Affars. This is the case in
Lebanon, among other countries. Leaders and militants of certain associaions, particularly those
of journdidts, lawyers, trade unions and even engineers are often harassed when they voice views
or undertake activities not to the liking of the government. Leaders of professona associations in
Egypt, Jordan and of trade unions in Tunisa, Lebanon and Morocco have recently experienced
different forms of harassment by the government. Human rights groups are ill tolerated in most
Arab countries, with very few exceptions. In Egypt and Tunisa, such groups came under the
repressve grip of the government in recent years. In the two cases, repressve government
policies caused some of these groups nearly to hdt their activities. This is the case of the
Egyptian Human Rights Organization and of the Tunisian League of Human Rights.

Where a certain degree of freedom of association is permitted, members of associations do
practice their rights of decting ther leaders. The following table presents the number of
associations in Arab countries where data was avallable, ther membership, and method of
sdection of their leaders

Table7: Status of Freedom of Associationsin

Arab Countries
Country No.of citizens  No. of prof. No. of trade No. of assoc./ % of elected
Societies* associations unions 1000 of leaders*
population
Lebanon 2500 66.7
Morocco 2896 93.4
Jordan 587 127 17
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Yemen 223(1992)

Algeria
Tunisa 5186 91.7
Egypt 14600 23 23 93.6
Pdedtine 715
Mauritania
Djibouti
Syria 628(1992)
Sudan 262 13 77
Iraq
Libya 34
Kuwait 56 16
Bahran 98 (1992) 10
Qatar 3(1988)
Oman 16 (1989) N.Auth.
United Arab 91 10 Not Auth.
Emirates
Saudi Arabia 125 (1992) Not author.
*Nafissa and Kandil.1990. ** out of a sampleld57 societies in 11 Arab

countries, Source : Al-Baz,op.cit.p.101.

The table suggests important variations among Arab countries in severd respects. The densty of
associationd  life varies tremendoudy among these countries, with Lebanon, Tunisa ,Egypt and
Morocco coming on top, while associationd life is the of the least dendty in Arab Gulf countries.
This is probably the case even when we assume that not dl the associations counted in the table
are functioning organizations, for this observation would apply as wel to the other Arab
countries. Elections are the dominant method of the choice of leaders in countries which have
embarked upon the pah of politica liberdization, dthough the dgnificance of this fact is
overshadowed by the observation that the tenure of dected pods is rdatively long , reaching on
average more than eght years in some of these countries. The lowest degree of rotation,
according to the sample of Al-Baz was found in Morocco, Sudan, Pdegtine, Tunisa, Egypt,
Lebanon and Gulf countries in that order where less than 5 persons have dternated the post of
president of the association since its establishment.”

Severd of these Peopleé's Organizations in Arab countries do not limit their concerns to
the narrow professond interests of their members, as they venture to express their views on
matters of nationd politics When such views are not to the liking of governments these
associations risk suffering the wrath of these governments, with consequences ranging from



imposing a media blackout on their activities, harassment of their leeders and even dissolution of
ther dected councils. Professond associaions in Egypt and Jordan pad the price of ther
opposition to the foreign policies of ther governments, trade unionists in Tunisa, Lebanon, and
Morocco pad the price of ther activiam and human rights organizaions in Egypt and Tunisa
incurred government persecution of ther leaders because of ther zed in monitoring the human
rights situation in their respective countries.

Findly, local councils have become an essentid landmark of loca politics in dmogt dll
Arab countries, and their members are dected for the most part. The most recent loca eections
were those that took place in Jordan, Mauritania ,Qatar in 1999, and Yemen 2001,and it was the
firs time that such an eection was organized in Qatar,. Few Arab countries do not organize loca
elections, ether because they do not alow dections at al for public posts, as is the case in both
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, or because they are too smdl to have localy dected
bodies besdes their national assemblies, as is probably the case in Kuwait or Djibouti. However,
as is the case with naiond eections, locad dections are mared in some countries by heavy
government handling of its results baring in some countries success of but very few of
oppogition candidates, as what happened in Mauritania in 1999 where only one seat out of 208
seats went to an opposition party candidate’. Besides, loca councils often have very little power,

with their members not even able to question locd officias on performance of ther duties , not to
gpesk of proposng motions of censure againg those officids. However, when such dections are
far, and a measure of power is given to localy dected councils, the presence of such councils
could offer an opportunity for training in democratic palitics.

Extra-legal methods of political participation:

An understlanding of political participation in Arab countries would not be complete if the study
of this process is limited only to methods of participation recognized by laws in force in each
Arab country. Citizens in Arab countries, as well as in other countries, gstrive to influence public
decisonrmaking by resorting to methods which might not be authorized by the government, such
as collective protest actions, ncluding srikes, marches and demondrations. Some of them would
even go further and use amed methods in their oppostion to the government. Resort to these
methods is more likedy when other legdly recognized methods are in short supply or ae
ineffectual. Ther incluson in a sudy of politicad participation is cadled for on severd grounds.
They often imply a clear politicd message in the form of demands that participants in such
actions put forward to the government or oppostion to certain measures which have been taken
by these governments. Besdes, on severd occasons, governments in Arab countries had to
change some of their policies in response to these acts. In fact, the trandtion to more libera
arangements that expanded politica participation in some Arab countries, notably Algeria and
Jordan, came in the wake of mgjor collective protest actions.

Collective protest actions:

Collective protest actions vary widdy in terms of ther method, scde and objective. They include
modly gt-in, dtrikes, marches and demongrations. These methods are perfectly lega under
liberal politicd systems. Moreover, some of these methods are used by Arab governments in
order to show public support for their policies, when they mobilize citizens to protet againg
domegtic opponents to the government, or againgt policies of other governments. Demongirations
were organized in Baghdad, Damascus and in towns under Pdegtinian authority to protest
policies of the US or Israel in recent years. Collective protest actions could be undertaken at the
loca levd, or in one sngle mass organization, like a school, a factory or a government
department, but they could be organized a a regiond or even naiond level. Although the
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undertaking of a collective protest action might be intended and prepared in advance, the
development of this action might result from spontaneous reactions by other people, who decide
to join it once it arts. In fact, organizers of collective protest actions might end up losing control
over its development, once they take to the dreet, particularly when they are met by the
opposgition of security forces which try to prevent them from proceeding any further. Under these
conditions of confrontation between drikers, demondrators and security forces, the collective
protest action that was meant initidly to be a peaceful gathering, might turn into a riot. The
explicit demands put forward in such collective protest actions do vary, from the expresson of
economic grievances to the highlighting of purely political demands.

It would be difficult in this paper to examine dl cases of collective protest actions in dl
Arab countries as not al such actions are reported in Arab newspapers, not to mention eectronic
media which ae firmly under government control in the vast mgority of Arab countries. The
chapter would refer to the mgor collective protest actions in Arab countries which either led to
important changes of government policies or which reflected mgor cleavages of the politica
sysem.

In thelr recent higtory, some Arab countries have experienced mgor collective protest
actions. This was the case of Egypt (January 1977, February 1986), Tunisa (January 1978),
Morocco (1981,1984, 1990,1991), Sudan (1985) , Palestine (1987,2000-  ),Algeria (1988,2001)
and Jordan (1989, 1996 ).Most of these protest actions took place on a nationa scale, whereas
others were confined to mgor cities or to a particular region. The mutiny of Centrd Security
soldiers in Egypt in February 1986 were largely confined to Cairo and the 1981 riots in Morocco
had Casablanca as its mgor theater. The most recent food riots in Jordan were confined to the
North of the country in August 1996. The most recent protest actions in Algeria took place in
Berber areas but moved to Algiers in June 2001. Cdls on the government to drop decreed price
increases, usudly in response to recommendations of the Internationa Monetary Fund marked
the outbreak of most of these protest actions. Central security forces protested againgt their harsh
work conditions and a rumored lengthening of ther military recruitment. Arab governments
responded in some cases by temporarily caling off the price increases (Egypt January 1977),
ordering an inquiry into causes of the unrest (Egypt February 1986, Algeria 2001), or by
initiating reform of the politicd sysem expanding the range of political freedoms practiced by
citizens. In many cases, the response was accompanied usualy by arrests of those believed by the
government to be the leaders of the protest action (Egypt 1977, Tunisa 1978, and Morocco
1981). In few cases, the response fdl far short than demands of participants in the protest action,
a matter that fudled the unrest and led to its continuation. A prominent example of this Stuation
is what heppened in Algeria following protests of Berber parties agang police brutdity in
deding with imprisoned Berber youth and government’s indifference towards Berber demands of
culturd autonomy. Unrest and collective protest actions by Berber groups therefore continue.

Armed opposition to the government:

To congder amed oppodtion to the government, as a method of politicd participation is even
more problematic. The use of ams in political action by citizens is not only illegd, but it 8 dso a
violent form of politicad action. More importantly, political participation is predicated on the
premise that rules of political action lad down by the incumbent regime are accepted by dl
political actors, even though they may not dl share the same ideology or political creed. Political
participation in this sense does not preclude the wish to get fundamenta change introduced in the
politicd regime. Such change should be effected, however according to the very rules of political
action lad down by the incumbent regime. In other words, fundamental change could be
peecefully introduced according to the rules of the basc law or the conditution in force in the




country in question. Accordingly, armed struggle would seem to be an atempt to change the
present regime, its leading personnd, policies or inditutions in ways incompatible with the rules
lad down by the conditution in force. It should not be conddered therefore as a method of
political participation.

Examining demands of actors involved in amed actions againg ther governments in
Arab countries would sugget however a different interpretation of their acts. Armed
confrontation between the government and oppostion groups have been a didtinctive feature of
politics in severd Arab countries throughout the 1990's.Such confrontations continued to the first
year of the 21% century though on a smadler scde in some of these countries The bloodiest
conflicts were those of Sudan followed by that of Algeria where the confrontation there took the
full dimendgon of a civil war. Much smdler in scde was the confrontation between the Egyptian
government and radica armed Idamist groups, though this confrontation subsided during the last
four years. Isolated armed attacks on foreigners took place in Yemen, before and after the civil
war with militants of the Socidist Party that used to rule Southern Yemen. Few such attacks were
reported aso in Jordan.

Table no.8: Order of magnitude of of domestic armed conflicts

In Arab countriesin the 1990's
The country Estimated number of casudtiesin armed conflicts
Sudan’s civil war (1983 ) 2 Millionskilled. 4 millions displaced,
Irag’' s civil war againgt Kurds and Shi'is
Algerid s armed confrontation involving

Idamist groups 100.000

Somdia thousands

Egypt 1000

Djibouti hundreds

Yemen 103 incidents between 1993-1999.
Lebanon tens

Jordan tens

It will be difficult to make any generdizaion about the politica objectives of oppostion groups
who took up arms againg their governments in dl these cases. However, one could classfy ther
objectivesinto five categories:

Those who aspire to secede from the existing date and dam the right to sdf-
determination. This is obvioudy the case in Southern Sudan and of some faections in the
Somdi civil war,

Those who would like to participate in the politicd system of their countries but are not
recognized as legdly established politicd parties by ther governments. This is the case of
both the Idamic Sdvation Front in Algeria, and militants of the idamist groups in Egypt who
are trying to win recognition of their Shari’ a Party.
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Those who use amed methods, including kidngpping of foreigners as a way of extracting
concessons from the government, related mosly to the extenson of certan services to
neglected regions of the country. This would seem to be the case of some armed actions
resorted to by tribesin Yemen.

Those who are completely opposed to the politicd system of their countries and would
like to overthrow it by force. Radicd Idamist groups in Egypt throughout the 1990's as well
as the amed Idmist Group in Algeria and even some factions of the Northern opposition
groups in Sudan who joined the Sudan’ s People Liberation Army belong to this category.

Findly, those who use the teritory of ther country to launch attacks againgt foreign
nationas. Thisis mostly the case of few Idamist groupsin Jordan ad Y emen.

It could therefore be reasonably argued that the volume of politicad violence in countries like
Algeria, Sudan and Egypt could have been condderably reduced had the incumbent regime
accepted to recognize dl political actors willing to abide by the rules of a far political process
accepted to Al of them, incumbents and opposition dike. In the case of Yemen, the price to pay
in order to reduce the magnitude of armed actions resorted to by triba groups would have been a
far digribution of government sarvices and a regiondly wdl bdanced development planning. A
concrete  manifedtation of the intention of the Yemeni government to underteke such
developmenta effort could have perhgps dissuaded the tribal groups from undertaking such
actions. It is only in this way that the more radica groups intent on overthrowing the regime by
force could be isolated. As for the other cases which involve basc disagreements on the
definition of the naiond community and its proper boundaries, they are the symptoms of the
protracted process of nation-building, which took centuries in other countries to reach an end
satisfactory, even temporarily to dl parties.

Major Features of Palitical Participation in Arab Countries

This survey of modes of politica participation in Arab countries suggests severd features of this
process, which could be discerned by looking at politica participation in other regions of the
world, comparing rates of participation among Arab countries, examining their evolution over
time, determining those who are 4ill exduded from participation, assessing its relevance for the
evolution of political sysems of these countries, and findly links and inter-relaionships among
different modes of politica participation.

A comparison between the Arab region and other regions in the South would reved immediately
that politica participation has advanced more in other regions than in Arab countries. In Latin
America, East and South East Adia, and many countries of Sub-Saharan Africa, the mobilization
type of politicad paticipation is eroding, freedom of association is less redricted and
governments change through the ballot box. Using ratings of countries according to the degree of
political freedoms enjoyed by their citizens computed annualy by the Freedom House, and on a
scade of 7 of the combined average raings, with the most authoritarian country getting 7 and the
least authoritarian getting 1, one Arab country gets the score of 4, three get 4.5, one gets 5. These
countries enjoy moderate levels of politicad freedoms. Sixteen other Arab countries are counted
as offering ther citizens low levels of political freedoms. Out of 48 countries that score the
lowest on these ratings, one third of them are Arab countries. It is legitimate of course to criticize
ratings by the Freedom House. There is no doubt however that mobilizationa type regimes il
exig in a number of Arab countries, such as Irag, Syria and Libya, that freedom of association is
severely redtricted in other Arab countries, and that the transfer of power through the ballot box is
a rare phenomenon in the Arab world,. Transfer of power through the balot box has become a
familiar occurrence in countries of East and South East Asa, Latiin America and many countries
in Sub-Saharan Africa, with few exceptionsin these other regions.”
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Within the Arab world itsdf, the rates of politica participation are uneven. On the scade of
politica freedom prepared by the Freedom House, Arab countries register varied ratings .Out of
eleven countries with the highet level of redrictions on politicd freedom, five ae Arab
countries. The eeven other Arab countries in the category of low levels of political freedom
register scores ranging from 5.5(8 countries), 6(one country), and 6.5(two countries). Four get
scores of 44.5 which correspond to moderate levels of political freedom. This corresponds to the
concluson one could draw from the survey of modes of politicd participation in this chapter,
which indicated the variety of dtudions prevaling in Arab countries with some countries
recognizing in law a leex mgor rights of politicd participation to thar ctizens, while other
countries deny such rights to their citizens, in law and in practice as well.

Looking & the gtuation of politicd participation in Arab countries over time, a different
concluson emerges. There is no doubt that consderable advances have been made. Citizens in
two Gulf countries do dect ther representatives in nationd assemblies, while citizens in two
other Gulf countries are promised to enjoy this right in the near future. There is a larger degree of
freedom of expression and association in other Arab countries than was the case two decades ago.
Multi-party systems have become admost the rule outsde of the Gulf region. The mobilizationd
type of politicd system is limited now to four Arab countries, namely Irag, Libya, Syria and
Sudan and has disgppeared in Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Y emen and Somdia.

Women are denied the right to dection in one country which has an eected nationd assembly. In
other countries, despite legd equdity of women and men in terms of politica rights, women are
by far under-represented in dl political organizations. Of dl regions in the world, Arab countries
regiser the lowest percentage of women members of the parliament. According to the UNDP
Human Development Report of 2000, women occupy 3.5% of al seats in parliaments of Arab
countries, 42 % in East Ada 84% in Sub-Saharan Africa, 12.7% in South East Asa and the
Pacific, 8.8% in Latin American and Caribbean countries and 21.2% in East Asa® Apart from
denid of politicd rights to women in one Arab country, equdity of these rights is ensured to dl
citizens in conditutions of al Arab countries that recognize such rights to ther citizens, with no
diginction as to race, ethnic origin, religion or language. Some minorities in Arab countries do
legitimately clam, however, that they are under-represented in the eected inditutions of ther
countries. This could be the case of Berber in Algeria, Southern Sudanese, Kurds in Iraq and
Coptsin Egypt.

However effectiveness of political participation in reflecting attitudes of public opinion, changing
incumbents or policies according to popular will, is condraned by frequent impostion of the
sae of emergency, which limits the exercise of severd divil and politicd rights® in some
countries, and by restrictions of freedom of expresson in al Arab countries.

It is for this very reason that educated Arab citizens are becoming skepticd of politica
participation. This is reflected in a lower turn-out rate in nationa and loca dections and of
aversdon to participation in activities of politica parties. Table 4 has shown that rates of eectora
participation were lower than 50% in three countries which dlow compstitive legidative
elections, namely Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt. In two other countries, (Yemen and Morocco)
which alow competitive eections, the trend has been a declining voting rate in recent eections.
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Obstaclesto Palitical Participation

This survey of the dtuation of politicad participation in Arab countries suggests the type of
obgtacles that dand on the way of increased political participation a locd and nationd levels.
These obstacles are of legd, indtitutiond, culturd and political nature.

Laws in savera Arab countries do condrain politica participation in several ways. Some modes
of political participation are smply excluded in some countries. Citizens in Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates are not dlowed to dect ther rulers a any level. Women are denied by law
the right to participate in dections ether as voters or candidates in Kuwait. Edablishment of
professond associations and trade unionsis not recognized in severd Gulf countries,

Politica participation seems dso to many Arab citizens to be of limited rdevance as a way of
political change given the nature of politica indtitutions in ther countries. Hereditary regimes in
these countries are not of the conditutiond monarchy type, notwithstanding the promise
contained in the Nationd Charter of Bahrain to turn it into a conditutiond monarchy in the very
near future. Arab monarchs, emirs and sultans exercise vast powers of executive and in some
cases of legidaive nature, but they are not accountable to anybody. With the exception of
Lebanon, Arab republics are of the presidentid type, where the head of dtate is dected directly by
the people, and therefore is not accountable to a nationd legidature. No Arab president so far has
lost an eection, and once one is eected presdent in an Arab country, it is taken for granted that
he will be presdent for life Conditutiond provisons setting duration of presdentid terms
become just a formdity that has nothing to do with actud practice. Findly, eected assemblies
have little powers vis-avis the executive. Powers of the eected assembly are balanced by those
of the appointed upper chamber in Jordan and Morocco. With the exception of Kuwait which
came close to voting ministers out of office, this is indeed a rare occurrence in Arab eected
asamblies. Members of the Peoplés Assembly in Egypt would risk ther own survivd if they
dare and vote a motion of censure agang the Council of Ministers. Elected locd councils of
Egypt do not even have the right of interpellation vis-a-vislocd officas.

Disputes about fundamentd arangements for politicad participation between ruling regimes and
the oppostion hinder expanson, and even exercise, of rights to politica participation. Laws on
ROFAINAID RFAFRS OHIDXMOTI\ SIE6\ UCEDIRHBXREQKP HPRAIDY 1

Idamigt politicadl paty. The Law of Political parties adopted in Sudan in March 2000 is not
acceptable to Sudanese political parties. Electora laws in Jordan and Lebanon were criticized by
opposition parties and led them to boycott eections in the two countries. Mogt opposition parties
in Egypt boycotted People’s Assembly dections in 1990 because of ther belief that there were
no guarantees for the fairness of eections. Such disputes were among the causes tha led to civil
wars in Sudan, Irag and Algeria that made the exercise of peaceful rights of politica participation
practicaly impossible in these countries.

It is likdy aso that expanson of political participation is quite modest in Arab countries due to
the persstence of certain bdiefs in the minds of both rulers and citizens dike. Rulers believe that
if redrictions on cetan modes of politicd participation, particularly freedom of association,
under conditions of the pursuit of Sabilization and dructurd adjusment packages as wel as
perceved threats to nationd unity, could undermine political stability. They are concerned that
an Algeria-type gtuation would preval in ther countries if they move to lifting of dl redtrictions
on freedom of association and dlow far dections Presdent Hosny Mubarak in Egypt has
expressed this concern on several occasions. On the other hand, educated citizens who redize
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that practice of politica participation in the recent past did not leed to any sSgnificant change in
the way thar countries are governed, nor even in the compogtion of the ruling group, shun
political participation, particularly through edections and involvement in activities of politica
parties. Moreover, the resort by governments to repressve measures in deding with political
activists makes them perceive political participation to be arisky undertaking.

Prospectsfor Political participation in Arab Countries

History has proven Political Scientists to be wrong on severd issues concerning the future. Few
of them could foresee the collapse of the USSR, or the trandtion of so many countries in
Southern and Eastern Europe, Latin America, East and South East Asa and Sub-Saharan Africa
to more democratic forms of government. Given this observation, any Staement on future
prospects of political participation in Arab countries must be conddered to be a highly
probabiligtic in nature.

General discussions of democratization suggest four variables that could impact the course of

evolution of any country towards expanson of politicd participaion and eventudly to more
liberd politicd sysem, namdy economic development, politica leadership, politicd culture and
past historical experiences.”

The most powerful predictor of the move towards more democrétic regimes IS economic
devdopment. All highly developed countries have multi-party systems, elected governments, and
a condderably high level of respect for civil and paliticad rights to ther citizens The emergence
of more democratic types of governments in South Korea, Tawan, Brazil, Mexico ,Argentina
and others in Eastern and Southern Europe, Latin America and East Asia was possible after dl
these countries reached a rdatively high levels of economic development in the 1980's. High
levels of economic development are associated with high levels of literacy and educationd
attainment among the population, a large middle class, a strong skilled working class, which dl
increase the demand for democracy, as well as more complex economic and socid dructures that
cannot be accommodated within an authoritarian politicd system. . They dso correspond to high
levels of human development. To the extent that economic development, in the sense of a
gructura change of the economy, proceeds in Arab countries in future therefore, prospects for
democratization would improve.

Politicd leadership committed to democracy is ancther variable that promotes expanson of
political participation. The move towards more democratic regimes in those regions of the South
and in South and Eastern Europe had been accompanied by the coming to the fore of a new breed
of leaders who bdieve in the importance of democracy as the best formula to run the politica
systems of their countries. Prospects for the expansion of politica participation in Arab countries
would depend largely on the emergence of a new breed of leaders who are truly committed to
democratic values.

Much has been written about the relationships between culture and democracy. There have been
adso contradictory statements about the compatibility of Idam and democracy. Some authors
have advanced the clam that Turkey has been the only Mudim country to have a democratic
government for a consderable length of time. However, this has been associated adso with the
adoption of a secularigt culture and by the interruption of this democratic experiment with brief
interludes of military regimes and heavy involvement of the militay in Turkish poliics® A
closer andlysis of this issue shows that Idam, an important component of political culture in Arab
countries, which ae predominantly Mudim, teeches many vaues, such as egditarianiam,
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openness to science, importance of work, and personad naure of the rdigious beief, al
conducive to democratic development. Moreover, any religion is a complex body of ideas, norms
and beiefs which are subject to many interpretations. One could find a liberd current among
Idamst scholars in Egypt, Turkey, Iran and Tunisa Interpretations of rdigion are dynamic in
nature. Much was sad for example about both Catholiciam and Confucianism and ther
incompatibility with both economic development and democracy. However, one finds that some
of the countries which made largest advances towards economic development and democracy in
the last two decades ae precisdly Catholic and Confucian countries ranging from Ireland,
Portuga and Spain in Europe to South Korea and Taiwan in East Ada Idam would not stand
therefore agangt expandon of political participation in Arab countries if the other pre-conditions
for successful politica participation were met.

Findly, past experience with a form of libera government is sad to facilitate the move towards
expanson of political participation towards a more democratic rule. Severd Arab countries had
the experience of multi-party politics and eections in the past. This was the case of Egypt, Syria,
Lebanon and Iraq at several noments, going in the case of Egypt to the 1860's , and in the other
countries to the 1920's. Morocco had a smilar experience since its independence. Other Arab
countries in Africa and Kuwait had this experience dthough for shorter periods. However, even
in the absence of such past traditions. The move towards more democratic governments is

possible.

To put it briefly, if economic and human development proceed rapidly in Arab countries in the
near future, the ground would be laid for the emergence of regmes that dlow wide expanson of
meaningful politica participation. The other conditions would follow, or would not stand much
in the way of such evolution.
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