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Preface

Hicham Alaoui

Much of mainstream social science presents a spatial view of the world 
that prizes uniformity and linearity. In this view, terms such as center and 
periphery—often used to describe the territorial components of modern 
states—vary only in terms of their coordinates. Moving from, say, an urban 
center to the rural periphery is significant, but only because it involves a 
linear shift in how people might live in these areas: the population density 
might change, for example, or the mode of economic production may vary, 
as will the political rights of those living in these areas.

But there is another, more productive way of conceptualizing space. 
Space can be understood not as movement on a linear scale (such as the 
distance between points or geographic locations on a map), but rather 
as an uneven topography where practices of politics and governance can 
qualitatively vary between different places. The true difference between 
an urban metropole and rural governorate, thus, is measured not only by 
the number of people or by the structural forms of production, but also by 
localized rules, norms, and institutions that shape the lives and preferences 
of inhabitants.

The short, succinct way to frame this recalibration is that while politics 
matters everywhere, it matters as much in those liminal parts of modern 
countries—local communities, agrarian fringes, contested borderlands, 
underserved neighborhoods—as in the more stable, routine environs of 
capital cities. However, comparative political analyses, particularly those 
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focusing on regimes and institutions, seem purely honed toward capital 
cities. As the craft of governance and episodes of contestation boil down 
to power, our theoretical optics often gravitate toward who seems to have 
aggregated the most power—state leaders, presidential rulers, monarchical 
incumbents, parliamentary speakers, bureaucratic elites, and all those who 
otherwise command the ramparts of a governing regime.

In the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), scholars have rightly 
described these tendencies as methodologically “nationalist.” This insinu-
ates that investigating politics and policies through the lens of the unitary 
nation-state is the most appropriate entrée to rigorous theory-building or 
explanatory research. To be sure, our notions of political order will always 
borrow the functional form of Westphalian nation-states; when we advo-
cate for democracy or human rights, for instance, we generally wish for 
democracy to spread not only as a liberal ideal but also as an institutional 
form of national regimes across the world.

This leaves an enormous expanse of untilled questions, inaugurated by 
recent events that call into question our implicit biases toward conceiving 
politics in purely macro-level, national terms. The last decade has taught 
us a few vital lessons in this regard.

First, every social, economic, or political crisis felt at the national level 
has a local context, whose processes and outcomes may not comport with 
top-level expectations. In the MENA, for instance, when authoritarian 
regimes stumble, the effects of faltering governance are most visibly felt 
among the ordinary lives of people and communities far removed from the 
towering heights of decision-makers.

Consider the literature on weak state capacity. Social scientists often 
frame authoritarian regimes in the region as lacking the capabilities to suf-
ficiently govern their populations due to autocratic overinvestment in coer-
cive institutions or underinvestment in social and human capital. When 
governments fail to provide adequate public goods, such as healthcare, 
rule of law, and education, those disruptions have varying effects across the 
polity. For example, some states in recent decades have ceded to nonstate 
authorities—such as religious movements, civil society, and tribal groups—
the responsibility to provide order and basic services in certain areas; Iraq 
is one example. Others, such as Yemen and Libya, even before the Arab 
Spring, conveniently forgot that such “ungovernable” areas existed.

That national elites and rulers often do not understand how citizens, 
migrants, and residents live in much of their countries underscores a 
related point. If politics fundamentally centers on how people strive to 
imprint their preferences on their environments, then in many parts of the 
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MENA, researchers confront situations where those struggles are not only 
ongoing but remain remarkably unknown to the highest power-holders.

At a fundamental level, this should be alarming. There persists an inter-
disciplinary tendency, not only political science but anthropology, sociol-
ogy, history, and economics, to invoke entire peoples and countries as uni-
tary actors—e.g., the Saudi nation, the Moroccans, the Egyptian people, 
and the Iraqi state. Such linguistic flourishes are necessary in everyday 
academic parlance, but we should recognize that such generalizations may 
not mean much, even to the most powerful decision-makers of those very 
countries. For example, the Egyptian government may technically hold 
legal fiat over its population and territory, but that does not mean its ruling 
elites know the conditions of life and politics outside Cairo.

Second, the current cycle of mass mobilization in the MENA requires 
updating prevailing assumptions about how political space and local strug-
gles interact. Publicly, the Arab Spring renewed global interest in the for-
malized domain of centralized national politics. The world’s focus under-
standably fell on whether national leaders, such as Mubarak of Egypt or 
Assad of Syria, would lose power in the face of revolution from below. 
However, the origins of the 2011–12 Uprisings and the second wave of 
unrest during 2018–19 lay not in glamorous ideological movements or 
large opposition parties, but rather in the quotidian grassroots struggles 
of everyday people. When young citizens, most with no affiliation with 
political parties or other mass movements, chose to undertake collective 
action to protest their indignity and demand democracy, they instigated 
rebellions that spread across their countries and then the region. National 
uprisings began from humble, local beginnings.

Ironically, this theoretical about-face repeats history. During the era 
of postcolonial state formation, most MENA regimes sought to overlay a 
new structure of centralized bureaucracies, militaries, and public institu-
tions atop the fractured terrain of their nascent states. They faced many 
subnational challenges in doing so, from ethnic minorities and local tribal 
groups to regional identities and social forces that chafed against such 
repressive impositions. The grievances nurtured by local voices against 
new regimes did not disappear; they simply burrowed themselves deeply 
into local memories, to be reactivated in future crises. In Morocco, the 
example of the Rif and its ongoing protest movement is a case in point—
such a flashpoint reactivates long-running rebellions and clashes between 
local forces and the Moroccans (and before that, the French), stretching 
back generations.

Hence, scaling down from the national and understanding how politi-
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cal grievances, desires, and imaginations operate in the crevices of society 
remains a crucial task for those of us who care deeply about patterns of 
emancipation and mobilization. Only by focusing on these microdynam-
ics can we better understand how people see their political and economic 
challenges and treat individuals as meaningful actors rather than as tangen-
tial variables in theoretical models.

This brings us back to the initial point of scale and space. In almost any 
other issue of political research, such as religious identity, electoral dis-
putes, and public health emergencies, shifting the level of analysis from the 
national to the local exposes a new range of constraints and opportunities 
that impact political interactions. This is particularly important when we 
consider those who tend to be the most marginalized—what many social 
scientists call “nonelite” actors. These are, in reality, the people who make 
up the vast majority of societies. They are youths, women, workers, the 
poor, agrarians, migrants, and all others who lack a political voice in the 
clientelistic systems that dictate the direction of policies. These are the 
voices that animate the chapters of this volume, and their behaviors and 
aspirations must be heard.

Finally, what this volume illuminates most fruitfully is the need to tran-
scend the binary between top-down and bottom-up approaches to political 
analysis. The top-down framework begins from the states’ perspectives and 
sees their power and capacity radiate outward and downward to regulate 
the populace. The bottom-up framework begins from the societal level 
but presumes that the logical goal of most people is to influence, erode, 
or capture the reins of power within their states. While the former frame-
work epitomizes the state-centric bias of much of political science, history, 
and economics, the latter framework remains relevant when considering 
periods of revolutionary turmoil, like the Arab Spring and the more recent 
2018–19 Uprisings across countries such as Algeria, Sudan, Iraq, and Leba-
non. Yet it also supposes, mistakenly, that all political action inevitably leads 
back to the political center and, in doing so, reproduces the spatial assump-
tion of the top-down model.

In reality, many observed social and political behaviors that clash with 
the rules of governance do not aim at the highest elites who lead national 
regimes. Instead, they often aim at local sources of authority, such as 
municipal councils, religious institutions, neighborhood patrons, provin-
cial movements, and political representatives. When individuals and groups 
engage in activism for better governance, their concerns remain anchored 
in familiar themes of dignity, justice, and democracy; however, they often 
seek to effectuate meaningful change in their communities, rather than at 
the level of political elites.
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As we move forward, the lessons of this volume remain as pertinent as 
ever. Societies across the region will continue to churn out new, creative 
forms of politics, from groundbreaking protests and social networking to 
economic entrepreneurship and artistic expression. We must continue to 
focus on local dynamics, understanding governance through the filter of 
everyday engagements rather than solely through the vista of centralized, 
national political order.

That is what this book encapsulates. It embodies the diligent efforts 
of scholars and specialists—all convened under the aegis of the Gover-
nance and Local Development Institute at the University of Gothenburg, 
supported by the Hicham Alaoui Foundation—who undertook original 
research to support this refreshing turn. While drawn primarily from 
political science in their theoretical emphasis on institutions, representa-
tion, and participation, these analyses also evince an interdisciplinary spirit. 
Discerning readers will find plenty of historical context, anthropological 
detail, sociological inspiration, and economic structure in the arguments 
conveyed here. Such a vibrant intellectual foundation speaks not only to 
the value of academic collaboration but also to the new and exciting direc-
tions that await as we rediscover the local.
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Introduction

Decentralization and Local Governance

Lessons from the MENA

Ellen Lust and Kristen Kao

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is a relative latecomer 
to the implementation of, and debates over, decentralization—the shift of 
administrative, fiscal, and/or political control from the center to periph-
eral units.1 The states that emerged in the 1950s and 1960s established 
highly centralized regimes aimed at fostering social and economic trans-
formation. And they seemed to succeed, at least in part. Developmental 
policies, often buoyed by oil revenues, remittances, and external support, 
largely eliminated extreme poverty, leading most countries in the region 
to middle-income status. Thus, even in 2000, when the World Bank noted 
that 80–100 percent of the world’s countries were experimenting with 
decentralization, the MENA was viewed as one of the most politically cen-
tralized regions in the world.2 Consequently, policymakers, practitioners, 
and scholars largely ignored the MENA as they sought to implement, and 
make sense of, decentralization. Likewise, students of the MENA region 
largely overlooked variations in local politics, focusing instead on national-
level institutions and outcomes.3

However, the 2011 Arab Uprisings demonstrated that the region had 
greater economic inequality and less central political control than many 
assumed. The uprisings started in Tunisia—one of the MENA’s best eco-
nomic performers. With an average annual GDP growth rate of 4.4. per-
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cent between 2000 and 2010, Tunisia saw declining poverty and improve-
ments in human development indicators, which generated compliments 
from the international community. Yet, under the surface of national suc-
cess lay enormous inequality; in some parts of the country, nearly one-third 
of the population lived in poverty, and citizens there were significantly 
more likely than those in other regions to lack safe drinking water and 
sanitation, to die in childbirth, and to be stunted in childhood.4 Moreover, 
as former Tunisian Ambassador Ahmed Ounaïes explained, economic mar-
ginalization spawned a parallel governance system.

The sundry trafficking undermined State institutions. Mafia rings, 
taken up by Ben Ali circles, were besieging the entire country, taking 
with them entire sections of the customs and tax administrations, 
municipal authorities, and security and State services.5

Such economic inequalities and weak state control existed elsewhere 
as well. A 2019 UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia 
(ESCWA) report argued that the MENA has the greatest income inequal-
ity in the world when the top 1 percent of the population is taken into 
account. “The real inequality paradox,” the study concludes, was not how 
inequality sparked revolutions when it was relatively low compared to 
other regions in the world, but rather, “how little we actually know about 
the state of inequality in Arab countries . . . even though equity concerns 
receive considerable attention in the constitutions of these countries, as 
well as in their development policies over the last half-century.”6 Simi-
larly, long before the uprisings, Lisa Anderson noted that “[m]ost of the 
countries of the region probably fall somewhere along a spectrum between 
those with well-established states and those that are virtually stateless.”7 
Nazih Ayubi warned against Over-Stating the Arab State,8 while Joel Migdal 
pointed out how states engage peripheries, making compromises that allow 
social forces to have greater control.9 Focusing on the marginalized classes, 
Diane Singerman and Asef Bayat demonstrated how the state often fails 
to effectively govern the people, many of whom create means to govern 
themselves.10

Domestic and international stakeholders saw the uprisings as “clear 
expressions of societal discontent with central power and regional socio-
economic imbalances.” In response, they renewed the discourse on decen-
tralization and their determination to institute it.11 They hoped that by 
bringing fiscal, administrative, and political processes closer to the people, 
decentralization might create a more efficient, inclusive government and 



2RPP

	 Decentralization and Local Government: Lessons from the MENA	 3

reduce inequalities. Yet, what is the nature of local state-citizen relations 
and the extent of political representation and inequality in the context of 
these reforms? And how and why do these relationships and inequalities 
vary across individuals and localities?

This volume addresses these questions. In this chapter, we first provide 
an overview of the literature on decentralization, reviewing arguments on 
its benefits and drawbacks, exploring how local contexts can shape out-
comes, and considering the importance of bringing the MENA more fully 
into the conversation. Second, we briefly describe steps toward decentral-
ization before and after the 2011 Arab Uprisings. Finally, we provide an 
overview of the contributions in this volume, discussing how they combine 
to provide insights into local governance, political participation, and repre-
sentation in the context of decentralization. In doing so, we seek to extend 
the understanding of decentralization gleaned from previous studies, pro-
vide a better understanding of local governance in the MENA, demon-
strate the abundance of remaining questions, and chart a path for future 
research on local governance and decentralization, in both the MENA and 
globally.

1. Understanding Decentralization, Local Governance, and Inequality

The past decades have witnessed an extensive and evolving debate among 
scholars and practitioners over decentralization. Early scholars and practi-
tioners focused primarily on fiscal decentralization, seeing it as an oppor-
tunity to counter the adverse effects of the centralist tendencies that 
dominated the 1960s and 1970s. By the 1990s, such efforts had gained 
momentum, spurred by the expansion of the European Union, the fall of 
the Soviet Union, and increased optimism around democracy and develop-
ment. Some sought to understand how decentralization impacted OECD 
countries, while others explored the possibility that decentralization could 
solve development problems. For instance, the 1992 World Bank report, 
Governance and Development, emphasized the importance of participation 
to good governance; the 2001 World Development Report, Attacking 
Poverty, saw localization—like globalization—as an inevitable contempo-
rary “phenomenon” no one could ignore; the 2004 World Development 
Report, Making Services Work, viewed decentralization as a critical compo-
nent of service provision; by 2008, Decentralization in Client Countries: An 
Evaluation of World Bank Support, 1990–2007, contained a section entitled 
“Decentralization: Everyone Is Doing It.”12
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More extensive experience with implementation and investigation has 
demonstrated that decentralization is a varied set of processes13 with com-
plex implications. Scholars and practitioners have become more aware of 
both positive and negative consequences, which depend on a set of con-
tingencies shaping policies and implementation.14 However, these current 
understandings are built almost exclusively on experiences from the OECD, 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America,15 largely overlooking experience in the 
MENA region. This is perhaps unsurprising, as the region came relatively 
late and reluctantly to adopt decentralization policies, but it is unfortunate. 
The very factors that make the MENA somewhat exceptional—resistant 
authoritarian regimes, a history of centralization, and the weak influence 
of development agencies—can affect the implementation and impact of 
decentralization policies. Thus, findings from the MENA can provide 
important new insights into decentralization. Moreover, studying local 
variation in the implications of decentralization can extend the emerging 
literature on both decentralization and local governance, informing schol-
ars and practitioners of decentralization and adding important insights for 
MENA specialists.

Benefits of Decentralization

Champions of decentralization argue that it brings the government closer 
to the people, improves accountability, and promotes efficiency. Early 
proponents noted that “decentralization is not a ‘quick fix’ for the man-
agement problems of developing countries.”16 Still, they anticipated that 
decentralization could improve “resource distribution, local participation, 
extension of public services to rural areas, [and] project identification and 
implementation.”17

Decentralization should increase information flows, transparency, and 
voice, ultimately improving accountability. Local leaders, service providers, 
and other officials have a greater understanding of local needs and thus can 
more efficiently respond to residents.18 Citizens, too, have better infor-
mation on officials’ performance. They can recognize when policymaking 
does not respond to local preferences, and they can detect when public 
service providers engage in favoritism. Moreover, given their proximity 
to decision-makers and service providers, they may be more encouraged 
to voice their concerns and punish those who are unresponsive.19 Thus, 
decentralization can facilitate accountability.

Decentralization should also improve effective governance. Increased 
information, voice, and accountability give public officials incentives to 



2RPP

	 Decentralization and Local Government: Lessons from the MENA	 5

match the distribution of resources to local needs more effectively, thus 
promoting public-service delivery and community welfare.20 It also can 
create competition between localities. Decentralization gives citizens an 
additional, more intimate layer of voice in governance. Furthermore, if 
citizens can “vote with their feet,” leaving their community for a higher-
performing one, all local leaders will be forced to better respond to their 
publics.21 Local officials should also seek to be more efficient, avoiding 
unreasonable taxes to retain popular support and prevent exits.22

Finally, decentralization may be a means of reducing national inequal-
ity. Decentralization provides an instrument for addressing moral-hazard 
problems, such as national officials’ unwillingness to invest in improving 
services in areas where votes are not critical to reelection23 or reticence in 
punishing local officials for poor performance when they benefit the party 
leader.24

1.2 Drawbacks to Decentralization

However, decentralization does not always yield the expected benefits. 
Some scholars and development specialists argue that the assumptions 
underpinning the proponents’ arguments often do not hold, either in 
some localities or across entire countries, and that a failure to meet these 
assumptions may be especially likely in developing contexts. Others point 
out that decentralization can have negative effects, even when the assump-
tions underlying effective decentralization hold. Thus, even in best-case 
scenarios, decentralization entails costs that must be weighed against the 
benefits.

One set of concerns is based on the possibility that decentraliza-
tion proponents make assumptions that are often not met. The standard 
decentralization model is based on several assumptions: Preferences are 
relatively homogeneous within localities and heterogeneous across them, 
allowing local leaders to make more appropriate decisions for local com-
munities than national leaders. Local government capacity is high, allow-
ing local governments and bureaucracies to successfully implement poli-
cies. Local resource bases and taxation tools are robust, permitting fiscal 
decentralization. Information flows relatively freely, both upward and 
downward, which helps officials understand citizens’ needs and allows 
citizens to monitor officials. Finally, residents can punish elected repre-
sentatives, service providers, and other officials who fail to deliver by, for 
example, “voting with their feet” when local governments fail to respond 
to their preferences. These conditions are often unmet, especially in 
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many African, Asian, and Latin American countries that have been the 
focus of decentralization efforts.

The consequences of decentralization in such cases can be pernicious. 
Minorities, women, and other marginalized groups are often sidelined.25 
Local elites, benefiting from their privileged positions, can use elected 
office to meet their own needs, often at the expense of community wel-
fare.26 In less-than-democratic settings, the use of “voice” can be particu-
larly problematic, as local politics’ narrowed working space can empower 
politicians to track down, target, and intimidate or punish their detractors. 
Social cleavages remain, and at times even widen.27 The result may be elite 
capture,28 increased inequalities,29 and, in divided countries, heightened 
conflict.30

Decentralization may also lead to new problems by weakening the central 
government’s ability to govern. It could create inequalities of scale for service 
delivery, leading to unchecked, negative spillover effects between localities, 
as the policies of one community influence the welfare of its neighbors. This 
could result in higher levels of corruption as the multiplication of adminis-
trative levels and increased system complexity, often associated with decen-
tralization, increase rent-seeking.31 Decentralization can limit the central 
government’s ability to perform its macroeconomic responsibilities, such as 
maintaining the fiscal balance or a stable currency.32 Finally, it may increase 
regional inequalities, both because the center loses its ability to redistribute 
from wealthier to needier areas33 and because some regions are better situ-
ated to benefit from decentralization than others.34

1.3 Contingencies and Conditionalities

Decentralization efforts may thus have very different consequences, given 
different contexts and variations in implementation processes. As Faguet, 
Fox, and Pöschl argue,

what decentralization really does is to transform politics from an 
arena that is, by definition, national, top-down, and hence subject 
to oligopolization by a socioeconomic elite based in a few powerful 
cities, to a “meta-arena” embracing many specific regional and local 
arenas, where pressing local concerns are taken up and addressed, or 
not, by local politicians and the parties they choose to join.35

Whether the involvement of those in the “meta-arena” creates more effec-
tive policies, fosters efficient implementation, and reduces inequalities 
depends on both local and national contexts.36
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Local governing capacity has a great deal to do with whether and where 
the benefits of decentralization are realized. In much of the developing 
world, local capacity is weak. Moreover, more isolated, less educated, 
and poorer communities often suffer from weaker access to mass media 
and other information sources, less competent local officers, and weaker 
governing structures. As a result, citizens—especially the poor and less 
educated—are less likely to participate in elections and other participatory 
processes. Where poverty is coupled with inequality, corruption increases, 
and elites are more likely to shape decentralization to their own interests.37

Other social conditions may also influence decentralization. The extent 
to which a robust civil society exists at the local level affects the com-
munity’s ability to engage in economic activity and hold the government 
accountable. As Mansuri and Rao note, decentralization requires

[local] groups of citizens who organize themselves into collectives to 
hold the local state accountable; assist with the functions of govern-
ment (school committees, public village meetings); remedy market 
failures such as lack of access to credit or insurance (microcredit and 
microinsurance groups); and directly manage common resources 
(forest management groups, water users groups). If government 
functions are decentralized to the local level, it is important to have 
citizen groups that watch out and correct for local government fail-
ures through a process of active engagement.38

Social heterogeneity and the extent to which gender, ethnicity, caste, 
tribal, or other social markers are linked to differences in preferences and 
power inequalities are also key. Social heterogeneity may complicate policy 
coordination, although the extent to which it does so may depend on the 
density of social networks.39 Particularly when decentralization efforts are 
linked to donor policies that seek “local consensus,”40 individuals who are 
in local minorities but not marginalized at the center may find themselves 
worse off after decentralization.41

Local resources are also important. Whether local policies are imple-
mented effectively depends, in part, on the resources local governments 
can access. In many communities, local governments rely primarily on 
resources allocated from the central government.42 This is because many 
communities may have limited resources and because, in much of the 
developing world, the primary sources of income are value-added taxes, 
grants, and other centrally collected revenues. 

Reliance on central governance revenues—fiscal revenue centraliza-
tion in the face of expenditure decentralization—is problematic on several 
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counts. It creates tensions between the local and central governments, as 
local officials blame the center for saddling them with mandates while not 
providing them with the resources necessary to carry them out.43 It also 
promotes political dependencies, as local officials need to remain in the 
good graces of the central government to obtain revenue. As Oates notes, 
revenue can often come with “strings attached,” destroying “incentives for 
responsible, and responsive, local decisions.”44 Scholars of fiscal decentral-
ization find that decentralizing spending decisions can improve income 
inequalities, but only when accompanied by revenue decentralization.45

Ultimately, the extent to which decentralization leads to better out-
comes depends on the relationship between the central and local gov-
ernments. Bardhan and Mookherjee conclude that decentralization can 
improve both efficiency and equity when local governments are less vul-
nerable to capture than the central government.46 At the same time, suc-
cessful decentralization requires strong, effective central governments that 
are committed to the process.47 Along these lines, cross-sectional and panel 
analyses by Enikolopov and Zhuravskaya find that strong political parties 
(measured by the age of main parties and government party fractional-
ization) are associated with whether decentralization facilitates economic 
growth, more effective public service provision, and higher government 
quality.48

Finally, the outcome of decentralization depends on the precise form 
of decentralization processes. Faguet and Pöschl conclude, “All of these 
results underline the fundamental point that it is not whether a country 
decentralizes, but how it decentralizes that matters.”49 Outcomes may be 
influenced by the sequencing of administrative, fiscal, and political decen-
tralization and the specific forms of these institutional arrangements. In 
addition, several institutional safeguards—such as elected councils with 
quota seats for marginalized groups, budget transparency procedures, 
information dissemination, citizen oversight, the judiciary, or the media—
may mitigate negative outcomes.50 Policymakers, development specialists, 
and scholars thus need to carefully consider the context, process, and insti-
tutional underpinnings of decentralization.

1.4 Unanswered Questions

The increasing prevalence of decentralization and the burgeoning litera-
ture evaluating its outcomes provide important insights, but leave many 
questions unanswered.

What are the political and social consequences of decentralization, and 
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how do they vary across contexts and individuals? Perhaps because the lit-
erature initially focused on fiscal decentralization, much less is known about 
the political and social consequences. As Mookherjee notes in his review 
of political decentralization, further research is required to understand the 
“functioning of local democracy itself (civic participation, political compe-
tition, legitimacy, leadership, and learning).”51 Even more recently, Myer-
son concluded, “there have not been enough cross-national comparative 
studies of political decentralization, partly because it has been difficult to 
obtain comprehensive global data on subnational political institutions.”52 
Myerson was speaking primarily of cross-national economic analyses of 
local governance, but the same remains true of subnational country studies 
of political outcomes. Much remains to be learned about political partici-
pation and representation under decentralization.

Furthermore, what are the consequences of decentralization policies 
implemented in authoritarian regimes? The extant decentralization stud-
ies have primarily focused on democracies, at times distinguishing between 
developing and developed contexts. As we see below, the literature on 
decentralization in the MENA context has recognized the importance of 
authoritarianism but has focused primarily on understanding the extent to 
which decentralization policies are (or are not) implemented. Questions 
remain regarding the sociopolitical implications of decentralization under 
authoritarian regimes.

2. Decentralization in the Middle East and North Africa

Studying local participation and representation under decentralization in 
the MENA can provide insights into both decentralization and the region’s 
politics. This section briefly outlines the region’s decentralization expe-
rience before and after the Arab Uprisings. We find that, while interna-
tional actors and global trends prompted discourse on decentralization 
in the MENA before 2011, actual reforms were implemented in a halt-
ing and piecemeal fashion. These reforms hardly amounted to complete 
subnational devolution of development planning, resource allocation, 
and subnational accountability and participatory frameworks. Such lim-
ited, incomplete decentralization is not unique to the MENA region; as 
Stuti Khemani notes, governments around the world implement grant-
based decentralization policies in a rather cynical fashion to stabilize their 
regimes.53 However, after 2011, a heightened sense of urgency and oppor-
tunities for political change led to renewed decentralization efforts. This 
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book focuses on understanding the social and political implications of 
these reforms.

2.1 Before the Uprisings

The region saw a range of decentralization experiences before the 2011 
uprisings. One set of countries was well-resourced and led by authoritarian 
strongmen with little incentive to institute decentralization. A second set 
contained countries that had experienced conflict and introduced decen-
tralization to reduce political strife. Finally, a third set included those with 
less plentiful resources and stronger state bureaucracies. This last group 
took the greatest steps toward decentralization.

Revolutionary regimes and Gulf monarchies, broadly speaking, were 
the most resistant to decentralization.54 For example, Libya’s “Al Shaabiyat” 
system of local governance eschewed elected representation altogether, 
and Ba’athist Iraq and Syria, apart from the quasi-autonomous region of 
Kurdistan, appointed local officials and constricted budgetary decisions 
and fiscal policymaking at the national level, often with little transparency. 
In the Gulf, there were few decentralization efforts, not only because coun-
tries such as Bahrain, the UAE, and Qatar are geographically small (with 
less physical distance between the center and periphery) and have small 
populations, but also because bottomless financial resources and economic 
prosperity led them to experience less demand for reform. As Luciani put 
it, such rentier systems break the traditional social contract between citizen 
and state, as there can be “no representation without taxation.”55

Decentralization was only slightly more ambitious in countries such as 
Egypt and Jordan. There, governments ostensibly sought to organize social 
welfare provisions and promote economic growth through local engage-
ment. Egyptian local government divisions date back to the 1960 Local 
Administration Law, which allowed for elected local councils. However, 
policy implementation at the local level was under the governor’s office 
and an executive council—appointed officials close to the central regime.

Likewise, the Jordanian system depended on the delegation rather than 
the devolution of powers. Municipal councils have been elected since 1925, 
but the legal framework surrounding local governance has been gradu-
ally reformed to severely restrict municipal powers.56 For instance, the 
1995 legislation provided a fail-safe instrument against rogue councils 
that refused to champion the central government’s policy priorities: hand-
selected governors were given the power to dissolve municipal councils 
and appoint provisory committees for two-year terms.57



2RPP

	 Decentralization and Local Government: Lessons from the MENA	 11

Lebanon and Palestine faced greater incentives for decentralization, 
seeing it as a step toward establishing peace and postconflict governance. 
In Lebanon, the 1989 Taif Pact, which eventually facilitated the end of the 
Lebanese Civil War, enshrined a political imperative for decentralization. 
Districts would be entitled to representative elected councils to effectively 
manage implementation and select mayoral appointees, albeit under a 
“unified development plan.”58

In the Palestinian territories, municipal governments constitute the 
most enduring form of governance, with local elections going back to 1972, 
predating the Palestinian Authority (PA). After the 1993 Oslo Accords and 
the 1997 Law on Local Government, the PA saw the homogenization of 
local authority powers under a unifying framework. However, the per-
ceived legitimacy of decentralized authorities has been low due to the con-
straints occupation imposes on local Palestinian authorities’ ability to set 
and achieve community development goals, provide services, and address 
poverty. These constraints have included the Israeli cooptation of certain 
local government officials, the PA’s dependence on foreign development 
funding (90% of investment budgets since 1993), Israeli tax collection, and 
the need for Israeli authorization to implement many infrastructure and 
development projects.59

Morocco and Tunisia had the most extensive decentralization prior to 
2011. Morocco has a long history of fiscal decentralization, with tax sys-
tem reforms in the 1960s that allowed municipal divisions to levy taxes 
and organize funding for municipal projects. Tunisia implemented simi-
lar reforms starting in the 1970s, when it allowed municipalities to raise 
local taxes and sought to provide a more equitable redistribution of central 
government funds.60 Despite heavy oversight by the Ministries of the Inte-
rior and Finance, improvements in governance—as measured by financial 
transparency, participation, access to information, and grassroots policy 
actions—were demonstrable by the 1990s.61

These reforms led to some significant long-term benefits at the national 
level but did not deepen local democracy or alleviate inequalities.62 More-
over, cooperation with the international community over outwardly pro-
gressive reforms narrowed the governing coalition, even at the center. 
In Morocco, for example, Abdeslam Maghrauoi argues that the regime 
coopted local actors by “creating a parallel structure of decision-making 
consisting of close associates of the king.”63 Likewise, in Tunisia, the Ben 
Ali regime utilized tax reforms and regulatory frameworks to weed out 
competition and enrich its cronies.64
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2.2 After the Uprisings

The uprisings demonstrated the grievances around inequalities and the 
fragility of governance structures across the region. However, they also 
renewed interest in the possibility that decentralization could address these 
problems. The region continued to witness a range of decentralization 
experiences, partly because the reasons motivating decentralization varied. 
Decentralization reforms remained limited in many ways, but were overall 
more ambitious than those undertaken before the uprisings.

Some regimes pursued decentralization in hopes of staving off demands 
for more extensive reforms or the overthrow of the regime. For example, 
Morocco expanded local and regional mandates, first in its 2011 Constitu-
tion and then in its 2015 regionalization reforms.65 The monarchy pre-
sented these mandates as a response to the Consultative Commission on 
Regionalization, not a reaction to protests. Nevertheless, Bohn and Voll-
mann argue that the reforms allowed the palace to reduce the power of 
the Istiqlal (Independence) Party, encouraged parties to participate in 
national elections, and stimulated engagement in municipal elections—all 
outcomes that reinforced the monarchy at the expense of the opposition.66

Similarly, Jordan passed the Decentralization and Municipality Laws 
of 2015, forming a basis for the first governorate council elections held 
in 2017.67 The lack of local-level administrative capacity and training 
remained an obstacle to alleviating regional inequalities and poverty. With-
out an implementation framework, the full extent of decentralization, as 
presented in Jordan’s Vision 2025, was slow to roll out.68 These reforms, 
and others geared toward open governance more generally, did not meet 
civil society and international stakeholders’ expectations. Mounting politi-
cal and economic pressures led to a Second National Dialogue on reforms 
in 2019, which concluded that expectations, powers, and authorities for 
newly decentralized units needed to be codified to encourage coordination 
between the well-established local elected and executive councils and the 
new governorate subdivisions.69 Laws to this effect were drafted in 2020.

This slow road toward deepening decentralization was mirrored in 
Lebanon. Lebanese Prime Minister Najib Mikati responded to the 2011 
uprisings by forming a special commission to reaffirm and strengthen Leb-
anon’s holistic decentralization framework. Ultimately, the draft reforms 
were made public on April 2, 2014, introducing a new fiscal system for 
balanced intragovernmental transfers and reasserting administrative inde-
pendence for subnational elected councils. However, as of 2024, the draft 
law remained under parliamentary discussion.70
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Elsewhere in the MENA, the uprisings upended regimes, at times lead-
ing to civil war and leaving nonstate forces governing large swathes of land 
and people. In Libya, Syria, and Yemen, international development agen-
cies and autochthonous authorities pressed for decentralization as a last-
ditch effort to provide services, mitigate humanitarian crises, and resolve 
conflict. International actors, such as the World Bank, the UNDP, and the 
EU, led programs to strengthen the roles and capacities of local political 
bodies.

Decentralization was part of the strategy for governance and peace-
building in Libya. Following the First Libyan Civil War and the oust-
ing of Ghaddafi, the General National Congress codified administrative 
decentralization in 2012. However, the resurgence of violent conflict two 
years later marred the results of the first municipal elections in 2014. Sub-
sequently, international development agencies, in cooperation with the 
UN-backed Government of National Accord (now the Government of 
National Unity), sought to strengthen local government actors and institu-
tions through municipal support, expert training, and development fund-
ing. The goal was for municipal and local authorities to ensure that pub-
lic services continued to be provided in the absence of peace; high levels 
of autonomy would promote peace-building within the highly sectarian 
country.71

De facto decentralization, with varying degrees of formality and lib-
eralization, also occurred in Syria and Yemen. As in Libya, this was partly 
due to their conflict-weakened central states. In Syria, many communities 
organized around various interpretations of the 2011 Local Administration 
Law. Decree 107, which devolves autonomy over the planning and bud-
geting of development efforts to local government under oversight from 
centrally appointed governors, a central point for mediators in the Geneva 
Peace Talks, found such disparate champions as the United States and Rus-
sia.72 A similar law passed in Yemen during the 2011 reforms likewise gave 
scholars and practitioners hope for peace-building through local empow-
erment and cooperation between central and peripheral powers.73

Finally, in countries where the uprisings succeeded in overturning 
regimes, new governments sought to use decentralization to address the 
grievances that had led to the downfall of the previous regime. Tunisia 
enshrined decentralization in its 2014 Constitution.74 However, efforts 
toward decentralization did little to promote the dignity that underpinned 
the Jasmine Revolution. Eight years into Tunisia’s democratic project, eco-
nomic realities remained grim; local governments often failed to provide 
services and produce the promised prosperity, and low levels of training 
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and cooperation severely weakened the state.75 By 2022, a final blow was 
dealt to the new democratic vision; President Kais Saied dissolved parlia-
ment, and a new constitutional referendum, aimed at centralizing powers 
within the executive branch and marginalizing the roles of parliamentary 
and local leaders, passed with more than 90 percent approval, though with 
only a 27.5 percent voter turnout.76 This new Constitution effectively 
smothered whatever embers remained of the postrevolutionary aspira-
tion for democracy and called into question the effectiveness of Tunisia’s 
decentralization.

So, too, Egypt’s 2014 constitutional amendments moved—at least in 
theory—toward decentralization. However, over eight years later, local 
council elections had still not been held. Despite various explanations, from 
lack of consensus over local electoral laws, to shifting political priorities, to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the fact remains that local governments, while 
the spiritual backbone of the post-Mubarak order, remained as inchoate as 
they were under the Mubarak regime (and perhaps more so).

2.3 What Do We Know about Decentralization in the MENA?

There are reasons to question whether the lessons from Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America hold in the MENA. First, academic studies of decentral-
ization in the region remain largely focused on the transitional periods 
following the Arab Spring. Considering this, research has highlighted the 
extent to which regimes and transitional authorities have implemented 
decentralization, how reforms have been instrumentalized for regimes to 
maintain the status quo, and, to varying degrees, whether local authorities 
have the mandates, capacities, and requirements (legal, financial, and tech-
nical) to realize the theoretical fruits of decentralization.

Two considerations drive these approaches to decentralization studies 
in the MENA region. First, the long reign of unitary governments has led 
researchers to focus on national-level dynamics, questioning the extent to 
which real power-sharing is possible and how it relates to revolutionary 
impulses in the region. They thus have examined the degrees of decen-
tralization experienced,77 budgetary allocations for municipalities,78 and 
legislative policy processes.79 They explored how pre-2011 (incomplete) 
reforms, local-level representative institutions, and macro-level networks 
shaped decentralization processes and power-sharing in the postrevolu-
tionary context.80

Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia have received the most attention. In 
Tunisia, where the peripheries initiated the Jasmine Revolution, elected 
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local councils were able to levy popular support for greater administra-
tive autonomy and succeeded in their efforts to enshrine decentralization 
in the country’s new Constitution.81 However, in the aftermath of 2011’s 
transition, center-periphery tensions bled into all levels of politics, shap-
ing party representation in transitional local councils,82 complicating the 
foundations of legitimacy at all levels of political power, and creating gov-
ernance inefficiencies that hindered both the socioeconomic situation and 
the development of representative democracy.83

Even in Morocco and Jordan, where regimes retained power, decen-
tralization processes have likewise been studied through this autocracy/
democracy, legitimacy lens. For example, Demmelhuber and Sturm 
describe a process of cooptation, whereby the monarchies of Jordan and 
Morocco, in efforts to retain their power, capitalized on center-periphery 
elite networks, control over intragovernmental transfers, and legal frame-
works to implement decentralization while evading the essential prereq-
uisites for greater local-level autonomy.84 As a result, many conclude that 
decentralization reforms have reinforced—rather than disrupted—the 
power of central actors.

Second, the positive and negative outcomes of decentralization vis-à-
vis development and democratization have been widely tested across the 
globe, but there are few assessments of the impact of decentralization 
in the MENA context. This is partly due to a lack of quantitative data 
regarding decentralization processes in the region.85 Scholars have con-
sequently considered how elites act on reform processes and how region-
alism and central control over financial transfers have led to subnational 
funding variations and development outcomes.86 To a lesser extent, they 
also explore how decentralization reforms create opportunities for local 
elites to use local spaces to their advantage, and may even spur innovative 
attempts at cooperation across municipalities.87 This includes gap-filling 
service provision by municipal and local governments as a direct response 
to citizen’s express needs, as evident to various extents in Syria, Tunisia,88 
and Libya, where technical capacity training and additional relief funding 
(from international agencies such as GIZ and UNDP) promote service 
provision and local accountability.89

However, a deep understanding of participation and representation as 
key components of decentralization processes has been missing from aca-
demic and practitioner narratives. Participation and representation argu-
ably determine the extent to which decentralization realizes its benefits,90 
yet there has been remarkably little study of local political participation 
and representation in the post-2011 MENA region. Instead, studies have 
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either considered unique situations, as in Clark, Delmasso, and Lust’s work 
on transitional local councils in Tunisia,91 or have focused on understand-
ing national-level politics through a local lens—as, for example, in Favier 
and Kostrz’s study of Syria’s local elections.92

3. Decentralization, Local Participation,  
and Representation in the Middle East

This book aims to provide insights into the dynamics of power and engage-
ment at the local level. It draws together contributions from scholars based 
in Europe, Australia, the MENA, and the US, who—with the generous 
support of the Hicham Alaoui Foundation—produced original research 
and engaged in workshops to discuss findings and insights. The scholars 
employ diverse methodological approaches, examining a wealth of origi-
nal, empirical data (e.g., municipal boundary maps; election results; images 
of elected officials; surveys of citizens, candidates, and elected officials; and 
interviews with current and former elected officials, bureaucrats, commu-
nity leaders, NGO representatives, and citizen petitioners). They focus on 
a range of actors—from voters and party elites to bureaucrats, tribal lead-
ers, and militias—in four diverse countries: Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, 
and Syria. Their chapters explore how local conditions and central incen-
tives shape the design and implementation of decentralization (section 1), 
local-level participation (section 2), and representation (section 3), as these 
are the necessary preconditions for the socioeconomic gains touted within 
decentralization literature. The results provide a detailed portrait of local 
political dynamics and contribute insights into subnational variation and 
prospects for resultant inequalities across communities and individuals.

3.1 The Cases: Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, and Syria

The studies in this volume allow us to draw lessons from two sets of com-
parisons. The first, a key focus in most of the studies, is subnational varia-
tions within each country of study. How do individual-level differences 
(e.g., in gender, wealth, or education) affect petitioning municipal councils, 
turning to mosques for service provision, or voting for female councillors? 
And how does the municipal context (e.g., distance from central power, 
congruence with national-level parties) affect these outcomes? The second 
set of comparisons can be made across country contexts. Lessons drawn 
from these comparisons remain more tentative, as the studies are designed 
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primarily to leverage subnational comparisons. Nevertheless, it is useful to 
recognize the diverse countries included in this study and the important 
variations they demonstrate.

The volume includes studies in four countries: Lebanon, Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Syria, which vary in important respects (see appendix A for 
more detailed discussions of each case). First, these cases differ in their 
decentralization experience before 2011. As discussed above, Lebanon 
had long-standing decentralization but limited municipal-level capacity, 
Morocco and Tunisia were taking steps toward decentralization before 
2011, and Syria’s efforts were limited.

Second, these cases differ regarding their post-2011 experience. Leb-
anon, Morocco, and Syria announced decentralization reforms to stave 
off demands for further reform, although with varying degrees of suc-
cess. Tunisia made reforms in response to revolution and transition, and 
Syria’s efforts occurred in the context of civil war and regime (re)con-
solidation. Finally, the cases differ in terms of their state capacity and 
bureaucratic reach. Lebanon and Syria experienced conflict and weak-
ened states, while Morocco and Tunisia maintained a stronger state and 
bureaucratic capacity.

Although one should be careful not to read too much into cross-country 
comparisons of a limited number of cases, it is useful to consider this varia-
tion in contexts. Dynamics found in very different cases are likely to hold 
more generally. Variations across countries prompt further inquiry.

3.2 Section 1—Decentralization: Design and Implementation

The first section of the book explores two very different decentralization 
cases. The first is the bureaucratic boundary-making process in transition-
ing Tunisia, while the second focuses on less institutionalized, center-local 
relations in war-torn Syria. Yet despite the starkly different contexts, these 
case studies provide similar insights into the ongoing nature of contes-
tation between local and central power structures and their differential 
effects on municipalities.

Examining decentralization in Tunisia, Intissar Kherigi provides impor-
tant insights into how policy implementation processes may make decen-
tralization more disruptive in some communities than others. She examines 
Tunisia’s 2015–17 large-scale municipal boundary reforms, undertaken as 
part of the decentralization process mandated under the 2014 Constitu-
tion. Government officials claimed to base municipal border reforms 
exclusively on technical criteria, implementing a “neutral” and “objective” 
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decision-making process. However, through a rich empirical analysis of the 
boundary-making process, Kherigi finds that the extent to which technical 
criteria are applied is subject to the central state’s fear of local and regional 
identities. The influence of political and economic interests and pressure 
from political parties, regional interest groups, and influential local elites 
played a role. Ultimately, the combination of security-based and clientelist 
logics led to boundaries that failed to reflect local communities. In this 
sense, Tunisia’s 2015–17 reforms—even while implemented in the context 
of democratization—represent a continuation of the same logics that have 
shaped border-making practices since the colonial era and, importantly, 
preserve the balance of power. 

Marika Sosnowski’s study of Syria also highlights the contestation 
between central and local elites. Sosnowski examines local governance in 
Syria’s southern Daraa governorate, primarily regarding service and secu-
rity provision. She considers three distinct periods: pre-2011, during the 
uprising, and in the so-called “postconflict” era. She argues there are both 
continuities and ruptures across these periods in how local governance 
has been provided and the actors that deliver it. These include how much 
power has shifted between the Syrian regime, external states (e.g., Rus-
sia, Iran), and nonstate actors (e.g., tribal leaders and rebel-groups-cum-
pro-state militias). Analysis of local governance in Daraa over an extended 
period shows how adept actors in Syria are at navigating these shifting 
terrains of power and authority, bringing both risks and rewards.

These chapters set the stage for discussions of political participation 
and representation in the context of decentralization, as outlined in sec-
tions 2 and 3. Notably, the subsequent studies also reinforce the points 
made in this section. For instance, Christiana Parreira’s study of Lebanon 
in section 2 further explores the nature of ongoing contestation between 
central and local forces in postconflict contexts. She views decentraliza-
tion as an important strategy in the postconflict intertwining of central and 
local elites, which also affects local governance in postconflict contexts. 
However, she also points out that the inclusive power-sharing required for 
reconstruction in the absence of all-out victory may lead to party cartels. 
She argues that this is the case in Lebanon; the postwar Lebanese govern-
ment constitutes a party cartel that limits the effectiveness of local govern-
ment. Her study of representation and service provision forms the core of 
her chapter, but her observation on center-local relations is key:

The wide range of outcomes associated with local governance, 
irrespective of regime type, suggests that specific institutional fea-
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tures of center-local relations—rather than the mere presence of 
democratically-elected local leaders—must be taken into consider-
ation.

3.3 Section 2—Participation

The second section examines citizen participation in the context of decen-
tralization. Understanding how citizens engage with state and nonstate 
actors sheds light on citizen-state relations under decentralization in the 
MENA. It also extends our knowledge of inequalities in participation, 
which often mirror troubling trends in other regions.

The first chapter in this section, written by Colin and Bergh, explores 
citizen participation in a new venue: petitioning for issues to be addressed 
at municipal council meetings in Morocco. In their study, they shift our 
focus from more traditional forms of participation, such as voting—well-
studied by scholars of the MENA region and students of decentralization 
elsewhere—to the less commonly studied realm of civic participation. They 
also make an important contribution by taking a deep dive into the bureau-
cratic structures and rules governing participation in local government in 
Morocco, documenting inequality-making processes along the way.

Colin and Bergh’s study highlights inequalities in participation both 
across and within municipalities. Citizens must rely on networks to gain 
signatures on petitions, organizational skills to navigate the bureaucratic 
red tape, and money to fund the required documentation. Colin and Bergh 
conclude:

The legal requirements of the right to petition favor (mostly male) 
citizens of affluent backgrounds who can fund mobilization efforts, 
who are highly educated, and hence can navigate the complicated 
bureaucratic red tape. These citizens can engage in the public sphere 
without being hindered by cultural or social obstacles.

They also find differences in how citizens employ petitions in rural and 
urban areas, with more petitions being presented in urban than in rural 
municipalities. These differences may partly reflect inequalities in resi-
dents’ wealth and education, but they also appear to reflect “systemic gov-
ernance shortcomings (especially related to administrative and financial 
autonomy) [that] hinder the implementation of petitions.”

Brooke and Komer also point to important ways that individual and 
community factors are associated with citizen engagement. In their chap-
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ter, they take the unusual but useful step of focusing on citizens’ demand 
for nonstate services, particularly mosque-based support. This strategy is 
based on previous findings that citizens frequently engage with mosques to 
obtain services, particularly in the MENA region.93 Examining the demand 
for mosque-based services in Tunisia under decentralization, they find that 
the demand is greater in communities further from the coast (traditionally 
the site of strong state presence).

Moreover, engagement is contingent on gender: in areas close to the 
coast, men are more likely than women to prefer mosque-based services, 
but the gender gap in preferences decreases as the distance to the coast 
increases. Brooke and Komer conclude, “Citizen demand for mosque-
based services operates as a type of substitute for state capacity: in areas 
where citizens are more marginalized vis-à-vis the state’s reach, demand 
for mosque-based services rises.” Importantly, they turn scholars’ attention 
to the need to understand not only the nature of participatory inequalities 
in state institutions under decentralization, but the need to explore differ-
ences in participation in nonstate institutions as well.

The final chapter in this section, by Christiana Parreira, examines how 
links to the center affect both participation and service provision in Leba-
non. As in many countries, decentralization has left Lebanese municipali-
ties with extended mandates and opportunities for participation, but little 
ability to raise the required revenue. Core governance responsibilities are 
devolved to the local level, but the fiscal and bureaucratic authority remains 
heavily centralized. Consequently, party elites play an outsized role at the 
local level. Citizens engage, but the choices before them are shaped by car-
tels of national parties who—even when they are at odds with each other—
collude to dominate local municipalities. Leveraging control of the central 
state, the cartel rewards cartel-affiliated local governments with marginally 
better governance, an arrangement the cartel uses to further reinforce its 
power. Thus, much as Brooke and Komer point to how physical distance 
from the center shapes engagement, Parreira highlights how political dis-
tance from (or weak political links to) the center influences participation 
and service provision.

3.4 Section 3—Representation

The final section of this book focuses on representation. Representation is 
viewed as a key marker of success for decentralization efforts. Local repre-
sentatives are expected to be more responsive to and reflect the interests of 
their local constituents, providing citizens with a greater voice and influ-
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ence over governance.94 By bringing elected representation closer to the 
citizenry, governments are expected to become more accountable, legiti-
mate, and responsive.95 Yet despite increased funding and international and 
domestic efforts aimed at decentralization across the MENA, significant 
inequalities in representation remain at local levels.96 To better understand 
how to address these inequalities, we need to know where they exist and 
how they affect marginalized groups’ needs.

The first chapter in this section, by Shalaby and Barnett, explores when 
marginalized constituents are more likely to be represented. They focus on 
the election of Moroccan women to local councils, exploring when woman 
candidates can win seats not reserved for them by gender quotas. They 
argue that women face multiple electoral barriers that have little to do with 
their political ideologies or partisan affiliations but are instead associated 
with different types of localities. For example, women are more likely to 
win in communities with more modern infrastructure, lower unemploy-
ment, and better-educated residents.

They also uncover an association between electoral institutions and 
women’s success; districts where single-member plurality rules decide 
elections are less likely to see women elected than those governed by pro-
portional representation. Recalling that single-member plurality rules are 
more likely to favor personal politics and particularistic service provision,97 
Shalaby and Barnett argue that these factors point to the importance of 
patronage networks and clientelism on women’s electability. Women gen-
erally are less able to access and benefit from patronage networks, and thus 
are less likely to be well represented in communities dominated by clien-
telistic politics.

The second chapter in this section, by Blackman, Clark, and Şaşmaz, 
explores the extent to which interests align between constituents and their 
representatives in local councils. The assumption that local representa-
tives clearly understand constituents’ concerns is central to much of the 
decentralization literature. Yet, elected representatives may not know or 
understand their constituents’ concerns, or they may be more interested in 
pursuing alternative goals.

Examining the preferences of citizens and candidates in Tunisia’s local 
elections, Blackman, Clark, and Şaşmaz find that interests are broadly 
aligned, but the interests of traditionally marginalized groups, such as 
women and youths, do not match those of the older, male representatives 
who dominate the councils. They argue that these differences do not stem 
from representatives’ disinterest in serving constituents; candidates prefer 
projects endorsed by their citizens over those endorsed by business associa-
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tions, unions, or party leaders. Rather, candidates are often more elite than 
their constituents—as determined by education and income—and thus 
hold different views and preferences.

Similarly, the third chapter in this section, by Buehler and Gergis, finds 
that the distribution of power within local councils tends to favor those 
from traditionally elite groups. Analyzing a unique dataset of council mem-
bers’ pictures, they examine which council members are chosen—by their 
colleagues—to be appointed mayor. Buehler and Gergis find that those 
whose pictures reflect the image of traditional power, namely older men 
with gray hair, are more likely to dominate powerful positions in local 
councils in Morocco. Decentralization may open spaces for local repre-
sentation, but it does not necessarily spur the redistribution of power or 
greater representation of marginalized communities.

4. Conclusion

These chapters reinforce and extend our understanding of decentralization 
and provide important insights into local governance in the MENA region. 
The findings are consistent with those drawn from both the MENA and 
other regions of the world. For instance, the studies highlight how politi-
cal elites can use decentralization to reinforce central authority, exacerbate 
power imbalances, or create new ones. They also extend findings from stud-
ies of decentralization in other parts of the world. They lend insights into 
how and when citizens in authoritarian or weak states found in the MENA 
can use opportunities provided by decentralization to extend their rights—
for example, shedding light on who can use petitions to make demands on 
municipalities or obtain seats and leadership positions in local councils, 
and how and when they can do so. The studies also demonstrate a great 
deal of subnational variation in local politics, highlighting significant dif-
ferences across countries, communities, and individuals. In doing so, they 
shift attention away from national politics and toward local governance, 
advancing our understanding of the MENA.
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Municipal Boundaries  
and the Politics of Space

Intissar Kherigi

1. Introduction

Boundary delineation has always played a central role in state strategies to 
control territory and populations. By drawing boundaries, the state territo-
rializes land, creating and allocating rights in new ways, thus giving rise to 
new legal relationships. Boundaries further influence social identities and 
practices, such as mobility and social and economic exchanges, shaping the 
communities within them. By drawing boundaries, the state gives symbolic 
recognition and material benefits to certain areas—economically empow-
ering some regions or groups over others by granting access to state grants, 
credits, and other resources.

Border studies in the Middle East and North Africa have received 
renewed interest since the 2000s. Much of this literature has focused on 
the borders of the nation-state, analyzing them in relation to modern Arab 
statehood and its contested legitimacy.1 However, the literature on inter-
nal administrative borders in the region remains limited. In the Tunisian 
context, there is a small but growing literature on territorial relations and 
identities spurred by the 2010–11 revolution and subsequent decentraliza-
tion reforms. Most of this literature falls within the disciplines of geogra-
phy and urban studies.2 Interest is also increasing in analyzing space as a 
key variable at the heart of the 2011 Arab uprisings.3 However, literature 
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on municipal boundaries remains limited, and extant studies have focused 
on how municipal boundary reforms have been conducted.4 How these 
reforms have been received at the local level and how they shape relations 
between the central state, municipal councils, and local populations have 
yet to be examined.

This chapter explores Tunisia’s municipal boundary reform process, 
analyzing how boundary decisions were made, the actors involved, the 
logics that shaped this process, and the local reactions to boundary deci-
sions. Decentralization was proposed as a structural solution to the ter-
ritorial inequalities that played a significant role in the Tunisian uprising 
of 2011. The National Constituent Assembly (NCA), which drafted the 
constitutional text in 2011–14, described decentralization as a means to 
achieve a “definitive rupture with the former system of excessive central-
ization, entrench democracy,”5 and promote development by considering 
the “specificities of each region.”6 Chapter Seven of the new Tunisian Con-
stitution, adopted in January 2014, thus introduced decentralization as a 
key organizing principle of the new institutional framework, requiring the 
extension of municipalities (the lowest unit of decentralized governance) to 
all Tunisian territory. The reforms that followed in 2015–16 were the most 
extensive administrative boundary reforms since independence in 1956.

This chapter highlights the importance of examining boundaries as 
institutions that shape local politics. It argues that Tunisia’s boundary 
reforms were guided by a combination of highly centralized technocratic, 
security-based, and clientelist logics that failed to engage with territories 
as lived spaces. By refusing to address the social, economic, and spatial 
implications of boundary reforms, the reforms contributed to a despatial-
ized decentralization process that had little meaning for residents, creat-
ing challenges for the resulting municipalities and their constituent rela-
tions. Drawing on over 200 interviews with government officials, boundary 
reform experts, sociologists, geographers, civil society activists, and inter-
national organization representatives, as well as participant observation in 
eight municipalities, this chapter explores how the logics that underpin 
national decentralization decision-making interact with the spatial realities 
of local actors.

This chapter reveals the significant political, social, economic, and spa-
tial implications that municipal boundaries can have for residents, as well 
as their impact on municipalities’ authority and legitimacy. Its findings 
have implications for boundary-making processes elsewhere in the MENA 
region. First, the study underscores the continuity in boundary-making 
practices, even in the aftermath of significant constitutional and political 
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change. Second, it highlights continued tensions between national and local 
or regional identities. Third, the chapter reveals that centralized boundary-
making practices that sideline or seek to suppress local spatial practices and 
representations can deepen citizen distrust in local authorities. Finally, it 
points to the importance of analyzing municipal and regional boundaries 
as political institutions that shape local politics.

2. The Logics of Boundary-Making in Tunisia

Tunisia’s administrative organization has passed through three key phases—
precolonial, colonial, and postindependence, each reflecting a political 
regime with a particular socioeconomic model. The precolonial era saw 
a minimal military-bureaucratic state, with an administrative organiza-
tion based on natural divisions, kinship, and tribal affiliation.7 The colonial 
era saw the construction of an increasingly extractive and expanded state 
apparatus, introducing significant boundary changes to facilitate resource 
extraction, the organization of colonial settlers, and indigenous population 
management. Finally, the postindependence period brought in a new state-
building project and, accordingly, boundary reforms to entrench the new 
vision of the nation-state and national identity.

In each period, designation as a municipality has been a valuable 
resource. Until 2015, municipalities covered only 9.92 percent of Tunisian 
territory and two-thirds of the population, making municipal status highly 
coveted.8 Municipalities had their own municipal budget, administration, 
council, and mayor, whereas nonmunicipalized areas fell under the control 
of the regional governor and depended on the governorate’s development 
budget. Recognition as a municipality thus granted resources and gave 
local notables additional sources of prestige and patronage. Consequently, 
throughout these phases, three main logics drove the delineation of admin-
istrative boundaries.

2.1 Security-Based Logics of Control and Surveillance

The state has continuously used boundary-making as a tool to strengthen 
state authority and weaken opposition. On the eve of the Protectorate in 
1881, Tunisia was composed of eighty-eight administrative units, caid-
ats, corresponding to tribal territories. Each unit was governed by a caid 
appointed by the bey and assisted by a khalifa and cheikhs, each of whom 
oversaw a macheikha—a group of villages or subclans. The cheikh, elected 
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by local notables, represented inhabitants to the caid, maintained order, and 
assured the collection of taxes, but exercised no judicial powers.9

These territorial divisions underwent significant changes immediately 
after independence, with the introduction of reforms that significantly 
eroded the tribal basis of Tunisia’s administrative divisions. The caidats 
were replaced with délégations based on spatial, rather than tribal, divi-
sions.10 The thirty-seven existing caidats were divided into ninety-seven 
delegations to divide and weaken tribal power. For instance, in the Center, 
the caidat of the Jlass tribe was split into five delegations, the caidat of the 
Mejers and Frachiches into seven, and the Hmama caidat into four. The 
macheikhat were also replaced by ‘imedats (sectors), replacing the cheikh (a 
name that connotes traditional authority) with the ‘omda. Table 1.1 below 
shows changes in the number of administrative territorial units between 
1956 and 2011.

This reorganization was “continuously refined to destroy the traditional 
framework of tribes” to counter the power of traditional forms of solidarity 
(tribes, religious authorities, local notables) and establish the central state’s 
authority.11 Like many newly independent nation-states in the region, 
ethnic, religious, regional, or tribal identities were seen as a threat to the 
national state-building project.12 In Tunisia, they were also viewed with 
suspicion by Bourguiba’s modernization project,13 which sought to fashion 
Tunisian citizens “liberated from particularistic allegiances (tribal, ethnic, 
regional, class, etc.) and mentalities that it stigmatized as ‘archaic.’”14 In a 
speech shortly after the creation of Sidi Bouzid governorate, Bourguiba 
declared:

What I am most afraid of is that the old tribal struggles are reborn 
and that the struggle that was dominant between cities and certain 
parts of the countryside returns [. . .]. These struggles have been the 
cause of our weakness and our backwardness in the past, and they 
are the ones that attracted colonialism.15

TABLE 1.1. Changes in the Number of Administrative Territorial Units 1956–2011

Unit 1956 1961 1987 2011

Imeda (previously Macheikat  
before 1969)

743 749 No data 
available

2,073

Municipalities 72 112 246 264
Delegations (previously Caidat) 88 92 200 264
Governorates 13 13 23 24

Sources: Belhedi (1989); Ben Jelloul 2018; Turki and Gana (2015).
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Thus, territorial identities were closely linked in the Bourguibist dis-
course to the weakening of national unity, independence, and territo-
rial integrity. The regime designed administrative boundaries to bolster 
its control over regions, particularly those that had experienced political 
unrest or opposition. For instance, President Bourguiba divided the Sahel 
into three governorates—Sousse, Monastir, and Mahdia—in the 1960s fol-
lowing widespread opposition to collectivist agricultural policies. Similarly, 
after an attempted insurrection in Gafsa in 1980, he divided the region into 
several new governorates—Kebili, Tozeur, and Tataouine.

The perception that administrative boundaries largely follow a 
security-based logic aimed at consolidating regime control and punishing 
opponents frequently appears in local discourses, particularly among those 
from interior regions.16 One young native of Siliana, a regional bureaucrat, 
described how residents of the town of Makther interpreted central state 
decisions regarding administrative units as a form of punishment by the 
regime against its opponents:

Siliana was a much smaller, much less important town than Makther. 
Why was it chosen as the center of the governorate [of Siliana]? 
Because most of the people of Makther were opponents to Bour-
guiba, along with the South. When you look at Bourguiba’s speeches, 
he stigmatized certain regions—Kasserine, Gafsa, Makther, etc. He 
marginalized Makther because it was a threat to him, and he put it 
in Siliana and refused to make it the center of the governorate. He 
chose small towns that had no historical weight as the chef-lieux so 
he could control them. Till today, the people of Makther resent this 
because their town had historical importance.  .  .  . But it has been 
purposely marginalized.17

2.2 Clientelist Logics—Using Municipal Boundaries as Targeted Goods

In Tunisian law, recognition as a municipality confers rights. It grants 
rights to certain basic services, such as water, electricity, public lighting, 
waste collection, and civil status services, and it facilitates access to other 
public services, such as post offices, state grants, credits, and equipment. 
The creation of a new municipality was thus an important resource that 
the head of state could distribute to allies, facilitated by the fact that the 
decision to confer the status was “a purely political act.”18 Before the adop-
tion of the Local Authorities Code in 2018, state officials enjoyed complete 
discretion in awarding municipal status, as there were no criteria governing 
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the creation of a municipality. Instead, the decision was taken by the cen-
tral government and issued by government decree, frequently to mobilize 
support in particular regions, as the prominent Tunisian geographer Amor 
Belhedi explains:

At each political or electoral occasion, we created a municipality. 
There was no scientific basis for it. It was done simply to show that 
the state was present and to win support. It was a donation more 
than a right. In 1985, around 80 municipalities were created in one 
go before elections without any clear criteria or methodology—
simply because the ruling party, the Neo-Destour, wanted to win 
elections. While those areas that were against the party, they sanc-
tioned them by dividing them up. .  .  . It was never neutral. It was 
always part of a political or electoral strategy.19

Indeed, the administrative boundary map shows an overlap between 
regions with a high rate of municipalization and the presence of the ruling 
Neo-Destour Party in the Bourguiba era.20 While the Sahel and Tunis, 
where the ruling party was firmly anchored, were highly “municipalized,” 
the Southern, Central, and Western regions had a low number of munici-
palities in proportion to their inhabitants.21 The most famous example is 
Monastir, Bourguiba’s birthplace. The entirety of its territory is covered by 
municipalities, making it the region with the highest number of munici-
palities (thirty-one), but with only the ninth-largest population.

Table 1.2 compares the number of delegations and municipalities in 
two governorates: Monastir, the governorate with the largest number of 
municipalities, and Kairouan, the governorate with the highest incidence 
of poverty. As seen in the table, Kairouan, which has a larger population 
than Monastir, has far fewer municipalities.

Personal relations played an important role in boundary decisions. 
Municipalities were created in areas where local leaders enjoyed privileged 
relations with the central state. For instance, one of the smallest municipal-
ities in Tunisia, with 6,000 inhabitants, is described as a “political accident”; 
it was created in 1982 to please a local notable close to the former regime.22 
Another small rural area—Mida, in the Cap Bon—was given municipal 
status thanks to the “privileged relations” of a local notable with President 
Bourguiba.23 Ben Ali continued the discretionary distribution of municipal 
status as a reward, personally announcing the creation of new municipali-
ties at the national municipal conference held every two years.24
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2.3 Centralized Sectoral Logics

The political and security logics analyzed above sit alongside a strongly 
sectoral logic that views territories purely through the prism of centralized 
sectoral planning. The Tunisian state is notable for its highly centralized 
policymaking and planning processes, which see the vast majority of policy 
decisions made in the capital. These processes have long been criticized for 
“not taking sufficient account of specificities” in areas such as social, cul-
tural, economic, and environmental contexts and sociological composition, 
allowing for little input from local actors.25 According to many officials, 
centralized planning is considered largely disconnected from local reali-
ties. One retired former director general at the Ministry of Infrastructure 
explained how this leads to programs and administrative boundaries being 
organized according to the needs of central ministries rather than being 
based on territorial factors:

The current governorate boundaries are administrative and some-
times not at all suited to territorial planning. . . . To create develop-
ment, you need to think territorially. . . . This is one of the causes 
of imbalance we have between regions. Proper territorial planning 
enables you to think of the needs of an area . . . about what is needed 
to create development in that area. . . . The sectoral logic [of central 
ministries] does not really think about space.26

Additionally, territorial planning is highly fragmented across policy 
sectors, and repeated attempts to introduce institutional mechanisms that 
create coherence across policy sectors intervening in the same territory 
have failed. For instance, the Directorate of Territorial Planning (Direction 

TABLE 1.2. Comparison between the Number of Administrative Units in the 
Monastir and Kairouan Governorates before the 2015–17 Municipal Border 
Reforms

 Monastir Kairouan

Number of inhabitants (2014 census) 548,828 570,559
Number of sectors 79 114
Number of delegations 13 13
Number of municipalities 31 12
Municipal coverage 100% 35%

Source: Ministry of Interior (2015).
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d’Aménagement du Territoire, DAT), created in 1969, was initially placed in 
the new Ministry for Tourism and Territorial Planning, when the creation 
of the tourism sector in the 1960s highlighted the need for a territorially 
integrated approach that straddled different policy sectors (e.g., transport, 
housing, tourism, employment, environment).27 However, the DAT was 
shuffled between different ministries, and its work was made more difficult 
by the fact that no national spatial planning policy existed until 1985.

Similarly, cities lack specific agencies responsible for horizontal coor-
dination between different government institutions working in their ter-
ritory, apart from the brief existence of the District of Tunis as a planning 
body for the capital.28 Reforms to give regional governors and councils 
greater roles in national development planning, including the creation of 
regional development offices, have had little impact on the definition of 
national policies and development plans, which continue to be prepared 
and approved by central ministries.29 According to a number of Tunisian 
geographers and urban studies experts, this highly sectoral approach to 
planning has contributed to a “polarization of space” and the growth of 
territorial inequalities.30

Overall, the various logics that shape administrative boundaries—
security-based, clientelist, and sectoral—ignored or excluded local spatial 
specificities. Thus, administrative boundaries seldom reflect how space is 
perceived and used by local inhabitants. This produced a municipal system 
that was, as Marcou notes, “a creation of central power, which responds 
to functional necessities, but does not genuinely constitute a human 
community.”31

3. 2011 and the Rethinking of Territory and Space

3.1 Contestation of Administrative Boundaries

The outbreak of the 2010–11 uprising in marginalized interior regions 
and urban peripheries disrupted existing territorial hierarchies by giving 
these areas visible roles as political agents. The question of the relationship 
between administrative boundaries and territorial identities emerged after 
2011 in the shape of various demands to modify the administrative map. 
Towns that had long contested their inclusion within various governor-
ates used the political opening to draw attention to long-standing griev-
ances. For instance, the town of Makther in northwestern Tunisia, which 
contested its status within the governorate of Siliana, witnessed sustained 
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protests, referred to as “the revolt of Ouled Ayar.”32 This movement drew 
on feelings of historical injustice, linked administrative boundaries with 
economic and political exclusion, and demanded that Makther become 
the chef-lieu (administrative center) of the governorate, as one protestor 
explained:

When the territorial boundaries were set, the status of chef-lieu of 
the region was given to a less important town—Siliana. Bourguiba 
accentuated our isolation. The result is rampant unemployment, 
complete under-development, the absence of all industrial activity, 
and totally neglected natural resources.33

Governorate boundaries were also the subject of open contestation 
after 2011. For instance, residents of Mezzouna, a small town on the out-
skirts of the plains of Sfax, had long contested the town’s removal from the 
Sfax governorate and integration into the Sidi Bouzid governorate in 1974. 
Protests began in January 2011, calling for the town’s return to the Sfax 
governorate. The islands of Djerba and Zarzis, whose residents resented 
their integration into the Medenine governorate, also pushed for recogni-
tion as separate governorates.

This contestation of the established territorial order signaled the desire 
to revisit the relationship between territory, authority, and identity. How-
ever, the topic of governorate boundaries was entirely sidestepped during 
the drafting of the new constitution for its potentially explosive effects of 
igniting the dreaded specter of regionalism, as discussed below.

3.2 Chapter Seven and the Rationale for Generalizing Municipalities

Territorial boundaries were identified as an important issue early in the 
post-2011 transition. The National Constituent Assembly (NCA), tasked 
with drafting the new constitution, formed six constitutional committees, 
among them the Committee on Public Regional and Local Authorities 
(the “Chapter Seven Committee”), which drafted Chapter Seven on Local 
Authority. An analysis of the committee’s archives shows that it dedicated 
a significant portion of its discussion to whether to expand municipalities 
to all Tunisian territory.34 The fact that municipalities covered only 9.92 
percent of Tunisian territory and two-thirds of the population, with greater 
coverage in coastal areas, prompted a debate in the Chapter Seven Com-
mittee on whether to modify municipal boundaries to provide universal 
municipal coverage.
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The committee’s discussions reflected a tension between the principle 
of equality, which would require giving all citizens access to a municipal-
ity, and material considerations, such as how to municipalize rural areas 
with low population density.35 The Ministry of Interior’s Department for 
Local Authorities (DGCPL) advised against generalizing municipalities on 
the basis that this would be impractical and expensive. However, commit-
tee members argued it would be unacceptable to deprive one-third of the 
population of the right to vote in the first free and fair municipal elections, 
as it would go against the constitutional right to equality.36 Furthermore, 
given that most of the municipal population (76 percent) resided in coastal 
regions, this would constitute a form of discrimination against a third of 
the population, largely located in interior regions.37 Committee members 
thus chose to prioritize the principles of equality and territorial justice.

These debates reflected a political moment in which interior regions 
gained great symbolism in public discourse. The symbolic capital that inte-
rior regions had acquired as the birthplace of the revolution made main-
taining administrative divisions that disproportionately excluded residents 
of these regions politically unacceptable and costly. Moreover, since Chap-
ter Seven required holding free and fair municipal elections, not extending 
municipalities to all Tunisian territory would mean excluding 3.5 million 
Tunisians from municipal elections and depriving them of access to munic-
ipal services. Accordingly, the committee inserted the extension of munici-
palities as a constitutional principle on the grounds of territorial justice.38 
Article 131 of the Constitution states that decentralization is based on 
three levels of decentralized territorial units—municipalities, regions, and 
districts—and that “each of these categories covers the entirety of the ter-
ritory of the Republic in line with a division determined by law.”

4. 2015–17: The Municipal Boundary Reform Process

Understanding the outcomes of the municipal boundary reforms in 2015–
17 requires an examination of the actors and interests that shaped this 
process. In 2014, the NCA, which had drafted Chapter Seven, was dis-
solved, and new legislative elections were held. Responsibility for over-
seeing implementation shifted to the executive, which led to a change in 
the formal and informal rules governing the decentralization policymaking 
process. The Ministry of Interior’s DGCPL (which had opposed extend-
ing the municipal system during discussions with the NCA in 2012–14) 
became responsible for drafting a new decentralization law and reforming 
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municipal boundaries.39 The department had initially argued for a gradual 
approach, holding municipal elections only in existing municipalities while 
slowly extending municipalities across all territory over several years.40

However, the DGCPL faced political pressure from the coalition gov-
ernment to reform municipal boundaries in line with Chapter Seven, given 
the potential political costs of excluding a third of the population from 
the first democratic municipal elections. International partners strongly 
encouraged the extension of municipalities before municipal elections.41 
Indeed, the extension of municipalities was a condition or expected result 
written into various international donor programs to support decentral-
ization.42 Thus, by embarking on an immediate redrawing of municipal 
boundaries, the DGCPL stood to gain significant funding and technical 
assistance, enabling it to recruit experts and create special support pro-
grams for new municipalities.43 This encouraged the DGCPL to rapidly 
extend municipalities ahead of municipal elections.

The process for the most extensive reform of municipal boundaries 
since independence took place in a remarkably discreet manner. It was car-
ried out in parallel with the drafting of a new Local Election Law and 
Local Authorities Code, establishing a new legal framework for decen-
tralization. However, while the drafting of these texts was very public—
including the release of numerous drafts, engagement in consultations, a 
lengthy parliamentary debate, and the active participation of civil society 
organizations—the municipal boundary reforms were conducted without 
any public input or media attention. Civil society organizations, experts, 
and even the municipalities concerned were largely unaware that new 
boundaries were being drawn until the process was completed and results 
published in the Official Gazette in 2015 and 2016.

4.1 The Application of “Neutral” Criteria

The DGCPL began the reform process by engaging an external man-
agement consultant, funded by an international organization, to oversee 
technical studies. The first task was to obtain socioeconomic data and 
territorial maps from various government departments. The expert and 
DGCPL senior bureaucrats used these to develop different scenarios 
and determine whether nonmunicipalized areas could be integrated by 
expanding the nearest municipality within their delegation. These were 
assessed according to two main criteria: a demographic index, indicating 
the municipality’s postexpansion demographic capacity, and a geographic 
index, indicating the geographical diffusion of each area. These two indi-
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ces helped calculate an “extension index,” indicating whether existing 
municipalities could reasonably be extended to integrate all nonmunici-
palized areas within their delegation without becoming too large in terms 
of population and surface area.

The second stage was to apply a set of development-related indices—
the Rural Area Integration Index, Regulated Rural Area Integration Index, 
Local Development Index, Regulation Index, and Positive Segregation 
Index—to reduce inequalities within and between governorates.

The technical criteria and indices aimed to achieve two objectives.44 
The first was to “rationalize” the size of municipalities to be closer to the 
national average of 20,000 to 50,000 residents. According to Mokhtar 
Hammami, the head of the DGCPL and the senior bureaucrat who led 
the process, 63 percent of municipalities had fewer than 20,000 residents. 
Through the boundary reforms, the DGCPL aimed to increase the aver-
age municipal population to make service delivery “more feasible and 
efficient.”45 The second objective was to bring all municipalities’ devel-
opmental index scores closer to the national average, thus “achieving a 
reduction in regional gaps to acceptable degrees.”46 Figure 1.1 below 
shows the population of municipalities before and after the 2015–16 
municipal border reforms.

4.2 Adjusting “Neutral” Criteria to Political Pressures

The DGCPL presented the proposed boundaries to the Ministerial Coun-
cil on February 9, 2016. However, coalition government members objected, 
as the distribution of new municipalities still favored the coastal regions.47 
This was considered politically unacceptable, given that a key objective 
of the decentralization process was to address regional inequalities—and 
for politicians to be seen to be addressing them. Therefore, a decision was 
made to add another criterion—positive discrimination in favor of interior 
regions—to ensure that more municipalities would be created in interior 
regions.48 Consequently, the proposed boundaries were modified to cre-
ate 24 additional municipalities in interior regions (Beja, Kairouan, Kef, 
Sidi Bouzid, Siliana). The process, overall, led to the creation of 86 new 
municipalities (25 in 2015 and 61 in 2016) and the expansion of 191 exist-
ing municipalities.49

The Ministry of Local Affairs’ (MLA’s) documents present its demo-
graphic and developmental indices as “a comprehensive and multi-
dimensional approach.”50 However, the Ministry’s methodology makes no 
mention of sociological indicators, which were completely absent from key 
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documents and ministry officials’ public statements. In numerous inter-
views and speeches by the expert and leading bureaucrat who oversaw the 
reforms, the purely “technical” nature of the criteria was emphasized in 
drawing the new boundaries. As the head of the DGCPL, Mokhtar Ham-
mami, explained, “The big accomplishment is that we applied the criteria 
in a way that was neutral. . . . It was an IT application with indicators. So 
tomorrow they can question us, why did you do this or that. . . . But that 
was our approach.”51

Hammami emphasized the use of neutral and technical criteria as the 
best way to manage the boundary reforms and legitimate their results. Fac-
tors relating to each area’s spatial or sociological specificities, such as social 
ties, local identities, and local social and economic exchange patterns, 
were deemed too subjective and problematic to be considered. Hammami 
explained,

When we did all this work—the sociological aspect, we did not take 
it seriously. . . . We need sociologists by our side to study it—is this 
tribe or group there compatible with that one. . . . We could not get 
into these discussions. . . . It’s not necessary; that was our position 
because we were working on things that were [pause] neutral. That 

Figure 1.1. Population of Municipalities Before and After the 2015–16 Municipal  
Border Reforms
Source: MLA (2016).
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was our goal. . . . Sometimes two clans . . . want to be integrated in 
one ‘imeda. . . . But if we get into this issue, we will never get out of 
it. . . .52

The fear of local and tribal identities often emerges in senior bureau-
crats’ and experts’ discourse on decentralization. Such conceptions of 
space, which view territorial identities as a threat to national security and 
unity, are consistent with the conception of national identity shaped by the 
postindependence state’s societal model. In the homogenizing or “unani-
mous register”53 of the Bourguibist nation-building project, there should 
be “no Beni X or Beni Y,54 only Tunisians.”55 Similarly, the expert who led 
the boundary reform process stated that considering sociological factors 
“would provoke unrest” and regionalism (jihawiyya) and was “out of the 
question.”56

However, far from being “neutral,” “technical,” and “objective,” abstract 
criteria that deny or overlook the existence of local specificities act as a 
“codification of dominant representations of space and a technical mecha-
nism for reproducing that dominance.”57 By deploying such “neutral” 
criteria, decision-makers impose a particular conception of space and the 
relationship between state, territory, and identity, erasing local spatial prac-
tices and representations.

4.3 The Intervention of Clientelist Logics

In addition to security-based logics, the municipal boundary reform pro-
cess has also involved the intervention of clientelist logics. An analysis 
of the new administrative map reveals that technical criteria were some-
times modified or wholly flouted to satisfy group or individual interests. 
For example, at the outset of the reform process, the DGCPL declared 
that new municipal boundaries should not cut across the boundaries of an 
‘imeda (sector).58 Each ‘imeda would be kept intact to keep the municipal 
boundaries as coherent as possible with the boundaries of the ‘imedat and 
mu’tamdiyat (delegations), the deconcentrated administrative units used by 
the central state.

However, in several instances ‘imeda boundaries were altered, seemingly 
at the request of groups or individuals. For instance, in the governorate of 
Nabeul, the DGCPL created the new municipality of Chrifet-Boucharray 
out of territory taken from the existing municipality of Slimene. The 
municipality of Slimene presented a complaint to the governor of Nabeul 
on June 23, 2017, which stated that the boundaries of the new municipality 
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cut into an ‘imeda that was part of Slimene and contained several factories, 
including that of the largest dairy company in Tunisia. The municipal-
ity stated that the decision caused significant financial harm, as it trans-
ferred a large percentage of Slimene municipality’s tax revenues to the 
newly created municipality of Chrifet-Boucharray.59 Officials alleged that 
the decision was made at the request of businessmen close to the region’s 
governor.60

The municipality received no response, and Slimene’s new munici-
pal council submitted a second complaint to the MLA soon after the 
municipal elections in May 2018. However, the government decree issued 
on September 9, 2019, confirmed the boundaries of the new municipal-
ity of Chrifet-Boucharray, incorporating the territory that was the sub-
ject of Slimene Municipality’s complaint.61 The latter has sought to find 
a solution with Chrifet-Boucharray. However, the Chrifet-Boucharray 
municipal council has refused to reconsider the boundaries, threatening to 
collectively resign and provoking an ongoing conflict between the munic-
ipalities.62 In November 2019, when Slimene’s municipal council held a 
meeting to discuss the issue with regional officials, the municipal council 
of Chrifet-Boucharray closed its municipal town hall in protest.63 Slimene 
municipality officials have accused those involved in the boundary reform 
of corruption and accepting bribes from local businessmen in exchange for 
integrating part of Slimene into the new municipality.64

The municipality of Enfidha in the governorate of Sousse presents a 
similar case. It was divided in two, with the new municipality of Grimet 
Hicher created out of its former territory.65 The two municipalities of 
Enfidha and Grimet Hicher disputed the new boundaries, the latter claim-
ing that a portion of its territory was included in the Enfidha municipality. 
Municipal officials responded that this was done to include a factory in 
Enfidha’s territory, thus increasing the value of the land. The new boundar-
ies have caused significant contestation and even violent conflict between 
the two municipalities, as one MLA official described:

I joined a meeting in Enfidha with the mayor and secretary-general 
[of Enfidha] and some of the people from the new municipality. It 
got heated, and one of the men hit the mayor with a chair. . . . We 
thought he was going to die. This was all about the boundaries and 
problems between Enfidha and the new municipalities. Enfidha was 
split—and this factory was taken out because the factory owner was 
friends with the governor. It’s a big mistake.66
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Disputes between the parties illustrate the perception that municipal 
boundaries continue to be shaped by clientelist logics, whereby the appli-
cation of technical criteria is modified to benefit politically well-connected 
individuals. Numerous other complaints have been submitted to the MLA 
involving similar allegations.67 Just as with the drawing of administrative 
boundaries between 1956 and 2011, we see how divergent logics can simul-
taneously intervene in setting boundaries and how “neutral” technical cri-
teria can be set aside or circumvented to accommodate clientelist logics.68

4.4 Reversing Municipal Boundary Decisions

A similar process of selectively applying technical criteria can be seen in 
decisions to divide large municipalities. One of the criteria officially set 
by the DGCPL states that large municipalities should be divided where a 
large population or geographical surface area would impede residents from 
having easy access to the municipality. Consequently, several large munici-
palities, such as Sidi Bouzid, Gabes, Mhamdia-Fouchana, and Ettadhamen-
Mnihla, were divided into two or more municipalities. This separation had 
significant economic consequences for the original municipality, which saw 
part of its infrastructure and revenue sources taken away.

One such example is Mhamdia-Fouchana, a municipality with 
200,000 inhabitants. The municipality was divided into two—Mhamdia 
and Fouchana. Fouchana municipality contained virtually all of the for-
mer municipality’s industrial zone, which brought in 95% of Mhamdia-
Fouchana’s business tax revenues. Meanwhile, Mhamdia was left with 
almost no industry and few revenue sources. According to MLA officials, it 
was apparent that a separation would leave Fouchana with all the economic 
potential while Mhamdia would have few revenue sources, but no steps 
were taken to mitigate this or put in place transitional arrangements.69 As 
the mayor of Mhamdia, who was a member of the interim municipal coun-
cil before the 2018 municipal elections, explained:

Each delegation took whatever resources it had. They [Fouchana] 
inherited the industrial zone, and we inherited uncontrolled con-
struction and informal settlements. . . . Before the division [of the 
municipality], I met with the governor in 2015, and I involved civil 
society in the meeting to ask for the industrial zone’s revenues to be 
split between the two municipalities for the first five to ten years. 
They gave us assurances that this would be done. . . . They promised 
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us it could happen. . . . Nothing happened. . . . On top of it, the ter-
ritory of Mhamdia was extended, so we now have to cover a bigger 
territory and provide services to a larger number of residents with 
fewer resources.70

Meanwhile, other municipalities with even larger geographic areas than 
Mhamdia-Fouchana were not divided or saw initial decisions to divide them 
reversed. For instance, the DGCPL initially decided to divide the munici-
pality of Jendouba, the chef-lieu of Jendouba governorate, into two munici-
palities, given its large geographical size. However, protests in the munici-
pality organized by residents and local civil society organizations in early 
2017 led to the region’s members of parliament and political parties inter-
vening to oppose the decision. Members of parliament from the two larg-
est parties—Nidaa Tounes and Ennahdha—opposed the separation on the 
grounds that it would divide their electoral base and reduce their chances 
of winning seats in the upcoming municipal elections.71 Consequently, the 
DGCPL reversed the decision to divide the municipality into two.

Similarly, the DGCPL proposed to divide Bizerte municipality, the 
chef-lieu of the Bizerte governorate, into two, with the delegation of Zar-
zouna given its own municipality. However, local notables opposed this in 
light of the economic impact of losing the municipality’s industrial zone 
and large markets, all located in Zarzouna. As one local notable, a former 
governor, explained:

The economic elites of Bizerte mobilized. There was great pres-
sure  .  .  . by the economic actors—businessmen particularly, via 
UTICA, the region’s MPs, via corporatist structures and profes-
sional associations.  .  .  . Taking away the wholesale market alone 
would cause losses of 1.5m dinars a year to the municipality.  .  .  . 
There was enormous pressure from the residents of Zarzouna [for 
a separate municipality]. But they’re largely migrants. They’re not 
Binzartis. . . . The most influential actors are the Binzartis. They would 
never accept that that territory becomes its own municipality—that 
their city would lose 30–35% of its budget.72

The case of Sidi Bouzid further illustrates the importance of local-
national elite networks in determining whether municipal boundary deci-
sions are maintained or reversed. In the case of Sidi Bouzid municipality 
(the chef-lieu of Sidi Bouzid governorate), the DGCPL decided to divide 
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the municipality into three—Sidi Bouzid (which contains most of the city 
of Sidi Bouzid), Al Ahouaz-Al Assouda, and Fayedh-Bennour.73

These decisions provoked sustained local contestation, which began 
shortly after the new municipalities were announced. In August 2016, 
residents of several ‘imedat in Sidi Bouzid began organizing protests 
outside the governor’s office against the division of the municipality 
and threatening to boycott municipal elections if the decision was not 
reversed.74 Residents of several Sidi Bouzid neighborhoods rejected 
their incorporation into the two new municipalities because they saw 
themselves as part of Sidi Bouzid, with strong family and social ties to 
the town. For instance, the neighborhood of Aouled Chelbi was divided 
in two by the new boundaries, with one part incorporated into the new 
municipality of Al Ahouaz-Al Assouda and the other remaining in Sidi 
Bouzid. The residents of Al Ahouaz-Al Assouda also contested their 
integration, as they were physically divided from the center of their 
new municipality by mudflats (sebkha) and could not access municipal 
services. Figure 1.2 below shows a map of the new municipal borders 
separating Sidi Bouzid, Al Ahouaz Lassoueda, and Fayedh-Bennour fol-
lowing the 2015–16 reforms.

When their protests received no official response, residents organized 
sit-ins in front of the MLA in Tunis and submitted a petition signed by 600 
residents. There were also calls to boycott the elections, which may have 
contributed to the municipalities’ low voter turnout (27.42 percent for Al 
Ahouaz-Al Assouda and 24.92 percent for Fayedh-Bennour, compared to 
the regional average of 35 percent).

The new boundaries had enormous economic consequences for Sidi 
Bouzid. The annexation of the ‘imeda of Al Ahouaz to the new municipal-
ity of Al Ahouaz-Al Assouda deprived Sidi Bouzid of revenues from the 
significant economic infrastructure there, including the livestock market, 
the municipal depot, and the industrial zone. The new municipal council 
of Sidi Bouzid rejected the division and brought a claim before the admin-
istrative court.

Official discourse presents technical criteria as the sole basis for 
boundary decisions, but analyzing individual cases reveals the operation 
of a relational logic. The cases of Jendouba, Mhamdia-Fouchana, and 
Bizerte show that where boundary decisions are contested, who mobilizes, 
and how they do so are key. Mobilization by civil society and local elites 
at the regional level in Mhamdia-Fouchana was unsuccessful; however, 
it succeeded in Bizerte and Jendouba, where local notables exploited ties 
to national decision-makers, individually or via representative structures. 
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The influence of these relational resources does not necessarily cor-
relate with the economic weight of the area; Bizerte is wealthier than 
Mhamdia-Fouchana, but elites from Jendouba municipality (one of the 
poorest governorates in the country) were able to prevent its division. 
The configuration of local-national elite networks and the ability of 
local elites to effectively access national decision-makers through various 
channels appears to be more significant in determining the outcome of 
boundary contestation.

5. The Relationship between Boundaries and Local Spatial Practices

This section analyzes the relationship between municipal boundaries and 
local spatial practices. The 2015–17 municipal boundary reforms have pro-
duced territorial boundaries with little connection to local spatial prac-
tices and patterns of mobility. Residents in several municipalities discov-
ered they had become part of a new municipality physically inaccessible 
to them. For instance, the residents of the ‘imeda of Rhima in Kairouan 
found themselves attached to the newly created municipality of Chaoua-
chi,75 even though there was no road connecting them to the municipal 
town hall. Residents contested the decision.76 Similarly, residents of one 
‘imeda in the northernmost part of the Kairouan governorate protested 
their inclusion within the municipality of Sbikha because the center of this 
municipality was 40 km away and difficult to access. They argued they had 
always accessed administrative services in Ennadhour Municipality in Zag-
houane governorate—4.5 km from their village.

Residents of Hichria in the ‘imeda of the delegation of Sidi Bouzid West 
(Sidi Bouzid governorate), composed of three ‘imedat and over 20,000 
residents, also contested new boundaries for not considering the moun-
tains between them and the nearest municipal center 40 km away. They 
demanded their own municipality, arguing that they had “suffered many 
injustices by successive governments,” as reflected in poor infrastructure 
and the fragmentation of administrative services.77 Residents in Sidi Bou-
zid and Kebili found that the new municipal boundaries ran right through 
some of their houses, which did not appear on outdated or insufficiently 
detailed government maps. MLA officials only became aware of this when 
residents submitted complaints after encountering problems registering 
for the 2018 municipal elections.78

These geographical realities were overlooked in a process “carried out 
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in offices behind closed doors” with little consideration of local spatial real-
ities, such as mobility patterns and social and economic exchange.79 The 
DGCPL justified this approach based on the sensitive nature of the reforms 
and the difficulties in balancing competing considerations and demands. 
However, the decision to exclude sociological and economic factors from 
the initial criteria forced the state to integrate them at a later stage. Since 
2016, the MLA has faced hundreds of complaints over the new boundaries. 
In 2017, it was forced to issue several decrees modifying the 2015 and 2016 
boundaries. The ministry also set up a special administrative unit to con-
duct field visits to correct basic geographical errors. Meanwhile, a separate 
process is underway (within the General Body on Prospection and Accom-
paniment of the Decentralization Process) to investigate boundary changes 
subject to official complaints by local officials or residents.

In addition, municipal boundary conflicts have created tensions and 
even erupted into violent confrontations within and between municipali-
ties. An example of this is Naassen, a small municipality of 28,000 residents 
created in May 2016 as part of the municipal boundary reforms. Residents 
have contested the municipal boundary between Naassen and the neigh-
boring El Mourouj, which divided a small neighborhood that extended 
across both sides of the border. Tensions over the boundary spilled over 
into a violent confrontation between Naassen’s residents and its municipal 
administration in February 2020. In a mediation session with the munici-
pal council and local security officials, residents contested what they saw as 
illegitimate boundaries with little connection to their daily spatial practices 
as a single neighborhood community.80

Another municipality that submitted an official complaint over the 
boundary reforms is Slimene, in the governorate of Nabeul. The munici-
pality, created in 1982, had part of its territory split off in the 2015–16 
border reforms to create the new municipality of Chrifet-Boucharray 
(see section 4.2).81 The decision violated one of the MLA’s rules on the 
drawing of new municipal boundaries—the requirement to keep ‘imedat 
within municipalities intact. Slimene municipality claimed the new munic-
ipal boundary divided one of its ‘imedat in half and incorporated part of 
it into the new municipality of Chrifet-Boucharray, with significant eco-
nomic implications for Slimene. The decision provoked conflict between 
the two municipalities, leading Chrifet-Boucharray’s council to suspend 
its activity—disrupting municipal services—and threatening to collectively 
resign if the boundaries were changed.82 Similar conflicts have taken place 
in other municipalities affected by the boundary reforms.
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The contentious nature of the new municipal boundaries thus shapes how 
residents view and engage with their municipalities. Boycotting of the munici-
pal elections in many neighborhoods where there was opposition to the new 
municipal boundaries illustrates how the clash between centralized and local 
representations of space can undermine political participation. In a polarized, 
postauthoritarian transition, boundary-making also provided a resource that 
has been utilized in conflicts between rival factions within municipal councils 
or between entrenched local elites and newly elected officials.83 These cases 
illustrate how grievances regarding new boundaries disconnected from daily 
spatial practices potentially undermine residents’ participation and trust in 
their municipality and its legitimacy and capacity to govern.

6. Conclusion

Questions of spatial practices and representations—how people use and 
view the space around them—are at the heart of territorial governance. 
Tunisia’s municipal boundary reforms of 2015–17 have implications for 
similar processes elsewhere in the MENA region. First, the reforms dem-
onstrate the persistence of boundary-making practices in the context of 
postauthoritarian transition. As demonstrated above, national bureaucrats 
and elected officials shaped boundary-making in accordance with security-
based, clientelist, and technocratic sectoral logics, along with electoral 
interests. These approaches fail to engage with space as a social construct, 
produced through the lived experience of those who inhabit and use it.

Second, the reforms demonstrate the continued fears of opening up 
discussions regarding local and regional identities, which are seen to 
threaten national identity—even in Tunisia, which has been seen as one 
of the region’s more cohesive societies. These fears obstructed the cre-
ation of formal processes for the expression of local preferences. Third, the 
reforms and local reactions to them demonstrate how the absence of local 
consultation processes has led to municipal boundaries that have weakened 
citizens’ trust in local authorities. Finally, this research points to the impor-
tance of examining municipal and regional boundaries as political institu-
tions that structure local politics and shape the authority and legitimacy of 
subnational institutions.
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TWO

Continuities and Ruptures in Local 
Governance in Daraa, Syria

Marika Sosnowski1

Conventional wisdom is that the regime of Bashar al-Assad has won the 
Syrian Civil War. Yet, despite outward appearances of complete domina-
tion, the power and relevance of the Syrian regime vis-à-vis local actors 
has fluctuated, particularly concerning security, justice, and service provi-
sion. Examining continuities and ruptures in local governance in Syria’s 
southern Daraa province before, during, and after the civil war, this chapter 
shows how and why past relationships and dynamics changed or continued. 
The reemergence of protests and the significant increase in assassinations 
that began shortly after the regime’s reconquest of the South in mid-2018, 
as well as the presence and power of different nonstate actors such as tribal 
leaders and militias in providing local governance, debunk the myth of the 
Syrian regime’s substantive victory.

1. Introduction

This chapter examines local governance in Syria’s southern Daraa province 
before 2011, during the civil war years from 2011 to 2018, and after the 
Syrian regime regained control post-2018. It explores who provides local 
governance in Daraa, how they do so, and the ramifications of different 
governance providers for local populations, particularly regarding justice, 



2RPP

	 Continuities and Ruptures in Local Governance in Daraa, Syria	 71

security, and service delivery. Comparing and contrasting local governance 
structures in Daraa during the prewar and civil war periods builds a more 
nuanced picture of the architecture of local governance in southern Syria. 
This enables us to better grasp the Syrian regime’s strategy for longer-
term control, to understand continuities and ruptures in relationships over 
time, and to consider how this case may offer insights into other postwar 
scenarios.

Since coming to power in 1970, the Assad regime constructed a pyra-
mid of seemingly near-absolute control over governance across the coun-
try. However, despite an outward appearance of complete domination, the 
power and relevance of the regime vis-à-vis local actors have fluctuated. 
At different times, the regime has seen nonstate actors as a challenge, 
responding to them either through cooptation2 (often through conferring 
economic incentives or giving nonstate actors access to their own mini-
fiefdoms under the ultimate control of the regime) or forced elimination. 
During the civil war, and due to the regime’s inability to provide adequate 
local governance, citizens across Syria increasingly turned to other actors 
to establish security, enforce justice, and promote service provision. In 
Daraa, this resulted in an increased role for the area’s large tribal families. 
These families influenced the composition and operations of local coun-
cils, judicial administrations, and local armed groups that acted as security 
providers. Despite retaking territorial control of Daraa in mid-2018, the 
regime has not (as of October 2023) reinstated a monopoly over local gov-
ernance. In late 2023, local councils were once again stacked with Ba’ath 
Party members, but the influence of the tribal families and affiliated armed 
groups over security, justice, and service provision continued relatively 
independent of the regime.

Although the Assad regime has supposedly reconquered Daraa, no indi-
viduals interviewed during this project (2017–2021) described the current 
local governance situation as particularly stable or secure. On the contrary, 
while large-scale physical violence has mostly subsided, what has emerged 
is “the dense texture of war and society relations and the long reach of the 
shadows of war.”3 As such, it is important and relevant to understand how 
prewar and wartime dynamics have shaped local governance post-2018. 
Examining local governance over more than fifty years shows that it is, 
in fact, an architecture of interlocking structures, processes, and relation-
ships composed of preexisting actors, discourses, and cultures—only some 
of which have been reoriented by the war.4 In practice, while the Syrian 
regime remains a formidable local governance actor in the South, it cur-
rently operates in a relationship of tacit delegation and continuing (re)
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negotiation with a range of other actors. These now include state actors, 
such as Russia and Iran, and nonstate actors, such as tribal leaders and local 
militia groups.

This chapter uses a qualitative mixed-methods approach that priori-
tizes the information from twenty-three long-form interviews with Syrian 
community leaders from Daraa.5 These data are triangulated with twenty-
seven interviews of humanitarian professionals and conflict analysts work-
ing on southern Syria, as well as news reports, social media posts (primarily 
Twitter), policy reports, and twenty-five documents written contempora-
neously with the recapture of Daraa (shared in confidence). These docu-
ments comprise situation reports written between June 27 and July 30, 
2018, when the regime retook control of the area, as well as an analysis 
of local actors, including most armed groups and civilian bodies operat-
ing in southern Syria. Even before the onset of COVID-19, the inherent 
messiness of fieldwork in and on conflict settings had become a leitmotif 
across the Middle East.6 While “complex” may have become an overused 
adjective to describe the Syrian situation, Suda Perera’s point that we need 
to analyze the mess coherently and rigorously while at the same time “not 
being forced to simplify, if simplifying causes us to mislead”7 is still salient.

Working toward this goal, the first section of this chapter contextual-
izes Daraa to explain why local governance dynamics in southern Syria 
are important to understand. The following three sections map continu-
ities and changes in justice, security, and service provision in Daraa pre-
2011, from 2011 to 2018, and post-2018. Based on this empirical evidence, 
the concluding section argues that both state and nonstate actors in Syria 
have adapted their involvement in local governance to best suit changing 
dynamics, while simultaneously shoring up their own power.

2. Daraa in Context

Daraa is a critically important region of Syria, as events in the South tend 
to have disproportionately large geopolitical ramifications. The Daraa 
and Sweida governorates border Jordan to the south, and the Quneitra 
governorate borders both Jordan and Israel, encompassing the disputed 
Golan Heights to the west. In addition, the M5 highway that runs north-
south through Daraa is a major trade conduit between Syria and Jordan. 
Likewise, the smuggling of goods between Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Syria 
through Daraa is lucrative and common.8 Finally, the genesis of the revolu-
tion, beginning in March 2011, was in Daraa. In Syria’s repressive political 
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environment, the daily protests in Daraa were radical in and of themselves. 
Consequently, the uprising in Daraa became a rallying cry for protestors 
across the country, who often chanted, “Daraa is Syria.”

Before the 2011 uprising and subsequent civil war, Daraa had a popu-
lation of around one million, predominantly Sunni Arabs.9 Historically, 
it has been a rich farming region, with most of the population working 
in the agricultural sector. While people from Daraa have continued their 
own traditions and customs, they have remained religiously moderate. As 
a security analyst in Amman relates, “You can’t take cards, shisha, and ciga-
rettes away from Houranis! [another term for people from southern Syria, 
or the Houran Plains].”10

Perhaps because of these rural leanings, and despite its relative geo-
graphical proximity to power (the province’s main city is only about a 
ninety-minute drive from the capital), the Assad regime tended to view 
Daraa as a peripheral backwater.

Figure 2.1. Map of Daraa
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[Unlike Homs or Aleppo,] the South was never a priority for the 
government. The top of the class at Damascus University were 
never sent there for postings. It was the corrupt folks, the smugglers, 
who were installed in government positions in the South.11

Despite the regime’s relative disinterest in developing Daraa, it still wanted 
to centralize and consolidate its political authority over the region. It did 
so by stacking local councils and other local government positions with 
loyal Ba’ath Party members. This was seen as a way to neutralize the power 
of the large tribal families of the area. However, these families (such as 
the Zoubi, Rifai, Hariri, and Naime) simply adapted, developing parallel 
power structures that operated in tandem and often with the consent and 
encouragement of the regime. As Khedder Khaddour suggests, these fam-
ily structures “served the regime as a nexus through which it could orga-
nize and exert control.”12

Despite southern Syria’s history and unique dynamics, few authors have 
focused on local governance in the region. Several older expert works deal 
predominantly with tribes, local administration, and their relationship to 
the state in Syria, studying the country as a whole.13 Recent research spe-
cific to southern Syria has focused predominantly on the contemporary 
machinations of various security actors or offered more policy-based per-
spectives.14 This chapter draws on much of this excellent work and adds 
to it by taking a longer temporal approach to local governance dynamics. 
Looking at how local governance has fluctuated in Daraa over time helps 
overcome limitations in recent research, given the access issues, restric-
tions, and security concerns around reporting and disseminating knowl-
edge in an active conflict setting. Likewise, it sheds light on assumptions 
underlying much of the existing research—that local actors are adept at 
navigating macro-level changes to shore up their own power structures. 
This is particularly relevant regarding tribal leaders and associated family 
structures that have remained structurally intact and relevant to local gov-
ernance in all three periods analyzed here.

3. Local Governance in Daraa before the Civil War (1970–2011)

From 1970 until 2011, the Assad regime was the primary arbiter of jus-
tice, security, and service provision across all levels of the Syrian govern-
ment. Members of the regime’s Ba’ath Party in provincial and local offices 
needed to approve any decisions relating to local politics, security, or polic-
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ing. From 1970 onward, the regime appointed local personalities as gov-
ernors, drawing mainly from the security services or the Syrian Army. To 
land a prime posting in Damascus, provincial governors would need to 
demonstrate their knowledge of the nuances of local dynamics.15 Postings 
in local governance bodies became a tidy way for the regime to coopt and 
contain local elites through financial and/or military incentives.16 

By recruiting local leaders into the state apparatus, the regime set about 
coup-proofing itself and consolidating its authority against the power 
of traditional tribal leaders. For example, many important figures from 
Daraa’s large tribal families were recruited into local government or the 
officer classes of the Syrian military to personally invest them in maintain-
ing the status quo.17 Other influential tribal leaders were passed over for 
promotion because they could not be easily controlled. Simultaneously, 
this investment in local governance structures allowed the regime to keep 
a close eye on local goings-on to contain political dissent18 (see Kherigi’s 
chapter in this volume, relating to the central state’s attempts to control 
local sites of power in Tunisia through selective placement of local gover-
nance institutions and associated resources, and Parreira’s chapter examin-
ing the detrimental effects of the postconflict continuity of party-aligned 
patronage between the central and local governments).

Local-level appointees had very little decision-making power. How-
ever, they were responsible for implementing decisions made in Damas-
cus. In this way, they acted as informal intermediaries between locals and 
the regime. The personalities in these positions enjoyed a high degree of 
respect in their communities, generally prioritizing people’s interests over 
their own.

In addition to this agenda aimed at political control of local elites, the 
Ba’ath Party’s economic plan was based on providing relative economic 
equality—particularly for the peasant class—in exchange for political sup-
port from the masses.19 To achieve this, the Ba’ath Party promoted urban-
ization and industrialization. These policies brought certain opportunities 
for the working poor, but also rising dislocation and economic disparity.20 
The so-called Damascus Spring economic reforms, initiated by Bashar al-
Assad when he came to power in 2000, increased economic liberalization 
but exacerbated the disenfranchisement of large sections of the popula-
tion. The reforms, intended to open Syria’s economy, mainly succeeded in 
consolidating wealth in a new kleptocratic elite that saw regional areas like 
Daraa as their own personal fiefdoms to be plundered.

The Syrian uprising that began in March 2011 represented, among 
other things, the failure of these economic reforms to keep the populace in 
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check. It was also the result of a gross misjudgment by the regime regard-
ing the limits of its relationship with local tribal leaders. The two main 
demographics the regime had been adept at keeping under control for sev-
eral decades—local elites and the working poor—erupted amid the upris-
ings that rocked much of the Middle East. Protests in Syria were notion-
ally triggered by an insult that Daraa’s governor, Atef Najib, a cousin of 
President Bashar al-Assad, made to the tribal families of the area. After the 
regime arrested fifteen schoolboys, all under the age of fifteen and all from 
prominent local families of Daraa (the Baiazids, Gawabras, Masalmas, and 
Zoubis), for graffitiing walls with revolutionary slogans, the family heads 
or sheikhs met with the governor to negotiate a settlement.21 Insulting 
family loyalty and tribal honor, he reportedly told them, “Forget your chil-
dren. Go sleep with your wives and make new ones, or send them to me, 
and I’ll do it.”

Tension peaked when the regime’s security forces opened fire on the 
families of the arrested, who had marched to the governor’s house to 
demand their children’s release. For over fifty years, the tribes had been 
kept loyal to the Assad regime through patronage systems. But in 2011, 
these bonds were broken. As the civil war erupted across Syria and the 
regime lost control of local governance in Daraa, tribal leaders and a vari-
ety of other actors stepped in to manage it.

4. Local Governance in Daraa during the Civil War (2011–2018)

For centuries before the Assad regime took power in Syria, tribal leaders 
had played a role in governance across the Middle East.22 Since at least 
the 1800s, tribal systems of law and justice ran concomitant to state-based 
systems. From mid-2011 until mid-2018, by virtue of their historic rela-
tionship as local governance administrators on behalf of the regime, tribal 
leaders easily stepped in to fill the voids in the absence of state control.23 
Of course, the tribes were never the sole providers of governance in Daraa; 
but as with the regime prior to 2011, tribal leaders navigated their relation-
ship with other local governance actors adeptly during the civil war.

This took several forms. First, as they had done for centuries before the 
war, tribal leaders continued to act as justice providers—primarily as mediators 
and negotiators in cultural and civil disputes, such as family matters or disputes 
relating to crops or property.24 The Shura Council existed before 2011, but 
without any state-based judicial system during the civil war, it became a pri-
mary mechanism for mediation and justice provision. It also played a role in 
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mediating disputes between local armed rebel groups and providing humani-
tarian assistance to internally displaced people and widows.25

In addition to the Shura Council, in around 2015, tribal structures 
coalesced into a body known as the Houran Reform Commission. The 
Reform Commission consisted of influential and well-respected locals, 
such as doctors or lawyers, as well as leaders of the various tribal clans.26 As 
a former military officer from Daraa explained:

It [the Houran Reform Commission] is a civilian body independent 
of any political party or military faction. Its functions are almost 
like the tasks of the tribal council that existed before 2011, and it is 
considered an extension of the tasks undertaken by the clans. How-
ever, it is a more comprehensive and appropriate body to suit the 
changes on the ground, such as the presence of the [armed] fac-
tions, the House of Justice and other bodies that existed during the 
revolution.27

Until the regime retook control of Daraa in mid-2018, the Houran 
Reform Commission supervised the work of local councils, overseeing 
the distribution of fuel, gas, and food baskets and adjudicating disputes 
between clans.28 For instance, members of the Reform Commission were 
instrumental in securing the release of detainees and deescalating a dispute 
between First Artillery Regiment commander Abu Seydra and residents 
of Al-Jizeh in April 2017.29 Likewise, the commission resolved a dispute 
between the residents of the towns of Al-Naima and Al-Musayfrah in Janu-
ary 2017, which arose after the armed group Fallujah Horan raided the 
town of Al-Musayfrah and wounded several people.30

Local opposition-run governance structures during the civil war, such 
as local councils, the provincial council, and the main court—the Dar al-
Adl (House of Justice)—went hand-in-hand with tribal influence.31 Tribal 
leaders played an important role in the local councils that sprang up in 
towns to replace the Ba’ath Party. During the years of rebel rule, even 
though most council members were elected, the tribal families of Daraa 
were influential in vetting who sat on many local councils.32 Likewise, 
because most humanitarian supplies from international donors flowed 
through local councils, managing the provision of aid and services was a 
crucial means for local council members and tribal leaders to acquire popu-
larity and legitimacy with the local population.33

The tribes and councils were also inexorably linked with the armed 
groups operating in Daraa. Most members of the armed groups were from 
the large tribal families of the area. This localization of security provision 
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had mixed consequences. On the one hand, more extreme elements such 
as al-Qaeda or Islamic State were generally unpopular in Daraa and strug-
gled to gain a foothold. On the other, despite being notionally linked to 
the larger Free Syrian Army opposition under the banner of the Southern 
Front—and having been internationally backed by a Military Operations 
Centre in Amman from early 2014 until late 2015—the armed factions in 
the South remained parochial, putting local needs above grander political 
agendas.34 Their main priority was the security of their towns and family 
members. This made it difficult for them to organize (financially and logis-
tically) to win major military battles against the regime.35

According to a member of a cross-border organization tasked with pro-
viding services to local councils in Daraa, the most successful service deliv-
ery operations tended to be the ones where the armed groups, council, and 
tribes worked in unison, such as in Busra al-Sham, Giza, Tsiel, Nawa, Jasim, 
and Daraa City.36 In these towns, the rebel groups did not interfere with 
the council. Instead, there was coordination between councils and armed 
groups to support locals, particularly in providing humanitarian supplies 
and services, such as educational and agricultural support, development 
programs, wheat distribution, and solar panel projects.37

Finally, despite losing territorial control of Daraa in early 2012, in a 
clever strategy to maintain support, the regime continued to pay the sala-
ries of state employees such as bureaucrats and teachers throughout the 
civil war. It also maintained control over major utility infrastructure such as 
power plants. This made it challenging for rebels to create parallel systems 
that belonged wholly to the opposition. To do so, rebels would have had 
to either take over utility structures militarily or build their own, which 
the regime could stymie by turning off the power grid.38 In mid-2018, 
Daraa accepted reconciliation deals offered by Russia and the regime, 
in part because the regime had continued to provide them with salaries 
and minimal services, such as electricity, throughout the war years. Many 
Daraawis (inhabitants of Daraa) thought this base layer of services would 
improve once the regime regained control of the area. Unfortunately, as 
the next section explores in more detail, service provision in the South has 
remained deliberately poor.

5. Local Governance and the Return of the Regime  
(Mid-2018 to the Present)

In mid-2018, the regime reconquered Daraa after eight years of rebel 
governance. Certain aspects of society remained the same, but others 
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had reformed and were substantially changed. These often contradic-
tory and fluid relationships necessitated strategic thinking on the part 
of elites as they sought to navigate the new situation. During the war, 
and in the absence of other functional justice, security, and service pro-
viders, nonstate actors such as tribal leaders, local councils, and armed 
rebel groups stepped in to fill the gap left by the regime. Many of these 
changes represented a codification and expansion of the role of tribal 
structures present before 2011.39 However, a security analyst stated 
that, even after the regime’s return to Daraa, “The same guys are pres-
ent before, during, and after the war because they know how to play the 
game. If they were gone, there would be chaos, so it is not worthwhile 
for the regime to remove them.”40

The trajectory of local councils illustrates how some prewar and war-
time dynamics continue to manifest post-2018. Numerous interviewees 
talked about how the composition of local councils in the South changed 
dramatically after the regime retook the area and how “none of the coun-
cils that existed at the time of the opposition remain.”41 Instead, the com-
position of councils returned to its previous, prewar state—i.e., comprised 
of members of the Ba’ath Party loyal to the regime.42 Interviewees high-
lighted the democratic quality of councils under opposition control in 
contrast to the current “formal,” “appointed,” pseudo-elected councils.43 
Several interviewees mentioned the arrest and death of the head of the 
Jasim local council, Ratib al-Jebawi, a well-regarded local who funded 
many community projects with his own money during the years Jasim was 
outside regime control. At the end of 2018, he was summoned to a security 
office of the Syrian regime, where he was subsequently arrested. His fam-
ily tried to secure his release through their connections (his brother was 
a colonel) and paid large sums of money, but a year later his family was 
informed that he had died in detention.44

Despite promises that service provision would improve after reconcilia-
tion, many interviewees pointed out that the services provided by the local 
councils while the area was under opposition control were much more sub-
stantial than what regime municipalities currently provide.45 According to 
a former regime member,

The regime pledged during the 2018 negotiations with the Russians 
to provide all services to citizens and that the government should 
bear full responsibility for all supplies and services of gas, electricity, 
water, repair of roads, and rehabilitating them, but unfortunately, all 
this was just empty words and promises that were not implemented.46
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The regime demanded that electricity bills be paid for the years the South 
was outside its control. During the war years, the electricity grid was 
maintained by the opposition and paid for by locals. However, the regime 
requested payment to cover the maintenance of the electricity network 
and associated generators, which had been destroyed in large part by the 
regime’s own aerial bombings.47

Likewise, in early 2021, basic commodities such as flour and gas pro-
vided by the regime were limited in quantity and very expensive.48 Several 
interviewees reported that the price of bread (the cheapest source of calo-
ries) rose sharply after the regime retook control. In early 2021, a bread 
bundle of between six to eight loaves cost between 100 and 250 Syrian 
pounds, but it was difficult to obtain and of very poor quality, while good 
quality bread cost around 1,000–1,250 Syrian pounds on the black mar-
ket.49 In context, in 2021, basic foods to feed a Syrian family for a month 
(such as bread, rice, lentils, oil, and sugar) could cost in excess of 120,000 
Syrian pounds, compared to an average monthly wage of less than 80,000 
Syrian pounds. Flour allocation to Daraa was also around half of what it 
was before the war (3,500 tons instead of 7,000 tons per day).50 When asked 
to provide the governorate with more flour for bread, the Minister for 
Internal Trade and Consumer Protection answered that he would “not give 
flour to the terrorists.”51

After the regime retook control of Daraa in mid-2018, it weapon-
ized how and to whom goods and services were delivered. Although the 
regime had promised to improve service delivery as part of the reconcili-
ation agreements, it withheld services to repress Syrian citizens based on 
past events and/or perceived political disloyalty.52 Since its victory over the 
South, in a show of control the Syrian regime had also moved to reappoint 
local council members across the governorate. As a result, those who were 
council members during the war either left or remained in the area but 
no longer held political roles.53 Many who chose to remain fear for their 
safety, despite reconciliation documents signed with the regime supposedly 
allowing them to “settle their status.”54

Consequently, the makeup of local councils closely resembled the pre-
war situation, i.e., all the councils were stacked with loyal Ba’ath Party 
members, but there was a stark difference in the level of services provided 
by the councils before, during, and after the war. This was in large part a 
deliberate regime strategy to punish and control populations perceived as 
being traitors during the years of the civil war. Before the war, the coun-
cils (controlled by the Ba’ath Party) provided most services, and basic 
goods were relatively affordable.55 During the war, the regime lost control 
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of councils, and council members were elected by their constituencies—
albeit with significant oversight and input from local tribal leaders. Despite 
drastic limitations during the war, with the assistance of international 
donations, humanitarian aid, and innovative programming, councils under 
opposition control managed to provide a level of service deemed superior 
to that of regime-backed local councils reinstalled post-2018.

By 2021, interviewees pointed to a reduced role for the Houran Reform 
Commission, although not necessarily for individual tribal leaders. Tribal 
leaders remained an authority at the local level that the regime had to man-
age.56 As before the war, the regime employed various strategies, including 
cooptation, negotiation, and increasingly, the assassination of prominent 
leaders who crossed unwritten boundaries or were perceived as threats57 
(see also Parreira in this volume, on conflict, collusion, and cooperation in 
local-state governance in Lebanon along sectarian/party lines).

The tribes continued to influence arbitration and justice in the South, 
but the “men with guns” wielded considerable influence over security 
affairs. These included a variety of former armed rebel groups that were 
subsumed into quasi-prostate militias in the form of the 5th Corps (ex-
rebel fighters reconfigured into the Syrian Army and aligned with Rus-
sia) and the 4th Division (also ex-rebel fighters now reconfigured into 
the Syrian Army and aligned with Iran).58 As was the case during the 
war, security provision remained heavily influenced by local dynamics 
and geographies. This hinged primarily on agreements made between 
local armed groups and Russia, Iran, and the regime at the end of active 
hostilities in June-July 2018.59

Despite these agreements, which aimed at ending the fighting and 
restoring regime control, several interviewees described how the regime 
did not have control over certain areas; armed factions from the civil war 
(now notionally linked to the regime, Russia, and/or Iran) continued to 
provide security, erecting barriers at the entrances and exits of each city.60 
State police had returned to many cities and towns, and as of late 2023, the 
regime continued to exercise little power. For example, it could not enter 
certain areas militarily, and in general, its forces remained unsafe across 
the South.61 Occasionally, armed confrontations occurred between regime 
forces and previous opposition factions against the background of arrests 
or assassinations, control over resources, access to illicit economies, refusal 
to hand over criminals, and political competition between various leaders.62 
There were also popular protests and demonstrations against the regime, 
which would have been unthinkable before 2011.63 A Syrian governor said, 
“In Houran, generally, there is no regime control. It remains impossible for 
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the regime to enter Busra al-Sham, Daraa City, Tafas, and their surround-
ings due to certain considerations or guarantees, but of course, there are no 
guarantees but their arms.”64

In these three areas, the armed factions, together with various local 
tribal leaders and notables (such as Sheikh Faisal al-Abazid, a well-known 
dignitary in the Daraa City area), organized into committees.65 By early 
2021, there existed the Daraa Central Committee (focusing geographically 
on Daraa City), the Western Committee (around Tafas), and the East-
ern Committee (in Busra al-Sham).66 There was also talk of a committee 
merger to consolidate their power.67

All three committees acted as intermediaries between residents of these 
areas and Russian, Iranian, and regime representatives—similar to the role 
of tribal leaders before 2011.68 One possible reason for this is that the com-
mittees offered an organized body through which the regime could make 
demands on local armed groups and the civilian population.69 A Syrian 
media activist said the Russian military presence in the South prefers to 
deal with military-like entities like the committees rather than less struc-
tured or civilian organizations.70

The committees presented the regime with requests about returning 
former employees to their jobs, advocating for the release of detainees, 
resolving tensions in security situations, and assisting with reconciliation.71 
Additionally, in response to the rise of malicious lawsuits brought by the 
regime against citizens in the South, the Central Committee purportedly 
met with Major General Ali Mamlouk of the National Security Bureau, 
Defense Minister General Ali Ayyoub, and Head of Military Intelligence 
Major General Kifeh al-Milhem, who agreed to form a Dispute Resolution 
Council (affiliated with the Central Committee) to determine if lawsuits 
had merit before being referred on to the regime.72 A former member of 
the regime, originally from Daraa, said that since the regime takeover of 
the South in mid-2018,

The Committees maintain security in their areas, and the regime 
cannot enter those areas and detain people from within them. If 
anyone leaves those areas, he will be arrested. The regime does not 
make any incursions into these areas and has no role or presence in 
them.73

Russia, Iran, and the regime could potentially assert more control over 
local governance and security in Daraa, but they arguably lack resources 
and will. As one Syrian media activist noted, “Imposing security in Daraa 
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is very difficult because of the large number of actors on the ground, and 
all of these parties have recruited people who work as militias against each 
other.”74 Despite occasional threats of a more substantial military takeover, 
it was arguably in the Syrian regime, Russia, and Iran’s best interests to 
maintain the status quo, so long as instability did not pass a certain thresh-
old and become costly.75 However, the facts that violence escalated, service 
provision was minimal, and the economic situation in Syria remained grim 
made it difficult for these actors to control the status quo.76

6. The Architecture of Local Governance

Since the Assad family came to power in 1970, the regime and tribal leaders 
have been shackled together in a puzzling relationship. Should it wish to do 
so, the regime could destroy or more fully integrate tribal actors. Yet at the 
same time, the regime has needed the tribes to provide a level of legitimate 
local governance it cannot offer. As a result, local actors have leveraged this 
reliance and operate with varying degrees of independence.

As the civil war died down after 2018, the Syrian regime remained the 
primary actor able to influence local governance in the South. It operated 
in a relationship of tacit acceptance and constant (re)negotiation with other 
state and nonstate actors, including tribal leaders and local militia groups. 
The regime certainly exercised governance in the South—primarily 
through the reimposition of bureaucracy (in the form of local councils), 
political decision-making (e.g., regarding the supply of basic goods such 
as electricity, flour, and gas and services such as education and garbage 
collection), and a scattered security presence—but local tribal and mili-
tia leaders also provided local governance. Despite the regime’s historical 
ability to navigate this tricky relationship, it remained suspicious of them. 
The regime arguably recognized the necessity of such providers, but it also 
viewed them as a potentially dangerous alternative power, an existential 
threat, or a force for separatism.77

This has had important implications for citizens’ welfare. Since the Assad 
regime came to power in Syria, justice, security, and service provision in the 
South was largely shaped by (a) how much or little control the regime could 
exert over local actors, and (b) the regime’s perception of the local population 
as being either politically loyal or treasonous. Perceived loyalty and control 
were high before the onset of the uprising and civil war in 2011, so service 
provision from the regime during these years was also relatively high. Dur-
ing the war (2011–2018), the regime had little to no control over local gov-
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ernance in Daraa and viewed most of the population as enemies of the state. 
As such, it provided minimal services during this time.

In the postwar era, the regime had more control, but it wanted to pun-
ish the population for their disobedience through minimal provision of 
services. Thus, service delivery throughout the country was poor, and the 
few resources the regime had went first and foremost to areas that sup-
ported the regime after the 2011 uprising began. Additionally, many other 
local actors continued to wield some level of local power. The dispersion 
of power across different local governance actors in the South shows the 
limitations of the Syrian regime’s victory. A delicate architecture of power 
existed, but it was disrupted at certain times when actors attempted to 
grow their power independently or when unwritten lines were traversed. 
This included confrontations between the regime and former rebel groups 
related to arrests and assassinations, criminality, political competition 
between militia leaders, tribal feuds, and the activities of ISIS cells active 
in the region.

The continuities and ruptures in local governance provision over the 
three periods analyzed in this chapter show how and why past relation-
ships and dynamics changed and/or continue. Important unique aspects 
of the case of Daraa should be noted. Primary among these is the interna-
tionalized dimension of dynamics in the South; Daraa exists on the border 
between Syria and Jordan, has Israel as a southwestern neighbor, and is a 
strategic area sought by Iran. Russia’s interest in retaining leverage over the 
regime through a physical presence on the ground also creates a particu-
lar “high politics” logic, adding complexity to already messy internal and 
localized dynamics.

At the same time, a similar analysis could be applied to the current envi-
ronment in Idlib, the Kurdish areas, or other areas ostensibly under regime 
control (such as Aleppo or Homs), where a range of militias and other 
actors continued to provide varying levels of governance. The reemergence 
of protests and significant increase in assassinations that began shortly after 
the regime’s reconquest of the South in mid-2018, as well as the presence 
and power of different non-state actors in local governance, debunk the 
myth of the Syrian regime’s substantive victory.78
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THREE

Citizen Petitions to  
Moroccan Municipalities

A Case of Unequal Inclusion?

Francesco Colin and Sylvia I. Bergh1

1. Introduction

The 2011 Moroccan Constitution granted citizens the right to petition 
municipalities, allowing them to add agenda items to upcoming council 
meetings. The right to petition was part of the new constitution’s effort to 
enact the “advanced regionalization” process, ostensibly institutionalizing 
participatory democracy in the country. Petitions potentially constitute a 
counterweight to the Moroccan state’s increasing control over public dis-
course, public space, and civil society organizations’ actions in society,2 and 
the right applied at both national and local governance levels—meaning 
citizens could present petitions to the head of the government, the presi-
dents of each chamber of parliament, and the council of each level of local 
governance (region, province or prefecture, and municipalities).

In this chapter, we focus on the municipal level. We argue that the right 
to petition is critical, as it has represented a new arena for citizen engage-
ment with local governments and, moreover, provided an opportunity to 
understand concrete interactions between citizens and the state.3 We have 
thus taken stock of Moroccans’ experiences with this novel right to petition 
and assessed the extent to which it has contributed to inclusive participa-
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tion. Specifically, we ask: In what ways has access to and exercise of the 
right to petition been shaped by inequalities at the individual and overall 
contextual levels?

The institutional deployment of the right to petition did not automati-
cally result in the widespread exercise of this right. Official data on the 
number of petitions presented to local governments is unavailable; how-
ever, there is evidence that petitions increased from around 70 instances 
in 2018, to roughly 200 in 2019,4 and 212 in 2021,5 and that citizens peti-
tioned primarily for local service delivery, including libraries, local cul-
tural centers, youth services, roads, and urban spaces. Various contextual 
and individual factors appeared to influence whether citizens engage in 
petitions, including citizens’ effective capacity to seize this right on the 
one hand, and the presence of donor-funded activities and municipalities’ 
implementation capacities on the other. Implementation issues not only 
neutralized the efforts of citizens, potentially discouraging them from peti-
tioning again, but fundamentally drew into question the efficacy of peti-
tions as a mechanism for inclusive local governance.

We proceed as follows. The next section presents a brief review of the 
decentralization process in Morocco. The subsequent two sections review 
the scholarly literature on how and why the right to petition is not equally 
seized by all citizens (section 3) and provide an overview of the data and 
methods used in this study (section 4). Section 5 then presents the findings 
related to the effects of individual and contextual characteristics on seizing 
the right to petition a municipality in Morocco. Section 6 analyzes the dif-
ferences in municipalities’ (mainly financial) capacities to implement the 
substance of the petitions. The conclusion summarizes the main findings 
and provides a tentative look forward.

2. Decentralization Reforms in Morocco—A Brief Overview

Since Morocco’s independence in 1956 and until the current “advanced 
regionalization” process, successive decentralization reforms have con-
tinuously altered the country’s administrative structure. The central role 
of municipalities throughout the various local administration reforms has 
been broadly acknowledged.6 Rachik recounts how, before Morocco’s inde-
pendence, the French colonial administration elevated the jma’a (the tra-
ditional rural village council) as the central unit of its decentralized admin-
istration to maintain continuity between indigenous forms of governance 
and the French administrative system.7 Postindependence, the municipal-
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ity became key to the monarchy’s efforts to bring the local administrations 
established during the French protectorate under centralized control.8 In 
particular, the monarchy’s attempt to affirm its power relied on establish-
ing strong, direct ties with rural notables.9 This strategy laid the grounds 
for establishing a double-headed governance structure, comprising elected 
institutions on the one hand and deconcentrated state-appointed officials 
on the other. This structure remains a key feature of Morocco’s current 
decentralization reforms (see figure 3.1).10

The evolution of local governments’ status was accompanied by an evo-
lution in their political prerogatives.11 In each phase, the legal framework 
reforms defined a specific role for local governments, affecting both their 

Figure 3.1. The Parallel Governance Structure Regulating Present-Day Morocco
Source: Authors; adapted from Bergh (2021).
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capacity to act at the local level and their position within the overall admin-
istrative structure of the country.

Promulgated in 1960, the first Municipal Charter introduced mostly 
symbolic decentralization reforms.12 No substantial transfer of compe-
tences was implemented, as initial reforms allocated limited prerogatives 
and financial autonomy to municipalities. Furthermore, local represen-
tatives of the Ministry of the Interior (known as caïds) bore most of the 
authority in managing municipal affairs.13 These caïds oversaw the work 
of elected local councils through the exercise of tutelle (i.e., “guardian-
ship”), limiting the councils’ role to assisting the caïds. In the framework 
of the second Municipal Charter (promulgated in 1976), municipalities 
were granted increased fiscal and political autonomy, being recognized as 
a central unit for social and economic development. The president of the 
council (i.e., the mayor) was given an executive role (previously held by the 
caïd) in the municipality’s management.

Nonetheless, the tutelle by state-appointed officials persisted—
substantially limiting the role of municipalities as providers of community 
services. The 2002 third Municipal Charter further expanded autonomy 
to municipal councils and their presidents, requiring them to develop a 
six-year Municipal Development Plan, outlining municipalities’ develop-
ment priorities in collaboration with local actors. Since 2009, a series of 
laws and regulations have been enacted to improve municipalities’ fiscal 
autonomy.14 Yet, tutelage by state authorities persisted.

Approved in July 2015, Organic Law no. 113–14 defined the scope of 
local democracy in Morocco after the upheavals of 2011.15 However, sub-
stantial changes in municipal prerogatives have been limited. For exam-
ple, the Municipal Development Plan became the Municipal Action Plan, 
reducing the municipalities’ role in formulating and executing develop-
ment plans.16 Moreover, the state’s tutelage of municipal councils was not 
ended, as regime-appointed authorities still need to approve councils’ key 
deliberations.17

Nevertheless, the reformed institutional framework did provide some 
opportunities for citizen and civil society organization roles in local gov-
ernance, including in the development of the Municipal Action Plan and 
the advisory “body of equity, equal opportunities and gender approach” 
(Instance d’Équité, d’Égalité de Chances et d’Approche Genre). The actual scope 
of public engagement in these processes depended on the municipal coun-
cil (or its president), which bore the discretional power to define the selec-
tion criteria and extent to which advice was sought from both mechanisms.

Organic Law no. 113–14 granted an unprecedented opportunity to par-
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ticipate in the process of agenda-setting at the local level through the right 
to petition. This right allowed citizens and associations to add a topic to 
the agenda of the next ordinary session of the municipal council. To pres-
ent a petition to a municipality, citizens had to draft the text and collect 
the required number of signatures.18 Signatures had to be collected on a 
specific form, from citizens of the municipality enrolled on the electoral 
lists. The form also had to include the national identity card numbers of 
all signatories. Petitioners then had to supply hard copies of identity cards 
when they presented the petition to the municipal council.19

Associations were exempted from having to provide the supporters’ sig-
natures but had to comply with specific criteria (i.e., having been legally 
established for at least three years, having established their headquarters 
within municipal borders, having been run democratically, etc.). They also 
had to append a series of legal documents to the petition. This exemption 
was not explicitly stated in Organic Law no. 113–14, but most petitions to 
municipalities were presented through an association to exploit this legal 
loophole. The president of the municipality then decided whether the peti-
tion complied with all the formal criteria; if it did, the topic would be dis-
cussed in the subsequent municipal council meeting.20

3. Who Petitions Municipalities and Why?

Given the novelty of the petitioning instrument in Moroccan politics, the 
extent to which it fostered new modes of engagement with local govern-
ments remains unknown. Preliminary accounts of petitionary experiences 
in municipalities show that exercising the right to petition requires knowl-
edge and resources not equally distributed among Moroccans. In the fol-
lowing sections, we examine these inequalities by focusing on the char-
acteristics of those who exercise the right to petition and the differences 
between municipalities’ capacities to ensure meaningful follow-ups to peti-
tionary initiatives—with particular attention to the urban-rural divide.

Officially, all Moroccan citizens have had the right to petition. This 
right has been granted at the constitutional level (Article 15) and in laws 
regarding national- and local-level implementation. However, in prac-
tice, recurrent limitations have hindered citizens’ effective enjoyment of 
this right. These limitations were fundamentally linked to the inequali-
ties affecting Moroccan society at large, often excluding certain socio-
demographic groups from participating in local governance.

The scholarly literature exploring the influence of inequalities on par-
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ticipation has brought forward substantial evidence that socioeconomic 
status—especially education and income levels—influences the degree of 
civic and political participation.21 Education has been identified as having 
a particularly positive association with all forms of political participation, 
as those who are well educated “are more likely to hold the kinds of jobs 
that yield high levels of income and civic skills; to be politically interested, 
informed and efficacious; and to be located in the social networks through 
which requests for political activity are mediated.”22 Moreover, education 
has also been correlated with the intergenerational transmission of politi-
cal participation levels—educated individuals are not only more likely to 
engage, but are more likely to pass on high levels of education and engage-
ment to their children.23

Income is another key element explaining civic and political partici-
pation levels across individuals. Higher income levels have been linked 
with higher levels of participation, as higher-income individuals have the 
resources (i.e., time and money) required for political action.24 However, 
research has shown that higher-income individuals are also more likely 
to support the status quo, given their higher levels of integration in the 
polity and social networks; they tend to engage in contentious political 
action only when macroeconomic conditions are worsening.25 Finally, this 
body of literature concludes that systemic education and income inequali-
ties intersect with other characteristics, such as gender, race, or ethnicity, 
explaining lower levels of civic and political participation in marginalized 
communities.26

Recent scholarship has also explored the specific impact of new forms of 
participation on civic and political engagement inequality. How new mech-
anisms for citizens’ engagement affect inequalities in participation remains 
an open debate. On one hand, the educational potential of participatory 
mechanisms is associated with increased civic and political engagement—-
e.g., when engaging in novel forms of participation has a spillover effect 
on established forms of engagement, such as participation in elections.27 
On the other hand, new mechanisms for participation increase the cost of 
citizen engagement, potentially furthering exclusion dynamics.28 Citizens 
need to learn how to seize new opportunities for participation, and those 
who already have the tools to participate (e.g., higher income, education) 
are in a privileged position to do so. Indeed, empirical research in the US 
finds that education levels are a key factor in explaining different levels of 
engagement even for emerging forms of participation (namely boycotting, 
signing a petition, and protesting), rendering these novel forms exclusive 
to the highly educated.29
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Importantly, the impact of new forms of participation on gender 
inequalities continues to be debated. Women have recorded higher levels 
of engagement in emerging forms of participation (especially petitions) in 
some contexts due to the multiplication of instances and arenas in which 
women can voice their opinions.30 However, gender inequalities persist 
where the educational gap remains wide and where women feel that they 
are not capable or entitled to participate in politics.31

The literature on the MENA region does not explore this question 
in a comparative perspective, but some observations can be made based 
on the available empirical data.32 The fifth wave of the Arab Barometer 
documents similar inequalities in reported civic engagement: education 
remains key, especially for nonelectoral forms of engagement; levels of 
income above the median are related to signing petitions and participa-
tion in public meetings and peaceful protests, while below-median levels 
of income are related to contentious actions to achieve political goals (such 
as violent protest). Overall, men engage more than women in all forms of 
participation across all countries in the study.33

Even for well-educated citizens, factors may exist that discourage 
engagement in petitions. Some citizens may simply feel they have neither 
the time nor the interest to become civically engaged, while others may 
think their engagement will not bring about change. Further, some citizens 
may fear retaliation for civic engagement from the regime or its agents—
particularly in autocratic settings such as Morocco. Contextual factors 
also matter. Where a citizen lives might affect their propensity to engage. 
Those living in municipalities with a long history of inaction or inadequacy 
in public service provision may remain apathetic toward participation.

Considering these insights, we examine the relationship between the 
right to petition and democratic political participation in Moroccan munic-
ipal governance. We explore two related research questions: (1) Which 
socioeconomic factors most influenced seizing the right to petition? and 
(2) In which contexts were petitions most likely to be implemented by the 
local government? The first question allows us to investigate whether there 
are structural biases to accessing the right to petition, while the second 
question explores the contextual factors that determine the success (i.e., the 
implementation) of petitions in Moroccan municipalities. We argue that 
two levels of inequalities come into play when assessing the democratic 
effectiveness of petitioning: those that exist across different groups of indi-
viduals stemming from the legal requirements of petitioning, and those 
that exist across municipalities rooted in differential access to resources.

Thus, we assess two main hypotheses regarding petitioning in Morocco. 
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Our first is that the legal framework of the right to petition constituted a 
barrier that substantially excluded a large portion of Moroccan citizens. In 
practice, it allowed the right to petition to be seized mainly by educated 
and civically engaged individuals, often from the upper or middle class. 
This created a parallel exclusion of a substantial portion of the popula-
tion who lacked formal education or the financial or social capital to exer-
cise the right. Second, we expect more limited petitioning in rural and 
peripheral municipalities than in urban and central ones. Given the lim-
ited autonomy and inadequate resources for self-governance in rural and 
peripheral municipalities, citizens living in these areas may expect little 
gain from engaging with their municipal councils, and may therefore be 
less motivated to submit petitions.

4. Data and Methods

This chapter draws on long-standing research engagements by both 
authors on local governance, participation, and the study of petitions in 
Morocco. It is based on data collected in December 2018 and between 
August 2020 and May 2021.34 During these fieldwork periods, Colin con-
ducted twenty-six semistructured interviews with petitioners, local civil 
society organization staff, elected officials, civil servants, and personnel of 
national and international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). This 
data is complemented by participant observation of a meeting organized by 
petitioners in a rural municipality and two focus groups.

This chapter also relies on an extensive desk review of reports and news-
paper articles, as well as two datasets collected by the Moroccan Institute 
for Policy Analysis (MIPA) in the framework of a study on social and politi-
cal trust in Morocco.35 The datasets from MIPA comprise two nationwide,  
large-n surveys. The first survey was conducted in October 2019, with 
a sample of 1,000 Moroccan adults (aged eighteen and above), while the 
second survey was conducted in September 2020, with a sample of 1,400 
Moroccan adults. The respondents from both surveys were selected through 
quota sampling to approximate a representative of the Moroccan population 
according to the latest census data.36 However, since the petition question in 
MIPA’s survey included both online petitions and those presented to munici-
palities, the quantitative data will be used to identify which socioeconomic 
variables influenced the general exercise of the right to petition.

The fieldwork focused on collecting data on petitions and included 
observation of an aid project fostering citizens’ participation.37 This proj-
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ect was chosen as a case study because it explicitly included support for 
petitionary initiatives and targeted both rural and urban municipalities in 
three Moroccan provinces (Larache, Al-Hoceima, and Oujda). The data-
collection process also included petitionary experiences in Tangiers and 
Fez, two large and diverse cities. The data for this chapter thus comes from 
a wide variety of settings we believe represent most Moroccans’ experi-
ences with municipal-level petitioning (see table B1 in  appendix B for an 
overview of the data). We anonymize interview data because we recognize 
that we are unable to assess all the ways in which the disclosure of personal 
data may affect the livelihoods of research participants.

Finally, we note that our research suffers from the fact that there is no 
official, publicly available list of all petitionary initiatives. Data on institu-
tional petitions should be published on a dedicated web portal; however, 
at the time of our research, this portal only provided information aggre-
gated at the national level.38 Therefore, we could not conduct a compre-
hensive analysis of all petitionary instances using official data. However, 
self-reported instances of petitioning in the MIPA surveys provided an 
overall picture of Moroccan citizens’ attitudes. The findings on petitions 
at the local government level reported here thus rely on data triangulation 
between published and unpublished documentation, accounts of those who 
worked with petitioners, and petitioners themselves.

5. Who Petitions?

We use fieldwork data to explore the effects of individual and contextual 
characteristics on presenting a petition to a municipality in Morocco. Spe-
cifically, we aim to provide data to test our first hypothesis—that the legal 
framework regulating institutional petitions created a barrier that de facto 
excludes those with limited education and resources from engaging in local 
governance through petitions.

The data provided by MIPA suggests that between 12 and 13 percent 
of Moroccans participated in the presentation of a petition (see table 3.1). 
Given the onerous demands of the petition process, these participation 
rates were relatively high. According to the World Values Survey, rates of 
signing a petition are lower across the MENA region, with only 6 percent 
of Egyptians and Tunisians, 7 percent of Jordanians, and 11 percent of 
Lebanese and Iraqis reporting having done so.39 By contrast, rates in more 
established democracies like the United States and Sweden are 60 percent 
or higher.
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However, it is necessary to break down this data according to various 
societal groups to understand potential political inequalities. Therefore, 
using the MIPA surveys, we considered the sociodemographic characteris-
tics of Moroccans who reported having exercised their right to petition in 
the past. Table 3.2 presents the breakdown of the socioeconomic features 
of the respondents.

The difference between rural and urban municipalities is evident from 
table 3.2. The overwhelming majority (more than 80%) of respondents 
who engaged with petitions lived in urban areas. This finding might be 
explained by the socioeconomic differences noted above. Indeed, official 
census data shows that average education and income levels were lower in 
rural municipalities than in urban ones.40 Specifically, 51% of Moroccans 
living in rural areas have not received any formal education, and only 2% 
attended higher education institutions, compared to 37% and 9%, respec-
tively, of the urban population. The urban-rural divide is also evident in 
income levels, as the wealthiest 10% of urban residents had an annual aver-
age revenue 72% higher than the wealthiest 10% of rural residents.41

Official statistics align with the data collected by MIPA. Sixty-four per-
cent of rural respondents lived on an average monthly household income 
below 3,000 Moroccan dirhams (MAD)—approximately US$325—
compared to 19% of urban respondents. In urban areas, 54% of respon-
dents had an average household monthly income above 8,000 MAD 
(around US$870), with this rate dropping to 9% for respondents from 
rural municipalities. Furthermore, 30% of the surveyed population living 
in rural areas had no formal education, while that rate was 4% for urban 
areas. Only 41% of respondents in rural areas had attained a high-school-
level education or higher, compared to 90% of respondents living in urban 
municipalities.

Given that the question on petitioning employed a binary response, we 
conducted a logistic regression to see which factors most influenced par-

TABLE 3.1. Rates of Participation in the Presentation of a Petition

Have you ever participated in the presentation of a petition (online or in person)?

Response

2019 (n = 1,000) 2020 (n = 1,400)

Count % Count %

Yes 133 13% 163 12%
No 839 84% 1,235 88%
I don’t know/Refuse 28 3% 2 0.1%

Source: Authors’ compilation from MIPA datasets (2019, 2020).



2RPP

	 Citizen Petitions to Moroccan Municipalities: A Case of Unequal Inclusion?	 103

ticipation in a petition.42 The analysis was conducted on all survey respon-
dents, testing which variables were associated with a positive answer. Table 
3.3 presents our findings.

The regression results indicate that those with higher household 
incomes and those living in urban settings were significantly more likely to 
petition than those with the lowest household incomes and those in rural 
areas. These results are robust; going from the lowest to the highest aver-
age monthly household income raised the logarithmic odds of petitioning 
by 1.35 in 2019 and 1.94 in 2020 (p < 0.01). Residing in urban areas also 
proved to be a deciding factor leading to petition, as logarithmic odds of 
petitioning increased by 0.81 in 2019 and by 0.54 in 2020 (p < 0.05) for 
urban residents. The strength of the correlation is also evident from the 
repetition of this outcome in both years.

The ways that socioeconomic factors influence civic and political partic-
ipation have been widely studied in academic literature, as discussed above. 
The statistical analysis of MIPA’s datasets further supports the hypothesis 

TABLE 3.2. Features of the Respondents Who Stated They Participated in 
Presenting a Petition

Features of the respondents who said they participated in the presentation of a petition

Features

2019 (n = 133) 2020 (n = 163)

Count % Count %

Sex   
Male 77 58% 79 49%
Female 56 42% 84 52%

Level of education  
No formal education 5 4% 5 3%
Primary school 8 6% 12 7%
High school 36 27% 61 37%
University 45 34% 70 43%
Masters and above 39 29% 15 9%

Average household income   
Below 3,000 MAD 11 83% 22 14%
Between 3,000 and 8,000 MAD 37 28% 74 45%
Above 8,001 MAD 78 59% 59 36%
Refuse to answer 7 5% 8 5%

Area of residence  
Urban 115 87% 134 82%
Rural 18 14% 29 18%

Source: Authors’ compilation from MIPA datasets (2019, 2020).
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that individuals with certain characteristics (especially higher income and 
living in urban areas) are more likely to petition. These findings align with 
our fieldwork interviews and observations, clearly suggesting that these 
disparities directly influence the capacity to exercise the right to peti-
tion. Indeed, the petitioners must cover all costs incurred while preparing 
the petition—including time costs, such as copying signatories’ ID cards, 
checking whether they are enrolled on electoral lists, and transportation 
costs to attend meetings. Thus, having limited financial resources reduces 
the ability to exercise this right, as those who do not have the financial 
means to launch a petition are unlikely to do so.

Data collected through interviews and observation clearly indicated 
that educational level may constitute a barrier. To submit a petition, citi-
zens first need to know that the right to petition exists; second, they must 
understand how to exercise it in the administratively correct way. This 
necessitates a certain level of education and availability of resources. More-
over, administrative support is often needed to prepare the legal documents 
and navigate the formal procedure for submission. 

TABLE 3.3. Predictors of Petitioning

Variables 2019 2020

Female -0.290
(0.206)

0.197
(0.183)

Age 0.0138*
(0.00827)

-0.00776
(0.00874)

Urban 0.812**
(0.331)

0.542**
(0.249)

Primary school 0.475
(0.640)

-0.0909
(0.566)

Middle/high school 0.694
(0.595)

0.387
(0.532)

University 0.312
(0.625)

0.500
(0.562)

Masters’ and above 1.168*
(0.647)

0.198
(0.652)

Between 3,000 and 8,000 MAD 1.263***
(0.387)

0.649**
(0.273)

Above 8,001 MAD 1.348***
(0.414)

1.939***
(0.319)

Constant -4.477***
(0.708)

-3.241***
(0.659)

Observations 904 1248

Standard errors in parentheses.
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.
Source: Kristen Kao and authors; data from MIPA (2019, 2020).
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In this framework, relatively high illiteracy rates (32% nationally—23% 
in urban areas and 48% in rural areas) potentially excluded a large segment 
of the population. Indeed, the greatest barrier seems to have been lack of 
education. As one NGO representative explains:

AO.T.: [. . .] I think that the biggest obstacle to participation is lit-
eracy. [. . .] Essentially, if a person cannot read and cannot write, it 
will be impossible to present a petition[. . .]. We can find a solution 
to every issue [e.g., lack of financial resources]; there is always a 
way in which we can overcome a problem which is an obstacle to 
participation, but when a person is illiterate, there is nothing we 
can do.43

In short, submitting a petition requires a clear understanding of the 
legal requirements, the ability to draft the petition text, and the capacity to 
mobilize fellow citizens. Following the submission, citizens need to have 
the competency to sustain an advocacy campaign targeted at the municipal 
council to ensure that the petition is accepted and properly implemented. 
In cases where citizens lack the expertise to manage the whole petition-
ary process, training is required to reinforce their capacity. Unfortunately, 
such training is not widely available and mostly depends on the support of 
international donors.

In fact, a diverse set of international actors (including the United States 
Agency for International Development [USAID], the European Union 
[EU], the World Bank, bilateral-cooperation organizations, and interna-
tional nongovernmental organizations [INGOs]) have developed programs 
to engage with the right to petition. For instance, Counterpart Interna-
tional (with USAID funding) developed a program to strengthen Moroc-
can civil society. It supported the General Directorate of Local Govern-
ments in delivering training and producing manuals for local governments 
on managing submitted petitions.44

Counterpart International also engaged with local civil society actors 
to support projects, including presenting the petition. Similarly, Oxfam 
and Movimiento por la Paz (MPDL) have been working since 2015 (with 
funding from the Spanish cooperation agency, Agencia Española de Coop-
eración Internacional para el Desarrollo [AECID]) to support democratic 
processes in Morocco with activities that explicitly aim at submitting peti-
tions to rural and urban municipalities. Among other actions, they trained 
citizens and civil society actors in urban and rural municipalities on how 
to present a petition and worked to produce practical guides. The support 
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provided through these projects has played a crucial role in disseminating 
the skills needed to exercise this right. As an illustrative example, more 
than 120 petitions (out of the total 212) have been presented within the 
framework of the EU-funded program “Mouchakara Mouwatina” alone, 
which lasted from 2018 to mid-2021.45 The relative lack of petitionary ini-
tiatives that did not benefit from internationally provided training supports 
the impression that petitions were not an instrument the broader citizenry 
could easily access.

Moreover, these donor-funded projects have had a limited scope. The 
specific geographical focus of each donor (for example, Spanish aid mostly 
focuses on northern regions) determined the area targeted for an action, and 
thus which citizens would receive training. Marginalized and/or peripheral 
municipalities were also less likely to be included in donors’ activities due 
to logistical obstacles (e.g., difficulties in accessing by road, distance from 
main cities with convenient accommodation, and meeting-venue options), 
reinforcing the exclusion of those municipalities. The role of international 
donors in the diffusion of participatory practices in Morocco has already 
been acknowledged.46 However, based on our data, we believe the donors’ 
training and support activities on the right to petition may also have per-
petuated inequalities in democratic participation.

The factors affecting citizens’ abilities to utilize the right to petition 
play out differently in rural and urban municipalities. However, as we will 
discuss in the next section, such divergences might relate not only to citi-
zens’ abilities to petition but also to the actual capacity of the targeted 
municipality to respond to the demands raised. If municipalities cannot 
follow up on citizen requests for change due to a lack of resources and 
prerogatives, citizens may become apathetic and simply choose to exit poli-
tics. Although we do not provide direct evidence of this potentially nega-
tive effect of the petitioning process, we believe it is important to draw 
attention to it for policymakers and stakeholders alike seeking to promote 
greater participatory democracy in Morocco.

6. Beyond the Citizens: Municipalities’ Capacity to Deal with Petitions

There are significant differences in how municipalities have dealt with 
citizens’ petitions. As explained above, once the petition was submitted, 
its compliance with the legislative framework was assessed; if successful, 
the initiative was included on the agenda of the following council meet-
ing, and eventually, policy action could follow. Our second hypothesis is 
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that citizens were more likely to submit petitions in urban municipalities 
than in rural ones, given their more limited autonomy, prerogatives, self-
governance resources, and implementation issues.

Before discussing structural issues for using petitions, we need to 
acknowledge the role of local councillors. They were the gatekeepers of 
the petition system and could block proposals even before they came to be 
considered by the full council. They could justify blocking consideration 
of a petition by rigidly applying the formal criteria governing the submis-
sion process—for instance, blocking the cultural initiative of an association 
whose stated goal was to promote physical education simply because such 
an initiative did not feature in the association’s stated mission.47 Likewise, 
petitions could be obstructed by referring to a conflict of competences—
for example, a municipal council rejected a petition against the unlicensed 
occupation of public space by businesses on the grounds that addressing 
this issue was the exclusive prerogative of the president (mayor) of the 
municipality.48 Given the municipal councils’ wide margin for discretion-
ary (and sometimes seemingly arbitrary) decisions, the nature of relations 
between councillors, and their relationships with specific stakeholders in 
local civil society, also affected the use and outcome of petitions.

However, municipal budgets were arguably the most important limita-
tion affecting petitioning. Municipal budgets largely depended on central 
government transfers (53% on average, increasing to 70% for rural munic-
ipalities) and were insufficient for the development of service delivery 
infrastructure and equipment.49 Rural municipalities only accounted for 
20% of the total local government expenditures in Morocco, while the 
urban municipalities’ share was more than 50%. This, combined with their 
limited revenue-generating capacity, meant that rural municipalities had 
very limited capacity to implement new projects.50 

Rural municipalities were again at a disadvantage, as most petitions pre-
sented in these municipalities concerned infrastructure development and 
public service delivery. For instance, it was common that petitions pre-
sented in rural municipalities demanded the creation (or improvement) of 
roads connecting villages. The substantial funds necessary to implement 
these projects were often beyond the scale of rural municipalities’ bud-
gets. So even if a petition was successful (i.e., on the agenda of a local 
council meeting), rural municipalities rarely had the financial resources to 
respond to its demands. Local authorities had to partner with other levels 
of the administration (the province or prefecture, region, deconcentrated 
authorities, and/or state representatives) or an international donor to gain 
the funding needed to implement the petitionary initiative.
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Several interviewees reflected on the difficulties for rural municipalities 
to respond to petitions. A member of an advisory body to a rural munici-
pality explained,

SH: [. . .] the issue is that the council has some obstacles to take into 
consideration the needs of its inhabitants; for instance, during sum-
mer when residents don’t have [access to] water, there is the need 
to lay pipes or dig a well and ensure their maintenance [.  .  .] this 
demands a lot of money that the municipality cannot commit. It 
has only the money of the VAT [central-government transfers based 
on value-added tax revenues] or of partnerships [with NGOs and 
donors][. . .]. Citizens do not understand; they only see that there is 
no water and that the municipality doesn’t do their job, even if it’s 
more complicated. Meeting this need demands a lot of know-how 
and material resources.51

A petition that demanded sanitation for a rural municipality’s water 
table provides another example. After its formal acceptance, the petition’s 
implementation required a preliminary study to assess the extent of the 
intervention and its cost. However, the municipality did not have the finan-
cial capacity to carry out either the preliminary study or the intervention 
itself. In the words of one of the petitioners: “The council developed a 
sanitation project for our municipality, [but] the council needs a period of 
two years to mobilize the resources.”52

Urban municipalities, on the other hand, were better placed to respond 
to petitions. Petitions presented in urban municipalities often called for 
less resource-intensive public goods, such as establishing specific advisory 
bodies and participatory budgets or regulating public space occupied by 
cafes and shops. Moreover, they often received more support from interna-
tional donors. The case of the World Bank’s program to promote territorial 
development by strengthening municipal governance is illustrative. The 
project focused on municipalities with over 50,000 inhabitants, and more 
than 80 percent of the municipalities in this program were urban.53 How-
ever, international aid may also have had a distorting effect, in that some 
municipalities may have conditioned their engagement with participatory 
mechanisms on the availability of such aid—as happened with some par-
ticipatory budgeting initiatives in Morocco.54

Indeed, international aid may have influenced municipalities’ responses 
to petitions more generally. For instance, even municipalities that could 
afford to address petitions may have chosen not to do so, preferring to wait 
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for international aid to become available. Our fieldwork found that a suc-
cessful petition by one local branch of an NGO demanding the develop-
ment of an alternative waste-management policy in a large urban munici-
pality had yet to be implemented because the municipality was waiting for 
international financial support to avoid having to use its own funds. There 
was a precedent of reliance on international aid—the same demand for a 
waste-management policy was addressed in a different urban municipal-
ity, thanks to a partnership with the German Development Cooperation 
Agency (the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit 
[GIZ]). This trend seemed likely to continue. For example, the new itera-
tion of Oxfam and MPDL’s project to support citizens’ democratic par-
ticipation in Morocco also included funds to support municipalities imple-
menting the petitions presented within the framework of this project.55

Such partnerships contribute to the implementation of projects devel-
oped through petitions, but they also foster a systematic, municipal-level 
dependence on the other levels of administration and/or international 
donors—especially for funding. Municipalities’ fiscal independence has 
improved over the years, but at the time of writing, they were still far 
from being able to autonomously handle citizens’ demands for good local 
governance.56

Indeed, the principle of subsidiarity should allow other levels of gov-
ernance (usually the province or prefecture, but also the regional council 
or other state institutions) to contribute to municipalities’ budgets where 
needed.57 However, although this principle has been identified as a key 
opportunity for many rural municipalities to implement petitions related 
to infrastructure and other costly interventions, it seems that collaboration 
between different levels of governance has rarely occurred.58

7. Conclusion

This chapter set out to take stock of Morocco’s experience with local peti-
tions since the passing of the relevant legal framework in 2015. It started 
by briefly reviewing the increasing role of municipalities in local gover-
nance over time, noting that this increase had not been matched by a cor-
responding growth in financial and political autonomy. However, impor-
tant new avenues for institutional participation in local governance have 
opened—including the right to petition, granting citizens and associations 
the opportunity to add topics to municipal council agendas.

Based on (limited) statistical data and multisite, qualitative fieldwork 
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spanning two and a half years, we found that the legal requirements of the 
right to the petition, as well as sociodemographic features of the popu-
lation, limited institutional inclusion in local governance to educated, 
engaged, and often urban middle-class citizens. We also found that even 
if a petition was successful, budgetary and infrastructural constraints could 
jeopardize its policy outcome. Municipalities often lacked the fiscal auton-
omy to implement projects and had to rely on other funding sources.

We further observed that international donor projects substantially 
affected the exercise of the right to petition. In their absence, a significant 
share of the population was effectively excluded as, even if they wanted 
to participate, they lacked the means and know-how to exercise the right 
to petition. We found that rural municipalities were disproportionally 
affected by these limitations; citizens in rural areas had lower levels of 
education and resources, practically limiting their capacity to petition, 
and their more pronounced lack of fiscal autonomy, lesser access to donor 
funding, and limited self-governance fundamentally obstructed the suc-
cessful implementation of petitions. Ultimately, this sheds light on the key 
role of individual- and community-level factors in exercising the right to 
petition. Similar to the influence of marginalization on individual prefer-
ences for mosque-based services in Tunisia (see Brooke and Komer in this 
volume), individual socioeconomic factors and type of municipality consid-
erably influenced the exercise of the right to petition.

We conclude that substantial barriers rendered petitions a privilege 
limited to a particular segment of Moroccan society. Indeed, our findings 
confirm the argument made in the scholarly literature on civic engagement 
more generally: systematic inequalities and exclusion reproduce uneven 
access to participatory institutions.59 Based on our case studies, we observed 
that exercising the right to petition is often limited to educated, urban, 
middle-class populations who may already have been active in local civil 
society. Unequal access to participatory mechanisms, such as the right to 
petition, reinforced the same inequalities that participation was supposed 
to address; those who could not exercise the right to petition were further 
excluded from local governance.60 As demonstrated in Kherigi’s chapter in 
this volume, decentralization reforms are far from neutral. The regulatory 
framework defining the right to petition and municipal responses is key in 
determining who can and will participate. In the case of petitions, too, the 
discretionary power left to municipalities to implement petitions allows 
those in power to exploit decentralization’s gray areas.

Hence, our outlook is rather bleak: if municipalities lack the political 
autonomy and financial capacity to engage with submitted petitions, the 
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efforts of citizens who engage with local governance are wasted. In this 
chapter, we have shown that petitioning, in terms of both who can most 
easily exercise the right and who can have a successful petition imple-
mented, favored certain population groups—urban, educated, and wealthy 
citizens. In addition, we believe the Moroccan regime may have been using 
the right to petition as a mechanism to channel citizens’ demands into pro-
cedural and drawn-out processes that allow citizens to present issues to the 
municipal council while disassociating them from the discussion of (and 
decisions over) solutions to such issues. This situation draws into question 
the extent to which citizens can be included in local governance, and points 
to the danger that petitions might lead to increased levels of apathy among 
citizens. Therefore, we suggest that the credible institutionalization of 
local-level participatory policies must be accompanied by a concrete devo-
lution of political and financial autonomy to local government.
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FOUR

Local Elections and Service Provision 
under Lebanon’s Postwar Party Cartel

Christiana Parreira

1. Introduction

In the aftermath of civil war, empowerment of local political institutions is 
often framed as an effective way to promote democratic accountability and 
improve the quality of governance. Scholars and policymakers highlight 
the need to reinstitute free and fair elections at the local level following 
conflict.1 Others show that the devolution of basic social service provision 
to the local level can improve governance quality in contexts where the 
central state has previously broken down or been subverted by private pro-
viders of order.2 Together, local elections and policymaking can promote a 
new postconflict equilibrium where citizens participate in the reestablish-
ment of everyday democratic governance.3

In many settings, however, local political institutions are associated 
with authoritarian durability, suggesting they do not act as a panacea for 
troublesome governing contexts. For example, under single-party rule in 
Mexico, the governing party selectively distributed funding for service 
provision to loyal local governments and denied them elsewhere to pun-
ish electoral opposition.4 As Sosnowski argues in this volume, the Syr-
ian regime has used similar strategies to punish localities that supported 
the opposition. Further, the Moroccan case illustrates how the pursuit of 
decentralization can be a strategy to co-opt opposition parties and broaden 
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the regime’s support base.5 Even in electoral democracies, devolution of 
governance is often associated with clientelism and the creation of sub-
national authoritarian enclaves, thereby decreasing elite accountability in 
subsequent electoral cycles.6 The wide range of outcomes associated with 
decentralization and local governance, irrespective of regime type, suggests 
that specific institutional features of center-local relations—rather than the 
mere presence of democratically elected local leaders—must be taken into 
consideration.

Lebanon is a postconflict state, where democratic local elections and 
the devolution of governance responsibilities coincided with a poor gov-
ernance track record. At the same time, electoral opposition to Lebanon’s 
small set of governing parties—what I characterize as a “party cartel”—has 
been very limited since the end of the civil war in 1990.7 Prior explana-
tions of poor governance in Lebanon focus on the prevalence of clien-
telism as an alternative to programmatic spending, on the country’s ethnic 
diversity, or on the tendency of consociational power-sharing institutions 
to heighten elite gridlock.8 By contrast, this chapter argues that the long-
standing institutions that delimit the relationship between central and local 
authorities have handicapped electoral opposition at its local roots. Within 
this system, party-cartel-affiliated local governments have been given the 
resources necessary to govern, while opposition areas have not.

This chapter presents empirical evidence supporting this argument. 
It shows that a core component of the party cartel’s strategy has been to 
selectively reward local electoral strongholds with access to basic gover-
nance goods. Local elites who opposed the party cartel were not afforded 
these privileges, and thus, electoral opposition was hampered and became 
increasingly limited over time. As a result, in practice Lebanon’s multiparty, 
procedural democracy came to function as an electoral autocracy.

This chapter has important implications for scholars of postconflict 
state-building, particularly in places where transitions out of conflict 
involve some sort of elite pact. In these contexts, local elections are quite 
susceptible to elite capture. Though drawn from a democratic context, 
the argument presented in this chapter also applies to other polities in 
the post-Ottoman sphere, where legacies of heavy central state control 
over local authorities remain intact. This form of deconcentrated but not 
fully decentralized governance is common throughout the region and has 
played an understudied role in regime durability.9 In this sense, although 
Lebanon is often exceptionalized in studies of the Middle East due to the 
uniqueness of its consociational, national-level democratic institutions, its 
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local political landscape is comparable to those of other regional states and 
should be further considered for comparative analysis.

The chapter also speaks to core debates in the comparative politics 
literature over how ethnic identity affects governance quality and politi-
cal stability. Counter to the prevailing narrative, the chapter suggests that 
interethnic cooperation, not only conflict, plays a crucial role in postconflict 
polities where ethnic identity predominates. Additionally, the chapter’s 
findings are relevant to scholars of ethnic consociationalism, including 
power-sharing arrangements implemented after a civil war. While some 
consociational societies are well-governed, the Lebanese case highlights 
how certain institutional arrangements pair particularly poorly with ethnic 
power-sharing. Specifically, heavily centralized authority over local gov-
ernments in Lebanon has compounded the tendency of consociationalism 
to produce “elite cartels” that have pernicious effects on governance.10

This chapter proceeds in three parts. The first section outlines how 
legacies of state-building in Lebanon during the late Ottoman and early 
independence eras shaped ties between the central and local levels of gov-
ernment. This led to many responsibilities being conferred onto local gov-
ernments. Next, the chapter charts the evolution of elite strategies after the 
Lebanese Civil War (1975–90). In the war’s aftermath, a cohesive party car-
tel comprised of several parties formed, initially intended to prevent future 
violence. However, over time, it evolved to exclude outside electoral chal-
lengers, much like an economic cartel. The third section presents evidence 
from two original surveys showing that Lebanon’s key parties competed 
in local elections in the postwar era as a united cartel, forming alliances 
and largely avoiding competition, despite different policy preferences. The 
chapter then shows that local-level party cartel control is associated with 
higher-quality governance. Finally, the chapter concludes by discussing the 
implications of these findings for the viability of electoral opposition in 
Lebanon.

2. Local Governance in Lebanon before and after the Civil War

Local municipal councils in Lebanon were initially conceived in 1861 
following an outbreak of violence in the broader Levant.11 During the 
remainder of the Tanzimat (1839–1876), a series of reforms produced a 
contractual relationship between Ottoman central authorities and local 
elected councillors. Central elites provided the resources necessary for 
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local councillors—largely drawn from the landed elite and heads of fami-
lies—to reinforce their societal dominance. In return, councillors assured 
local order, settled communal disputes, and provided information to cen-
tral elites as necessary.

Two trends subsequently unfolded as Ottoman rule gave way to the 
French mandate (1923–1946) and early independence eras. First, prominent 
clan-based elites in the regional urban centers of Tripoli, Sidon, Jounieh, 
Baalbek, and elsewhere consolidated control over municipal governments 
and their attendant fiscal resources, allotted via the central state.12 Second, 
legislation further expanded municipal responsibilities from 1922 through 
the tenure of Fouad Chehab (1958–64), during which time the number of 
new municipalities grew exponentially.13

By the Chehabist era, municipal councillors maintained chief responsi-
bility for everyday governance—no small task in rapidly urbanizing areas 
like Tripoli or Baalbek. Yet the central state’s ability to fund and implement 
larger-scale development projects remained heavily vested. Therefore, 
MPs and government members in Beirut were able to dictate the terms by 
which Lebanon’s periphery was governed—an institutional arrangement 
similar to the contemporary one this chapter later describes.

However, the key difference between pre– and post–civil war cen-
tral control over municipalities lies in the degree of central coordination 
of governance strategies. While MPs and ministers forged ties with the 
local governments of their respective hometowns, they rarely intervened 
in the governance of areas outside their narrow personal purview and the 
capital, Beirut. National parties and factions, such as the Kataeb Party, the 
Progressive Socialist Party, and the National Bloc, did not coordinate to 
systematically compete across municipal elections.14 In summary, central 
elites’ interventions in local affairs were rarely orchestrated in coordina-
tion with one another or across multiple municipalities as part of an over-
arching strategy.

Center-local relations rapidly changed following the start of civil con-
flict in Lebanon in 1975. Following a brief cessation of conflict in 1977, the 
central state passed two key laws expanding the scope of municipal respon-
sibilities and formalizing regular financial transfers from the newly created 
Independent Municipal Fund. The first piece of legislation (Decree-Law 
118 of 1977) broadened both the range of duties for which municipalities 
held sole responsibility and the duties they managed alongside the cen-
tral state. The second piece of legislation (Decree-Law 1917 of 1979) cre-
ated an autonomous municipal fund to be dispersed by the central state 
to local governments. Though renewed violent conflict in 1979 prevented 
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the enactment of both laws for several decades, these laws formed the legal 
foundation of center-local ties in the postwar (1990–present) era.

When the war resumed in 1979, municipalities were entirely unteth-
ered from the central state. Lacking requisite aid from the center, munici-
palities either ceased functioning or kept going by other means. Various 
municipalities continued to operate via the beneficence of wealthy locals 
or, in some cases, via newly created parties and militia groups.15 This patch-
work of informal local order remained in place until the end of the conflict 
in 1989.

Lebanon’s war-ending Ta’if Agreement (1989) is frequently charac-
terized as having instituted a “no victor, no vanquished” policy, whereby 
nascent militias-turned-political-parties were granted immunity for their 
war-era activities.16 In reality, the agreement’s enactment under Syrian aus-
pices entailed clear winners and losers. During the Syrian occupation era, 
which lasted until 2005, coalitions were formed, comprising most other 
political factions, along with various independent elites who were largely 
allied with the Syrian regime. After 2005, formerly excluded parties were 
reintegrated into the national government, coalescing into a stable “party 
cartel” of six key parties.17 With minor exceptions, these parties formed 
national unity governments thereafter.

Crucially, Lebanon’s postwar party cartel system extended to the local 
level as well. Lebanon’s major governing parties competed in national elec-
tions, often fiercely, but have usually agreed to unity governments. How-
ever, parties formed a series of electoral alliances, virtually eradicating 
interparty competition at the local level. For example, Hezbollah and the 
Amal Movement, two parties that draw predominantly Shia Muslim sup-
port, agreed to a formal electoral alliance in 2004 that extended to the 
municipal level. The two major Christian parties, the Lebanese Forces and 
Free Patriotic Movement, agreed to a similar municipal alliance as part of 
the Maarab Agreement (2016). Alliances were also forged between parties 
of different ethnic identities. In diverse locales like Beirut, all or almost all 
the major party cartel members have formed joint electoral lists against 
“independent” or, by 2016, “opposition” lists, even though these parties 
maintain conflicting policy stances.18

On paper, center-local relations in Lebanon were not fundamentally 
altered after the civil war. Per the legislation from 1977 and 1979, along 
with supplementary legislation, municipalities received regular transfers 
from the central government and were required to seek its permission 
for any development work above a low, nominal threshold, varying by 
municipal size. The approval process usually went as follows. A municipal 
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council first proposed a general plan and funding structure, which must 
be approved by the Ministries of Interior and Municipalities (MOIM) and 
Finance (MOF). Next, the MOIM and MOF designated one or more other 
ministries to review the plans pertaining to specific sectors. For example, 
plans for a new landfill facility usually required review from the Ministries 
of Environment and Public Works. Finally, once the nature of the project 
was agreed on, contract bidding (if relevant) would be handled by either 
the Office of the Minister of State Administrative Reform or the Council 
for Development and Reconstruction.

In the postwar era, Lebanese ministerial leadership has been roughly 
allocated based on party vote shares in national elections. In most post-
2005 cabinets, parties in the cartel were represented through ministerial 
leadership at some stage in the approval process for local government 
work. In other words, municipal work would probably involve a party car-
tel member at some point, and a municipality’s collective requests to the 
central government (over a six-year term) would probably involve mostly 
or exclusively party cartel members.

As a result, the party cartel maintained heavily centralized control over 
the resources necessary for local authorities to perform everyday gover-
nance tasks. These resources were not only financial but also bureaucratic—
even if they independently raised the necessary funding, municipalities 
needed permission from the central state when any work exceeds a low 
financial threshold. Bureaucratic authority was granted, or not granted, 
at the near-total discretion of ministerial leadership.19 As one municipal 
councillor said, “If you do not have the parties’ support, any little thing will 
delay a project. It just takes one person being told not to sign a document, 
to delay, to put some roadblocks up against an idea. And then it does not 
get done.”20

This chapter presents two key pieces of evidence related to Lebanon’s 
postwar party cartel. First, it provides novel descriptive evidence that Leb-
anon’s party cartel functioned as a cohesive regime in local elections. Second, 
it shows that party cartel control is positively linked to the quality of local 
governance goods, particularly public or quasipublic goods that are less effi-
ciently targeted at specific individuals.

3. Theorizing Lebanon’s Predatory Governance System

Postwar Lebanon has performed exceptionally poorly in providing basic 
social services. Before its 2019 economic crisis, Lebanon was an upper-
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middle-income country, with its infrastructure ranked 113th out of 137 
countries.21 Around this time, however, the quality of electricity provision 
ranked fourth worst in the world, and Lebanese citizens consistently paid 
monopoly prices for additional electricity via private generators during fre-
quent blackouts.22 Public water provision was similarly inadequate.23 Like-
wise, healthcare was largely privatized and often only accessible through 
partisan connections.24

Poor service provision in Lebanon has also been coupled with high lev-
els of elite predation. The country maintained the third-highest debt-to-
GDP ratio in the world by 2018.25 Scholars have documented how incum-
bent elites’ siphoning of state resources has led to excessive spending, with 
minimal benefits conferred on the Lebanese people.26 To that point, a sur-
vey indicated that 99 percent of Lebanon’s population believed elite cor-
ruption to be a pervasive problem.27

The simultaneous stability of Lebanon’s postwar party system—
specifically, the total lack of new party entry—is even more surprising given 
the tendency of unconsolidated and/or postconflict contexts to produce 
high levels of elite turnover and unstable party systems.28 The emergence 
of moderately stable multiparty systems in such contexts is often heralded 
as reassurance against the possibility of future violence or autocratization.29 
On the other hand, strong parties alone do not promote postconflict dem-
ocratic practices: transitions out of conflict can also give rise to single-party 
hegemony at both local and national levels.30

The Lebanese case does not fit cleanly into such characterizations. 
Lebanon’s postwar party cartel was strong in that members, as of the 2018 
MP elections, were not fundamentally challenged by outside party com-
petitors, winning most of the national and local races. Yet parties within the 
cartel were not different faces of the same coin. They competed in national 
elections within two broader umbrella factions—the March 14 Coalition 
and the March 8 Coalition—and were ideologically opposed on numerous 
issues. They also represented different ethnic constituencies. Given these 
distinctions, their local- and national-level cartel behavior deserves a fram-
ing distinct from those generally associated with either democratic party 
systems or single-party autocracies.

Party cartel systems have emerged in various developing contexts, 
including Bolivia and Indonesia, almost always after civil conflict and/or 
regime change. Such collusion is often justified to the public, sometimes 
via a formal elite settlement, as safeguarding against the threat of future 
violence and state breakdown. Such agreements, in theory, lengthen elite 
time horizons by guaranteeing major players a seat at the table, limiting 
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incentives to defect and engage in antisystemic political action.31 That said, 
party cartel systems limit the accountability-enhancing effects of electoral 
competition, essentially narrowing the voters’ choice set to one cohesive 
faction. As a result, party cartel systems tend to produce regressive policy-
making, particularly welfare-state retrenchment and elite rent-seeking.32 
In some cases, party cartel systems have quickly plummeted in popularity 
and been ousted from power within a few electoral cycles.33

How did Lebanon’s party cartel system remain in power? Existing 
scholarship identifies three key factors with applications to various other 
postconflict and/or diverse contexts. These are (a) civil war–induced incen-
tives for elite predation and rent-seeking, (b) consociational power-sharing 
institutions, and (c) how diversity impedes voter coordination against 
extant elites and fosters patron-clientelism. This chapter discusses each of 
these explanations in turn, highlighting their validity while also arguing 
that they do not completely explain the Lebanese experience.

Scholars show that legacies of violence can lead to predatory elite 
behavior. The threat of future violence shortens elite time horizons and 
encourages short-term rent-seeking.34 Excessive state predation is, theo-
retically, a suboptimal behavior, even for elites themselves—who, in failing 
to invest in their populations, rob themselves of future taxation revenue. 
However, this is only true if the elites see the existence of the state and 
their roles in it as stable.35 Indeed, as previously mentioned, the danger 
of elite uncertainty is one of the reasons why international observers have 
lauded power-sharing arrangements like Lebanon’s.

This chapter argues and empirically demonstrates that this theoretical 
framework is less appropriate for the Lebanese case. Either Lebanon’s elite 
have been so fractious that they loot the state instead of cooperating, or 
they actively cooperate to engage in predation; however, these mechanisms 
are at odds with one another. Evidence presented in this chapter points to 
the latter collusive behavior by demonstrating that elites in Lebanon have 
actively cooperated in political competition, even at the local level, and 
have predictably attained power where they do so. If this is true, theories 
linking the lack of elite cooperation to Lebanon’s current deleterious state 
should be called into question.

Extensive scholarly literature also investigates how consociational 
systems based on elite power-sharing hinder or enable certain types of 
predatory elite behavior. Some scholars argue that consociationalism, if 
implemented correctly and without pernicious foreign influence, enhances 
the representational aspects of electoral democracy and reassures against 
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minoritarian rule.36 For reasons already discussed, power-sharing is often 
promoted in post–civil war pacts between elites representing different 
groups.37 On the other hand, consociationalism definitionally promotes 
the formation of an “oversize coalition,” limiting competition along eth-
nic or confessional lines.38 In other words, some degree of cartelization 
is usually guaranteed through consociational formulas, particularly at the 
national level.

With that said, consociationalism is not deterministically responsible 
for the formation of Lebanon’s postwar party cartel. Lebanon’s consocia-
tional formula has not limited competition within ethnic groups or the for-
mation of a government comprising only some parties or factions from said 
groups. Additionally, consociationalism dictated nothing about the terms 
of competition or representation at the local (i.e., municipal) level. Council-
lors have been elected on a simple, majoritarian basis, with open-list voting 
and no ethnic quotas—most Lebanese municipalities are ethnically homo-
geneous.39 In other words, party cartel collusion in local electoral competi-
tion has been a product of elite strategy, not consociationalism.

Finally, scholars argue that diversity (power-sharing aside) can impede 
voters’ efforts to coordinate around electoral alternatives to incumbent 
elites.40 In Lebanon, for example, alternatives to dominant ethnic party 
cartel members failed to generate significant electoral support.41 Relatedly, 
the literature on identity-based or ethnic parties finds that such organiza-
tions rely on patron-clientelism or other forms of particularistic exchange 
at the expense of programmatic policymaking.42 The proliferation of clien-
telism in postwar Lebanese politics is empirically well proven.43

However, explanations for Lebanon’s poor governance track record 
focusing on ethnic diversity or ethnic parties fail to consider alternatives 
to the current party cartel system. Indeed, some of the most viable, if 
short-lived, challenges to the party cartel have emerged via ethnocentric 
defectors from within the cartel parties themselves. Such opposition fig-
ures situate themselves as anti-cartel through greater reliance on ethnic 
out-bidding, not less.44 In other words, slightly better performing, but also 
clientelist and ethnocentric, candidates could have been potential sources 
of competition for the party cartel. The question, then, is why these alter-
natives were rarely viable, even on a local scale.

In the following sections, I present evidence demonstrating how Leb-
anon’s party cartel has used local control to reward loyalty and punish 
opposition as part of a unified strategy. I first present original data dem-
onstrating that governing parties competed as cartels in local elections, 
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which translated into high victory rates. I then show that cartel-controlled 
municipalities were governed more effectively, and that these local advan-
tages extended to the realm of programmatic politics.

4. Evidence of Cartel Behavior in Local Elections

Party cartel behavior at the national level in Lebanon is empirically estab-
lished. However, it is not documented at the local level; systematic data 
regarding candidate and list partisan affiliation is not publicly available for 
the just over 1,000 municipal governments. The state institution respon-
sible for local electoral administration (the MOIM) only began publicly 
releasing candidates’ names and vote totals in 2010. Similar data was 
released for the 2016 local elections, but no data has ever been published 
about local party competition. Therefore, municipal council candidates’ 
party affiliations (or lack thereof) and electoral lists are not systematically 
available for any local election.

To understand how Lebanese parties compete in local elections, I part-
nered with the Lebanese Center for Policy Studies to implement an origi-
nal telephone survey of Lebanese mayors. Between two and four months 
after the 2016 municipal elections, enumerators called mayors (using pub-
licly available phone data) and asked them to report the number of elec-
toral lists that ran in their municipality, the political affiliation of each list, 
and the number of seats won by each list. Mayors then provided contact 
information for one to two other municipal councillors, who (if reached) 
were asked  the same questions to cross-check answers. Responses were 
validated with media reports in English and Arabic wherever coverage 
was available. The total number of candidates was also cross-checked with 
MOIM data.

An elite survey approach via telephone was taken instead of alternative 
strategies (in-person and/or citizen surveys). The questions were straight-
forward, objective, and few. Therefore, systematic reporting of biased, false 
answers was not a significant concern. Additionally, the survey was com-
prehensive across all municipalities (n = 1,019 in 2016); a citizen survey of 
vote choice would not have produced a holistic picture of governance in all 
peripheral areas, nor would citizens have been better poised to accurately 
answer these questions. Finally, a phone survey was more economical than 
in-person interviews, given the geographic span.

Figure 4.1 summarizes patterns of party competition in Lebanon’s 2016 
municipal elections, looking separately at urban and peri-urban munici-
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palities where local governance duties were more extensive.45 Municipali-
ties were allotted between 9 and 24 councillor seats based on population 
size, estimated (due to lack of census data) using voter registration data. 
The largest cities and towns include Beirut, Tripoli, Sidon, Sour, Baalbek, 
Jounieh, Jbeil, and Zahle, all with 21 seats or more (with only Beirut and 
Tripoli allotted 24). Most municipalities with fewer than 15 seats (listed as 
“small” here) are rural and contain fewer than 5,000 residents. Municipali-
ties between 15 and 18 seats (“medium”) are typically rural or peri-urban, 
ranging most widely in size. If parties have limited resources (campaign 
funding, human capital, etc.) to invest in local elections, we should expect 
them to concentrate those efforts chiefly in the municipalities governing 
the largest voter bases. Indeed, figure 4.1 demonstrates that the party cartel 
competes across municipalities of all sizes (44% on average), but predomi-
nantly in medium-sized (57%) and large (70%) municipalities.

Why did parties select into competition in some municipal races but 
not others? The cross-sectional nature of these data makes it difficult to 
conclusively pinpoint strategies. That said, qualitative evidence from the 
author’s fieldwork points to resource constraints and size of the local 
voter base as two factors parties use when determining party support. For 

Figure 4.1. Party Cartel Competition in Local Elections (2016)
“Party” in this figure refers to a member of the party cartel. Data on party competition in 
municipal elections come from a postelection (2016) survey of municipal councillors conducted 
and analyzed by the author in partnership with the Lebanese Center for Policy Studies.
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example, an elections expert affiliated with one of the party cartel members 
stated in an interview that “in rural areas, electing a municipal council is 
less relevant politically” because of population size. But in larger urban 
locales, “municipal elections act as a pilot for Parliamentary elections. Poli-
ticians can see how effective they are on the ground—they can see if they 
have a chance.”46

Figure 4.1 demonstrates that the party cartel (labeled “Party” in the 
figure) maintained high victory rates where it competed, winning 32% of 
all small councils (86% victory rate), 51% of all medium-sized councils 
(89% victory rate), and 70% of the largest cities and towns (95% victory 
rate).47 These victories were attained overwhelmingly against “indepen-
dent” lists comprised of locally prominent families who eschewed spon-
sorship by a political party. Less frequently, parties competed against local 
elites without national party affiliation but with some national prominence, 
often from serving as MP and/or minister (e.g., former interior minister 
Michel El Murr and former justice minister Ashraf Rifi). In a small number 
of cases, other national parties that opposed or sometimes operated out-
side the party cartel (e.g., the National Bloc, Communist Party, the Kataeb 
Party, and the Marada Movement) also competed in elections. Collectively, 
these actors formed the core of council leadership in areas not governed 
by the party cartel.

Figure 4.1 also provides evidence that governing parties acted as a car-
tel, frequently allying and rarely competing against one another. In small 
municipalities, governing parties allied with one another in 21% of all races, 
or 57% of all races in which at least one party competed. This increased to 
43% in medium-sized municipalities (75% of partisan races) and 55% in 
large municipalities (79% of all partisan races). Crucially, cartel parties also 
seldom competed with one another (i.e., cartel breakdown). This happened 
in 5% of all small municipalities (13% of partisan races), 9% of medium-
sized municipalities (16% of partisan races), and 10% of large municipali-
ties (14% of partisan races). Interestingly, the likelihood of cartel break-
down did not increase as the municipal competition stakes increased: in the 
largest cities and towns, the cartel is equally likely to split.48

Figure 4.2 provides more specific evidence of cartel behavior, looking 
at alliances by party dyad. The number in each box represents the per-
centage of races in which two parties allied, conditional on both select-
ing to compete in any given municipality. Several features of these spe-
cific party alliances stand out. First, parties rarely systematically opposed 
one another: The only party dyad that resulted in alliances less than half 
of the time was between the (Sunni Muslim) Future Movement and the 
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(Christian) Free Patriotic Movement (i.e., they were allied in 40% of total 
races in which both parties ran, including Beirut, where they allied). Apart 
from the FPM-Future Movement anomaly, parties allied across the board 
at high rates. Co-ethnic parties rarely competed where multiple parties 
existed for a given ethnic group (i.e., the Christian and Shia Muslim com-
munities). The two governing Christian parties, the Lebanese Forces and 
Free Patriotic Movement—despite being ideologically opposed—allied in 
86% of all municipal races. The two major Shia parties, Hezbollah and the 
Amal Movement, allied in almost every race where both competed (98%). 
Other patterns of interethnic party cooperation are also notable; despite 
broad ideological opposition, the Future Movement and Hezbollah allied, 
as did Hezbollah and the Lebanese Forces. The Druze Progressive Social-

Figure 4.2. Cartel Alliances by Party Dyad (2016)
Data on party competition in municipal elections comes from a postelection (2016) survey of 
municipal councillors conducted and analyzed by the author in partnership with the Lebanese 
Center for Policy Studies. Party names included in the table are abbreviated as follows: Amal 
Movement (Amal), Free Patriotic Movement (FPM), Future Movement (Future), Hezbollah, 
Lebanese Forces (LF), and Progressive Socialist Party (PSP).
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ist Party, a monopsonist of the ethnic group, also allied at high rates with 
other parties.

These data provide new insights into local-level party behavior in Leb-
anon. Despite long-standing (and publicly stated) ideological opposition, 
governing parties competed across municipalities according to the logic of 
a nationwide cartel. This cartel is not infallible, but it rarely breaks down. 
The following section addresses why this cartel behavior matters for the 
quality of local governance, specifically in the realm of programmatic ser-
vice provision.

5. Evidence of Party Cartel Control over Programmatic Governance

In this section, I present evidence that Lebanon’s party cartel used cen-
tral government control to systematically reward and punish different local 
governments. The chapter previously discussed how long-standing institu-
tional arrangements in Lebanon devolved significant authority over gover-
nance to the municipal level while ultimate bureaucratic control over local 
governance remained vested in the central state. I argue that these center-
local relations allowed Lebanon’s democratically elected, multiparty cartel 
to treat local governments much like a single-party autocracy—selectively 
facilitating local governance in cartel-controlled municipalities and 
neglecting opposition-controlled municipalities.

As with data on municipal electoral competition, systematic informa-
tion on the quality of municipal governance is scarce in Lebanon. Few 
municipalities collect this information, and surveys done in larger or more 
urban municipalities are not standardized across contexts. The Central 
Administration for Statistics conducts a regular Household Living Condi-
tions survey, but disaggregated data are not made publicly available and do 
not pertain specifically to local governance quality. A national census has 
not been conducted since 1932.

To attain data on local governance and perceptions thereof, I conducted 
a nationally representative survey in Lebanon (n = 1,500) between Sep-
tember and December 2019. The Lebanese Local Governance and Elec-
tions Survey contained questions about the quality of services provided 
by municipalities, participation in municipal elections, perceptions of the 
municipal council, and partisan affiliation and participation in national 
elections. The survey sampled residents from 79 municipalities, including 
the capital of each electoral district.49

Survey respondents were matched to the municipality in which they 
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primarily reside (using the municipal-level data previously discussed) and 
about which they answered local-governance-related survey questions. The 
survey included an even number of respondents from cartel-controlled (N 
= 750) and opposition-controlled (N = 750) municipalities. Table 4.1 pres-
ents descriptive data for each of these two subgroups. Across most demo-
graphic measures, respondents from cartel- and opposition-controlled 
municipalities did not differ significantly. Respondents from each pool 
were of similar age, gender, education, and socioeconomic status, though 
cartel-controlled areas had a slightly higher unemployment rate (25% ver-
sus 20%, p = 0.05). This provided some reassurance that demographic dif-
ferences predating the cartel’s formation drove neither the cartel’s selection 
into competition nor subsequent electoral popularity.

Some empirical findings suggested that these results were not driven 
by social desirability bias, i.e., those living in cartel-controlled areas rat-
ing the performance of their local government more favorably for partisan 
reasons. Interestingly, cartel-controlled municipalities were not associated 
with higher rates of self-reported party support (44% support for one of 
the governing parties across both subgroups). In other words, party cartel 

TABLE 4.1. Comparison of Survey Respondents by Party Cartel Control

Variable No Party Cartel (sd) Party Cartel (sd) Difference (p)

Socioeconomic    
Age 41.67 (14.85) 41.63 (15.67) 0.03 (0.967)
Education 6.43 (2.98) 6.63 (3.22) 0.20 (0.221)
Gender 0.45 (0.5) 0.46 (0.50) 0.01 (0.678)
Unemployed 0.20 (0.4) 0.25 (0.44) 0.05* (0.016)
Economically secure 0.44 (0.50) 0.48 (0.50) 0.04 (0.162)

Ethnosectarian    
Sunni 0.35 (0.48) 0.27 (0.45) 0.08** (0.001)
Shia 0.15 (0.36) 0.35 (0.48) 0.20*** (0.000)
Christian 0.39 (0.49) 0.33 (0.47) 0.07** (0.008)
Druze 0.10 (0.30) 0.04 (0.19) 0.06*** (0.000)

Political    
Party supporter 0.44 (0.50) 0.44 (0.50) 0.01 (0.835)
Voted (2016) 0.45 (0.50) 0.52 (0.50) 0.07** (0.009)
Observations 750 750

Note: * p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Data come from a nationally representative survey of Lebanese 
citizens conducted by the author from September to December 2019. “Education” is measured on a scale 
of 1 to 11; all other variables are binary. “Gender” refers to the percentage of the sample identified as 
female. “Ethnosectarian identity” refers to the categorization of the respondent in official state documenta-
tion. “Party supporter” indicates whether the respondent identified as feeling very or somewhat close to a 
national political party.
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control over the respondent’s municipal council did not appear to make 
them more likely to profess support for or membership in the cartel. That 
said, party cartel control was associated with significantly greater voter 
turnout, as of May 2016. Respondents from opposition areas reported hav-
ing voted at a rate of 44%, compared to 52% in cartel-controlled areas (p = 
0.01). Therefore, while party cartel control was not associated with higher 
rates of self-reported partisanship, it was associated with higher levels of 
formal political participation—specifically voting.

Party-cartel-controlled municipalities were associated with better gov-
ernance quality. The survey looked specifically at the provision of program-
matic governance goods instead of individual clientelist transfers and vote-
buying, as was the focus of prior political science research on Lebanon. 
Of course, even nominally programmatic goods can be awarded based 
on political support; indeed, this is the argument this chapter develops. 
That said, the analysis focused on the provision of relatively nonexcludable 
goods at a communal (i.e., municipal) level, and on municipal actions that 
were not individually beneficial. Some additional analysis looked at over-
all perceptions of municipal council performance, leaving open the pos-
sibility that respondents could interpret performance through the lens of 
programmatic goods provision, clientelism, or some combination thereof.

Figure 4.3 presents descriptive differences in the quality of gover-
nance reported by survey respondents in cartel- and opposition-controlled 
municipalities. In the column on the left, respondents were asked to evalu-
ate their local government using the following language: “On a scale from 
1 to 10, 1 representing very poor performance and 10 representing excel-
lent performance, how would you rate the performance of the municipal 
council in the municipality where you live?”

Figure 4.3 shows that respondents in cartel-controlled municipalities 
reported significantly better performance (5.8 out of 10) than their coun-
terparts in opposition-controlled municipalities (5.1 out of 10, or about a 
quarter of a standard deviation less, p = 0.001). That said, general ratings of 
municipal council performance may have been driven by other subjective 
factors that covaried with party cartel control. These include the personali-
ties of councillors selected by the cartel, their ties to the local population, 
clientelist linkages, and preexisting partisan support. To address some of 
these issues, I also investigated more specific measures of local governance 
that, while not immune to certain forms of response bias, were more objec-
tive in nature.

The first evidence pertains to road quality, as road maintenance is one 
of the core responsibilities of municipal governments. The survey asked 
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respondents to evaluate the “most commonly used or main road” in the 
municipality where they live, with the option to report a road with many 
structural problems (cracks, potholes, etc.), a few structural problems, or 
no structural problems. The variable was dichotomized to indicate whether 
respondents reported a paved road with minor versus major structural 
problems (few residents report none). Figure 4.3 shows that respondents 
from cartel-controlled municipalities also experienced better road qual-
ity. Respondents in cartel municipalities reported major road problems (as 
opposed to minor/none) at a rate of 9%, compared to 25% elsewhere (just 
under half of a standard deviation difference, p = 0.001).

Figure 4.3. Descriptive Differences in Local Governance Quality by Party Cartel Control
Dots represent point estimates. Bars represent 90 percent confidence intervals. Data on party 
competition in municipal elections comes from a postelection (2016) survey of municipal 
councillors conducted and analyzed by the author in partnership with the Lebanese Center for 
Policy Studies. Individual-level data comes from a nationally representative survey of Lebanese 
citizens conducted by the author in September–December 2019. “Performance” measures how 
the respondent rated the overall performance of their municipality (1–10 scale). “Road quality” 
measures whether respondents reported major or minor structural problems in the main road of 
the municipality where they live (0–1). “Taxation” refers to whether and how respondents were 
asked to pay taxes to the municipality where they live in the past year. Respondents reported no 
requests (0), a public announcement (1), a public announcement and personal request from the 
municipality (2), or an announcement, personal request, and subsequent follow-ups (3).
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Next, the survey considered the quality of municipal administrative 
capacity, specifically the degree of local taxation capacity. The survey asked 
respondents how their municipality ensured residents paid annual munici-
pal taxes, with the following options: (a) nothing; (b) a collective announce-
ment posted in a public place; (c) a private message; or (d) a private message 
and follow-up thereafter. These responses were coded on a scale of 0 to 3.

I examined municipal taxation requests because they served as a measure 
of whether the party cartel allowed a municipality to govern. Municipali-
ties had very limited ability to tax: the legislation governing local taxation 
(Decree Law No. 60 of 1988) specified a limited range of municipally tax-
able items.50 Municipalities were prohibited from imposing new taxes, and 
the central government determined tax rates. When municipalities brought 
in tax revenue, they still had to seek approval from the central state for all 
municipal work above the financial threshold, as previously discussed.51 In 
other words, the central state put a very low cap on local taxation capacity, 
such that local governments could not become self-sufficient, and the gen-
erated income could only be spent with the central state’s approval.

Consequently, party-cartel-controlled municipalities had greater incen-
tives to tax their residents. Taxation is a costly tactic that local authorities 
should only be motivated to engage in if it allows them to engage in other 
activities to boost their popularity, such as providing local services. Con-
versely, in municipalities where the central party cartel had less incentive 
to govern effectively, local officials should have fewer incentives to remind 
residents to pay their taxes and, all else being equal, should avoid engag-
ing in this costly behavior. Figure 4.3 shows that cartel-controlled munici-
palities were associated with greater taxation efforts than opposition-
controlled municipalities. On a 0–3 scale, taxation capacity in party cartel 
areas measured an average of 1.51 compared to 1.38 elsewhere (0.15 of a 
standard deviation difference, p = 0.01).

This analysis uses a multilevel modeling (MLM) approach to dem-
onstrate differences in the quality of local governance across Lebanon’s 
municipalities. An MLM accounts for both individual- and municipal-level 
variables and uses municipal-level random intercepts to account for the 
fact that individual-level variables may (and presumably do) systematically 
vary across municipalities. This strategy addresses intramunicipality corre-
lations of individual responses. That said, the approach still assumes a lack 
of correlation between the random municipal-level intercepts and other 
municipal-level predictor variables.

Table 4.2 presents results from the MLM, demonstrating that the posi-
tive association between party cartel control and quality of local gover-
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TABLE 4.2. Multilevel Model Results for Local Governance and Party 
Cartel Control

Local Governance Quality

 
Performance Taxation Roads

(1) (2) (3)

Constant 4.992*** 1.542** 0.994***
(1.445) (0.570) (0.253)

Age 0.014** -0.001 -0.001
(0.005) (0.002) (0.001)

Female -0.073 0.021 -0.021
(0.145) (0.045) (0.020)

Household SES -0.051 -0.023 0.024**
(0.063) (0.019) (0.009)

Education 0.015 -0.001 -0.001
(0.020) (0.006) (0.003)

Unemployed -0.034 -0.094 0.009
(0.171) (0.053) (0.024)

Party supporter 0.126 0.013 0.038*
(0.134) (0.041) (0.019)

Voted (2016) 0.200 0.061 -0.026
(0.135) (0.041) (0.019)

Party cartel win (2016) 1.084* 0.410* 0.165*
(0.425) (0.170) (0.075)

Registered voters (per lk) -0.005 -0.003 0.00004
(0.004) (0.002) (0.001)

N refugees (per lk) -0.026 0.029* -0.004
(0.030) (0.012) (0.005)

Municipal SES -0.063 -0.058 -0.058
(0.295) (0.118) (0.052)

Observations 1,286 1,191 1,290
Log likelihood -2,848.286 -1,217.255 -341.764
Akaike inf. crit. 5,724.572 2,462.511 711.528

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. Data on party competition in municipal elections 
comes from a postelection (2016) survey of municipal councillors conducted and analyzed by 
the author in partnership with the Lebanese Center for Policy Studies. Data on municipal 
socioeconomic status and refugees comes from the UNHCR (2013). Data on registered vot-
ers come from the Ministry of Interior and Municipalities. Individual-level data comes from a 
nationally representative survey of Lebanese citizens conducted by the author in September–
December 2019. “Performance” measures how the respondent rated the overall performance 
of their municipality (1–10 scale). “Road quality” measures whether respondents reported 
major or minor structural problems in the main road of the municipality where they live (0–1). 
“Taxation” refers to whether and how respondents were asked to pay taxes to the municipality 
where they live in the past year. Respondents reported no requests (0), a public announcement 
(1), a public announcement and personal request from the municipality (2), or an announce-
ment, personal request, and subsequent follow-ups (3).
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nance held when a variety of respondent-level and municipal contextual 
factors were accounted for (see figure 4.4 for coefficient plots). The effect 
sizes of party cartel control were comparable to the descriptive compari-
sons previously presented. Cartel control was associated with an overall 
performance increase of 1.08 (p = 0.05), a 17% greater likelihood of good 
road quality (p = 0.05), and a taxation capacity increase of 0.41 (p = 0.05). 
These results included, as controls, a variety of standard individual-level 
demographic factors, socioeconomic vulnerability, number of Syrian refu-
gees, and number of registered voters associated with each municipality.

Some other results from the MLM are worth noting. Most demographic 
factors were not systematically associated with perceptions of better gover-
nance. Older respondents were more likely to report higher overall munic-
ipal governance quality (p = 0.01), though the magnitude of the effect was 
very small. Respondents of higher socioeconomic status were more likely 
to report better road quality (p = 0.01), though again, with a very small 
effect size. Interestingly, self-reported supporters of the party cartel did not 
hold more positive perceptions of local governance, though they reported 
slightly better road quality (p = 0.05). Finally, regarding municipal-level 
contextual factors, the number of Syrian refugees was associated with a 
slightly higher taxation capacity. This finding, however, was not corrobo-
rated across the other measures of the quality of local governance.

This chapter presents two main empirical findings. First, it incorpo-
rates a novel elite survey to demonstrate that parties in Lebanon behaved 
as a united cartel in local elections. Many parties formed nearly ironclad 
alliances in electoral races across the country, even those that assumed 
opposed policy positions in national politics. Conversely, cartel parties very 
rarely competed against one another. Where they decided to run, alone or 
allied, party cartel members won municipal races against their independent 
opposition at a very high rate (89 percent). Second, party-cartel-controlled 
municipalities were reported as being governed better than opposition 
areas. Cartel municipalities performed significantly better in terms of road 
quality, taxation capacity, and overall performance, even when a variety of 
potential individual- and respondent-level confounders were included.

This data does not constitute causally identified evidence that govern-
ing parties colluded to reward loyal municipalities and punish local elec-
toral opposition. This caveat noted, this chapter provides novel descriptive 
evidence that Lebanon’s parties employed a cartel strategy in local elections 
and that cartel control was systematically associated with better local gov-
ernance. Both findings are consistent with the core argument presented in 
this chapter: By rewarding loyal local governments with the ability to gov-
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ern and denying it to others, Lebanon’s party cartel functioned as a local-
level electoral autocracy despite the constraints of procedural democracy.

6. Discussion and Policy Implications

Scholars and policymakers contend that democratic local elections enhance 
accountability and service delivery, particularly when the central state has 
collapsed or experienced intense elite conflict. Local elections are fre-
quently prescribed as a vital component of state-building after a civil war. 
Yet, the institutional structure of center-local relations rarely functions 
via a neutral logic of best practices. Instead, as the Lebanese case demon-
strates, center-local ties are often used by central states by elites aiming to 
ensure the continuity of their power.

In postconflict transitions like Lebanon’s that result in cohesive elite 
pacts, I argue that some devolution of authority to local political insti-
tutions can be consistent with elite capture and poor governance quality 
without opportunities for meaningful citizen recourse. I empirically dem-
onstrate that Lebanon’s postwar party cartel has extended its central pact 
into local politics, behaving much like a single-party autocratic regime. The 
core cleavage in Lebanon’s local politics has thus become one of “regime” 
versus “opposition,” in which cartel-affiliated municipalities are afforded 
better-quality governance than other areas.

These findings have important implications for scholars and policymak-
ers in Lebanon, postconflict contexts, and ethnically diverse societies writ 
large. The center-local dynamics described in this chapter provide a novel 
explanation for why postconflict states often fail to thrive, even when active 
conflict does not recur. In Lebanon, elections were not venues where elites 
were effectively held accountable for their performance in office. This is 
particularly surprising at the local level, where electoral opposition entry is 
often assumed to be easier.52

These findings also provide insights into the study of ethnically diverse 
societies, especially those with formalized ethnic power-sharing institu-
tions. A vast literature characterizes Lebanon as a deeply divided society 
where ethnic divisions lie at the heart of bad governance and elite corrup-
tion. Indeed, numerous scholars have linked ethnic diversity, specifically 
ethnic power-sharing, to lower-quality social welfare provision and reli-
ance on clientelist practices.53

This chapter does not necessarily discount these arguments, but it sheds 
light on an entirely different political cleavage with relevant implications 
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for the quality of governance. I have argued that Lebanon’s parties engaged 
primarily in collusion, not competition, in local electoral politics. In this 
realm, they formed a cohesive political regime, irrespective of local ethnic 
demographics. Therefore, explanations for the quality of local, everyday 
governance in Lebanon that rely chiefly on the notion of ethnic division 
are incomplete. Similarly, the chapter reveals that the previous lack of 
viable opposition to Lebanon’s postwar parties can be explained without 
assuming a lack of interethnic trust or cooperation. Instead, it underscores 
that comprehending the persistence of electoral power among Lebanon’s 
postwar parties, despite their limited governance, hinges on a nuanced 
understanding of center-local ties.
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FIVE

How Gender and Local State Capacity 
Shape Citizens’ Use of the Mosque

Steven Brooke and Monica C. Komer1

1. Introduction

In many countries and across every religious tradition, citizens use houses 
of worship for a variety of purposes beyond simple religious practice. In 
contrast to other forms of institutional and associational life, religious 
institutions’ ubiquity, centrality in neighborhoods’ spatial organization, 
and extensive social capital networks often make them ideal sites of citizen 
coordination and local governance. This influence is likely to be particu-
larly consequential under conditions of decentralization.

Understanding the role of religious institutions has notably advanced 
in the Islamic world, where scholars have identified how Islamist groups 
leverage religious institutions for political mobilization as part of their 
“advantage” over non-Islamists.2 Our chapter seeks to expand this promis-
ing research agenda in two ways. First, we extend beyond electoral poli-
tics to examine when citizens prefer to use mosques for local governance-
related matters: to resolve a personal dispute, receive charity, organize a 
protest, or gather signatures on a petition. Second, we probe the variation 
in these preferences, identifying the conditions under which citizens prefer 
to use mosques to address these personal and community needs.

We answer these questions with original survey data on 1,200 Tunisians, 
which we nest in 265 census districts (mu’tamdiyat, or “delegations”). Our 
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principal findings lie at the intersection of gender and local state capacity. 
We find some support for a recognized “gender gap” in mosque usage, in 
which women were generally less likely than men to utilize the mosque for 
these ostensibly “nonreligious” purposes. Yet this difference appears to be 
contingent on Tunisia’s particular local development trajectories. In fact, 
women’s preferences for using the mosque to address these personal and 
community problems depend on local levels of marginalization, roughly 
proxied by the distance of the respondent’s delegation to the coast. The 
relationship is strong enough that, in areas above the 60th percentile in 
terms of distance from the coast, the gender gap effectively vanishes. One 
implication of our study is that how and why religious institutions play 
particular roles in local governance are a function of both individual and 
local contextual factors.

The chapter proceeds as follows. We first review the literature to high-
light the emphasis on the utilization of mosques for electoral or conten-
tious politics. We then narrow our inquiry to the realm of civil society, 
identifying in the process an expectation of differential usage based on 
gender and local state capacity. A discussion of our research design and 
data follows, including a presentation of our results. We close by identify-
ing the implications of our findings, discussing how the case of Tunisia may 
impose scope conditions on the generalizability of the findings and what 
these findings contribute to broader discussions about decentralization.

2. Houses of Worship and Their Local Contexts

Citizens around the world use houses of worship for a variety of important 
political and social functions. In African and Asian countries, organizations 
affiliated with churches monitor elections, while in Latin America, they 
have promoted indigenous causes and disseminated information.3 In other 
contexts, citizens also use religious institutions to access educational ser-
vices, community improvement projects, and medical clinics.4 Sometimes, 
people rely on these institutions’ organizational capacity and social capital 
to spark social movements.5

Scholars of the Islamic world have increasingly focused on how mosques 
contribute to the “Islamist advantage”—the perceived ability of Islamist 
parties to outperform their non-Islamist competitors.6 Key to these argu-
ments are assumptions that, for ordinary Muslims, mosques are more than 
a place of worship. They are centers of community life. Early research in 
this vein focused on how the mosque, as a coordination device, center of 
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ideological transformation, and protected sanctuary from government 
repression, often becomes a crucible of social-movement activism.7 More 
recently, Masoud shows how religious institutions, including mosques, 
allow Islamist parties and candidates to better disseminate to potential sup-
porters information about politics, particularly about policies they would 
pursue in office.8 Meacham focuses on how religious institutions generally 
ease horizontal communication and coordination, facilitating the emer-
gence of common knowledge that spurs mobilization.9 David Patel’s book 
on religious institutions in post-invasion Iraq has a similar emphasis.10

This increasingly sophisticated research has improved our understand-
ing of politics in the Islamic world. Yet the emphasis on the electoral con-
sequences of religious institutions offers relatively little insight into the 
broad spectrum of less-politicized ways citizens use mosques in local com-
munities, including charitable provision, social organization, information-
gathering, and mass-elite interaction. This is especially relevant given that, 
in countries such as Tunisia, Morocco, and Oman, electoral law prohibits 
political parties from using places of worship for political campaigning.11 
Moreover, there is little empirical documentation and explanation of local 
variation in citizen preference for mosque-based services. Why do some 
citizens rely on mosques for various local governance-related, nonworship 
purposes, while others use the mosque only for religious events?

It is possible to extrapolate from the literature which factors may lead 
to more demand for mosque-based services. On the one hand, materialist 
explanations generally document a national-level linkage between weak-
ened state capacity and the emergence of a vibrant religious associational 
sector. For example, Carrie Wickham’s study of the Egyptian Islamic 
movement identifies how a “parallel Islamic sector,” which included 
mosques and Islamic associations, grew where the state was absent, incu-
bating an opposition movement among those underserved by the govern-
ment.12 Brooke shows that the emergence of a vibrant universe of nonstate 
social service providers, including religious associations and community 
mosques, was linked to the onset of national economic reforms that sapped 
the state’s ability to provide public goods.13 These accounts suggest that 
citizen demand for mosque-based services operates as a substitute for state 
capacity; in areas where citizens are more marginalized vis-à-vis the state’s 
reach, demand for mosque-based services rises.

On the other hand, citizen demand for mosque-based services may be 
driven not by citizen marginalization but rather as a reaction to state over-
reach. For instance, Mahmood traces the emergence of a women’s mosque 
movement and the proliferation of Islamic learning and social services in 
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Egypt to concerns about the marginalization of Islam in society.14 Like-
wise, in her analysis of the Islamist movement in Tunisia, Wolf documents 
how decades of state repression against Islamic practices spurred increased 
demand for religious education and discussion groups in mosques, par-
ticularly among women.15 Instead of operating where the state’s ability to 
provide public goods is strongest, religious institutions take up larger com-
munity roles where state-enforced policies of secularism and the instru-
mentalization of religion for purposes of regime stability have closed off 
alternative avenues for religious expression.16

A citizen’s willingness to use the mosque for certain non-worship 
functions is plausibly driven by economic and social marginalization, but 
we also expect these experiences—particularly regarding mosque-based 
governance—to be contingent on gender. The “gender gap” in mosque 
behaviors is well-documented. In Muslim majority and minority coun-
tries, women attend mosques for Friday prayer less often than men (partly 
because it is not considered a religious obligation for women);17 they are 
restricted from accessing some leadership positions,18 and rarely hold seats 
on mosque boards or management committees.19

The 2018 wave of the Arab Barometer shows gender gaps in mosque 
attendance for Friday prayer in every country surveyed.20 Across the region, 
62 percent of male respondents reported attending Friday prayer “always” 
or “most of the time,” compared to just 17 percent of female respondents. In 
Tunisia, 36 percent of male respondents reported attending Friday prayer 
at least most of the time, compared to just 5 percent of women. While we 
expect this general trend to carry over into the nonworship realm, there is 
very little empirical data able to speak to the persistence of gender imbal-
ances in these activities.

Broadening the question beyond mosque-based services and into the 
realm of informal and local governance provides further support for our 
expectation of a gender gap. As Colin and Bergh’s study of local petitions 
shows in this volume, access to participatory institutions is not equally 
available to all citizens. Instead, the most privileged members of society are 
often the only group with unobstructed access to local governance institu-
tions. Although gender is not a focus of Colin and Bergh’s analysis, a similar 
logic applies when considering women’s access to institutions. We expect 
women to face greater barriers to receiving help for their personal and 
community needs, particularly in marginalized areas. Belge and Blaydes 
find that, in low-income areas of Cairo, only women with high levels of 
social capital—ties to local elites—were likely to engage with state insti-
tutions.21 This is in line with Benstead’s findings that Moroccan women, 
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especially in rural areas, were less likely than men to make requests to 
the government for public service provisions.22 Indeed, across the Islamic 
world, despite generally high female education rates, women tend to be 
less politically engaged than men and less likely to be employed.23 Taken 
together, this suggests that women are generally less likely than men to 
turn to the mosque for services related to local governance.

We derive our main expectations from the interaction between these 
two literatures—one on state capacity and local marginalization, the 
other on a “gender gap.” We expect the effects of gender on demand for 
mosque-based services to be contingent on local marginalization, because 
in core—as opposed to marginalized—areas, women have more opportu-
nities to develop political or social networks to facilitate engagement with 
state institutions or non-religious organizations, such as bureaucracies, 
labor unions, interest organizations, local notables and brokers, and civil 
society institutions.

In contrast, we expect marginalized areas to feature fewer and weaker 
administrative opportunities and non-religious civil society institutions as 
possible alternatives to the local mosque. Under these conditions, women 
will be increasingly likely to use the local mosque to access these services. 
Put directly, women will be more likely to turn to mosques for help with personal 
and community needs as the degree of local economic and social marginalization 
increases. We further posit that the gender gap in mosque use for personal and 
community needs will narrow as economic and social marginalization increases.

3. Religion and Marginalization in Tunisia

Tunisia is a particularly relevant context to test these expectations. With 
more than 5,000 mosques nationwide, religious institutions are situated 
in diverse political, social, and economic settings.24 There is considerable 
variation in state capacity and reported satisfaction with public services at 
the subnational level.25 Most importantly for our expectations concern-
ing local differences in the gendered use of mosques, there is considerable 
variation in citizens’ social and economic marginalization.

Some of the starkest disparities concern coastal and interior regions. 
These disparities have roots in Tunisia’s authoritarian past, where state-
sponsored development programs heavily favored coastal regions.26 As a 
result, Tunisia’s interior regions have faced higher localized unemploy-
ment and poverty rates, lower per-capita income, and fewer employment 
opportunities.27
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The interior regions also have suffered from social and political mar-
ginalization. Under authoritarian rule, Tunisia’s leaders presented the 
country as part of the Western world. The country’s first president, Habib 
Bourguiba, launched reforms to dismantle traditional religious establish-
ments and expand women’s rights. Similar secular policies were enforced 
by his successor, Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali.28 Political expressions of Islam 
were forced underground; state officials determined the content of ser-
mons in mosques, and religious symbols—such as wearing the hijab—were 
outlawed in public. Veiled women faced harassment, threats, and humilia-
tion from security officials and secular women’s associations.29 Though the 
state targeted both Islamist and leftist groups across the country, security 
forces most heavily surveilled the interior areas, where protests were com-
monplace.30 In the late 2000s, after a series of demonstrations in the inte-
rior, some activists described the region as largely cut off from the rest of 
the country due to the heightened security.31

It is, therefore, unsurprising that the unprecedented wave of protests 
that ousted Ben Ali in Tunisia and threatened autocratic rulers through-
out the Arab world originated in Tunisia’s interior. Decades of repression 
and economic hardship continued to shape political attitudes in interior 
communities. Several scholars noted important subnational variations in 

Figure 5.1. Mosque in Kairouan, Tunisia
Photo credit: Srdjan Popovic, via Unsplash.
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voting behavior, including between the underdeveloped, conservative inte-
rior communities and the more affluent coastal areas. Patterns of political 
behavior reflected these trajectories; voters in the interior tended to favor 
Islamist parties and parties without ties to political elites.32

The marginalization of Tunisia’s interior communities also exacerbated 
gender inequalities. In the early 2000s, female unemployment in the inte-
rior was twice the rate of male unemployment nationwide. Even when 
employed, women generally received lower salaries than men. These gen-
der disparities remained most evident in rural and interior areas.33 In some 
interior communities, female unemployment was three times as high as 
men’s.34 In addition to economic disparities, Khalil explained that women’s 
participation in activities outside the home was generally deemphasized 
in Tunisia’s rural communities.35 Using survey data collected in 2011, 
Abdo-Katsipis found that Tunisian women were less politically aware than 
Tunisian men, and this gap widened as distance from the capital (located 
near the northern coast) increased.36 She showed that this gap was entirely 
driven by women. As distance to the coast increased, women were signifi-
cantly less likely to display political awareness; distance did not influence 
men’s political awareness. Abdo-Katsipis attributed these findings to the 
fact that rural women were less likely to participate in public activities and 
therefore had less access to political information.37

4. Research Design and Data

We use original survey data collected in Tunisia in January 2020 to iden-
tify local correlates of mosque usage.38 Local enumerators conducted face-
to-face surveys with 1,200 Tunisians across the entire country. Alongside 
demographic data, enumerators also gathered respondents’ locations, 
allowing us to identify contextual factors by nesting respondents in their 
census district (mu’tamdiyat, or “delegations”).

In this study, we are interested in the conditions under which individu-
als report a willingness to use their local mosque to fulfill common local 
or community needs. Specifically, we asked respondents whether they 
would use their local mosque if they needed to resolve a personal dispute, 
receive charity, organize a protest, or gather signatures on a petition. Indi-
viduals responding that they would use a local mosque for at least one 
of these reasons are coded as a 1 (n = 255) and 0 otherwise.39 This is our 
dependent variable. We intentionally asked respondents if they would use 
their local mosque for these purposes rather than if they have used it to 
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allow us to capture citizen preferences. If we had asked respondents about 
their past mosque use, we would have been unable to distinguish between 
respondents who did not use the mosque because they preferred not to and 
respondents who never needed charity or to address a personal dispute, for 
example.

Our primary explanatory variables are gender and marginalization. 
Respondent gender was coded as either male (0) or female (1). To cap-
ture levels of marginalization, we conceptualized the regional disparities 
between Tunisia’s interior and coastal regions discussed in the previous 
section. This variable was created using a preexisting shapefile, where we 
identified the centroid of each district and measured the distance from that 
point to the nearest coast (in meters).40 We log-transform the resultant 
distance to normalize it.

Beyond these two main predictors, we also used the survey data to 
adjust for individual-level factors that may have otherwise influenced our 
results. We included the following common demographic covariates: edu-
cation level, age, employment status (unemployed/not), and whether the 
respondent reported living in an urban or rural area.

While the mosque clearly serves a bedrock religious function, our 
primary interest is in its additional role as a center of local governance, 
encompassing citizen organization and claim-making, dispute resolution, 
and receipt of social services. While we expect that preferences for using 
mosques for these services would be contingent on individual religiosity, 
our purpose is to understand a mosque’s role in a less obviously religious 
context. Thus, we adjusted in our regression for individual religiosity via a 
basic “frequency of prayer” question, which we took as a general measure 
of religion’s importance to the respondent’s daily life. Table 5.1 provides 
summary statistics for our variables.

5. Estimation and Results

We rely on linear regression models with standard errors clustered by dis-
tricts to account for possible covariance among respondents and any unob-
served district-level factors that may influence preference for mosque-
based services.41 Given our expectations about the contingent effects of 
both gender and marginalization on our outcome variable, we tested this 
claim using an interaction between gender and distance to the coast in our 
second model. Our above review of the literature led us to expect a positive 
and statistically significant coefficient associated with this interaction term.
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The first column in table 5.2 (Model 1) presents an additive model in 
which preference for mosque-based services is regressed on gender and 
distance to the coast along with our control variables. Our main model, 
Model 2 in table 5.2, presents the results of a model interacting gender 
with distance to the coast, which we take as a rough proxy for marginaliza-
tion. This allows us to examine if the effects of marginalization and gender 
are conditional on one another.

Results from Model 1 indicate that, on average, women were less likely 
than men to report a preference to use the mosque for these nonworship 

TABLE 5.1. Summary Statistics

Variable Min Max Mean Std dev.

Prefer mosque-based services 0 1 0.21 0.41
Log distance to coast, meters 5.24 12.3 9.58 1.51
Female 0 1 0.5 0.5
Education 1 7 3 1.25
Unemployed 0 1 0.15 0.35
Prayer 1 5 3.9 0.5
Age 18 87 43.73 15.46

TABLE 5.2. Predicting Preference for Mosque-Based Services

 Model 1 Model 2

Log distance to coast 0.001 -0.026**
(0.008) (0.010)

Female -0.086*** -0.595***
(0.029) (0.130)

Education -0.051*** -0.052***
(0.010) (0.010)

Unemployed -0.003 -0.001
(0.036) (0.036)

Prayer 0.019** 0.019**
(0.008) (0.008)

Age -0.004*** -0.003***
(0.001) (0.001)

Urban 0.025 0.025
(0.027) (0.027)

Log distance x Female 0.053***
(0.014)

Constant 0.471*** 0.719***
(0.096) (0.118)

Delegations 137 137
N 1,173 1,173
Adjusted R2 0.022 0.031

Note: *p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
Linear regression coefficients with standard errors in parenthesis. SEs clustered by district.
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purposes. Notably, distance to the coast had no statistically significant 
independent effect on reported preferences. In Model 2, the interaction 
between gender and distance to the coast is positive and statistically sig-
nificant (p < 0.01).42 This indicates that the association between distance 
to the coast and preference for mosque-based services was contingent on 
respondent gender—with longer distances to the coast being associated 
with increases in preference for mosque-based services among women and 
decreases among men.43

To visualize these results, figure 5.2 shows the predicted probability of 
a preference for mosque-based services as a function of gender and dis-
tance to the coast. The predicted probabilities in figure 5.2 are based on 
the results presented in Model 2, holding all other variables at their mean 
values (shaded areas represent predicted probabilities and 95 percent con-
fidence intervals).

Figure 5.2 shows that the predicted probability of using the mosque 
for civil society reasons is 0.11 for women in areas closest to the coast (7.2 
meters logged, the 5th percentile). Moving to women in areas farthest from 
the coast (11.9 meters logged, the 95th percentile), the predicted prob-
ability of using the mosque for at least one of three civil society purposes 
more than doubles to 0.24.44 For reference purposes, downtown Tunis is 
7.4 meters (logged) from the coast, in the 7th percentile. This aligns with 
our expectations that women in marginalized areas will be more likely than 

Figure 5.2. Preferences for Mosque-Based Services by Gender and Distance to Coast
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women in less marginalized areas to turn to the mosque when dealing with 
a personal or community problem.

Given our expectations about the gender gap in mosque use, it is help-
ful to evaluate the average marginal effects of gender across the range of 
distances to the coast. Again, drawing from Model 2, figure 5.3 shows the 
effects of gender; effects below zero indicate women are less likely than 
men to use mosques at that distance.

Consistent with the literature, we identify significant gender differences 
in mosque use relatively close to the coast, with the predicted probability 
of using a mosque being greater for men than women. However, the gen-
der gap decreases for respondents drawn from the more interior districts. 
Indeed, once the distance to the coast reaches or exceeds 10 log meters 
(the 60th percentile), there is no significant difference between men and 
women. That 40 percent of respondents in our sample lived in an area with 
no gender gap in mosque use for personal or community problems sug-
gests a strong caveat regarding the notion of a gender gap in mosque usage.

Figure 5.4 plots this gender gap across a shapefile of Tunisian del-
egations (with the area around Tunis as the inset). Polygons denote dis-
tricts with survey respondents. The changes in grayscale plot the dif-
ferences in predicted probabilities of mosque usage between men and 
women (from figure 5.3) based on the distance of that district’s center 

Figure 5.3. Average Marginal Effect of Gender across Distance to Coast on  
Mosque Use
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point to any coast. In interpreting the legend, bear in mind that nega-
tive numbers (darker colors) connote a higher predicted probability for 
men, and vice-versa.

Notably, the effect of the interaction between gender and our proxy 
for “marginalization”—distance to the coast in meters (logged)—is the net 
of the effect of various individual-level factors, including education and 
employment status. Likewise, the inclusion of frequency of prayer helps to 
allay concerns that our marginalization variable is simply tracking differen-
tial patterns of religiosity from the coast to the interior.45

A final concern may be that our results can be explained by patterns of 
Islamist political mobilization, particularly variation in the strength of net-
works linked to the Ennahda party. Although the party had formally sepa-
rated its religious activism from its electoral ambitions, including social 
welfare, it had not divested itself of these networks. Furthermore, elec-
toral support for Ennahda showed notable spatial variation, with the party 
drawing more support from the interior than the coastal areas.46 Moreover, 
in other contexts, Islamist parties benefit from gender-differentiated out-

Figure 5.4. The Gender Gap
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reach, mobilization, and constituency-service networks, allowing women 
relatively more opportunities to engage in the political process writ large.47 
Islamist rule, even at the local level, has clear implications for key variables 
in this study, including education and the status of women.48 While we can-
not completely rule out that our finding is confounded by underlying levels 
of support for Islamist political parties, it is notable that additional models 
controlling for an individual’s vote for Ennahda do not significantly impact 
the main findings.49

6. Mosques, Gender, and Local Governance in the Islamic World and Beyond

Our study provides some of the first systematic evidence that individuals’ 
self-reported preferences for solving personal and community problems 
through their mosques are contingent on gender as well as local gover-
nance characteristics. However, before discussing these results and their 
implications further, we should first consider the drawbacks of our research 
design and data. Importantly, our survey measures respondents’ hypotheti-
cal choices rather than their concrete behaviors; we know their expressed 
preferences toward mosques, but not their actual practices. On the one 
hand, this helps capture general attitudes toward the various roles indi-
viduals believed their local mosque was well-placed to undertake. On the 
other, it does not provide grounds for a strong inference about what Tuni-
sian mosques did in practice. Doing so would not only require we identify 
the roles various mosques play, for instance by reference to administra-
tive data, but also identify the universe of mosques that could theoretically 
assume these roles.50

Ideally, we would have more data on the assumedly reciprocal relation-
ships that emerge between local populations, the type and frequency of 
their problems and concerns, and the adaptability of their houses of wor-
ship. For example, it may be that women in marginalized districts were 
both more likely to use the mosque when faced with personal or commu-
nity problems and more likely to have these issues arise than women near 
the coast. Knowing this, mosques in the interior may have responded to 
this demand by devoting efforts to solving these problems.

Indeed, prior research by the Governance and Local Development 
Institute at the University of Gothenburg highlighted how priorities for 
local governments, perceptions of common problems, political participa-
tion, and organizational behavior all varied by both gender and municipal-
ity.51 As with the prior argument, adjudicating this would require a dif-
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ferent research design and data, and future researchers should be alert to 
possibilities to extend and potentially revise our findings.

We document a clear shift in the “gender gap” based on rather local-
ized contextual factors, specifically the documented divergence in devel-
opment and local capacity that emerges the further the census district is 
from the Tunisian coast. We gain confidence in these findings because 
our results are robust to the inclusion of variables accounting for obvious 
alternative explanations, including a respondent’s socioeconomic status 
and religiosity. We can offer a few naïve explanations for why these pat-
terns exist.

Our intuition is that these differential patterns of demand for mosque-
based services can be traced to variation in Tunisia’s underlying administra-
tive and associational landscape: in areas where potential alternatives were 
more numerous, accessible, or viable, women relied on the mosque com-
paratively less. In other words, women were more likely to use the mosque 
where fewer alternatives exist.52 In areas where women’s public activity was 
limited, men may have been more likely than women to access services 
outside the mosque. Our findings support this possibility, given men were 
less likely to prefer mosque-based services in areas further from the coast, 
whereas women were most likely to prefer them.

It may also be that our results pick up different historical patterns of 
state repression and surveillance. For example, under authoritarian rule, 
security forces disproportionately targeted interior areas, which in turn 
may have made men in interior areas wary of using the mosque for the 
types of issues we measured (see also Kherigi’s discussion of regime control 
of interior regions in this volume).53 However, a truly compelling argu-
ment requires additional data on the overall picture of competing institu-
tions, how these vary subnationally, and Tunisians’ views on their capacity 
to redress their grievances.

Our findings have several relevant implications for both the literature 
on Middle East politics and the study of community development and 
local governance. First, the literature on the “Islamist advantage” relies on 
a general assumption that mosques are powerful sites of mobilization for 
Islamist parties because many Muslims encounter these mosques in their 
daily (or weekly) activities. Our work, however, shows that, in certain areas 
and for certain sectors of the population, mosques were sites of community 
organization, while in other areas and for other parts of the population, the 
mosque’s role was more limited. This differential mosque-based contact 
implies potentially important downstream political effects that may help 
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identify why some mosques were centers of Islamist mobilization while 
others were not.

Second, programs aimed at helping women resolve personal or com-
munity problems should consider where women feel comfortable receiv-
ing these services. Particularly in interior areas, our findings suggest that 
women may have had less experience using nonreligious institutions to 
receive services. Therefore, development programs in these areas might 
find it useful to utilize religious networks to reach out to women and facili-
tate their inclusion in such programs.

Third, in several contexts, women have called for more gender-inclusive 
mosques, and several countries have taken steps to increase women’s par-
ticipation.54 For example, in the early 2000s, both Morocco and Turkey 
started training and employing female preachers and spiritual guides to 
promote the state’s Islamic perspectives.55 These calls should be taken seri-
ously, as our data show how access and use of mosque facilities are relevant 
for civic engagement and local governance processes, particularly in more 
marginalized areas. At the same time, while these initiatives may increase 
women’s access to mosque-based services and networks, they also have the 
potential to alienate some segments of the population that may be drawn 
to mosques because of their separation from the state.

7. Conclusion

Pairing an original survey of 1,200 Tunisians with spatial data on local 
marginalization, we identified the conditions under which individuals pre-
ferred to use the mosque to receive charity, fix a personal dispute, or orga-
nize contentious mobilization. In some respects, our work builds on exist-
ing findings that gender strongly conditions individuals’ relationships with 
the local mosque. In our sample, women were generally less likely than 
men to use the mosque to solve personal or community problems. This 
finding, however, was conditioned by the local contexts of marginalization: 
the further from the developed regions of the coast, the narrower the gap 
between men’s and women’s habits becomes, to the point that the gender 
gap disappeared.

We tentatively argue that this relationship was driven by individuals’ 
marginalization from state and non-religious civil society organizations. In 
the case of Tunisia, we argue that women in marginalized areas had weak, 
if not strained, ties to state and civil society organizations, increasing their 
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demand for mosque-based services. More generally, these findings suggest 
that while religious institutions assume various roles across the world, who 
uses religious institutions and for which purposes is locally dependent, par-
ticularly in areas with considerable developmental disparities.

How does the Tunisian setting affect the scope of the argument? We 
speculate that three conditions are particularly relevant. First, while Tuni-
sia has subnational variation in state capacity, it is still one of the more 
capacious Arab States, due in part to its smaller size and population than its 
neighbors. In larger Arab states, particularly those with even greater varia-
tion in local governance capacity, the role of mosques for these tasks will 
likely be even more pronounced.

Second, the Tunisian state not only strongly repressed Islamist move-
ments for decades, most prominently Ennahda, but it also hosted a strong 
non-Islamist counterweight in civil society—the Tunisian General Labor 
Union (UGTT). The existence of such lively civil society organizations 
may have decreased dependence on mosques for services. In fact, Ketch-
ley and Barrie find that the UGTT transformed the characteristics of 
protest mobilization by reducing the importance of the local mosque as 
a site of coordination.56 However, the UGTT and other dominant civil 
society organizations in Tunisia have complicated ties to past and present 
state institutions. Therefore, variation in where Tunisian citizens engage 
in civil society cannot be separated from the country’s particular political 
landscape.

Lastly, Tunisia is somewhat unique in that a hallmark characteristic 
of successive regimes was an emphasis on “state feminism,” underpinned 
by official policies and unofficial norms designed to promote women’s 
equality to suppress political competitors.57 As a result, women perceived 
as supporting an Islamic organization, or those simply wearing a hijab, 
experienced varying degrees of harassment, intimidation, and in some 
cases imprisonment.58 One legacy of these policies may be a reluctance of 
women—whether due to personal conviction, perceived social stigma, or 
some combination of both—to approach the mosque for local governance-
related tasks. Meanwhile, women may be reluctant to approach state or 
state-affiliated institutions for those same tasks. Future work should build 
on the insights from Tunisia to explore whether women’s use of mosques 
for nonreligious purposes is more prevalent in contexts with, or without, a 
history of state repression aimed at religious women.

More broadly, our work continues to shift research on religious institu-
tions in the Islamic world from generalized narratives to falsifiable argu-
ments. In this vein, we see several worthwhile extensions of this line of 
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inquiry. First, as noted previously, our research design does not account for 
mosque-level variation in the types of services provided, but only in citizen 
preferences for those services. To the extent that this data can be collected, 
it would further expand our understanding of mosques’ roles in their local 
communities. Our research also tangentially connects to electoral politics. 
One possible hypothesis that our work prompts is that individuals who 
access the mosque for more than just religious services are most likely 
to support Islamist candidates. Although we note that our results remain 
unchanged after accounting for whether respondents voted for the Islamist 
Ennahda party, alternative measures of Islamist-party support could pro-
vide insights into a potential link between preferences for mosque-based 
services and political attitudes or behaviors.

We also know little about how rates of female mosque participation 
vary across or within countries. Our work is the first to empirically show 
instances in which the gender gap in mosque use closes. Using a nonrepre-
sentative sample of Arab American Muslims, Jamal provides evidence that 
there may be other areas where the gender gap in mosque use looks quite 
different than previously assumed.59 She also notes that mosque participa-
tion increases women’s political efficacy and engagement. However, more 
work is needed to fully understand the causes and consequences of wom-
en’s use of houses of worship, especially in the Islamic world.

Finally, unlike other chapters in this volume, our study demonstrates the 
important role of non-state institutions—namely religious institutions—in 
local governance. One implication is that non-state institutions should be 
better accounted for in discussions of decentralization. Understanding 
citizen preferences and use of nonstate institutions can help local lead-
ers and development practitioners make more appropriate decisions about 
service delivery, community welfare, and local needs. Likewise, for scholars 
of decentralization, non-state institutions can provide needed insights into 
relations between local states and their citizens and local governance short-
comings. This is especially relevant in the MENA region, where other con-
tributors to this volume have shown how local-level inequalities, such as 
representation (see Shalaby and Barnett), access to participatory institu-
tions (see Colin and Bergh), and local capacity (see Parreira), can leave 
local politics out of reach for many.
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Success Beyond Gender Quotas

Gender, Local Politics, and Clientelism in Morocco

Marwa Shalaby and Carolyn Barnett1

1. Introduction

Gender quotas for political representation have increased over the past few 
decades at both the national and subnational levels. Over 100 states have 
adopted constitutional or electoral gender quotas, and 75 have implemented 
them subnationally.2 Quota mechanisms are generally acknowledged to 
have increased female descriptive representation in decision-making insti-
tutions; however, some have argued that quota implementation policies 
may introduce a glass ceiling, preventing women from being nominated 
or elected beyond the mandated quota seats.3 To date, scholars studying 
the subnational level have investigated the implementation and outcomes 
of women’s quotas in democracies, but much less is known about women’s 
successes beyond gender quotas, particularly in autocratic regimes.4 This 
disparity is problematic, as it masks important variations in female political 
representation across regime types and levels of governance.

This chapter explores the conditions under which women win competi-
tive seats beyond mandated gender quotas in local elections. Morocco is an 
ideal case for this study, for several reasons. Since 1960, Morocco’s regime 
has held municipal elections to solidify its power and build alliances with 
rural elites to counterbalance urban and partisan elites.5 The regime also 
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introduced national-level gender quotas in 2002, expanding them to the 
subnational level in 2009. However, female candidates continued to face 
challenges in accessing competitive seats. In the 2015 elections, only 132 
women were elected beyond the quota, representing just 2 percent of the 
total number of women elected and 0.4 percent of the total number of seats 
at the subnational level.

We argue that the prevalence of clientelism and patronage networks 
at the local level has hampered women’s abilities to win competitive seats. 
Clientelism and patronage networks have dominated both local and 
national politics in Morocco—as in much of the MENA region—but they 
have been most pronounced at the local level. This has direct implications 
for female representation. We argue that women’s “newcomer” status and 
weak party affiliation, combined with the majoritarian electoral system 
(SMD) in most municipalities, curtailed women’s success in local politics.

To test our argument, we draw on both quantitative and qualitative 
data. We rely on an original dataset containing the electoral outcomes of 
all 1,538 Moroccan municipalities and districts (henceforth municipalities) 
in the 2015 election, combined with municipal-level data from the 2014 
Moroccan census.6 The quantitative analysis is supplemented with data 
from twenty-eight original interviews conducted with local party officials 
and elected councillors in four similar municipalities where women’s abili-
ties to win competitive seats varied in 2015. We find that the dominance of 
clientelistic and patronage networks in Morocco’s local politics constrained 
women’s ability to win competitive (nonquota) council positions. Develop-
mental, institutional (SMD versus proportional representation [PR] sys-
tem), and municipal political features associated with clientelistic political 
dynamics were also important factors in explaining women’s varied success 
in obtaining nonquota seats. However, our study demonstrates the mar-
ginal role parties’ ideological orientations played in promoting women’s 
access to local office.

Our approach and results intersect with the perspectives and findings 
of several other authors in this volume. Like Colin and Bergh, we show 
how socioeconomic exclusion undermines the potential for more inclu-
sive institutions (in their case petitions, in our case quotas) to translate 
into more broadly equitable participation in civic institutions. Both the 
petition system and gender quotas in Morocco expanded opportunities 
for local political engagement, but they did not eliminate disparities in 
Moroccans’ effective access to responsive and participatory governance 
mechanisms. Our findings also align with Blackman et al., who demon-
strate empirically that partisanship does not play an important role in 
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Tunisian local politics. Like Parreira, we highlight how party elites, espe-
cially those who are proregime, may play an outsized role at the local 
level, even after decentralization. Finally, Buehler and Gergis’s study of 
mayorships in Morocco’s Casablanca region reaffirms that both age and 
gender stereotypes play an important role in voter preferences at the 
municipal level in Morocco—suggesting another reason why women may 
struggle to achieve nonquota seats.

Focused on women’s ability to gain nonquota seats in Morocco, this 
chapter proceeds as follows. Section 2 outlines extant work on women’s 
success in local politics and the role of local elections in authoritarian 
settings—particularly in the MENA region. Section 3 introduces the con-
text of local elections in Morocco and our theoretical framework. Section 
4 presents the data, and section 5 analyzes the results, followed by a discus-
sion of potential alternative explanations. We conclude by discussing our 
contributions to the study of women’s local representation in Morocco.

2. Women’s Representation in Local Elections:  
A Comparative Perspective

Extant work has shown that local-level offices tend to be more open and 
accessible to women and other underrepresented groups than national-
level offices. For example, studies of local office-holding in the United 
States find that women’s representation is inversely related to the office’s 
competitiveness and prestige.7 However, this is not the case in the MENA 
region, where women continue to be underrepresented in subnational pol-
itics, even when compared to the national level.

Based on research in other regions, several factors may explain women’s 
success in local politics. Focusing on structural factors, Sundström and 
Stockemer find that higher levels of female labor force participation and 
urbanization predict greater local-level female representation in Europe.8 
Districts’ demographic factors, such as income, population characteris-
tics, and unemployment rates, are also strong predictors of the strength of 
women’s presence in subnational politics. Additionally, institutional factors 
such as quotas and the type of electoral system play an important role in 
shaping women’s access to leadership positions at both the national and 
local levels. Larger districts and party magnitudes—often associated with 
proportional representation systems—are conducive to higher levels of 
female political inclusion, especially if combined with closed party lists.9

Political parties’ ideologies also matter, on both the national and sub-
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national levels. Studies in developed democracies have shown that politi-
cal parties and party ideology play substantive roles in promoting women 
to power.10 As Campbell and Lovenduski argued, parties are “gendered 
institutions” that reflect the gender ideology of their membership and top 
ranks.11 Parties with leftist ideologies are more likely to encourage women’s 
representation.12 In contrast, parties with conservative ideologies empha-
size women’s traditional roles within the family.

But what about the correlates of women’s representation in local elec-
tions under authoritarianism? Authoritarian regimes are characterized by 
the concentration of power at the center, limited opportunities for power-
sharing, and weak and/or fragmented party competition. In the MENA 
region, elections are widely viewed as channels for rent distribution, oppor-
tunities for elites to identify the most loyal party figures and to strengthen 
incumbent regimes.13 Lust views elections as significant political events for 
both political elites and voters; however, electoral competition is not about 
policymaking, but rather about access to state resources and clientelistic 
networks.14

Moreover, political parties play a marginal role in national politics in 
most parts of the MENA region. The introduction of multiparty systems 
has led to the creation of parties that reproduce the regimes’ autocratic 
and nepotistic practices rather than promote more liberal processes.15 
Most parties rely on clientelistic party-building and mobilization strategies 
based on the distribution of selective benefits. While political parties do 
coordinate within and among themselves to draft and present substantive 
legislation, and parliamentarians pose questions and participate in debates 
about important issues, parties rarely advance credible policy programs 
along clear ideological lines.16 The more parties rely on such clientelistic 
strategies, the more they are “insulated” from their constituents’ policy 
interests, and they risk losing candidates and voters if their ability to pro-
vide clientelistic services diminishes.17

On the whole, we expect local elections to be governed by the same 
dynamics as their national counterparts, and to serve similar goals. How-
ever, political parties at the local level are even more tightly bound to 
clientelistic political dynamics, with consequences for female political 
representation. Local elections are widely viewed as even less relevant to 
policymaking than national ones.18 Citizens consider local officials mainly 
as service providers with little or no policymaking power. Voters are there-
fore even more likely to base their choices on candidates’ abilities to pro-
vide services and secure resources from the national government. Parti-
sanship and party ideology matter even less at the local level than at the 
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national level. As voters in underdeveloped areas realize that politics will 
not improve their daily lives, they are more likely to base their vote choice 
on candidates’ clientelistic linkages and patronage networks than on their 
ideologies.19

The pervasiveness of clientelism and ideology’s weak influence fur-
ther disadvantage female candidates, given their limited access to existing 
power networks and regime loyalists’ circles.20 Female politicians are often 
perceived as less competent in service provision and distributive politics, 
which are particularly important when local elected officials fulfill a cli-
entelistic role.21 As women are relative newcomers to local politics, they 
have not had the opportunity to build reputations as efficient deliverers of 
patronage and services to garner voters’ support.

3. Local Politics, Gender, and Clientelism in Morocco

Morocco is a multiparty constitutional monarchy with a complex, multi-
layered governance system consisting of regions, provinces, prefectures, 
and municipalities.22 The country has held municipal elections since 1960 
(Dahir of 1956 and 1959), and meaningful decentralization effectively 
dates back to 1976.23 Municipal councils have three sets of competencies: 
local, shared, and transferred.24 Local competencies include public services 
such as water, electricity, sanitation, road maintenance, and transportation. 
Shared competencies involve building and maintaining hospitals, schools, 
and infrastructure and investing in equipment. Finally, transferred com-
petencies, which can be transferred from the central to municipal gov-
ernments, include protecting monuments, preserving natural sites, and 
overseeing small- and medium-sized hydraulic works. Local government 
financing currently comprises 3.5 percent of GDP, which is high compared 
to many other MENA states. However, most municipalities lack financial 
autonomy and rely on the central government’s transfers.

The past two decades witnessed a steady increase in women’s political 
representation at the local and national levels.25 This advance is mainly 
due to the actions of an organized feminist movement that began push-
ing for women’s representation quotas in the late 1990s when the gradual 
liberalization of Moroccan politics created a new space for claim-making.26 
At the subnational level, the 2009 electoral reform introduced a 12 percent 
quota for the municipal elections through the creation of additional lists 
for women in urban and rural municipalities (Articles 204 [1] and [2] of the 
electoral code), as well as the creation of a “support fund for the promo-



182	 Decentralization in the Middle East and North Africa

2RPP

tion of women representativeness” (Article 288). Consequently, women’s 
local representation increased from 0.6 in 2003 to 12.3 percent in the 2009 
municipal elections.

The new Moroccan Constitution, adopted in 2011 in response to polit-
ical pressure raised by the Arab Uprisings and Morocco’s 20th February 
movement, called for the institutionalization of gender parity.27 Article 146 
called for a new organic law to “establish steps to improve the representa-
tion of women in the [local] councils.” In November 2011, the government 
issued Organic Law No. 59.11, specifying the number of local council 
seats reserved for women. In 2015, the number varied from four to eight, 
depending on the size of the local council and municipal population, as 
detailed in the following section.28

These quotas raise questions about when and why women gain repre-
sentation beyond the specified number of seats. These questions remain 
unanswered at the local level, although scholarship on women’s representa-
tion at the national level suggests that clientelism plays an important role 
in shaping women’s representation patterns.29 National-level quotas have 
successfully increased women’s numerical representation, but women’s 
ability to access nonquota seats has remained limited due to the patronage-
based nature of Moroccan politics.30 Focusing on the links between female 
politicians and political parties, Lloren argues that quotas have failed to 
democratize decision-making procedures within parties and Morocco’s 
politics more broadly.31 Darhour finds that women’s increased representa-
tion at the national level has helped legitimize the “de-democratization” of 
Moroccan politics.32

Moreover, extant research emphasizes the prevalence of patronage and 
clientelism in less-developed areas of Morocco.33 For decades, the regime 
has used political parties to build alliances with rural elites, counterbal-
ancing the urban and partisan elites.34 Political parties in Morocco can 
thus be grouped into two main categories: palace and traditional opposi-
tion.35 Palace parties include the Popular Movement (MP), National Rally 
of Independents (RNI), Constitutional Union (UC), and the Authenticity 
and Modernity Party (PAM).36 The traditional opposition parties include 
Istiqlal (PI), the Socialist Union of Popular Forces (USFP), the Party of 
Progress and Socialism (PPS), and the Justice and Development Party 
(PJD).37 The regime has mainly used the palace parties to garner support 
from the rural population to counter the “unrest of the urban center,” 
providing them with ample resources, political favors, and protection in 
exchange for their support.38 Thus, voting in these areas has relied on per-
sonal ties and proximity to the local notables and elites.39
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Municipal elections have been administered using PR systems for 
populations over 35,000 and single-member district systems for popula-
tions below 35,000 (the population threshold used in 2015). This electoral 
system, by design, tends to overrepresent rural areas and continues to be 
an important tool to solidify the regime’s control over elections.40 Unsur-
prisingly, the regime’s loyalist parties continued to sweep seats in the rural 
areas, accounting for more than 80 percent of municipalities. However, 
starting in 2009, the Islamist PJD party made considerable gains in urban 
and formerly proregime districts due to its demonstrated commitment 
to good governance, even as it maintains key elements of patron-client 
relationships.41

As argued earlier in the chapter, women often face challenges to win-
ning local office seats beyond the quota in settings where clientelistic 
politics and patronage prevail. This is mainly attributed to female politi-
cians’ limited ability to disrupt the long-standing, male-dominated power 
structures42 and/or to overcome existing gender stereotypes of female poli-
ticians as less competent service providers. Therefore, we expect to find 
fewer female candidates winning competitive seats in SMD municipali-
ties and municipalities with lower levels of development where voters may 
place greater value on (male) politicians’ abilities to provide services. Prior 
work also shows that higher electoral participation rates, mainly in rural 
areas, are often associated with support for the regime’s loyalist parties—
where clientelistic and patronage relationships dominate.43 We thus expect 
higher rates of political participation to be associated with less electoral 
success for women. In contrast, we expect women would be more likely 
to win competitive seats beyond the quota in municipalities with higher 
development and education levels, as these characteristics are associated 
with weaker patterns of clientelism.

4. Data

We use data on 31,482 local councillors elected in 2015, initially compiled 
by the Moroccan NGO TAFRA, to examine women’s ability to win seats 
in municipal elections.44 The dataset includes the councillors’ names, party 
affiliation, council position, and information on the rate of voter participa-
tion in each municipality. We manually coded the gender of every official 
based on first names and combined this dataset with information from the 
2014 Moroccan Census on municipal-level socioeconomic characteristics.45 
Due to limitations to the information made available by the Moroccan 
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government, the data do not specify whether women were elected in com-
petitive seats or through the reserved-seat system.46 We therefore focus on 
analyzing variations in the number of seats exceeding the legally mandated 
quota seats. Municipalities with legal populations of 35,000 or lower are, 
by law, organized into single-member districts (SMDs), with four coun-
cil seats reserved for women. Municipalities with legal populations above 
35,000 have councils elected via proportional representation (PR) based on 
party lists. Six council seats are reserved for women in municipalities with 
populations between 35,000 and 200,000, and eight seats are reserved in 
municipalities with populations over 200,000. All additional women were 
elected competitively.

The analysis below estimates a series of multivariate models on a 
municipal-level dataset with 1538 observations. The dependent variable in 
each model is a binary indicator that takes a value of one if a municipality 
elected any women beyond the quota and zero otherwise. We use a binary, 
rather than continuous, outcome measure to enable comparability of the 
outcome across municipalities with different types of electoral systems, 
as the larger total number of seats in PR municipalities makes achieving 
a higher absolute number of “additional” (nonquota) seats feasible com-
pared to SMD municipalities.47 We also prefer the binary outcome because 
the continuous measure of “seats beyond the quota” is skewed by the few 
municipalities electing more than one additional woman.48 In robustness 
checks, however, we reestimate our models using the continuous outcome 
measure and find that our results differ little.49

We use the following predictors: electoral system, a binary variable that 
takes a value of one to indicate SMD municipalities and zero for PR 
municipalities; participation, the proportion of eligible voters in a munic-
ipality who voted in the 2015 elections; and competitiveness, the ratio of 
the difference in votes between the top two parties in a municipality to 
the total number of votes cast in that municipality.50 We also incorporate 
three variables from the 2014 census: higher education, the proportion of 
the population in each municipality with higher education; unemployment, 
the unemployment rate in the municipality; and public sewage, the propor-
tion of households connected to a public sewage network.51

In different models, we then include either the party magnitude of each 
of the eight major parties (the MP, PAM, PI, PJD, PPS, RNI, UC, and 
USFP)—the proportion of seats held by that party in that municipality—or 
a dummy variable for party majority, taking a value of one if a given party 
holds the most seats and zero otherwise. Municipalities in which two par-
ties tied for the most seats are not coded as a majority for any party. Table 
C1 in appendix C provides summary statistics for these variables.
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We further draw on qualitative evidence from interviews with party offi-
cials and local councillors in four municipalities across two provinces (and 
regions). A local research assistant conducted twenty-eight semistructured 
interviews (with thirteen female and fifteen male councillors and party offi-
cials, whom we anonymized) in person between March and May 2021.52 
Each interview lasted about an hour. The interview questionnaire included 
questions about candidate selection, list placement, training, campaigning, 
party strategies and priorities, and councillor experiences in office. These 
specific municipalities were selected for similarity in underlying charac-
teristics but differed in the outcome of whether any women were elected 
beyond the quota: Arbaoua and Mnasra in Kénitra province in the broader 
region of Rabat-Salé-Kénitra, and Sidi Bibi and Biougra in Chtouka-Ait 
Baha province in the Souss-Masa region. The two municipalities in Kéni-
tra are both SMD municipalities, but Arbaoua elected five women at the 
local level in 2015, while Mnasra only elected the quota-mandated four. 
The two municipalities in Chtouka-Ait Baha are PR municipalities, but 
Biougra elected seven women in 2015, while Sidi Bibi only elected the 
quota-mandated six. All four municipalities have legal populations between 
30,000 and 40,000 (near the threshold for determining whether municipal-
ities will be SMD or PR). Table C2 in appendix C summarizes additional 
features of the four municipalities.

5. Analysis and Results

5.1. Descriptive Analysis of Women’s Representation  
in the 2015 Elections

On September 4, 2015, Moroccans elected 31,482 local council seats and 
678 regional council seats from 140,000 candidates spanning more than 
thirty parties. Voter turnout for the elections was 54 percent, up from 
approximately 45 percent in the 2011 legislative elections. The proregime 
PAM led in less developed and rural areas, but the Islamist PJD dominated 
most major cities and urban areas with the highest percentage of the popu-
lar vote (1.5 million votes), tripling its seat share compared to the 2009 
local elections. The PJD also won the plurality of the regional council seats 
(174 of 678), followed by PAM with 132 seats. Table 6.1 shows the overall 
number and share of valid votes and seats won by all parties that achieved 
at least 1 percent of either votes or seats. We focus on analyzing results for 
women among the six parties that won the most votes and seats nation-
wide: the PJD, PAM, PI, RNI, MP, and USFP.
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In total, 6,570 women were elected as local councillors in 2015—20.8 
percent of the councillors. Table 6.2 shows the number of women elected 
from each of the six top parties (85 percent of the total seats) and the pro-
portion of that party’s total number of women-held council seats; 21–22 
percent of councillors from each were women. Across all municipalities, 
the average is 18–19 percent.

One hundred thirty-two women were elected beyond the quota 
requirements, spread across 99 municipalities. In 80 of these municipali-
ties, a single woman beyond the quota requirement was elected; 2 women 

TABLE 6.1. Municipal Election Outcomes 2015

Party Votes Vote share (%) Seats Seat share (%)

PJD 1,558,715 21 5,018 16
PAM 1,334,273 18 6,662 21
PI 1,068,560 14 5,083 16
RNI 886,927 12 4,415 14
MP 645,750 9 3,006 10
USFP 562,992 8 2,654 8
PPS 422,315 6 1,770 6
UC 400,473 5 1,480 5
AGD 100,367 1 332 1
FFD 74,096 1 193 1
MDS 72,540 1 297 1
AHD 33,100 0 143 1

Note: The table shows the number of valid votes won per party, the vote share this repre-
sents (out of a total of 7,366,589 nationwide), the number of seats won, and the seat share this 
represents (out of a total of 31,482 nationwide). An additional nineteen political parties omit-
ted from this table won at least some valid votes but failed to win at least 1 percent of either 
the valid votes or seats nationwide.

TABLE 6.2. Women’s Representation by Party

Party Total Women
Overall 

percentage
Average 

percentage

PAM 6,662 1,369 20 19
PI 5,083 1,097 22 19
PJD 5,018 1,058 21 19
RNI 4,415 958 22 18
MP 3,006 624 21 18
USFP 2,654 574 22 18
PPS 1,770 380 22 18
UC 1,480 274 18 15

Note: “Overall percentage” divides the total number of seats held by women for each party 
into the total number of seats held by that party. “Average percentage” calculates this propor-
tion for each municipality, then averages across all municipalities.
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were elected competitively in 15 municipalities, 4 women in 2 municipali-
ties, and 7 women in 2 municipalities.

Table 6.3 displays the distribution of competitive women elected across 
the municipalities where any competitive women were elected, along with 
the range of total seats per council in each group of municipalities and the 
percentage range of total seats per council in each group. Where competi-
tive women were elected, they comprise between 1.5 percent (in a 65-seat 
council where only 1 competitive woman was elected) and 19.4 percent 
of council seats (in a 36-seat council where 7 competitive women were 
elected). The 132 women elected beyond the quota represent 2 percent 
of the total number of women elected and just 0.4 percent of the seats at 
the subnational level. Additionally, the number of women elected failed to 
reach the target quota in 7 municipalities: in 4 municipalities (3 PR and 1 
SMD), there was 1 fewer woman elected than required, and in 3 municipal-
ities (2 PR and 1 SMD), there were 2 fewer women elected than required, 
for a total of 10 “missing” female councillors.

Both the overall proportion of women among councillors and the 
number of women competitively elected varied across the electoral system 
types. Table 6.4 shows the total number of elected seats and female coun-
cillors. Because of the quota design, a slightly greater proportion of seats 
(21 percent versus 19 percent) was held by women in SMD than in PR 
municipalities. Therefore, women were more represented in less populated 
municipalities (with few exceptions).

There were fewer PR than SMD municipalities, but nearly an equal 
number of municipalities with each system had at least 1 woman elected 
beyond the quota requirements—that is, PR municipalities were dispropor-
tionately more likely to elect women beyond quota requirements. Among 
the SMD municipalities, 1,331 elected exactly the number required by the 
quota, while 44 elected 1 additional woman, 5 elected 2 each, and 1 elected 

TABLE 6.3. Women’s Competitive Victories and Council Sizes

# of municipalities Competitive women Total seats % of seats

80 1 13–65 1.5–7.7
15 2 19–44 4.6–10.5
2 4 28–38 10.5–14.3
2 7 36–65 10.8–19.4

Note: The table presents information on the ninety-nine municipalities where at least one 
woman was elected beyond the quota requirements. The “Total seats” column shows the range of 
council size in each set of municipalities. The “% of Seats” column shows what percentage of this 
total number of seats the number of competitive women elected represents.
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4. Among PR municipalities, 101 elected exactly the number required by 
the quota, while 36 elected 1 additional woman, 10 elected 2, 1 elected 4, 
and 2elected 7.

5.2. Analysis

We estimate six logistic regression models, the results of which are pre-
sented in table 6.5.53 Models 1 and 2 use the entire sample and include the 
indicator for a municipality having an SMD electoral system as a predic-
tor variable. Models 3 and 4 are estimated on only SMD municipalities, 
and Models 5 and 6 are estimated on only PR municipalities. Across these 
sets, the odd-numbered models use the party magnitude variables described 
above, while the even-numbered models use the party majority variables. 
The indicators for all eight political parties that won more than 5 percent 
of council seats nationwide are included in the regression models. We dis-
play coefficients only for the top six parties; results for the two omitted 
parties (the PPS and UC) are similar.

Consistent with our expectations, results from the first two models show 
that SMD municipalities are significantly less likely than PR municipali-
ties to have women elected beyond the quota-mandated seats. The results 
also show that the proportion of the population with higher education is 
a strong and significant predictor of having women elected beyond the 
quota. However, this finding loses statistical significance in the models run 
on the small sample of PR municipalities. Higher unemployment is nega-
tively associated with women winning competitive seats, while the propor-
tion of households connected to public sewage is positively associated with 
this outcome.

We also find a negative association between the participation level in 
the 2015 elections and women being elected beyond the quota, which is 
statistically significant in the full sample while controlling for party mag-
nitudes or majorities and among the sample of PR municipalities while 

TABLE 6.4. Women’s Representation by Electoral System

Electoral system Total Women
Overall 

percentage
Average 

percentage

SMD system 25,987 5,584 22 23
PR system 5,495 1,039 19 19

Note: “Overall percentage” divides the total number of seats held by women for each electoral 
system into the total number of seats in municipalities with that electoral system. “Average per-
centage” calculates this proportion for each municipality, then averages across all municipalities.
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controlling for party magnitudes. As explained above, voter participation is 
systematically higher in places with denser clientelistic ties to local politi-
cians dominated by regime-loyalist parties.

We lack a direct measure for clientelism in our dataset, but these results, 
taken together, suggest that the diminished women’s ability to win compet-
itive seats in less developed areas, especially those characterized by higher 
levels of unemployment and voter participation, is due to the dominance of 
clientelistic voting. To validate our findings, we turn to our interview data.

TABLE 6.5. Regression Model Results

All SMD only PR only

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
 Magnitude Majority Magnitude Majority Magnitude Majority

SMD system -0.945* -0.811+
(0.446) (0.447)

Higher education 10.864** 10.028** 13.606** 13.589** 7.230 5.778
(3.357) (3.289) (5.016) (5.175) (4.631) (4.431)

Unemployment 
rate

-3.759+ -3.180+ -3.812+ -3.566 -3.829 -0.796

(1.984) (1.926) (2.196) (2.183) (5.464) (5.355)
Public sewage 1.157* 1.109* 1.197* 1.226* 0.464 0.187

(0.503) (0.499) (0.600) (0.594) (1.098) (1.071)
Participation -2.868+ -2.554+ -1.922 -1.812 -5.020+ -3.176

(1.475) (1.465) (1.896) (1.891) (2.896) (2.833)
Competitiveness -0.255 -0.234 -0.412 -0.016 -0.817 -1.098

(0.702) (0.719) (0.838) (0.817) (1.963) (1.657)
PAM -0.005 0.002 -0.004 0.207 -0.016 -0.205

(0.010) (0.494) (0.010) (0.671) (0.025) (0.790)
PJD -0.018+ -0.037 -0.029+ -1.153 -0.008 0.266

(0.011) (0.504) (0.015) (1.170) (0.024) (0.736)
PI -0.011 -0.003 -0.010 0.254 -0.020 -0.574

(0.011) (0.542) (0.011) (0.708) (0.026) (1.024)
MP -0.002 0.497 0.000 0.747 -0.011 0.347

(0.011) (0.539) (0.012) (0.716) (0.026) (0.888)
RNI -0.003 0.004 -0.003 0.427 -0.011 -16.345

(0.010) (0.550) (0.011) (0.689) (0.026) (1,303.932)
USFP -0.016 -0.850 -0.020 -0.567 -0.008 -16.386

(0.013) (0.838) (0.014) (0.933) (0.036) (2,772.445)
Num. obs. 1534 1534 1379 1379 155 155
AIC 603.4 609.4 421.7 422.2 198.6 198.3
BIC 683.4 689.4 494.9 495.4 241.2 240.9
Log. lik. -286.702 -289.688 -196.870 -197.076 -85.285 -85.156

Note: p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Models 1 and 2 were run on the full sample of all municipali-
ties. Models 3 and 4 were run only on the subsample of municipalities with single-member district (SMD) electoral 
systems. Models 5 and 6 were run only on the subsample of municipalities with proportional representation (PR) 
electoral systems. In the odd-numbered models, the coefficients reported for each party are for the party magnitude. 
In the even-numbered models, the coefficients reported for each party were for the party majority variable.
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Our interviewees reiterated the prevalence of clientelism and patron-
age politics, especially among the regime loyalist parties, and expressed 
its adverse effects on female candidates. For example, a party official from 
Agadir stated:

Well  .  .  . the administrative parties give people [Makhzen] money 
to vote for them. We don’t have this kind of issue, but we hope 
this practice will stop as it strikes the heart of the electoral pro-
cess. Especially when it comes to providing equal opportunities. 
Some candidates pay as much as 300 dirhams per vote, and unfor-
tunately, people vote for them because they see that they have so 
much money. And they get elected! (Interview #8, Party Official—
Socialist Democratic Vanguard Party)

Another interviewee from Kénitra stressed that

[Local] elections are still based on rent distribution where citizens 
are still unable to evaluate and decide among different party pro-
grams. All they [the voters] care about is the candidate’s family ties 
and background. We are against bribery as well as providing mate-
rial benefits in exchange for votes. (Interview #7, Party Official—
Socialist Democratic Vanguard Party)

This reality is further complicated by the fact that women often lack the 
networks and connections that would enable them to compete on an equal 
footing with male candidates in these highly clientelistic areas. A female 
councillor from Manasra states,

I think there are some challenges, especially that women do not go 
out much, they do not go to cafés or public spaces much; they often 
socialize only during weddings or special occasions. . . . Men also do 
not want women to compete with them; they want politics to stay a 
men’s field, especially in rural areas. They cannot accept that women 
challenge them; it represents a threat to their dignity. (Interview 
#17, Councillor—National Rally for Independents Party)

In this context, parties struggle to recruit and integrate women who can 
fulfill these expectations. As a female party official in Agadir explained,

The biggest problem is finding women who are willing to run as 
candidates. I mean, if you go to rural areas, villages, or other remote 
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regions, it is very difficult to find women willing to run for office. 
It is not just adding names to the lists. On the contrary, she [female 
candidate] has to build her place/position, speak her mind, and many 
other things. (Interview #9, Party Official—USFP)

To compensate for female candidates’ lack of clientelistic linkages, par-
ties select women with strong community and social ties to fill the quota 
seats—but not necessarily lead an electoral list or run for a competitive 
seat. Elected female councillors also underscored these strategies, recruit-
ing female candidates from prominent families or with strong ties to the 
local community, regardless of their prior political affiliation or experi-
ence. One interviewee described elections as “family selection” (Interview 
# 15, Councillor—Popular Movement). Another from Mnasra highlighted 
strong social ties as an important criterion for selection, stating

I am a teacher, and most, if not all, of the families know me person-
ally and interact with me on a daily basis. They see that I am giving, 
helpful, with a degree, and willing to talk and participate in impor-
tant conversations, which would definitely allow me to represent 
them within the council and solve their problems. They trust me. 
(Interview #17, Councillor—RNI)

Proximity to the regime is critical for women to be selected to head 
an electoral list or run for a competitive seat. Referring to women’s com-
petitive success in Arbaoua municipality, a leading party official from the 
Popular Movement stated that

the president of the Arbaoua [council], Fatima Al-Keihel, who was 
a former minister, was able to achieve so many accomplishments 
and attracted so many women who worked hard and left their own 
imprints. She is now running so many projects benefiting the entire 
municipality. (Interview #2, Party Official—Popular Movement)

Being part of the ruling elite facilitates access to resources and networks—
indispensable for success as service providers in their districts.

5.3 Alternative Explanations

Extant work has emphasized the role of political parties’ ideology in shap-
ing outcomes relating to female representation. However, we argue in this 
chapter that party ideology plays a less meaningful role in Morocco’s local 
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politics, even when compared to the national level. The primary role of 
local politicians is to secure investment and services for their constituents 
from central decision-makers. Regarding parties’ gender-related ideolo-
gies, previous studies of Morocco have underscored the diffusion of the 
gender equality rhetoric across the political spectrum: “All parties speak 
of increasing women’s political participation nowadays.”54 Others have 
found very little divergence of opinions between PJD and USFP support-
ers regarding gender roles.55

Our interview data confirm the weak influence of party ideology in less 
developed, rural areas on female representation. Interviewees emphasized 
the weakness of party politics at the local level and the predominance of 
service provision, both from voters’ and parties’ perspectives. As a promi-
nent party official in Kénitra stated,

Our priority now is to avoid politics! We want to avoid useless dis-
cussions, ideological party debates, and disagreeing about issues and 
positions! This is counterproductive! What the inhabitants of Kéni-
tra need today is better service provision on the local level. (Inter-
view #1, Party Official—Popular Movement)

Explanations of women’s electoral outcomes based on party ideology 
also find little support in our quantitative data and statistical models. The 
lack of variation in women’s representation across political parties appar-
ent in the aggregate (see table 6.2) holds when we examine the number of 
women elected by each party under each electoral system.

Figure 6.1 shows the total number of councillors and the total number 
of women elected from each of the major parties in SMD and PR munici-
palities, respectively. The proportion of women elected is consistent across 
parties under both types of electoral system; each party had an overall pro-
portion of 21–22 percent female councillors in SMD municipalities and 
17–20 percent women in PR municipalities.

We include party magnitudes as explanatory variables in our multivari-
ate models, and we do not find strong systematic differences across par-
ties in the likelihood of electing women beyond the quota. Increased party 
magnitudes for the PJD are associated with a lower likelihood of com-
petitive female councillors in the overall sample and among SMD munic-
ipalities. However, the magnitude of these associations is small, and no 
estimates for any of the party variables are large or statistically significant 
in any other model. These results may also be driven by the PJD’s relative 
weakness in SMD municipalities (see figure 6.1). We separately estimated 
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the same regression models (results omitted) while aggregating party-level 
results into broader measures of the magnitudes and majority status of the 
“palace” versus “opposition” parties; the coefficients on these indicators 
in all models were substantively small and statistically insignificant.56 We 
also find no association between competitiveness (the relative closeness of 
the election between the top two parties in each municipality) and women 
winning nonquota seats.

6. Conclusion

This chapter explores the conditions under which female candidates win 
beyond the mandated quota seats in local politics. Drawing on multivariate 
analysis of the 2015 local election results and the socioeconomic charac-
teristics of Moroccan municipalities, as well as insights from interviews 
with party officials and elected councillors, we argue that the limits on 
women’s ability to win seats beyond the quota reflect the ongoing strength 

Figure 6.1. Women’s Representation by Party and Electoral System
Note: This figure displays the percentage of seats held by a party and the percentage of seats 
held by women of that party out of the total number of seats available within each type of 
electoral system: 25,987 across all SMD municipalities and 5,495 across all PR municipalities.
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of clientelist ties and the challenges women face as credible bearers of cli-
entelist service provision. While we cannot directly test the causal influ-
ence of clientelism on women’s representation, our quantitative findings 
are consistent with women being less likely to succeed where clientelism 
plays an especially strong role in local politics. Women are more likely 
to win competitive seats in municipalities with weaker voter participation, 
higher rates of development and education, and PR electoral systems. In 
contrast, party ideology and electoral competitiveness only have a modest 
relationship to women’s ability to win nonquota seats.

We supplement these findings with qualitative evidence, demonstrat-
ing that local elected officials and party elites view voters’ expectations of 
clientelistic connections and service provision as a reason why recruiting 
and electing women is difficult. Future work should directly test, perhaps 
experimentally, whether valuing clientelism leads voters to display more 
bias against female candidates and politicians.

This chapter contributes to our understanding of gender politics, local 
governance, and partisanship in autocratic settings in several ways. First, 
it offers one of the first systematic analyses of women’s descriptive repre-
sentation at the local level in Morocco. Second, subnational gender quotas 
have proliferated across the region over the past two decades, but research 
on the implementation and consequences of these new institutional mech-
anisms is scarce. Thus, our study paves the way for more comparative 
analyses of gender quotas and women’s local-level representation in the 
MENA region.

Our findings will be useful to practitioners seeking to further facili-
tate local governance reform and improve women’s representation. The 
results underscore the utility of gender quotas in achieving some level of 
representation for women, helping women gain political experience, and 
accustoming voters to female candidates. However, they also demonstrate 
the limitations of quotas in the face of constituents who may view women 
as incapable service providers. Along with other studies in this volume, 
we draw attention to how more inclusive institutions may not yield more 
inclusive outcomes, how stereotypes and biases may affect the outcomes of 
local elections, and the important role of party elites in determining who 
gains political office, even when political partisanship is not a strong deter-
minant of citizens’ behavior.

Over time, experience with female municipal councillors may mitigate 
the disadvantage they face in the context of more clientelist politics. It is 
possible that, as women gain experience in local politics, voters will be more 
willing to vote for women and to trust that they will effectively fill the ser-
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vice provision and political connection roles expected of local politicians. 
However, more work is needed to analyze the variations in women’s ability 
to win competitive seats across different electoral systems and municipali-
ties’ different levels of development in future elections. Furthermore, while 
we find no differences across parties in the number of women elected to 
local councils, it is possible there are systematic differences in the number 
of women nominated to run for these positions. Future work should assess 
this possibility by gathering and analyzing systematic candidate-level data.

Finally, our interviewees reiterated several sociocultural challenges fac-
ing female candidates that we cannot systematically assess with our data. 
Female councillors and party officials alluded to the cultural stigma associ-
ated with women in high-visibility positions, especially in rural areas with 
traditional gender norms. However, absent local-level public opinion data 
on social norms and attitudes toward female candidates, we cannot rule 
out that such norms play a role in suppressing female representation in 
local politics. We believe further research on the effect of such norms is 
critical to better understand the supply aspect of female representation in 
Morocco’s local politics.
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SEVEN

Local Political Priorities during Tunisia’s 
First Democratic Municipal Elections

Alexandra Domike Blackman, Julia Clark,  
and Aytuğ Şaşmaz1

1. Introduction

Political regimes in the Middle East have long suffered from an absence 
of inclusive political institutions to channel citizens’ demands to policy-
makers. Decentralization reforms and local democratic institutions have 
been championed as an avenue for improving local development.2 The 
May 2018 municipal elections in Tunisia—the first truly competitive and 
nationwide local elections in the country’s history—were an unprecedented 
opportunity to bring the government closer to Tunisian citizens by rees-
tablishing the municipal councils tasked with local development, selecting 
council members through elections rather than appointment, and connect-
ing service delivery directly to democratic practice. Moreover, decentral-
ization and the expansion of municipal governance were proposed to rem-
edy the central government’s neglect of certain regions.3 Many believed 
that the success of Tunisia’s democratic consolidation would depend, at 
least in part, on the representation of citizens’ interests within municipal 
councils and the establishment of local governance practices to meet citi-
zens’ demands.

Tunisia has a long history of municipal governance, but historically, 
local government was not democratic. This was due to (1) noncompetitive 
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elections under colonial rule and postcolonial dictatorships, (2) the exclu-
sion of approximately one-third of the population (and historically more) 
who lived outside the areas governed by elected municipal councils, and 
(3) the control of local government by older male politicians with ties to 
the hegemonic parties of the Bourguiba and Ben Ali regimes. As a result, 
local-level representation was unaccountable, unevenly distributed, and 
unrepresentative.

For this reason, decentralization and local governance were a focus 
after the 2010 Uprising. After the overthrow of President Ben Ali, the 
country adopted a set of reforms to improve representation on municipal 
councils and extended elected local representation throughout the country. 
Before the 2018 elections, the Tunisian government expanded the munici-
pal system, which had previously only governed areas designated as urban 
(communal), to cover the entire country, incorporating all rural localities 
into new or existing municipalities. Additionally, the government imposed 
strict gender and youth quotas on all electoral lists.4 As a result of new 
electoral laws adopted in 2017, half of the over 45,000 candidates running 
were women, and half were under thirty-six years old.5 More than 2,000 
electoral lists competed in the 350 municipalities; of these, 860 were inde-
pendent lists, and 1,214 were party lists from over twenty political parties. 
Moreover, the municipalities in which these candidates competed differed 
significantly; some were newly created rural municipalities, while others 
were highly urbanized with forms of municipal government dating to the 
19th century.

In this chapter, we examine two important questions concerning local 
governance during this period in Tunisia. First, we look at how individual- 
and municipal-level characteristics affected local development priorities. 
We examine the impact of the quota reforms aimed at increasing women 
and youth representation in local government. Specifically, we con-
sider whether women and youth candidates—the targets of the electoral 
quotas—expressed different local development priorities than older, male 
candidates and whether these differences corresponded to differences in 
local development priorities among the Tunisian population. Second, we 
examine the congruence between citizens’ and candidates’ local priorities. 
How well did candidate priorities align with citizen priorities?

To examine these two questions, we draw on three primary data sources: 
a survey of nearly 2,000 municipal election candidates, a survey of over 
6,500 Tunisians (both fielded around the 2018 municipal elections), and 
sixteen semistructured interviews with municipal council presidents con-
ducted in October 2019. While we find some variation in local priorities 
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based on individual- and municipal-level characteristics, we uncover more 
notable gaps in local priorities between citizens and candidates, particu-
larly around the issues of jobs and security. Finally, we explore some of the 
possible explanations for the candidate-citizen gap.

2. Municipalities and Local Governance in Tunisia

In 1858, Tunis (Tunis Ville) was the first of Tunisia’s cities to be incorpo-
rated as a municipality.6 During the French colonial period, several other 
urban Tunisian cities were designated as municipalities, including suburbs 
of Tunis, such as La Goulette, and urban centers in other regions of the 
country, such as Kef and Sousse. By its independence in 1956, Tunisia had 
sixty municipalities, which generally coincided with its urbanized towns 
and areas of high French settlement.

The Tunisian government has remained highly centralized since 1956, 
although it nominally pursued decentralization reforms several times, 
particularly in the 1970s and 1980s. These decentralization efforts led 
to the creation of new municipalities throughout the country.7 In 1975, 
there were 158 municipalities, and by the early 1990s, there were over 240. 
Despite the expansion of municipal governments, however, municipalities 
remained concentrated in urbanized areas and politically favored regions.8 
According to Khellaf, in 1989, 41 percent of the Tunisian population lived 
outside the municipality system and had services administered through 
appointed rural councils.9 As of the 2014 census, about one-third of Tuni-
sia’s residents lived outside the municipality system.10

During the Bourguiba and Ben Ali eras, these municipal councils were 
typically elected in authoritarian elections dominated by the hegemonic 
party.11 After the 2010 Uprising, there was a push for greater decentral-
ization of political power and public services. As part of this effort, the 
Tunisian government pledged to hold new local elections, which took 
place in May 2018 after multiple delays. These elections displayed greater 
democratic contestation than those before the revolution; under the laws 
adopted after the revolution, all political parties could contest the elec-
tions, and independent candidates were allowed to form nonpartisan elec-
toral lists. All council members would be elected, and the council members 
subsequently would select the municipal council president.12

In addition to holding new municipal elections, the Tunisian govern-
ment took several steps to extend municipal governance throughout the 
country. Decentralization reforms were passed to extend municipal coun-
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cil governments throughout the country’s entire territory and empower 
councils to play a greater role in service delivery. In 2011, Tunisia had 264 
municipalities. This number was increased to 350 before the 2018 elec-
tions, following a process of municipal boundary expansion and demar-
cation to cover the entire territory.13 In practice, this meant expanding 
existing municipalities to include the surrounding rural areas and creating 
new municipalities in some outlying areas.14 The unaltered municipalities 
tended to be older, urban areas, while the expanded and new municipalities 
typically included more rural areas. Figure 7.1 displays a map of the coun-
try’s old, expanded, and new municipalities.

The Tunisian government also took steps to increase the representation 
of marginalized groups in local politics. The electoral law for municipal elec-
tions included legislated candidate quotas for women and youth (those under 
thirty-six years old). The gender quota required that all electoral lists include 
50 percent women and that the list order alternate between male and female 
candidates (vertical parity with the “zipper” system). It also required that 
all parties running lists in more than one municipality adhere to horizontal 
parity—parity between male- and female-headed lists. For the youth quota, 
a candidate thirty-five years old or younger had to be in one of the top three 
spots on the list and included in every six candidates after that. Lists that did 
not comply with the gender and youth quotas were disqualified.15

Overall, decentralization and municipal council reforms proved diffi-
cult. Delays in passing the municipal council electoral law led the elections 
to be postponed several times, from 2016, to 2017, to 2018.16 Elections 
for new regional councils, which were supposed to have taken place in the 
years following the revolution, had still not occurred as of 2022, when a 
new constitution was promulgated. The Code of Local Authorities (CLA 
or Code des Collectivités Locales, CCL), which governed the municipal coun-
cils and set the councils’ mandates, passed only on April 26, 2018, just ten 
days before the May 6, 2018, elections.17 In our interviews, some council 
members expressed frustration with the lack of clarity about the rules and 
responsibilities of municipal councils.

Some of the councils’ work was clear. The primary mandate of munici-
pal councils remained local service provision. This included constructing 
and maintaining roads; managing waste and the environment; maintaining 
public spaces such as parks or stadiums; constructing and maintaining pub-
lic lighting; civil registration; and developing a health and hygiene plan.18 
Municipal councils were also responsible for approving the municipal bud-
get, including organizing service provision priorities and allocating funds 
accordingly.
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Figure 7.1. Map of Municipalities and Type after the Municipality  
Generalization Process
Note: This map is based on shapefiles and data created by Clark (2021).
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This does not mean municipalities had exclusive control of municipal 
service provision. As Turki and Verdeil describe, there were three types of 
municipal service provision: (1) services provided by national companies 
(e.g., water supply and wastewater management, electricity, and gas); (2) 
local-level services provided by private companies (e.g., transportation); 
and (3) services supported by municipalities (e.g., trash collection).19 There 
were also cases where mandates overlap. For example, while municipali-
ties were largely responsible for road construction and maintenance, the 
national government maintained certain major routes. Overlapping man-
dates like this are common in partly decentralized contexts.20

Despite some ambiguity in the municipal (versus central) government 
mandate, in interviews with council presidents, many emphasized the 
same local issues: cleanliness and waste disposal, roads and infrastructure, 
lighting, illegal construction and land issues, and water. Overall, cleanli-
ness and waste disposal—وتصرف النفايات  were the top issues discussed —النظافة 
by the municipal council presidents in our interviews.21 Additionally, sev-
eral mayors stated they viewed cleanliness as the primary responsibility of 
any municipality. Boubaker Souid of the Tataouine municipality stressed 
that cleanliness and waste management were the local government’s main 
tasks and that municipal councils needed to show success on that issue 
first.22 Souad Abderrahem, the first female mayor of Tunis Ville, stated that 
the absence of a municipal council for nearly eight years before the 2018 
election led to the decline of cleanliness and waste management in many 
municipalities, increasing its importance following the election.23

There was broad agreement among the council heads about the main 
issues facing municipalities; however, we are interested in how politicians 
and citizens chose and organized local priorities. Specifically, how well did 
politicians represent citizens’ priorities? And how did reforms aimed at 
improving descriptive representation on these councils (i.e., age and gen-
der quotas) shape substantive representation? These questions can shed 
light on representation: Whose interests are best represented, and where 
do gaps or congruence on issue priorities emerge? In the next section, we 
examine the individual- and municipal-level correlates of prioritizing cer-
tain local issues.

3. Understanding Local Priorities:  
Individual- and Municipal-Level Correlates

Previous research has identified several individual-level factors associated 
with local development priorities: Age, gender, socioeconomic status, and 
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partisanship have all been linked to differences in local policy and public 
goods preferences.24 Some differences in policy preferences—such as those 
based on gender—have been well documented. For others, such as partisan 
differences in local governance, the evidence is mixed. For instance, in the 
United States, local politics historically have not been partisan, but there is 
evidence that they are becoming increasingly so.25 Furthermore, as Shalaby 
and Barnett’s chapter on Moroccan local elections in this volume demon-
strates, partisan politics play a weak role in local elections characterized by 
clientelism, such as those in many countries in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA).

In Tunisia, candidate characteristics such as gender, age, social status, 
and partisanship received significant attention ahead of the 2018 municipal 
elections. This was largely because these were the first democratically con-
tested local elections, and the quota laws aimed to bring historically under-
represented groups into municipal government. In addition to improving 
descriptive representation, the quotas were intended to improve substan-
tive representation for these groups. This is important because previous 
research indicates a gender gap in substantive priorities. In Tunisia, for 
example, Benstead finds that men are more likely to make requests related 
to roads, while women are more likely to focus on education.26 In this vol-
ume, Brooke and Komer find a gender gap in mosque use (including access 
to social services), which varies with local levels of marginalization.

For these reasons, we focus on four individual-level variables that may 
be correlated with local preferences: gender, youth status, socioeconomic 
status, and partisanship. We measure youth status as a binary variable for 
being thirty-five or younger at the time of the election. Socioeconomic 
status is operationalized through measures of education (university educa-
tion or above), unemployment (in the labor force and looking for work), 
and monthly household income (measured in six levels between under 500 
TND to over 2,500 TND each month). Finally, partisanship is captured by 
the partisan affiliation of the list a candidate ran on or the vote choice of a 
citizen respondent in the municipal elections.

In line with existing work, we expect to find differences related to 
these individual-level characteristics. For example, following Benstead, 
we expect women to prioritize roads less than men.27 Given high levels of 
youth unemployment, we expect youth candidates and citizens to prioritize 
employment more than older candidates. We also expect that those who 
are unemployed will be more likely to prioritize jobs. However, given the 
nonpartisan nature of the councils, we do not expect local priorities to dif-
fer significantly based on partisanship.

At the municipal level, factors such as district magnitude, level of local 



212	 Decentralization in the Middle East and North Africa

2RPP

development or urbanization, electoral competitiveness, level of formal 
and informal civic organization, and historical legacies under the previous 
regime may shape local development priorities and public goods provi-
sion.28 Variation in the strength of local actors and their ability to influ-
ence the local political process has already been documented in Tunisia. 
For example, Clark et al. find that local municipal actors exercised varying 
degrees of influence over the appointment of special delegations during 
the transitional period following President Ben Ali’s departure in 2011.29

We focus on three municipal-level variables likely to be correlated with 
citizens’ and candidates’ local development priorities in Tunisia: population 
size, urbanization rate, and unemployment rate. The first is the municipal 
population size (logged)—a proxy measure of council magnitude. Tunisia’s 
largest municipalities in terms of population and council size are large cit-
ies like Tunis (population over 600,000; sixty-seat council), Sfax (popula-
tion over 250,000; forty-two-seat council), and Sousse (population over 
200,000; forty-two-seat council). These factors are also related to the his-
torical legacies of municipal politics; as Kherigi describes in this volume, in 
certain cases, municipal boundaries (and, thus, population size) are related 
to the strength of local notables’ ties to the central government.

The second municipal-level variable is urbanization. As a result of 
the recent expansion of the municipality system to rural areas, the level 
of urbanization is highly correlated with whether the municipality is new 
(rural municipalities), old (urban municipalities), or an expansion munic-
ipality (mix of urban and rural). Though many local issues were shared 
among the municipal council presidents we interviewed, the local chal-
lenges identified by some presidents highlight variations in municipal 
institutionalization and urbanization. For example, council presidents from 
newly created municipalities reported having very few buildings and prop-
erties that the municipality owned and could use.30 In municipalities with 
rural areas, interviewees often emphasized specific challenges with reach-
ing constituents in more outlying areas.

The final municipal-level variable we examine is the local level of 
unemployment.31 This is a key measure of local economic development 
that varies drastically by region and level of urbanization.32 Moreover, 
urbanization and unemployment rates are also correlated with local lega-
cies of marginalization.

We expect these municipal characteristics to shape local priorities. For 
instance, we expect that citizens and candidates will be more likely to pri-
oritize employment in places with higher unemployment rates. Similarly, 
we expect that issues such as trash are more likely to be prioritized in more 
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urban areas. In contrast, citizens and candidates are more likely to priori-
tize roads in more rural areas with less developed road infrastructures.

3.1 Survey Data

To examine individual- and municipal-level correlates of local priorities 
of both citizens and candidates, we draw on two surveys conducted in 
2018 around the first democratic municipal elections in Tunisia. First, we 
conducted a survey of over 1,900 candidates for Tunisia’s first democratic 
municipal elections in 100 municipalities between April 13 and May 13, 
2018.33 This survey is representative of high-ranking candidates for the two 
major parties—the Ennahda Movement and Nidaa Tounes—and includes 
highly ranked candidates from third parties and independent lists.34 Sec-
ond, we draw on a nationally representative survey of over 6,500 Tunisian 
citizens, completed directly after the May 2018 election. This survey was 
conducted by Democracy International and included some of the same 
questions from the candidate survey.35

In both surveys, candidates and citizens were asked about the most 
important local priorities facing their municipality from the following 
options: (1) improving local roads; (2) collecting waste and maintaining 
the environment; (3) stopping illegal construction; (4) enhancing local 
security; (5) creating jobs for locals; (6) enhancing local cultural life; and 
(7) installing more lights in public spaces.36 We selected these local priori-
ties based on the municipal council mandates (e.g., roads and waste man-
agement) and local issues from our preelection interviews. The candidates 
were asked to rank the priorities for their local area, and the citizens were 
asked to imagine they were a municipal council member and select their 
top priority. As a result, we can directly compare the top local priority of 
both political candidates and citizens. A respondent is coded as prioritizing 
a specific local issue if they select it as the top issue facing the municipality. 
Figure 7.2 displays the candidates’ and citizens’ top priorities.

3.2 Interview Data

In October 2019, we also conducted sixteen semistructured interviews with 
municipal council heads from diverse backgrounds. To ensure a diverse 
interviewee pool while holding governorate-level characteristics con-
stant (e.g., governor, level of regional development, relationships among 
local councils), we selected council heads elected on the Nidaa Tounes, 
Ennahda, and independent lists from the Tunis, Monastir, and Tataouine 
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governorates. To increase partisan diversity, we also interviewed council 
heads elected on the Democratic Current and People’s Movement lists in 
other governorates.37 We selected both male and female interviewees for 
each party.38 In each interview, we asked the same battery of questions on 
local governance, including the main challenges they face in their munici-
pality, what services citizens have requested, what resources would be use-
ful, and what projects they have undertaken since becoming mayor. All but 
four interviews took place in the respective municipality headquarters.39

3.3 Results

We examine whether a respondent selected a given issue as the top issue 
for their municipality using seemingly unrelated regressions (SUR) to 
model respondents’ preferences regarding local development priorities. 
The outcomes included improving roads, managing waste and the envi-
ronment, creating jobs, improving security, stopping illegal construc-
tion, and enhancing local culture. Following Gottlieb et al. and Clayton 
et al., we use SUR because our outcome variables are measured using 
the same survey question and are not independent of each other.40 We 
include the same set of independent variables for each outcome.41 The 
coefficients are the same as linear probability estimates from an ordi-
nary least squares (OLS) model. We run the analysis for candidates and 
citizens separately.

We first examine the local priorities of men and women among both 
citizens and candidates. Previous research shows that men and women 
often have different preferences for public goods and service provi-
sion, and Tunisia’s gender quota—which required 50 percent female 
candidates for all lists—facilitated the entry of many women into the 
political process.42 Tables 7.1 and 7.2 display the SUR results, and 
figure 7.3 displays the predicted probabilities of selecting each issue 
(illegal construction, culture, jobs, roads, security, and trash/environ-
ment) as the top priority by gender. There are some gendered patterns. 
Among citizens, women were more likely to prioritize jobs, while men 
were 6 percentage points more likely to prioritize roads. These find-
ings support earlier research indicating men are more concerned with 
roads and women are more focused on employment, perhaps because 
unemployment in Tunisia is higher among women, particularly female 
graduates.43 However, we do not find the same patterns for candidates. 
The only consistent result among both candidates and citizens is that 
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women were more likely to prioritize trash collection and the environ-
ment than their male counterparts.

Next, we examine differences by age group. Again, the new quota law 
for the municipal election helped promote youth voices (thirty-five and 
under) as candidates and members of municipal councils.44 Among both 
citizens and candidates, we find that youth were less likely to prioritize 
trash and more likely to prioritize enhancing local cultural life. Addition-
ally, both youth candidates and citizens prioritized jobs more than their 
older counterparts. However, youth citizens were 10 percentage points 

TABLE 7.1. Citizen Priorities: SUR OLS Regression Results

Dependent variable: Issue is top priority

 Roads Trash Jobs Security
Illegal  

construction Culture

(Intercept) 0.33*** 0.18*** 0.30*** 0.13*** 0.04** 0.02
(0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Female -0.06*** 0.03** 0.03** -0.00 -0.01 0.01*
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01)

35 & under -0.02 -0.06*** 0.10*** -0.03*** -0.02** 0.02***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01)

Ennahda 0.03 0.01 -0.02 -0.02 0.00 -0.00
(0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Nidaa 0.00 0.03 -0.03 0.00 -0.02 0.01
(0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Independent 0.06 0.02 -0.04 -0.04 -0.01 0.01
(0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Nonvoter 0.01 -0.00 0.01 -0.01 -0.01 0.01
(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)

University + -0.07*** 0.01 0.07** -0.02 0.00 0.01
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Unemployed -0.02 -0.03* 0.06*** -0.00 -0.00 -0.00
(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Income level -0.01 0.03*** –0.03*** -0.00 0.01* 0.00
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Urbanization rate 
(standardized)

-0.02**
(0.01)

0.01
 (0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

Unemployment rate 
(standardized)

-0.02**
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.02*
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

LN (population) 
(standardized)

0.02*
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.01*
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

Regional controls YES YES YES YES YES YES
R2 0.02 0.04 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.01
Number of 
observations

6,595 6,595 6,595 6,595 6,595 6,595

Note: * p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. Omitted (reference) category for partisanship variable is Third 
Party.
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more likely to list employment as the top priority compared to older citi-
zens, while youth candidates were only 5 percentage points more likely 
to list it as the top priority compared to older candidates. These results 
suggest that youth had different priorities than older respondents and that 
youth candidates were more focused on the substantive interests of youth 
than their older counterparts. This demonstrates the importance of insti-
tutional reforms, such as youth quotas.45

The third individual-level attribute we examine is partisanship. For 
candidates, we measure this as the type of list on which they competed in 
the election.46 For citizens, we measure this as the party they voted for in 
2018. Citizen respondents who did not vote are coded as “Nonvoter.” We 

TABLE 7.2. Candidate Priorities: SUR OLS Regression Results

Dependent variable: Issue is top priority

 Roads Trash Jobs Security
Illegal 

construction Culture

(Intercept) 0.22*** 0.16*** 0.20*** 0.26*** 0.10*** 0.02
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02)

Female -0.02 0.05* -0.02 0.04 -0.04*** -0.00
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)

35 & under 0.00 -0.08*** 0.05* -0.00 -0.02 0.04**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)

Ennahda 0.03 0.03 -0.06* -0.00 -0.02 0.02
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Nidaa -0.05 -0.02 0.01 0.07* -0.02 0.01
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Independent -0.03 0.04 -0.04 0.00 -0.03 0.02
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.01) (0.02)

University + 0.03 -0.00 0.00 -0.03 -0.02 0.00
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (0.01)

Unemployed -0.03 -0.01 0.05 0.05 0.00 -0.01
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.01) (0.02)

Income Level -0.00 0.01 -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 0.00
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00)

Urbanization rate 
(standardized)

-0.03**
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.03*
(0.01)

0.05***
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

Unemployment rate 
(standardized)

0.01
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.02*
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

LN(population) 
(standardized)

-0.02 0.05*** -0.02* -0.01 0.00 -0.00
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01)

Regional controls YES YES YES YES YES YES
R2 0.02 0.06 0.05 0.02 0.03 0.02
Number of 

observations
1,906 1,906 1,906 1,906 1,906 1,906

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Omitted (reference) category for partisanship variable is Third Party.
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find no notable and consistent partisan differences among candidates or 
citizens.47 This builds on existing work by Shalaby and Aydogan that shows 
that, in Morocco, the two main parties’ priorities are more correlated with 
mass priorities than with the priorities of their supporters.48 Our inter-
views with local politicians also reflect the absence of partisan differences. 
Many emphasized that, though the electoral campaign and internal vote 
for the council president were infused with partisan politics, the municipal 
councils’ work was nonpartisan. Interviewees stressed that priorities dif-
fered little between council members from different political parties or 
independent lists.

The final set of individual-level correlates that we examine measures 
respondents’ socioeconomic status. Among citizens, education and income 
were correlated with local priorities. Specifically, respondents with higher 

Figure 7.3. Probability of Listing an Issue as the Top Issue by Gender among 
Candidates and Citizens
Note: These predicted probabilities are estimated using SUR and include respondent gender, age 
cohort, partisanship, education level, unemployment status, income level, municipal urbanization 
level, municipal unemployment rate, municipal population (logged), and region fixed effects. 95 
percent confidence intervals are displayed.
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education were more likely to prioritize local jobs and less likely to priori-
tize roads. Those with higher incomes were less likely to prioritize local 
jobs and more likely to prioritize waste management. For citizens, being 
unemployed was also strongly correlated with prioritizing local jobs. How-
ever, education, income, and employment status were not correlated with 
differences in local priorities among candidates. This is, in part, because 
there is less variation among candidates in terms of measures such as edu-
cation (most candidates have a university education, while most citizens do 
not) and income (most candidates have a higher income than the average 
Tunisian). This selection into political candidacy is discussed further in the 
following section.

At the municipal level, respondents—both candidates and citizens—in 
more urbanized municipalities were less likely to prioritize roads. The 
lesser emphasis on roads in urbanized municipalities largely reflects the 
different levels of development between the old, highly urban munici-
palities concentrated along the coast and the more rural municipalities in 
the country’s interior. Varying concerns about roads were also evident in 
our interviews. In many of the more rural municipalities, including those 
whose municipal borders have been expanded, municipal council heads 
expressed concerns about access to the municipalities’ more outlying areas 
and expanding municipal services to the rural areas recently transferred to 
their jurisdiction.49

One interesting finding relates to security. The municipal council heads 
we interviewed rarely mentioned security as an issue; only the municipal 
council president in Le Kram cited the high crime rates in part of the 
municipality under his jurisdiction.50 None mentioned it as a critical part 
of their day-to-day work. However, in the survey, we found that candidates 
were more likely than citizens to list security as a top priority and were as 
likely to prioritize security as issues such as local roads and jobs (figure 7.3). 
We also find that candidates in more urbanized areas were more likely to 
cite security as the top priority. This may be because candidates were con-
cerned about security or crime issues that could disrupt their overall work, 
even if they do not focus on security issues in their day-to-day work. How-
ever, the survey results may also stem from social desirability bias; politi-
cians may want to demonstrate they are pro-security, even if they know it 
is not the top issue for their municipality.51

The data on the individual- and municipal-level correlates of local pri-
orities highlight some important patterns in local priorities by respondent 
gender and age. These differences suggest that the electoral quotas had 
the potential to improve substantive representation of women and youth 
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interests, in addition to increasing these groups’ descriptive representa-
tion. Figure 7.3 indicates that, overall, candidate and citizen priorities were 
broadly aligned. However, figure 7.3 also shows that one of the most sig-
nificant correlates of local priorities is whether an individual is a political 
candidate or citizen. For example, while citizens and candidates had similar 
likelihoods of listing roads and waste management as local priorities, can-
didates were far more likely than citizens to say they prioritize security, and 
citizens were far more likely than candidates to prioritize employment. In 
the next section, we examine the possible explanations for this gap.

4. Mind the Gap: Exploring Differences  
between Citizens and Candidates

Tunisian municipal council candidates and their constituents had broadly 
shared municipal priorities: waste management, roads, and employment 
issues were among the most cited local priorities. Moreover, candidates and 
citizens had comparable likelihoods of selecting waste management and 
roads as the top priority. However, in addition to these topline findings, our 
survey data reveal some notable gaps between municipal candidates and 
citizens. Specifically, we argue that gaps between citizens and candidates 
remained over two key issues: employment and security. Candidates recog-
nized the importance of local job creation but did not emphasize it as much 
as citizens. Additionally, candidates were far more likely than citizens to list 
security as a top local priority.

In this section, we examine potential explanations for this gap. First, 
we examine the correlation between candidate and citizen priorities within 
municipalities. While there is a positive correlation between the propor-
tion of citizens and candidates who prioritize employment, there is no cor-
relation for security. Second, we explore whether political candidates were 
more accountable to organized local interests, such as business associations 
and unions, than they were to citizens’ demands. We use a conjoint experi-
ment to evaluate whom candidates were most responsive to when select-
ing from among potential development projects. The experimental results 
indicate that Tunisian politicians preferred supporting the priorities identi-
fied and endorsed by the local community rather than business associations 
and unions. Third, we look at selection into political candidacy. We find 
that, on average, candidates came from higher socioeconomic backgrounds 
than the overall population. The relatively elite background of many local 
politicians is one potential explanation for the reduced emphasis on jobs 
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Figure 7.4. A Voting Booth during the 2014 Tunisian Elections
Photo Credit: Alexandra Blackman (2014).
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among candidates. Finally, we discuss whether some of the differences 
between candidates and citizens were driven by confusion over the man-
date of municipal councils. Drawing on our interviews, we find some sup-
port for this explanation.

4.1 Correlation of Candidate and Citizen Priorities  
at the Municipal Level

While we find a gap between citizens’ and candidates’ prioritization of 
employment and security issues, it may be that the correlation of priorities 
is higher when we look within municipalities. For instance, perhaps while 
citizens place a lower emphasis on security overall, both candidates and 
citizens recognize security as a top priority in certain municipalities. We 
examine this by looking at the correlation between the proportion of can-
didates prioritizing an issue and the proportion of citizens prioritizing an 
issue, measured at the municipal level. After matching the municipalities, 
we have data on both citizens and candidates in seventy-five municipali-
ties.52 These municipal-level correlations are displayed in figure 7.5.

As figure 7.5 indicates, there is weak evidence that the congruence of 
priorities was higher when we look within municipalities. While the pro-
portion of citizens prioritizing jobs in a given municipality was positively 
correlated with the proportion of candidates prioritizing jobs in the same 
municipality, the bivariate plot shows that in most municipalities surveyed, 
more citizens than candidates listed employment as a top priority. The cor-
relation was close to zero for security; in most municipalities, more can-

TABLE 7.3. Summary of Findings on Incongruence between Candidate  
and Citizen Priorities

Explanation Evidence

Correlation at the municipal level Mixed: Positive correlation for jobs but none for 
security.

Low accountability to citizen interests No: Candidates are more interested in selecting 
projects that correspond to citizens’ demands 
than to those of other organized groups, such as 
unions, parties, and business leaders.

Selection into candidacy Yes: Candidates differ from citizens on socioeco-
nomic measures.

Confusion over mandate Yes: Political upheaval of the past decade has led 
many citizens to make new demands of municipal 
councils.
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didates listed security than citizens. This evidence suggests that the gap in 
citizen and candidate priorities persists, even within the same municipality.

4.2 Candidates’ Accountability to Citizens

Another potential explanation of the differences between candidates and 
citizens is whether candidates are motivated to be accountable to special 
interests, such as business leaders, rather than voters. Various organized 
political actors may influence candidates’ local priorities in each local area, 
including unions, local party organizations, and business associations. To 
examine this, in the candidate survey, we included a conjoint experiment 
to measure candidates’ local priorities experimentally. We use this experi-
ment to gain further insight into what the candidates view as the primary 
local priorities and to see if varying who proposes a local issue shapes 
candidates’ prioritization of the project. Previous research has used con-
joint experiments to study policy preferences, given the multidimensional 
nature of many policy proposals.53

We asked candidates to review two local development proposals while 
varying project attributes, including the type of project, who supports it, 

Figure 7.5. Correlation between Proportion of Candidates and Proportion of Citizens 
Listing Jobs or Security as the Top Priority in a Given Municipality



224	 Decentralization in the Middle East and North Africa

2RPP

the cost to the municipality, and the development partner. The develop-
ment projects include a cultural center, jobs for graduates, jobs for non-
graduates, lighting in the city center, lighting in a poor neighborhood, 
roads in the city center, and roads in a poor neighborhood. The different 
potential supporters are a business association, a community petition, lead-
ers of the party or electoral list, union leaders, and local youth and activists. 
The candidates were then asked to choose the project they preferred.54 
Figure 7.6 displays the average marginal component effects (AMCE) and 
marginal means (MM).55 While the AMCE and the MM have different 
interpretations (e.g., the AMCE has a causal interpretation relative to a 
baseline category while the MM does not), both convey the favorability of 
a certain attribute level. Therefore, we display both for completeness.

We find that candidates preferred projects supported by citizens rather 
than organized interests like business associations, political parties, and 
unions. Candidates were 10 percentage points more likely to select a local 
development project endorsed by a community petition or local youth and 
activists than a development project endorsed by a local business associa-
tion, union leaders, or the local party or electoral list leaders.

These results indicate that candidates were more interested in select-
ing projects that are popular with a broad swath of constituents than those 
that reflect the interests of a particular local organization. The fact that 
candidates were more responsive to citizens than local political leaders 
further highlights the non-partisan nature of much of the councils’ work. 
These findings suggest that candidates were motivated to understand and 
reflect constituent preferences once in office. Thus, the gaps in candidate 
and citizen preferences over issues such as jobs and security should not be 
understood as the result of greater accountability to organized groups like 
businesses and parties.

Regarding the type of local project pursued, the conjoint results largely 
align with candidates’ stated priorities. The results indicate that candidates 
were more likely to prioritize roads and jobs than a local cultural center. 
When we asked about overall priorities, candidates had the same likelihood 
of prioritizing jobs and roads. When we measure priorities using the con-
joint, we find that candidates were over 10 percentage points more likely to 
select a development project aimed at jobs than roads. This greater interest 
in employment projects in the conjoint could be because these hypotheti-
cal development projects have the support of an outside donor, which may 
change the way candidates think about their priorities. Accordingly, candi-
dates may have felt more empowered to pursue employment projects that 
traditionally fall outside their mandate.
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4.3 Selection into Political Candidacy

The gender and age quotas discussed above led to significant progress in 
incorporating new voices on municipal councils. Women and youth had 
distinct policy preferences at the candidate and citizen levels, suggesting 
that these quotas were important for substantive and descriptive represen-
tation. However, this is not to suggest that the political class in Tunisia was 
representative of the broader population. This section compares elected 
officials, losing candidates, and the broader population on two dimensions 
that could play a key role in determining policy preferences: income and 
education.

Education level and income are often proxies for social class and may 
shape the neighborhood one lives in (e.g., paved or unpaved roads) and the 
daily challenges one faces. As Gulzar summarizes, recent literature finds 
politicians tend to have higher income and education status relative to the 
general population in both developed and developing countries.56 In Swe-
den, for instance, Dal Bó et al. find politicians are underrepresented at the 
bottom levels of education and income distributions and are overrepre-
sented at the higher levels. Thompson et al. find similar patterns in the 
United States.57

To examine selection into politics in Tunisia, we again draw on the 
LECS and DI surveys.58 We asked respondents in both surveys about their 
monthly household income and highest completed education level. We 
display the proportion of citizens, losing candidates, and winning candi-
dates in each education and income category (figure 7.7). The candidate 
survey is representative of likely winning candidates rather than all candi-
dates because it over-samples from the top of the lists and the major party 
lists (i.e., Ennahda and Nidaa Tounes).59 Thus, the LECS results are not 
representative of all candidates but rather of highly ranked winning and 
losing candidates.60

The results in Tunisia indicate a pattern of selection into politics among 
those of a higher social class, in terms of both income and education. The 
gaps in Tunisia between elected political representatives and the general 
public are quite dramatic; over 20 percent of elected municipal politi-
cians in our survey were in the highest income bracket (i.e., a monthly 
household income above 2,500 TND), compared to only 1 percent of 
citizens. Conversely, nearly 65 percent of citizens reported being in the 
lowest income bracket, while fewer than 10 percent of elected politicians 
reported the same. There are also gaps between the highly ranked, but 
losing, candidates and those elected; among elected politicians, only 9.8 



226	 Decentralization in the Middle East and North Africa

2RPP

percent reported being in the lowest income bracket, compared to over 24 
percent of highly ranked but losing candidates. Similarly, regarding edu-
cation, approximately 10 percent of citizens reported having a university 
education or higher, while 67 percent of highly ranked but losing candi-
dates and 86 percent of elected candidates reported the same.61

The overall homogeneity and relatively high socioeconomic status of 
the political class may explain why these social class measures do not sig-
nificantly correlate with candidate priorities. These social class patterns 

Figure 7.6. AMCE and MM Estimates for Candidates’ Selection of a Local 
Development Project
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may also explain the gaps between candidates’ and citizens’ top priorities. 
With the existing data, however, we cannot distinguish between two poten-
tial explanations for this pattern: (1) candidates come from backgrounds 
comparable to those of the general population but overperform in terms of 
education and income before running for office,62 or (2) candidates come 
from higher socioeconomic backgrounds relative to the general popula-
tion.63 Future work should examine this further.
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4.4 Confusion over the Mandate of Local Councillors

As a result of the long history of failed decentralization efforts, before 
and after the revolution, and the different levels of government tasked 
with various public service provisions, the mandate of municipal councils 
remains a source of debate and confusion for many.64 During this period 
of democratic opening from 2011 to 2021, this debate was also related to 
the continued uncertainty surrounding regional council elections and the 

Figure 7.7. Distribution of Income and Education Measures in the Population and 
among Highly Ranked Winning and Losing Political Candidates
Note: The income categories are (1) under 500 TND, (2) 500–999 TND, (3) 1,000–1,499 TND, (4) 
1,500–1,999 TND, (5) 2,000–2,499 TND, and (6) above 2,500 TND. The “Elected” category only 
includes those LECS respondents who won seats (N = 790). “Not Elected” includes those who 
did not win a seat (N = 1117).
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limited budgets of many municipalities, particularly in the face of citizen 
demands. Confusion over the powers and mandate of municipal govern-
ments may have been compounded in new municipalities, which often suf-
fered because administrative staff was inexperienced or simply nonexistent. 
One council president reported that the main challenges in a new munici-
pality were the lack of a clear mandate and a limited budget.65

So how should we make sense of the differences between citizens’ over-
whelming focus on local jobs and candidates’ more mixed local priorities, 
especially given evidence that local politicians wanted to be responsive to 
community-led demands? This discrepancy highlights the tension between 
how candidates understood their mandate as local councillors and how 
they responded to voters’ wants. The candidates recognized a significant 
demand for better employment opportunities but often had to balance this 
interest against their specific mandate and other municipal work.

The Code of Local Authorities (CLA) was clear that the management 
and budgetary decisions related to local services such as waste, roads, 
and lighting fall under the control of the municipal government. There 
remained, however, significant confusion over the mandate of municipal 
councils. Nowhere was this more evident than with the issue of employ-
ment. Municipal councillors viewed employment and job creation as 
issues outside the councils’ purview. The council presidents we spoke with 
nearly unanimously stressed that job creation was not one of their core 
responsibilities.

Conversely, from the citizens’ perspective, employment issues were 
paramount. Of the citizen respondents, nearly 40 percent stated that jobs 
were the number-one priority in their municipality, and nearly 20 percent 
said that it was the second-most-important priority. Moreover, as Salman 
and Baird-Zars describe, municipalities became an important place for citi-
zens to make demands in the aftermath of the revolution.66 In the postrevo-
lution era, they argue that municipalities took on more prominent political 
roles and adopted new regulatory and enforcement roles in the absence of 
the central state. In practice, this meant that citizens often made demands 
of municipal councils that did not fall squarely within their mandate.

Despite the demands from citizens, several elected councillors we inter-
viewed maintained that they did not have any plans to address job creation. 
Others, however, highlighted that they had worked to address unemploy-
ment. For instance, the head of the El-Bassatine municipality reported that 
his municipality had received many requests for employment assistance. 
He collected these requests and tried to address them in an organized fash-
ion. For example, one factory in the municipality is the major employer, so 
the municipal council head maintained a list of job-seekers and regularly 
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shared it with the factory administrators. He also described his ambitions 
to develop a training program for his constituents.67

However, even politicians who wanted to focus on employment 
issues faced significant financial constraints. In our interviews, politicians 
expressed frustration with their municipalities’ limited budgets, stating 
that the budget would often not cover the projects clearly under their 
control, such as cleaning, environmental tasks, and road improvements, 
let alone any sort of employment project. For instance, in one municipal-
ity in the Manouba governorate, the municipal council head expressed a 
need to increase the municipality’s monetary and administrative support 
to maintain the municipality’s limited infrastructure and cleaning equip-
ment.68 Several other municipal council presidents we spoke with, from 
both old and new municipalities around Tunisia, expressed similar chal-
lenges in meeting the demands on the municipality for waste management 
and infrastructure with the allocated financial resources.69 Thus, facing 
confusion over the mandate of local councils, as well as limited funds, poli-
ticians were constrained in their ability to tackle issues like employment 
that fell outside their official mandate.

5. Conclusion

The 2018 municipal elections in Tunisia were historic. As the country’s first 
democratic local elections, the elections aimed to increase accountability 
and representation of citizens’ interests in municipal governance. Heed-
ing one of the goals of this volume discussed in the preface—to transcend 
the binary between top-down and bottom-up approaches—we examine 
the local political priorities of both citizens and (aspiring) political elites. 
Overall, we find that municipal candidates’ local priorities broadly corre-
sponded to those of citizens. The top four local issues for both candidates 
and citizens were local roads, waste and the environment, employment, and 
security. The quota requirements also supported the entry of more women 
and youth into the political class. We find that women and youth held dif-
ferent priorities than their older, male counterparts at both the citizen and 
candidate levels. Accordingly, the implementation of quotas had the poten-
tial to improve substantive and descriptive representation in Tunisia.

The overall successful representation of citizens’ interests is a positive 
sign. However, we find some gaps in local priorities between candidates 
and citizens, particularly concerning employment and local security issues. 
Citizens placed a much greater emphasis on employment than candidates, 
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and candidates were more likely to prioritize security than citizens. Draw-
ing on interviews with municipal council candidates and surveys of both 
voters and candidates, we examine the extent to which these differences 
result from candidates being accountable to other organized interests, the 
process of selection into political candidacy, or confusion over the man-
date of local councillors. We find that candidates were motivated to select 
projects that will be popular among a broad swath of constituents rather 
than projects that reflect the interests of local organizations such as party 
or union elites. Instead, the gap in candidate and citizen priorities seems to 
have been driven by selection into political candidacy and confusion over 
local council mandates, particularly in the aftermath of the revolution. Fur-
ther research is necessary to fully test these potential mechanisms.

While the overall representation of and accountability to citizen inter-
ests were reasons for optimism, Tunisian president Kais Saied’s decision 
to dissolve the municipal councils in March 2023 ahead of local elections 
cast doubt on the decentralization process. In the future, for democratic 
decentralization to be successful, more work is required to ensure that local 
councils understand and represent the interests of all Tunisians, even those 
from the most socially disadvantaged backgrounds. Additionally, the Tuni-
sian government should continue to empower future municipal councils to 
establish local development plans that reflect citizen demands and facilitate 
cooperation between the different levels of government involved in pro-
viding public goods.
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Beards, Mustaches, and Power

The Traits of Male Leadership in Morocco

Matt Buehler and Freddy Gergis1

1. Introduction

Male politicians throughout Middle East and North African (MENA) 
history—Saddam Hussein, Mustafa Kamal Attatürk, and Gamal Abdel 
Nasser—had mustaches. More recently, politicians challenging the sta-
tus quo, such as Egypt’s deposed Islamist president Mohammed Morsi, 
had beards.2 These outward traits—the iconic mustache and beard—have 
been culturally associated with male politicians as “capable leaders,” befit-
ting leadership positions in the MENA.3 Aside from beards and mustaches, 
other traits, such as wearing eyeglasses, may subtly suggest other personal-
ity characteristics, like intelligence, which could also cause politicians to be 
perceived as more adept, competent leaders. Examining the outward traits 
of local Moroccan politicians, this chapter asks: What do male local leaders 
look like? What psychosocial signals do politicians’ outward traits send to 
other elites during leadership negotiations? Do different subnational com-
munities or political parties favor leaders with certain traits?

This chapter explores these interrelated questions, leveraging evidence 
from an original quantitative dataset based on coding photos4 of elected 
politicians at the local level in the MENA. This study’s dataset examines 
the outward traits of over 3,000 male politicians elected to municipal and 
village councils after the 2015 local elections in Morocco’s Casablanca-
Settat region. These photos furnish a large, unique, and untapped reser-



2RPP

	 Beards, Mustaches, and Power: The Traits of Male Leadership in Morocco	 243

voir of data describing councillors’ traits. The dataset includes nearly every 
male politician elected to a seat within the 168 local governments (“com-
munes”) across this region’s nine provinces. Casablanca-Settat was chosen 
due to its importance as Morocco’s most populous, diverse, and economi-
cally productive commune.

As this book’s introduction explains, new conflicts over center-local 
relations and rivalries have recently erupted in several MENA countries. 
While some regimes have reacted by reinforcing central rule and sidelining 
local politicians, others—particularly Morocco, Jordan, and Tunisia—have 
decentralized power and strengthened local governments. When central 
authority cedes more power to local governments, local politicians become 
more influential and consequential decision-makers. Given this trend, this 
study advances a scholarly effort to better understand local politicians’ 
attributes and the factors that are associated with some (and not others) 
obtaining local positions of power.

Elected local councils govern Morocco’s communes, but not all council 
members possess equal powers.5 Some councillors—specifically the mayor 
and deputy mayor positions—obtain commune leadership posts that have 
local power over municipal functions, determining the success or failure 
of community governance. These functions include granting permits and 
licenses, budgeting, urban planning and renovation, cultural activities, 
trash collection, roadway management, and patronage (mostly the distri-
bution of public jobs and procurement contracts).6 Following Morocco’s 
2011 Constitution, the mayor/deputy mayors can also receive and assess 
citizen petitions (see Colin and Bergh’s contribution to this volume).

The remaining councillors—those without leadership posts—sit on 
the commune’s council but only have advisory status, without direct power 
over the commune’s functions. They remain elected commune councillors 
but do not wield much practical influence over governance. Leadership 
posts are determined by local-level elite negotiations among the council-
lors, which occur immediately after local elections. During the meeting, 
the electees bargain and then vote to appoint who among themselves will 
occupy the commune’s leadership posts. The process through which a 
councillor obtains a leadership position within the commune is a form of 
local-level elite negotiation among peers. The first test within this study 
examines variation in this outcome, exploring the outward traits of male 
politicians who win such leadership posts within communes compared 
with those who do not. The second test within this study considers what 
types of politicians are more likely to get leadership posts in different types 
of communes or parties.
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Before proceeding, a caveat is necessary: This study is limited to exam-
ining how politicians’ physical features and/or social stereotypes associ-
ated with these features may influence their likelihood of obtaining lead-
ership positions within municipal councils. Several variables unrelated to 
physical appearance probably influence whether elected politicians obtain 
leadership positions. For example, council members might value a peer’s 
capacity to deliver benefits through clientelist networks, such as carrying 
out favors or facilitating delivery of particularistic services.7 A politician’s 
leadership style also may be important. Municipal council members might 
value some leaders over others based on their ability to employ charisma, 
humor, or aggression in resolving disputes, overseeing projects, and man-
aging others.8

Moreover, a politician’s policy preferences, plans, and proposals for the 
commune’s development also probably play a role in determining their 
chances of gaining the leadership of a given council.9 Finally, politicians’ 
incumbency status and past leadership experience in similar posts could 
also determine support. All of these variables may help explain which poli-
ticians obtain leadership positions. In fact, many of these variables prob-
ably carry more weight than those explored in this study. They are not 
easily accounted for in our analysis of politicians’ photos.

These caveats noted, a politician’s outward traits—as secondary or ter-
tiary variables—could still influence how his peers assess his competency 
for leadership. These variables potentially trigger subliminal psychological 
processes—a type of trait signaling—that occurs without conscious thought 
or active consideration. Patel notes similar dynamics in another context, 
showing how wearing headscarves helps some women subtly “signal their 
piety” to “improve their marriage prospects.”10 Corstange similarly finds 
that Yemeni men communicate with their peers concerning their tribal 
“affiliations and commitments” by the type of ceremonial dagger (khanjar) 
they wear.11 In the same vein, extant literature has found that a person’s 
outward features (such as height) can influence how peers assess fitness for 
leadership across various social settings, including managerial positions,12 
military officer positions,13 and university department chairs.14 It is pos-
sible that, similar to height, a range of different outward traits could sub-
consciously influence how politicians assess their peers’ competency. This 
chapter explores these dynamics in the MENA, centering on male politi-
cians who obtained leadership posts in Morocco’s communes.

This chapter advances as follows. First, it articulates four distinct theo-
ries explaining how and why specific outward traits increase estimations 
of a politician’s fitness for leadership from his peers. The first theory—the 
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one in which we are most invested—relates to subtle signaling, modeling 
Patel’s and Corstange’s arguments.15 A male politician’s outward traits may 
signal higher levels of seniority, religiosity, nationalism, modernization, and 
intelligence, all considered attributes of good leadership in the MENA. 
The second, third, and fourth theories consider interrelationships among 
a politician’s political party affiliation, the party’s local electoral strength, 
a community’s preferences for certain outward traits, and the underlying 
community prevalence of such traits among the councillors themselves.

Next, the chapter explains its data collection and methodology and jus-
tifies why examining only male politicians (rather than politicians of both 
genders) makes sense for the constraints of our data. Third, the study con-
ducts two distinct—though related—empirical tests. The first test analyzes 
variations in elected male politicians’ attributes, comparing the traits of 
those who obtained commune leadership positions with those who did not. 
The second test focuses on male politicians in leadership positions who 
exhibit these outward traits and compares them with all other male politi-
cians in our sample of councillors. This test allows us to assess whether 
patterns exist in the types of political parties and communities these politi-
cians lead. For example, it allows us to analyze whether bearded mayors are 
more likely to govern communities that have lower levels of development 
or hail from Islamist parties. The chapter concludes by discussing limita-
tions and future research.

2. Four Theories: Traits as Signaling, Party Affiliation, Community 
Preferences, and Community Prevalence

Four theories predict why and how some outward traits correlate with male 
politicians who attain leadership positions. Theory One treats outward 
traits as a type of signaling that subconsciously affects how peer politi-
cians assess other politicians’ leadership aptitudes. Certain traits in a politi-
cian’s appearance may culturally signal his seniority, religiosity, national-
ism, modernization, and intelligence to peer politicians. Such traits could 
enhance perceptions that the politician would be an effective community 
leader. We code traits in the photos of male politicians operationalizing 
this first theory—specifically gray hair (seniority), beard and/or prayer 
mark (religiosity), mustache (nationalism), Western-style tie (moderniza-
tion), and intelligence (eyeglasses).

Numerous studies find that a politician’s seniority (coded by gray hair 
in his photo) or age can affect whether he is perceived as a suitable leader.16 
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In more traditional cultures, it is customary to accord more respect to 
elders, on the assumption that their age and experience lead to increased 
wisdom.17 Older people have had more social interactions with others and 
have had longer to learn from past mistakes. Older politicians are thus 
perceived as wiser and, therefore, more capable of administering the state.

Similarly, some scholars argue that a politician’s perceived religiosity 
may affect his perceived fitness as a leader.18 Politicians perceived as more 
religious are seen as more trustworthy and righteously guided by religious 
morals and teachings. They may also be seen as less corruptible, a problem 
commonly alleged about Morocco’s local politicians.19 An “Islamist advan-
tage” is that politicians from religiously affiliated parties are often seen as 
more religious and, therefore, less corrupt.20 Among Muslim men, two out-
ward traits signal religiosity—having a beard and developing a prayer mark 
(known as a zabība). Nothing in the Quran requires men to grow beards, 
yet most texts document that the Prophet Muhammad had a beard. Many 
devout Muslim men similarly keep beards in admiration and imitation of 
the Prophet Muhammad. Thus, Muslim men with beards are generally 
viewed as more religious, those without are seen as less religious.

However, the most religious trait that can appear on Muslim men is the 
prayer mark. Most commonly appearing on the forehead, prayer marks are 
a “commonly occurring dermatological change in Muslims who pray and 
develop over a long period as a consequence of repeated and extended pres-
sure.”21 Prayer marks appear on a Muslim’s forehead as hyperpigmentation 
after many years of praying in the prostrated (sajda) position, when the 
believer forcefully presses his forehead into the prayer rug during prayers, 
repeated five times daily.22 During prostration prayers, some Muslims press 
their foreheads against a small stone or piece of clay (known as a turbah) 
to enlarge and darken their marks. Thus, a Muslim with a forehead prayer 
mark may be perceived as more religious than one without, as it signals that 
they pray more regularly.

Politicians with traits signaling greater nationalism (coded by a mus-
tache in their photos) could be seen as capable leaders, because they 
are perceived to be dedicated to patriotically serving their country. For 
example, in the United States, experiments have shown that citizens see 
politicians with American flag symbology in their advertisements as more 
suitable for leadership positions than those without.23 Other scholars have 
found that politicians who wear American flag lapel pins are perceived as 
more suitable leaders than those who do not.24 These dynamics are termed 
“symbolic patriotism.”25

Historically, many nationalist politicians in the Middle East had 
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mustaches—here, we mean the 1970s-style solo mustache (e.g., Burt Reyn-
olds, Tom Selleck). Nationalist politicians with mustaches, such as Egypt’s 
Gamal Abdel Nasser, Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, and Syria’s Hafez al-Asad, 
were military officers who received their professional training in the armed 
forces (not in civilian universities). From the 1950s until today, many Arab 
militaries have promoted the mustache in their hair-grooming regulations 
as signs of “machismo” and “authority” for officers.26 Thus, in the MENA 
region, the mustache has symbolically been connected to nationalism due 
to its close association with the military. The history behind the mustache’s 
pervasiveness in military hair-grooming regulations probably originates 
from the Ottoman period, when it was “the facial ornament of the most 
powerful people in the empire.”27

A politician’s modernization traits also shape his perceived leadership 
suitability (coded by a Western-style tie in his photo). This link between 
modernization and suitability for leadership closely relates to what has 
been termed “role congruity theory.”28 One takeaway from role congruity 
theory is that current leaders are perceived as more fitting if they exhibit 
the same outward traits as historic leaders. For example, Benstead et al. 
found that Tunisian voters perceived secular-appearing, modernized poli-
ticians as more suited for leadership due, in part, to the historical legacy 
of Tunisia’s first autocrat, Habib Bourguiba.29 An avid francophone, Bour-
guiba was committed to modernizing and secularizing Tunisia, ending 
practices he viewed as antimodern and detrimental to economic develop-
ment (such as polygamy, Ramadan fasting, tribalism, traditional dress, and 
religiosity).30 A similar secular, modernizing elite—including the country’s 
previous monarch, King Hassan II—has traditionally ruled Morocco.31 
They are of high “social prestige” and generally eschew traditional dress, 
speak French, attend francophone universities, and favor closer ties with 
Western countries than Arab ones.32

Finally, several other outward traits could affect whether peer politicians 
perceive a male politician as a fit leader, including wearing eyeglasses and 
baldness. Several studies show individuals equate spectacle-wearing with 
intelligence.33 Morocco’s state specifically launched active efforts to recruit 
local politicians with higher levels of educational attainment to serve as 
elected local representatives after the 2002 municipal charter reforms.34 In 
contrast, baldness signals a male politician’s perceived physical deteriora-
tion and weakness.35

Theory Two relates to a male politician’s political party affiliation and 
that party’s local electoral strength following Morocco’s 2015 local elec-
tions. There are beliefs that politicians from certain ideological orienta-
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tions and political parties are more likely to exhibit certain outward traits 
than others. In both the Middle East and the West, for example, one perva-
sive stereotype is that Islamists have beards.36 For example, Berman’s schol-
arship on Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood demonstrates this belief,37 whereas 
Stacher and Shehata’s work disputes it (claiming that many Islamists are, in 
fact, clean-shaven).38

Similarly, there are stereotypes that male politicians from ruling and 
proregime parties (like the Iraqi or Syrian Ba’ath parties) often have mus-
taches, given such parties’ commitment to secular nationalism and mili-
tary rule.39 Given these stereotypes, commune leaders might be more 
likely to exhibit certain outward traits related to their party affiliation or 
their party’s local electoral strength. For example, if more Islamist-party-
affiliated politicians are elected, Islamists should be more likely to become 
commune leaders; thus, according to these stereotypes, they may also be 
more likely to have facial hair or beards. Thus, Theory Two argues that 
commune leaders should look like stereotypical leaders of the parties that 
dominate the commune.

Theory Three concerns the political representation of a given com-
munity’s social groupings. Morocco has demographic and societal divides, 
including, most notably, differences between Morocco’s predominately 
Arab and Amazigh communities.40 Key social cleavages also exist between 
rural versus urban communities and between those with varying levels of 
education and impoverishment. At a basic level, leaders’ outward traits may 
vary, given the intrinsic differences among Morocco’s different community 
types. Commune members may prefer to support leaders with outward 
traits representing their community’s local traditions and customs. Poli-
ticians who have physical features signaling their affiliation with locally 
dominant social groups in a given commune should fare better in com-
mune leadership-selection contests.

Theory Four hinges on the community prevalence of certain outward 
traits among elected politicians. In certain communities, a greater propor-
tion of elected male politicians may have certain outward traits, and other 
traits may be lacking. This a priori fact about the community increases the 
likelihood that a leader selected from the councillors will exhibit this trait. 
For example, if 90 percent of all male politicians elected for the commune’s 
council have beards, then it is highly likely that the leader chosen from 
among them will have a beard. In other words, a commune’s male politi-
cians may have a more (or less) uniform baseline trait composition, which 
may influence the outward traits of the politicians selected as leaders.

This section has postulated four main theories for why and how male 
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politicians’ outward traits may correlate with the attainment of leadership 
posts, considering signaling, political party affiliation, community social 
cleavages, and prevalence of a trait within a given commune. Next, we test 
the plausibility of these theories using original data from Morocco.

3. Methodology and Results: Findings from Two Empirical Tests

Our dataset codes the outward traits of 3,848 councillors from 168 com-
munes across the Casablanca-Settat region’s nine provinces. The data only 
covers politicians who won a council seat after the 2015 election because, 
unfortunately, losing candidates’ photos are not collected. If losing can-
didates’ photos were available, we could examine correlations between 
politicians’ outward traits and electoral success. Such data would allow 
us to assess how outward traits may link to underlying voter preferences 
and how candidates’ physical features may provide cues for citizens on the 
ground. Regrettably, the Moroccan electoral commission does not collect 
photos of unsuccessful candidates, so we are only able to examine differ-
ences between councillors who received leadership posts and councillors 
who did not get posts (i.e., male councillors sitting on the communal coun-
cil but not in positions of power).

Male politicians who received leadership posts within the communes 
constituted about 22.9 percent of the total sample of all councillors who 
won a communal council seat in 2015. By contrast, women constituted 
about 5.1 percent of the sample. As discussed in Shalaby and Barnett’s chap-
ter, Moroccan electoral law reserves a quota of 12 percent of elected seats 
for women after local elections. Yet this does not guarantee that female 
politicians will receive leadership posts within communes; only negotiations 
among politician peers determine which councillors obtain leadership 
posts as mayor or deputy mayor.

This analysis focuses on male commune council members only, for 
three reasons. The first reason is that—especially in the MENA context—
men and women often possess distinct outward traits, which are not easily 
comparable when coding their photos. For example, men can be coded for 
different types of facial hair with culturally specific meanings; while women 
rarely have facial hair, they might wear an Islamic veil (hijāb). Moreover, 
the fact that many women wear the hijāb presents another coding obstacle, 
as it prevents the accurate identification of gray hair in the photo.

Second, because men are more active than women in the public sphere 
in Morocco, it is more reasonable to assume that the outward traits they 
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adopt (e.g., having a beard) are public acts intending to accentuate or signal 
a value (such as religiosity) to their peers. In contrast, women’s traits are 
often more concealed, and thus more likely to be considered private. Third, 
much of the existing research on gender in the MENA centers on women, 
especially around the outward trait of the hijāb.41 But if we genuinely care 
about the study of gender in the MENA, scholars ought to similarly devote 
attention to examining the outward traits of men, an understudied research 
area. Since this study’s two empirical tests look only at male politicians, the 
sample size is reduced to 3,031 politicians in the final models.

Commune members voluntarily choose whether to submit their photos 
to Morocco’s electoral commission for online public posting. In 2020, we 
successfully downloaded, organized, and archived all such photo files for 
Casablanca’s 168 communes. The Moroccan electoral commission posts 
these photos online so that citizens, journalists, and researchers can more 
easily identify elected representatives and contact them with questions or 
for constituent services. This partly explains why the electoral commis-
sions do not retain losing candidates’ photos—losing candidates cannot 
perform constituent services for citizens, so there is little value in collect-
ing their photos. In our dataset, each politician is completely anonymized 
and only recorded by a numerical identifier, without his photo shown. We 
hand-coded each outward trait photo by photo, employing a strict rubric 
defining each trait (e.g., beard, mustache).

3.1 Analyses and Results

The first test isolated the outward traits correlated with commune coun-
cil leadership, compared with all other ordinary commune councillors. 
Because the outcome was dichotomous, a logit model was used. Test One 
partially supported Theory One, as outward traits signaling seniority and 
intelligence—the presence of gray hair and eyeglasses in their photos—
were significantly correlated with councillors who obtained leadership 
positions. Councillors with gray hair had a 0.25 predicted probability of 
winning a leadership post versus 0.21 for those without gray hair (p < 0.05). 
Similarly, councillors wearing glasses had a 0.31 predicted probability of 
becoming leaders, while those without had only a 0.22 predicted prob-
ability (p < 0.1).

Test One also demonstrated that political party affiliation, specifically a 
councillor’s membership in a leftist or proregime party, reduced his likeli-
hood of becoming a leader. Besides traits signaling seniority and intelli-
gence, no other characteristics in the politician’s photo predicted his likeli-
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hood of getting a commune leadership post. See table 8.1 and figures 8.1 
and 8.2.

Although Test One’s result regarding the link between a politician’s 
perceived intelligence (judged by whether he is wearing eyeglasses) and his 
peers’ support for his leadership is somewhat unsurprising, the seniority-
related result (judged through the presence of gray hair) is less expected. 
It is difficult to fully understand the mechanisms behind this link between 
seniority and leadership fitness without additional interpretation. Consider 
three potential explanations. On the one hand, the result lends credence 
to arguments from the “classic” literature of modernization theory—and 
also, perhaps regrettably, some Orientalist works—that depict MENA 
societies as bastions of premodern conservatism, where individuals respect 
elders, admire their wisdom, and defer to their traditionalist authority.42 
Traditionally, elders have played a critical role in Arab societies because, as 
Hourani notes, they preserve “the collective memory of the group,” regu-
late “urgent common concerns,” and reconcile “differences which threat-
ened to tear the group apart.”43

On the other hand, however, the seniority result may indicate other 
competencies. Compared to younger councillors, senior politicians may 
be more embedded in the traditional networks of notable families and 
extended kinship or tribal groups that order politics through patron-client 
ties in many areas of the country.44 Given such experience, they might have 
more familiarity with and wield greater authority over these traditional cli-
entelist networks. As Shalaby and Barnett’s chapter in this volume under-
scores, access to such networks is key for political success in the MENA at 
the local level.

A third possible explanation—entirely separate from tradition or 
networks—might be that more communal councillors know these gray-
haired leaders because of their likely longer political experience. In this 
vein, Lau and Redlawsk find that people similarly tend to have better, more 
accurate memories of politicians “who have been on the political scene for 
extended periods.”45 However, all three of these potential explanations are 
speculative, and more research is needed to fully explain the positive asso-
ciation between councillors with seniority traits and their capacity to win 
leadership support from their peers.

Finally, we should acknowledge that the mostly null results from the 
first test suggest that other variables omitted from this study—especially 
those unrelated to an individual’s outward traits viewable in a photo—carry 
more weight in predicting which male politician becomes a leader. Outward 
traits signaling a politician’s seniority or intelligence to his peers may make 
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TABLE 8.1. Outward Male Traits Correlated with 
Leadership (Mayor/Deputy Mayor Posts)

Dichotomous dependent variable  

(Male Politician Gets Leadership Post)  

Theory 1: Politician’s Outward Traits
Gray hair .244**

(.098)
Facial hair (any type) .067

(.203)
Islamic trait (beard or prayer mark) −.194

(.193)
Mustache (solo-stache) −.194

(.201)
Tie −.276

(.269)
Bald .100

(.145)
Glasses .420*

(.250)

Theory 2: Party Affiliation and Electoral Strength
Islamist affiliation .096

(.142)
Leftist affiliation −.361**

(.143)
Proregime party affiliation −.216*

(.112)
PAM strength .009

(.026)
PI strength .023

(.031)
PJD strength .008

(.031)
USFP strength .019

(.064)
RNI strength .027

(.029)
UC strength .022

(.039)
MP strength .021

(.028)
PPS strength .006

(.060)

Theory 3: Community-level Attributes
Rural .045

(.189)
Rate of no formal education .005

(.010)
Rate of poverty −.003

(.006)
Amazigh area −.015
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Theory 4: Trait Prevalence in Community
Prevalence of politicians with gray hair −.002

(.004)
Prevalence of politicians with facial hair −.001

(.002)
Prevalence of politicians with Islamic trait .002

(.005)
Prevalence of politicians with mustache .008

(.007)
Prevalence of politicians with glasses −.005

(.012)
Prevalence of bald politicians .003

(.006)
Prevalence of politicians with tie −.006

(.011)

n = male politicians Log likelihood
3,018 −1,600.49

Note: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1. Positive coefficients denote 
higher likelihood of obtaining leadership post; standard errors in 
parentheses.

Figure 8.1. Male Leadership in Communes, Correlating with Gray Hair
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him appear as a more adept leader and, thus, more suitable for leadership 
posts, but these variables are probably of secondary importance alongside 
other, non-mutually-exclusive variables also driving this outcome.

Having demonstrated the positive correlation between seniority and 
intelligence traits and a greater likelihood of obtaining leadership posts 
among local councillors, we now turn to a second analysis. Here, we took 
the independent variables from our first model and turned them into depen-
dent variables in additional models. We then explored whether councillors 
who attained leadership posts (mayor, deputy mayor) and exhibited specific 
outward traits (seniority, religiosity, intelligence, or nationalism) were like-
lier to do so within certain types of communities or political parties.

Below, table 8.2 shows what percentages of male mayors/deputy may-
ors possessed these outward traits within the sample, compared with all 
other councillors in our sample. The second analysis included five main 
dependent variables: Male mayor/deputy mayor has a seniority trait (gray 
hair: yes or no), has any facial hair (yes or no), has a religious trait (Islamic 
beard/prayer mark: yes or no), has an intelligence trait (glasses: yes or no), 
or has a nationalist trait (mustache: yes or no). Since all of these outcomes 
were dichotomous, logit models were utilized. Because very few mayors 
or deputy mayors had outward traits potentially signaling weakness (bald-
ness) or modernization (tie), these outcomes were omitted from the second 

Figure 8.2. Male Leadership in Communes, Correlating with Wearing Glasses
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test. This allowed us to test, for example, whether Islamist councillors who 
became mayors/deputy mayors were more likely to have beards.

The independent variables, communities’ attributes and political party 
affiliations, came from various sources. Data on a commune’s modern-
ization level came from Morocco’s 2014 census and special reports from 
its high planning commission (Haut Commissariat au Plan). Councillor 
party affiliations were included in the electoral results posted to the elec-
toral commissions’ websites, providing a measure of local party strength. 
Community-level variables from the census included each commune’s 
rural/urban designation, education rate (percentage of residents without 
formal schooling), poverty rate, and ethnic Amazigh (Berber) composition 
(percentage of residents speaking one of the three main Tamazight dia-
lects). Recording a commune’s ethnic composition is essential, as the Arab-
Berber divide is a major cleavage in Morocco’s domestic politics.

These independent variables allow us to examine, for example, if male 
politicians who were mayors/deputy mayors exhibiting religious traits are 
more likely to appear in less modernized communes (i.e., rural ones with 
lower education and higher poverty rates). Or, concerning ethnicity, it 
allows us to test if male politicians who are mayors/deputy mayors based in 
Amazigh areas are less likely to have religious traits, as Berber Moroccans 
are often considered more secular-leaning than Arab Moroccans.46 This 
perception of Berbers’ lower religiosity stems from the historical impor-
tance of the College of Azrou (le collège d’Azrou), a finishing school of 
public administration that provided a highly secular, Francophone educa-
tion for Berber elites who were made the core of Morocco’s civil service in 
the postcolonial period.47

Results from the second analysis (see table 8.3) examine whether may-
ors/deputy mayors exhibiting specific outward traits were more (or less) 
likely to come from certain types of communities or political parties. 
Results provided support for Theories Two and Four and limited support 
for Theory Three. Generally, the analysis confirms the importance of party 
strength and affiliation for predicting the outward traits of male mayors/

TABLE 8.2. Percentages of Male Mayors/Deputy Mayors Exhibiting Outward Traits

Gray hair Facial hair (any)

Islamic trait
(beard/prayer 

mark) Glasses Mustache Bald

9.11% 16.03% 7.82% .86% 8.22% 2.71%

Note: n = 3,031 total male electee politicians (about 23 percent are male mayors/deputy mayors).
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deputy mayors. Affiliations with Islamist, leftist, or proregime parties were 
found to be differently associated with outward traits, whether concerning 
seniority, religiosity, or nationalism. Leftist mayors/deputy mayors were 
less likely to have a seniority trait (gray hair) than other male council-
lors. This probably derives from the historical importance of youth activ-
ists within Morocco’s leftist parties and movements. Indeed, leftist mayors/
deputy mayors in the communes had only a 0.06 predicted probability of 
having gray hair; this climbed to 0.09 predicted probability for commune 
leaders affiliated with nonleftist political parties (p < 0.1).

As figures 8.3 and 8.4 show, mayors/deputy mayors of communes con-
trolled by leftist and proregime parties were far less likely to have outward 
Islamic traits (i.e., beards or prayer marks), with a 0.05 predicted prob-
ability (p < 0.05) for each, compared with 0.07 and 0.08 for mayors/deputy 
mayors without leftist or proregime affiliations, respectively. They were 
also less likely to have any kind of facial hair.

By contrast, as figure 8.5 shows, Islamist mayors/deputy mayors were 
much more likely to have such religious traits, such as a beard or prayer 
mark, at a 0.11 predicted probability (p < 0.001) compared to 0.06 for non-
Islamist councillors. Both Islamists and leftists, however, were far less likely 
to have a mustache, given its cultural association with the nationalism and 
secularism of Arab militaries. Indeed, as figure 8.6 illustrates, Islamist may-
ors/deputy mayors of communes had only a 0.03 predicted probability of 
having a mustache, while non-Islamist counterparts had a 0.07 predicted 
probability (p < 0.001). Leftist mayors/deputy majors similarly had only a 
0.05 predicted probability of having a mustache, but this rose to 0.07 for 
all other councillors.

The second analysis found broad support for Theory Four. Generally 
speaking, whether the mayors/deputy mayors had seniority, religious, intel-
ligence, or nationalist outward traits, they were statistically more likely to 
be in communities where the underlying prevalence of these traits among 
all councillors was greater. Figure 8.7 gives an example of this relationship, 
showing the prevalence of facial hair among male mayors/deputy mayors.

Finally, for Theory Three, a slight positive correlation exists between 
communes with higher rates of no formal education and mayors/deputy 
mayors with any kind of facial hair. However, this positive correlation did 
not replicate for the other outward traits, so this finding should not be over-
interpreted. Indeed, these results suggest that community context did not 
matter as much as initially theorized: The levels of socioeconomic devel-
opment and community modernization did not seem to affect the outward 
traits of the mayors/deputy mayors selected by their peer politicians.
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TABLE 8.3. Community, Party, and Trait Prevalence Correlations with Mayor’s/
Deputy Mayors’ Outward Traits

(Mayor/deputy mayor has trait) Dependent variables

 Gray hair
Facial hair 

(any)

Islamic 
trait  

(beard or 
prayer 
mark) Glasses

Mustache 
(solo-
stache)

Theory 2: Party Affiliation and Strength
Islamist .222

(.201)
.181

(.157)
.569***

(.195)
.468

(.618)
−.816***
(.287)

Leftist −.360*
(.218)

−.374**
(.163)

−.435*
(.246)

.265
(.672)

−.343*
(.206)

Proregime party −.037
(.163)

−.316**
(.127)

−.465**
(.235)

−.189
(.608)

−.144
(.161)

PAM strength .054
(.038)

.016
(.030)

.040
(.040)

−.205
(.230)

.046
(.049)

PI strength .076*
(.045)

.028
(.036)

.060
(.049)

−.066
(.190)

.047
(.057)

PJD strength .059
(.048)

.020
(.036)

.042
(.049)

−.186
(.242)

.021
(.056)

USFP strength .136
(.101)

.034
(.072)

.039
(.091)

−.489
(.475)

.099
(.125)

RNI strength .075*
(.045)

.028
(.033)

.042
(.042)

−.140
(.226)

.052
(.055)

UC strength .089
(.055)

.013
(.045)

.020
(.057)

−.382
(.381)

.087
(.080)

MP strength .047
(.037)

.023
(.032)

.054
(.045)

−.341
(.283)

.059
(.049)

PPS strength .130
(.091)

.014
(.069)

.022
(.089)

.322
(.378)

.096
(.115)

Theory 3: Community-level Attributes
Rural Area .181

(.290)
.020

(.217)
−.025
(.304)

−1.15
(.028)

.075
(.301)

Rate of no formal education −.006
(.014)

.018*
(.011)

.008
(.015)

.068
(.028)

.018
(.015)

Rate of poverty .001
(.008)

−.005
(.006)

.003
(.009)

−.035
(.028)

−.006
(.009)

Amazigh area −.015
(.038)

.007
(.029)

−.022
(.039)

−.019
(.028)

.019
(.042)

Theory 4: Trait Prevalence in Community
Percentage of
male politicians
with trait

.032***
(.005)

.020***
(.005)

.027***
(.005)

.196***
(.044)

.028***
(.006)

n = Male politicians 3,031 3,031 3,031 3,018 3,031
Log likelihood −891.54 −1,307.91 790.76 −121.32 −812.73

Note: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1. Positive coefficients denote higher likelihood of leadership; 
standard errors in parentheses.
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Figure 8.4. Mayors/Deputy Mayors with Islamic Traits, Correlating with Pro-Regime 
Affiliation

Figure 8.3. Mayors/Deputy Mayors with Islamic Traits, Correlating with Leftist 
Affiliation
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Figure 8.5. Mayors/Deputy Mayors with Islamic Traits, Correlating with Islamist Party 
Affiliation

Figure 8.6. Mayors/Deputy Mayors with Mustaches, Correlating with Islamist Party 
Affiliation
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4. Conclusion: Limitations and Future Research

Results from this study advance scholarly understanding of how politicians’ 
outward traits influence politics in information-poor environments. They 
also have significance for research on local governance in the MENA. In 
a landmark study, Benstead et al. examined the importance of candidates’ 
outward traits in elections, showing that voters in the MENA generally 
favor politicians when they have outward traits that give the perception of 
being “capable leaders.”48 In Tunisia, which served as the setting for their 
article’s survey experiment, citizens preferred voting for a male candidate 
with modern-looking, secular traits over a religious-looking male candidate 
with a beard. Because these Tunisian voters operated in an information-
poor environment, without having much information on these candidates’ 
policies or beliefs, they used outward traits as a cognitive shortcut to make 
inferences about their suitability for leadership.

This chapter advances their research but takes it in a new direction. 
Unlike their study, ours doesn’t look at voters or elections in information-
poor environments—it looks at elites and elite negotiations among 
commune-level peer politicians. These are information-rich environments 

Figure 8.7. Prevalence of Facial Hair in Commune Politicians and Mayors/Deputy 
Mayors with Facial Hair
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where peer politicians often know each other professionally and person-
ally and have interacted and competed in local politics for years. Yet this 
study finds that even in these information-rich environments, commune 
elites (councillors) are still likely to make inferences about an individual’s 
suitability for leadership posts based partly on his perceived seniority and 
intelligence. Even in contexts where individuals probably know each other 
well and have information about each other’s competency, background, 
and beliefs, their outward traits may still subtly (probably subconsciously) 
influence whether a politician is considered fit for leadership posts within 
local governance institutions. This finding is critical for enhancing schol-
arly understanding of what types of politicians become communal leaders. 
This topic has increased in significance following the waves of decentral-
ization across the MENA, as previously detailed in this book, that have 
further empowered local governments vis-à-vis the central authority.

Our findings have important implications for understanding political 
inequality. As Colin and Bergh also discuss in this volume, certain sub-
groups within society have significant advantages in local politics, demon-
strating how entrenched elites keep power even through political transi-
tions aimed at increased democratization. In their study, those who have 
more resources and are more educated are better able to get their voices 
heard through the petitioning process; here, those perceived as having more 
experience, connections, and education have advantages when it comes to 
gaining positions of real power in local councils. These outcomes draw 
our attention to the need for decentralization processes to be coupled with 
safeguards to ensure that the more marginalized can gain real power if 
these processes are to accomplish at least descriptive representation of 
local communities.

This study faces three main limitations, highlighting areas for potential 
future research. Most importantly, we limited the analysis to male politi-
cians and how their outward traits correlated with leadership attainment. 
Female politicians and their outward traits were not examined due to the 
above-mentioned problems. Future researchers, however, could explore 
this topic, investigating whether similar patterns appear for female politi-
cians’ outward traits. The second limitation concerns generalizability. The 
data included in this study are comprehensive for Morocco’s Casablanca-
Settat region, as only a small percentage of councillors declined to post 
their photos on the electoral commission’s website; our findings are nearly 
complete for this region. Yet it is of course unclear how generalizable these 
results are to other Moroccan regions and neighboring countries. Given 
the uniqueness of the data source, moreover, it is unclear whether such data 
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would be available from neighboring countries’ electoral commissions. But 
at the very least, it would be possible for future studies to compare results 
found in Casablanca to other Moroccan regions or, perhaps, from a ran-
domly selected national sample of communes.

The third limitation relates to the nature of the data source itself—the 
councillors’ photos. It is conceivable that a politician could strategically 
stage his photo for his political advantage. He could have, for example, 
grown a beard for the photo but not have one during his negotiations with 
his peers. Similarly, a politician could dye his hair white to appear more 
senior and distinguished during negotiations. Indeed, before being deposed 
in 2011, both Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak and Tunisia’s Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali were known for dyeing their hair from gray to black to appear more 
youthful and robust to their citizenries.49 In sum, there is much about these 
councillor photos we do not know and cannot easily determine without 
additional research.

Finally, this study concludes with a discussion of future research oppor-
tunities. We have concentrated on examining the importance of outward 
traits for politicians that, historically, have had cultural resonance in the 
MENA region—gray hair for seniority, beards for Islamic religiosity, eye-
glasses for intelligence, and mustaches for nationalism. Yet it is probable 
that additional outward traits might influence perceptions of leadership 
aptitude, which remain unincorporated in our statistical analysis or do not 
clearly appear in the photos. In addition to a person’s height,50 a variable 
correlated with perceptions of leadership aptitude in numerous studies 
across a range of cultures and social contexts, recent research has pointed 
to facial symmetry51 (suggesting aesthetic beauty) and mouth width52 
(indicating a propensity for dominance in social competition) as correlat-
ing with perceptions of leadership ability. Many of these traits differ from 
those examined in this study as they are more difficult to strategically stage; 
while someone could easily choose to strategically grow a beard or dye his 
hair, it is more challenging to manipulate one’s facial symmetry or mouth 
width. Moreover, many of these traits are far more difficult—if not impos-
sible—to code for within our photos and may be far more culturally sub-
jective. Future researchers, however, might seek to assess their importance 
(or nonimportance) within this regional context.
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Conclusion

Decentralization in the  
Middle East and North Africa

Findings and Implications

Ellen Lust and Kristen Kao

1. Introduction

Scholars and practitioners have largely overlooked decentralization in 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), seeing the region as excep-
tional in its centralized authoritarianism.1 Work thus has focused on 
more “attention-grabbing” topics at the national or international levels, 
such as how democratic institutions imposed on nondemocratic ones may 
be structured to sustain authoritarianism,2 the rise of political Islam and 
Islamist influences,3 politics during and after the 2011 Arab Uprisings,4 and 
most recently, the effects of transnational refugees and migrants from the 
MENA on host societies.5 When regional experts addressed decentraliza-
tion—or indeed, when they examined local governance more generally—
their primary goal was to better understand national-level politics.6

Decentralization, Local Governance, and Inequality in the MENA redirects 
our attention to local politics under decentralization. The volume draws on 
studies of Lebanon, Morocco, Syria, and Tunisia to explore how decentral-
ization is “lived locally” by citizens of the MENA region. To what extent do 
local conditions shape the design and implementation of decentralization 
policies? How do citizens participate politically under decentralization? 
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How do they seek services in such contexts, whether from state providers 
or others? What is the nature of representation? And, consequently, how 
might decentralization processes exacerbate (or ameliorate) social and geo-
graphic inequalities?

In answering these questions, the studies presented here contribute 
to our understanding of decentralization, local governance, and MENA 
politics. Where findings are consistent with those from previous stud-
ies of decentralization in Africa, Latin America, and elsewhere, they lend 
confidence regarding the generalizability of these studies, and where they 
are not, they provide insights into the importance of context. The contri-
butions also extend previous research on decentralization in the MENA. 
Earlier studies offer important insights into how decentralization has been 
implemented, arguing that decentralization upgrades rather than dimin-
ishes authoritarianism in the MENA experience.7 However, they do not 
fully explore how local conditions shape decentralization, how citizens 
engage in political processes, and the extent to which their interests are 
represented. Finally, the studies in this volume deepen our understand-
ing of local politics, examining issues such as local political party struc-
tures, citizens’ engagement with municipal councils or services, and other 
citizen-state linkages. In doing so, they extend to our knowledge of MENA 
politics, contributing to a much-needed turn to the “local.”

In this conclusion, we bring together key insights from this volume, 
highlight open questions, and consider policy implications. Section 2 exam-
ines the lessons learned regarding the center-periphery dynamics of decen-
tralization processes, political participation under decentralization, and the 
nature of representation. Section 3 raises broader, cross-cutting themes 
regarding decentralization, focusing on the importance of resources, gov-
ernance beyond the state, and the (in)stability of the ancien regime. Section 
4 discusses the implications of the studies for policymakers and practitio-
ners concerned with decentralization, the provision of local governance, 
and the amelioration of inequalities. The final section concludes, briefly 
summarizing key findings and paths forward.

2. Implementation, Participation, Representation, and Inequalities

The volume’s chapters contribute new insights into local governance and 
decentralization across three main themes. The first theme considers 
negotiated and contested areas of influence between central governments 
and local actors. How do legacies of the past and connections with ancien 
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regime elites influence decentralization? Alternatively, how are citizens 
responding to decentralization processes and developing innovative ways 
to claim agency over politics in their locales? The second theme focuses on 
citizen engagement with state and nonstate institutions (e.g., local coun-
cils, mosques, etc.) at the local level. Who engages with whom, when, and 
why? Finally, the volume interrogates the determinants of local political 
representation. Who gains representation, and how? What do citizens 
want from their local representatives, and to what extent do local officials 
represent their demands? Taken together, this research provides insights 
into decentralization processes, local politics under decentralization, and 
inequalities.

2.1 Decentralization Processes

The contributions in this volume point to the gaps between the goals 
and envisioned processes of decentralization vis-à-vis the outcomes real-
ized. Decentralization is often ostensibly borne from a desire to allevi-
ate inequality and thereby reduce political tensions. Morocco expanded 
decentralization to tamp down rising tensions during the Arab Uprisings; 
Lebanon saw decentralization as a tool to alleviate post–civil war political 
inequalities; and Tunisia expected decentralization to be a key mecha-
nism for reducing social inequalities, undoing decades of disadvantage in 
interior regions. Yet decentralization processes often diverge significantly 
from expectations, at times reproducing the very inequalities they intend 
to resolve.

Existing economic, social, and political imbalances influence decentral-
ization processes. Kherigi’s chapter draws our attention to how attempts 
to decentralize and democratize power in Tunisia led to various social, 
political, economic, and cultural exclusions. These were closely linked to 
historical patterns of territorial inequalities and political and economic 
centralization, which can be traced back to the process of state formation. 
Similarly, examining Lebanon’s postconflict setting, Parreira demonstrates 
how the sectarian peace agreement entrenched leaders who instigated and 
perpetuated the civil war, even decades after its signing. She characterizes 
this persisting dominance of the ancien regime in local politics as “party 
cartels,” arguing that key players in these cartels have long historical roots 
as gatekeepers of the country’s resources and influencers of national-level 
politics. Decentralization, in this case, allowed members of the ancien 
regime to extend their national reach by dominating local elections, even 
while offering poor service provision.



274	 Decentralization in the Middle East and North Africa

2RPP

Importantly, decentralization—the shifting of power from the center 
to the periphery—is not always the result of intentional, state-driven pro-
cesses. Conflict may lead the central state to cede some of its governance 
roles, whether formally or informally, intentionally or not.8 Conflict cre-
ates a power vacuum that loosens the state’s grip over certain realms, cre-
ating space for customary leaders, militia, and others to exercise control. 
Sosnowski’s chapter illustrates this, showing the back-and-forth between 
the enforcement of order and service by customary leaders or local militias 
versus the state. Nonstate actors exerted local-level influence, both before 
and after the height of the Syrian Civil War, at times when Syria’s cen-
tral state sought to extend its control. Perhaps particularly during the war, 
strengthening customary leadership brought a modicum of rule of law and 
local-level service provision. Such a finding aligns with large-n quantitative 
research finding that formal incorporation of traditional authorities (in this 
case, tribal chiefs) in local-level governance reduced the outbreak of vio-
lence across Africa, “particularly in the midst of politically unconsolidated 
periods.”9

The studies raise important questions. Under what conditions do local 
actors contest central control, as seen in Tunisia and Syria, and when do 
they cooperate, as Parreira highlights in Lebanon? Which among the vari-
ous actors—party elites, tribal families, imams, and militias—hold influ-
ence? And does the contestation among forces lead to improved local gov-
ernance or elite capture? Some scholars argue that the answer lies in the 
form of postconflict peace settlements, such as the power-sharing agree-
ments after the Lebanese Civil War, which have been shown to “give a 
political role to and preserve the organizations of those who achieve power 
during a civil war.”10 However, the chapters in this volume point to a large 
set of actors shaping local governance under decentralization, suggesting 
the need for further research on which actors matter most and when.

2.2 Participation

Decentralization might be expected to increase participation and, simulta-
neously, reduce inequalities in who participates. Moving opportunities for 
meaningful engagement closer to citizens might encourage more people 
to vote, sign petitions, or attend local council meetings. Moreover, to the 
extent that a lack of knowledge drives gender, class, or age gaps in par-
ticipation, contestation over issues closer to home might increase efficacy 
and spur participation. To what extent, then, do citizens participate in the 
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context of decentralization? And are inequalities across geographic regions 
or demographic groups reduced?

The studies in this volume show that participation is often unequal. 
Colin and Bergh find that citizens with greater wealth and more education 
were more likely to engage in petitioning. They argue that this is because 
petitioning requires knowledge and resources that many citizens lack. In 
contrast, Brooke and Komer demonstrate that the gender participation gap 
for citizens turning to the mosque for services narrows in more marginal-
ized areas. Men were more likely than women to turn to mosques for service 
provision in areas near Tunis, but they were not more likely to do so in more 
distant neighborhoods, where state reach is reduced and needs are greater. 
This may be disconcerting for those seeking gender-equal participation in 
state activities. Incentives for participation may be high in more marginal-
ized areas—high enough for women to seek services at the mosque—but to 
the extent that marginalization is associated with the weak reach of the state, 
it may lead to participation equality in nonstate arenas only.

Incentives matter in other ways that may foster inequalities in participa-
tion. Several studies highlight the importance of clientelism—the quid pro 
quo exchange of goods and services for political support between actors of 
unequal status. There is reason to believe that clientelism remains equally 
important in the context of decentralization, if not more. Parreira suggests 
this is at work in Lebanon, where party cartels with links to the center 
are better placed to maintain clientelistic relations. Shalaby and Barnett 
allude to this regarding Morocco, where women may struggle to gain seats 
beyond the mandated quotas, given their weak placement in clientelist 
networks.

These studies suggest that the extent to which decentralization affects 
participation may depend on competing sets of authorities and obligations 
(or what Lust refers to as arenas of authority and social institutions11). For 
instance, women may be less likely to turn to the mosque for assistance 
in communities where expectations over gender roles discourage women 
from doing so. Similarly, where citizens’ voting decisions are based on loy-
alty or the obligation to vote with the family patriarch,12 women may be 
more likely to support male candidates—the patriarch’s like-minded repre-
sentatives. Understanding how decentralization will shape political partici-
pation and inequality requires that studies consider competing authorities 
and social institutions. It also raises additional questions about when and 
where decentralization disrupts or reinforces these arenas and how such 
dynamics may change participation over time.
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2.3 Representation

The studies in this volume also demonstrate how inequalities in represen-
tation may be perpetuated under decentralization. Decentralization pro-
cesses affect both sides of democratic representation: descriptive and sub-
stantive. Perhaps most notably, gender and youth quotas for local councils 
aim to enhance descriptive representation of these traditionally margin-
alized groups. Decentralization may also improve substantive representa-
tion, as drawing representatives from a pool of candidates geographically 
more proximate to citizens may increase the likelihood that elected repre-
sentatives will share their voters’ concerns. However, studies in this volume 
show these expectations frequently go unmet.

Historical inequities in the MENA often shape participation and, 
relatedly, local-level descriptive representation, leading decentralization 
to reinforce, rather than upend, existing power imbalances. Buehler and 
Gergis correlate success in gaining leadership posts in Moroccan local 
councils with age or seniority. All too often, we equate winning elections 
with obtaining power. Yet their chapter makes a unique contribution in 
studying not just which representatives are elected, but which elected offi-
cials gain positions of real power on the council once in office. They argue 
that outward symbols and associated stereotypes can confer (un)desirable 
characteristics on a politician, leading to political gains (or losses) once 
in office. Age and seniority, often associated with power in existing struc-
tures, appear to facilitate council members’ election to leadership posts. 
Similarly, Blackman, Clark, and Şaşmaz highlight how local councils have 
remained dominated by actors representing patrimonial interests in Tuni-
sia, while Shalaby and Barnett show similar findings in Morocco.

If male elders dominate local councils, does this matter for substan-
tive representation? Or, put differently, will quotas and other mechanisms 
to promote descriptive representation of youth, women, and other mar-
ginalized groups affect their substantive representation? The chapter by 
Blackman, Clark, and Şaşmaz, like other studies in political science, dem-
onstrates that politically marginalized populations, such as women and 
youth, have different priorities than their more senior male counterparts.13 
Among both local council candidates and voters, females are more likely 
than males to prioritize waste management and environmental protec-
tions. Moreover, class differences between voters and representatives are 
associated with differences in preferences, leading to gaps between the 
preferences of average (lower-class) voters and (upper-class) representa-
tives. Thus, citizens’ interests remain unrepresented, even when descrip-
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tive representation is improved. Decentralization’s democratizing effects 
are undermined by principal-agent problems that occur when local repre-
sentatives’ perceptions, interests, and priorities are misaligned with those 
of their constituents.

This suggests another reason women may fare worse than men. As 
noted above, if men dominate the voter pool and/or have control over the 
female votes in their families, voters are likely to support males because 
they expect them to be more like-minded representatives. Similarly, clien-
telistic networks may play a role in mobilizing support, and women tend to 
be disadvantaged in such networks.14 Decentralization—and greater power 
accorded to local councils—may further undermine the local-level elect-
ability of female candidates, as granting greater power to local councils 
heightens their importance. As Buehler and Gergis caution, the distribu-
tion of real power in local councils is thus likely to follow historical trends 
and favor traditional leader types (i.e., more senior males).

The contributions in this volume also raise important questions about 
the role party organizations and partisanship play in shaping representa-
tion. The studies offer instances in which partisanship is influential and 
others in which it is more limited. Partisanship does not account for differ-
ences in citizen or candidate priorities in Tunisia, while outward signaling 
by elected local councillors in Morocco is linked to political party affilia-
tion. In the Lebanese case, national-level partisan organizations dominate 
local politics and, importantly, the elections, preventing the devolution of 
power. Under what conditions, to what extent, and in which ways do politi-
cal parties play a role in decentralization?

Finally, the studies prompt us to ask how changing the influence of 
local representative bodies affects inequalities, and if there are innovative 
ways to overcome them. For instance, can women overcome entrenched 
logics around family voting patterns and clientelist practices in elections? 
This volume suggests that inequalities are not immutable; quotas intended 
to remedy inequalities in political representation affect descriptive and 
substantive representation, despite the fact that inequalities remain. Other 
mechanisms, too, can be designed, considering the ways in which decen-
tralization and sets of authorities and obligations shape representation.

3. Cross-Cutting Themes

The contributions raise three cross-cutting themes that deserve consid-
eration. They point to the importance of resources, the nature of gover-
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nance beyond the state, and the difficulties of dismantling the ancien regime. 
These themes resonate with extant studies of decentralization, suggesting 
that decentralization in the MENA has much in common with decentral-
ization elsewhere. They also raise new insights and questions, demon-
strating the value of bringing the MENA into the study of politics under 
decentralization.

3.1 The Importance of Resources

The chapters in this volume demonstrate the paramount importance of 
access to resources for effective local governance, highlighting central con-
trol over periphery areas as a significant hindrance to effective decentraliza-
tion. Central governments employ fiscal control and power deprivation to 
nominally promote decentralization without losing political power.15 This 
finding is particularly true in a region where “access to resources is less a right 
guaranteed by citizenship than the outcome of constant daily struggles.”16

Several chapters speak to the need for fiscal autonomy if decentralization 
policies are to succeed. Parreira shows that Lebanon’s central elites main-
tain control through local partners in the absence of local fiscal autonomy. 
Colin and Bergh find that, although decentralization efforts have afforded 
citizens a new right to petition municipalities in Morocco, this right is 
meaningless if local governments lack the resources to pursue priorities 
brought to the council’s attention. Barnett and Shalaby also suggest a need 
for resource independence for women and other marginalized populations 
to overcome inequities embedded within existing patronage networks. 
Building on Lust’s work on competitive clientelism in the MENA,17 they 
argue that Moroccan voters are swayed by perceptions of local leaders’ net-
works and connections to those with resources in the central government. 
Independence from central resources remains key to effectively decentral-
ized governance, giving strength to conclusions from other regions that go 
as far as to argue for “fiscal decentralization as a principal precondition for 
the success of local government reforms.”18

These findings are not unique. The World Bank advocates fiscal decen-
tralization in developing countries, arguing that lower local-level informa-
tion requirements and transaction costs allow citizens to more easily hold 
officials accountable.19 Cross-national work also finds that the increased 
competition for resources created by fiscal decentralization diminishes the 
ability of local elites to engage in rent-seeking behavior.20 Multiple studies 
demonstrate the benefits of reducing the dependence of lower governance 
levels on transfers from the center by linking fiscal decentralization with 
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several desirable welfare outcomes, including poverty reduction, lower 
infant mortality rates, improved service provision, higher literacy rates, and 
economic growth.21

The studies here, however, emphasize the political downsides of decen-
tralization in the absence of a strong fiscal basis. Parreira points to the 
emergence and maintenance of party cartels when local elites depend on 
centrally controlled resources. Colin and Bergh highlight how weak local 
resources undermine participation, potentially leading to citizen discon-
tent. They suggest, along with Barnett and Shalaby, that decentralization in 
the absence of resources may exacerbate social inequalities. The nature of 
politics under decentralization depends, at least in part, on local resources 
and fiscal autonomy.

3.2 Governance Beyond the State

This volume also points to the role of nonstate actors and institutions 
in local politics under decentralization. Local communities are political 
microcosms of their own, varying in their actors and institutions, hierar-
chical structures, community cohesion, and capacity for collective action.22 
These factors affect the implementation of decentralization, nature of  
local governance, and extent of inequalities.

This volume’s contributions highlight the importance of networks, 
actors, and institutions. Sosnowski, for instance, shows how variation in 
local networks affected the Asad regime’s ability to reassert dominance in 
Daraa, while Kherigi illustrates how some communities were able to acti-
vate their community, successfully mobilizing to reject municipal boundar-
ies that negatively affected them. Brooke and Komer demonstrate how the 
extent to which individuals turn to the mosque for assistance depends, in 
part, on the individual’s gender and expectations around women (or men) 
attending the mosque. Similarly, Buehler and Gergis argue that represen-
tatives’ physical features matter because they reflect behavior that fulfills 
social obligations—for instance, the prayer marks and beards associated 
with Islamic practice. 

Moreover, the types of people deemed capable leaders are subjective 
to localized hierarchies and ideologies. These insights are consistent with 
a burgeoning literature on the MENA region and elsewhere showing that 
nonstate networks, actors, and institutions play an important role in gov-
ernance and outcomes.23 Thus, studies must consider how nonstate insti-
tutions shape decentralization processes and politics under decentraliza-
tion. This entails recognizing local networks, actors, and institutions and 
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questioning the extent to which their influence extends across subnational 
groupings of citizens—whether these be different geographic areas (e.g., 
regional, rural/urban) or imagined communities (e.g., religious, tribal), 
which may even span the borders of nation-states. Doing so opens the 
way to considering how the local legitimacy of tribal, religious, or other 
leaders might not only influence politics but be leveraged in implementing 
decentralization policies.

3.3 Dismantling or Reinforcing Ancien Regimes?

A common thread tying the chapters in this volume together is the extent 
to which elites seek to shape decentralization to maintain the ancien regime. 
Much of the work within this volume suggests that political elites can use 
decentralization to reinforce central authority and replicate power imbal-
ances. These findings align with other work demonstrating how decen-
tralization can be employed to maintain elites’ authority and entrench 
traditional patron-client relationships.24 Yet, far from showing decentral-
ization as a tool by which ancien regimes can unilaterally maintain control 
and “upgrade authoritarianism,” the studies in this volume highlight the 
continued contestation of actors at the local and central levels.

Incumbent elites use various mechanisms to manipulate the decentral-
ization processes to maintain and extend their power. Here, Kherigi points 
to the role of administrative boundary-making, while Parreira and Colin 
and Bergh highlight the importance of fiscal control. Others have argued 
that decentralization can even expand the ancien regime’s reach, giving it a 
new bureaucracy for monitoring and gathering information about locales 
and ensuring loyalty by multiplying salaried patronage positions.25

Yet the contributions in this volume also demonstrate effective con-
testation. We see this between local actors and central powers in Kherigi’s 
study of boundary-making in Tunisia. Local communities not only con-
tested boundary-making but at times made it impossible for the center 
to impose its will. Similarly, we find effective contestation in Colin and 
Bergh’s study of petitions in Morocco. Petitioning is not widely used, but 
it is employed as a mechanism to exert rights. Decentralization thus opens 
the door to contestation, at times leading to local victories.

However, key questions remain regarding when and where local com-
munities exert their will vis-à-vis the center. This is particularly important 
in the MENA, where for decentralization processes to foster participa-
tion, ensure democratic representation, and enhance equality, the ancien 
regime must be dislodged. What explains when entrenched elites can per-
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petuate their power by selectively rewarding loyalists and punishing oppo-
nents with access to resources at the center, and when these strategies fail? 
To what extent does this depend on historical conditions, socioeconomic 
endowments, local networks, non-state authorities, or institutions?

4. Future Research: Leveraging the MENA

Further studies on politics under decentralization in the MENA can pro-
vide leverage for understanding decentralization, local governance, and 
MENA politics. Decentralization studies have been rare in the MENA, in 
part because the region has been characterized as exceptional in its cen-
tralization and authoritarian resilience. This has led scholars to discount 
and even ignore decentralization processes there. The perception that 
hard data on the impact of decentralization in the MENA is unavailable  is 
likely another reason such studies are rare. The contributions in this book 
demonstrate the potential gains from further research, however, and they 
illustrate how it can be done.

The studies in this volume showcase the wide range of approaches to 
studying local politics under decentralization. They employ a mix of quali-
tative and quantitative data, including municipal boundary maps; elec-
tion results; images of elected officials; surveys of citizens, candidates, and 
elected officials; and in-depth interviews with current and former elected 
officials, nonelected officials, community leaders, NGO representatives, 
and citizen petitioners. They examine how various actors—from voters 
to local council members to bureaucrats—engage in decentralization pro-
cesses and local politics. They ask various questions—from how bureau-
crats and local communities engage in boundary-making to whether rep-
resentatives reflect citizens’ preferences and how local community contexts 
shape who turns to the mosque for support. Each of these studies contrib-
utes to a better understanding of decentralization, local governance, and 
MENA politics.

Research beyond the issues and countries studied in this volume would 
enrich this picture. Studies of governance in the MENA provide insights 
into how politics under decentralization in authoritarian regimes may dif-
fer from politics in democratic ones. Some scholars believe that decentral-
ization processes cannot be sincere in nondemocracies, a hypothesis that 
should be further studied.26 The MENA offers a wide range of nondemo-
cratic regime types—hybrid regimes, monarchies, military dictatorships, 
personalist regimes, oligarchies—and varied reasons for pursuing decen-
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tralization. Within each, there are also important local and regional varia-
tions that shape local governance. Moving beyond Lebanon, Syria, Tunisia, 
and Morocco to include other middle- and high-income countries of the 
region could enrich the study of the MENA and serve as a counterpoint 
to studies in lower-income regions, which are more generally the sites of 
donor-driven development programs.

Fruitful avenues for understanding the implications of decentraliza-
tion may come from comparisons between wealthier, oil-rich autocracies 
that have either long held local elections and included local governance 
institutions (e.g., Kuwait), and those that are just beginning to implement 
such processes (e.g., Qatar), as well as between decentralization processes 
rolling out in more versus less wealthy countries or those with higher and 
lower wealth inequality. The MENA region is also considered one of the 
most unequal in the world in terms of income distribution.27 Might high 
levels of wealth inequality constitute an underlying reason for the perni-
cious and enduring role of clientelism, even in the face of decentralization? 
Or is the persistence of clientelism due to the strength of various authori-
ties and social institutions outside the state?

More generally, researchers should explore how authority and power 
are gained and maintained locally. The works in this volume provide analy-
ses of the role of a wide range of nonstate actors in local politics—such as 
tribal families, armed groups, political parties, international donors, and 
religious institutions. Recent work in sub-Saharan Africa suggests that cus-
tomary leaders are more successful at gaining community engagement in 
local initiatives that match their geographic scope and field of expertise, as 
conceived locally.28 The relationship between traditional authorities and 
other actors—including central authorities and aid agencies—may also 
play a role. Yet further work is required to understand the conditions under 
which nonstate actors and institutions are influential. How and why are 
some local leaders better positioned to provide services or security? Are 
they more powerful in certain realms because they can better monitor and 
sanction group members? Are they more effective at coordinating citizens 
for collective action? And how do processes of decentralization affect their 
influence? Recognizing the basis of authority and the role of social institu-
tions will provide the foundation to better understand how decentraliza-
tion impacts local governance.

What is needed, and what this volume did not fully engage with due to 
its limited number of country cases, is a systematic application of a formal 
framework for assessing how changes in state authority and institutions 
interact with others in local contexts. It is worth pursuing a compara-
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tive study across cases in the region contrasting how differing changes in 
political, administrative, and fiscal decentralization shape decentralization 
processes and politics.29 Another way forward might be an application of 
Agrawal and Ribot’s framework for analysis of four countries in Asia and 
West Africa to the MENA. These scholars seek to go beyond “identifying 
decentralization simply as an institutional reform in the political, fiscal, 
or administrative realm as is commonly done” and instead to understand 
“how a particular reform can be analyzed by referring to changes in actors, 
powers, or accountability.”30

5. Policy Implications

The studies in this volume also have several implications for policies con-
cerning decentralization and local governance. Some of these are unsur-
prising and aligned with current best practices. Others emerge from 
expanding our focus from the state to authorities and institutions beyond 
the state. All are worth noting.

First, the studies highlight the need for clear legal and institutional 
frameworks that define local governments’ and central authorities’ roles, 
responsibilities, and powers. Both Bergh and Colin’s study of petitioning 
in Morocco and Kherigi’s analysis of border-making in Tunisia empha-
size this point. Their findings align with other work on decentralization 
in the MENA, where scholars emphasize “the importance of delineating 
clear roles for each level of government—a key concern, given that govern-
ments may intentionally leave legislation vague.”31 Lack of clarity over who 
should be doing what confuses not only citizens but elected officials, who 
may themselves feel frustrated and may disengage from the hard work of 
good local governance.32 Revenue-sharing schemes also need to be clari-
fied and made more transparent for local bureaucrats. Importantly, “[t]he 
impact of decentralization depends on how it is designed . . . clear rules [are 
needed] for the division of powers and resources in a way that makes it in 
the interests of national and local elites to cooperate.”33

Policies and programming should address the pernicious tenacity of 
historical inequities. Many of the chapters in this volume underscore 
enduring social inequalities. The studies by Colin and Bergh, Shalaby and 
Barnett, and Buehler and Gergis underscore how those who have—or are 
perceived to have—greater education, resources, and experience are better 
positioned to both have their voices heard and gain positions of real power 
in the context of decentralization. Targeting funding and technical train-
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ings toward civil society organizations that facilitate local engagement and 
representation of marginalized groups (i.e., the poor, less educated, youth, 
and women) and instituting quotas for local elections are two approaches. 
International aid programming should try to ensure it does not support the 
replication of ancien regime power hierarchies by, for instance, instituting 
first-past-the-post electoral institutions that promote the cultivation of a 
“personal vote,” by clientelistic practices, or by aiding organizations close 
to the ancien regime.

Shifts in institutional structures should be paired with civic education 
campaigns to help citizens and representatives comprehend their new roles 
vis-à-vis the central state.34 Decentralization policies require civic educa-
tion around three themes: (1) understanding the local-level social contract; 
(2) knowing how citizens can exercise the rights afforded them under 
decentralization; and (3) recognizing local governments’ roles and respon-
sibilities, particularly concerning central institutions.

Decentralization implies the adoption of a redefined social contract 
between citizens and their governance institutions. Particularly during 
political transitions, citizens are accustomed to the central state playing an 
outsized role in governance; the state has encouraged their passivity and 
even ignorance. Decentralization imposes expanded and at times wholly 
different rights and responsibilities on citizens, local government repre-
sentatives, and the central state. For decentralization policies to strengthen 
democratic governance, all must reconceptualize their relationship with 
each other and actively participate in governance. Broad public under-
standing of and engagement in the critical public role of local-level over-
sight is needed to ensure that decentralization measures do not suffer from 
elite capture.35

Citizens also must be able to recognize their rights and understand how and 
why nepotistic, clientelistic, and corrupt practices lead to poor service provi-
sion. This is particularly important as politics becomes more localized, where 
personalized politics and clientelistic practices may be exacerbated. Thus, 
decentralization programming should include civic education programs that 
teach citizens how rule- and merit-based systems strengthen accountability 
in local governance processes. Through combatting entrenched clientelis-
tic mentalities, civic education programs may create a sense of efficacy and 
empowerment among citizens who have long been oppressed by authoritari-
anism, help overcome class, gender, and other inequalities, and enhance the 
possibility that decentralization fosters democracy.36

Citizens also need skills to meaningfully influence the political pro-
cess in newly decentralized systems.37 Education in this realm, targeting 
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the specific pathways through which citizens can engage with their local 
governments, must be tailored to local contexts, as Colin and Bergh’s 
chapter illustrates. The constitutional amendment allowing local council 
agendas to be set through petitioning has potentially meaningful impacts. 
For instance, it has been shown that the engagement of informed citizens 
in decisions about spending locally sourced funds is a key component in 
successful fiscal decentralization.38 Yet, as the authors underscore regard-
ing Morocco, “In cases where citizens do not have the expertise needed 
to manage the whole petitionary process, training is required to reinforce 
their capacity” and allow them to fully seize their newly accorded rights. 
Making the petitioning process fairer and more effective requires citizens 
to understand how to participate in civic initiatives. Inexperience and lack 
of education often impede the ability of citizens—particularly marginal-
ized ones—to take advantage of decentralization measures.39

Third, citizens and officials need to understand local governments’ roles 
and responsibilities, particularly concerning central institutions. Frustra-
tion and disengagement are likely when there is a disconnect between citi-
zen expectations of their local government and the actual powers of local 
officials. Blackman, Clark, and Sasmaz’s chapter empirically demonstrates 
informational gaps between citizens and their local government represen-
tatives concerning the latter’s mandates, resources, and responsibilities. 
Therefore, awareness campaigning around the roles and responsibilities 
of local governance structures (e.g., municipal councils) and how these 
local institutions work in concert with national ones should accompany 
decentralization.

Civic education is not a panacea for challenges of decentralization, 
but it does help set realistic expectations. Recent field experiments test-
ing the effects of civic education show that such programs may increase 
participants’ political participation, sense of efficacy, tolerance for oppos-
ing views, and normative support for decentralization. However, they may 
also lead to negative effects on satisfaction with decentralization processes 
and democracy when conditions within a given country are not ideal. 
Scholars caution that “no democracies are perfect, and civic education 
programmes need to be cognizant of modulating to some degree the dis-
crepancy between democracy in theory and in practice.”40 Nevertheless, as 
recent work from Tunisia demonstrates, even when the citizenry grew up 
under autocracy and experienced a difficult transition period, something 
as simple as a short, online civic education program can enhance feelings 
of democratic values, political efficacy, and intended political participation, 
while reducing nostalgia for the ancien regime.41
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6. Conclusion

Decentralization, Local Governance, and Inequality in the MENA fills gaps in 
the existing literature on decentralization on the one hand, and politics in 
the MENA on the other. The MENA is far too often overlooked in the 
study of decentralization. The Arab Spring drew attention to poor gov-
ernance in the peripheries, the resulting local grievances, and how this 
can affect politics at all levels. Decentralization was a key demand during 
the Arab Spring. Its aftermath led to decentralization reforms—in vari-
ous forms and degrees—throughout the region. As a result, it is time for 
researchers, policymakers, and practitioners to shift away from equating 
governance in the MENA with the centralized state and to consider how 
local politics affects individuals’ engagement, representation, and ulti-
mately their ability to solve everyday problems.

The studies in this volume interrogate the shifting power dynamics 
between local and central elites, citizen engagement, and local political 
representation under decentralization in the MENA region. They uncover 
greater levels of local-central contestation than descriptions of political 
reform as authoritarian upgrading would have one believe, and they show 
significant subnational variation in the level of contestation. Similarly, they 
show citizens engage locally by participating in elections, petitioning local 
councils, and seeking service provision. However, many also continue to do 
so in line with social institutions outside the state, or they seek redress from 
nonstate actors. So, too, the studies demonstrate how local councils and 
council presidents reflect the interests of some constituents, while leaving 
aside others.

Decentralization has meaningful implications for governance, but it 
does not easily resolve inequalities. In some cases, political decentralization 
is paired with the adoption of equalizing institutions, such as gender or age 
quotas for local elections. These have expanded descriptive representation, 
but evidence from Morocco and Tunisia suggests that advances in substan-
tive representation may be more limited.

The MENA is not unique in this respect. The literature on decentral-
ization elsewhere points to the issues discussed throughout this volume. 
Decentralization is often hindered by local governments’ narrow mandates 
and insufficient resources, both for lower-income democracies and the 
autocracies studied here. Citizens’ confusion about local government man-
dates often affects their ability to participate effectively. Social inequalities 
are also often replicated at the local level, with decentralization reinforcing 
rather than resolving social and geographic inequalities.
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These findings have important implications for scholars, policymak-
ers, and practitioners. For scholars, they suggest the need to examine poli-
tics under decentralization more closely. We encourage scholars to closely 
examine subnational variation and to consider the findings in regional and 
cross-regional comparative perspectives. For policymakers and practitio-
ners, these perspectives provide insights into program design and imple-
mentation. We call for close attention to the design of decentralization 
policies—considering local networks, social structures and institutions, and 
the resultant power balances, as well as education for citizens and officials 
alike to understand their rights and responsibilities. Only by unpacking 
governance at the local level can we understand how decentralization poli-
cies affect citizens’ lives and, ultimately, the welfare and stability of their 
nation-states and communities.42
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Appendix A

Overview of Decentralization in Lebanon,  
Morocco, Syria, and Tunisia

Brief overviews of the four countries’ post-2011 administrative, fiscal, and 
political decentralization are outlined below and summarized in table A1.

1. Lebanon

Lebanon has a long history of decentralization, primarily at the municipal 
level; however, implementation has been hamstrung by limited local capac-
ities. The initial two tiers of governance—Muhafazat (governorates) and 
Qada (county)—lack legal personality or autonomous authority and remain 
under the direct purview of the central government.1 In contrast, governed 
by the Municipal Act of 1977 (Decree Law 118), municipalities have been 
granted legal and moral personalities (they have rights and duties similar 
to natural persons)2 and financial and administrative autonomy (Arts. 1 and 
2). Decentralization efforts entail strengthening local municipal capabili-
ties more than devolving greater de jure powers to municipalities.

Before examining constraints on local authorities, it is useful to con-
sider the main responsibilities of Muhafazat (8) and Qadas (25). As outlined 
in the Administrative Organization Law of 1959 (Decree Law 116), Muha-
fazat and Qada have been given the responsibility of implementing the 
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central government’s policies and directives. Muhafazat have an advisory 
council, appointed by the Ministry of Interior. The council is expected to 
assist the Muhafiz (governor) and offer advice on public policies (Art. 47–
58, Decree Law 116, 1959), but cannot affect policy.

Municipalities have greater autonomy. Each municipality (1,059 in total) 
consists of an elected municipal council (Art. 11, Decree Law 118) endowed 
with decision-making authority (Art. 8, Decree Law 118) and the obligation 
to work in the best interests of the citizens (Art. 47). Smaller municipalities 
possess the capacity to form municipal unions, thereby augmenting their 
operational efficiency. Like municipalities, each municipal union is recog-
nized as a distinct legal entity, possessing administrative and financial auton-
omy, a provision outlined in Article 114 of the Decree Law 118.

Members of municipal councils, the number of which is based on the 
size of the municipality, are elected in a bloc-vote list system. Every voter 
submits a single ballot with as many names as there are open positions, 
and the candidates with the most votes get elected. This promotes the for-
mation of electoral coalitions that transcend specific religious or sectarian 
groups, as candidates need support from a broader range of voters to secure 
their seats (see Parreira in this volume). The system also permits voters 
to select candidates from various lists and party affiliations. This system 
has the potential for a winner-takes-all scenario, where a single electoral 
list can dominate the council if its candidates receive the highest number 
of votes.3 In practice, the freedom and fairness of local elections are low. 
According to the Varieties of Democracies’ (V-Dem) scoring on fairness 
and freedom of subnational elections, coded from 0 (not at all free and fair) 
to 4 (yes, free and fair), Lebanon scored 0.71 in 2022.4

When it comes to fiscal decentralization, Decree Law 118 gives munic-
ipalities a degree of fiscal autonomy. For instance, municipalities oversee 
their own budgets and determine municipal tax rates (Art. 49 [5]). Further-
more, the collection of municipal taxes is exempt from central government 
authentication (Art. 59 [6]). Subsequently, through Law No. 60 of 1988, 
municipalities are granted the right to directly collect sixteen categories of 
taxes and tariffs. However, public, semipublic, or private institutions collect 
value-added taxes (VATs) and other taxes on behalf of the municipalities 
(Arts. 86–98). The municipalities lack control over these institutions and 
cannot ensure the complete transfer of collected revenues to their coffers 
due to their lack of access to accurate information regarding the collected 
amounts. These constraints collectively impede the realization of full 
municipal fiscal autonomy.5 In practice, municipalities have limited auton-
omy in spending their funds; they face difficulties getting their significant 
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purchases approved by the central government, and most are unlikely to 
proceed without this approval.

Lebanon has made little progress in addressing these constraints. An 
Administrative Decentralization Draft Law for Lebanon that would reduce 
the involvement of the central government and enhance municipalities’ 
ability to generate their own revenues was first proposed in 2015. How-
ever, as of 2023, it has not yet been approved.

2. Morocco

In 2011, Morocco adopted a new constitution in response to nationwide 
protests calling for local and regional development. The constitution’s 
opening article explicitly affirms that “the territorial organization of the 
Kingdom is decentralized” (Art. 1, Morocco Constitution, 2011). The 2011 
constitution introduced substantial provisions for decentralization on both 
the municipal and regional tiers, forming the key pillars of Morocco’s local 
governance (Art. 135, Morocco Constitution, 2011). The 2011 constitu-
tion also introduced the principle of “advanced regionalization” to bolster 
decentralization at the regional level.

The focal point of administrative decentralization lies at the municipal 
level. Morocco’s administrative system is structured across three hierarchi-
cal tiers, including (1) regions (12); (2) provinces (62) for rural areas and 
prefectures (13) for urban areas; and (3) municipalities (also called com-
munes) (1,503). The first two tiers, however, are essentially extensions of 
the central government rather than autonomous entities. Thus, municipal-
ities were the key focus of decentralization, and a pivotal change ushered 
in by the 2011 constitution was the principle of administrative freedom, 
which curtailed the previously exercised tutelle (supervision) of municipali-
ties by the central government (Art. 136, Morocco Constitution, 2011).

The constitutional declarations were translated into action through 
the 2015 Organic Laws (OL) 113–14 on municipalities and 111–14 on 
advanced regionalization. OL 113–14 endowed municipal councils with 
increased administrative authority. Now, municipal councils only required 
a “visa” rather than tutelle from the central government to sanction sig-
nificant budgetary deliberations, which gain enforceability after a twenty-
day interval (Art. 118, 113–14 OL, 2015). Importantly, however, de facto 
decisions made by municipalities may not be effectively executed with-
out approval from higher authorities, as “visas” are subject to rejection at 
higher levels.6
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These laws also established regulations governing municipal mandates 
and contributions across domains within their jurisdiction. Municipal man-
dates included public transportation, electricity, water, municipal markets, 
and waste management. Other competencies transferred from the central 
government to municipalities included safeguarding cultural and historical 
structures and developing and maintaining small- to medium-scale hydrau-
lic works and equipment (Art. 90, 113–14 OL). OL 113–14 also outlined 
shared competencies between municipalities and the central government 
in areas such as local economic development, employment promotion, and 
encouragement of private investments (Art. 88–89, 113–14 OL).

In terms of political decentralization, the new laws extended legal per-
sonality and autonomy to both regions and municipalities. Members of 
municipal councils would be elected directly by the people under a mixed 
electoral system (majoritarian and party-list systems). Members of the pro-
vincial councils were subsequently elected by members of the municipal 
councils.7 The kingdom’s parliament would consist of an upper (Cham-
ber of Councillors) and a lower chamber (Chamber of Representatives) 
(Art., 2011 constitution). The lower chamber members were to be elected 
through proportional representation, while the upper chamber members 
were elected through indirect votes by local councils, professional organi-
zations, and labor syndicates.8 However, a decade after the reforms, elec-
tions appeared neither free nor fair (−0.29 points on the 0–4 scale on the 
V-Dem Institute ranking in 2022).9

The 2015 OLs contained other provisions aimed at promoting pub-
lic participation in political life and increasing transparency. For instance, 
Article 38 facilitated the submission of public petitions to municipal coun-
cils and obligated councils to address the petitions during subsequent 
council sessions (see Colin and Bergh in this volume). Furthermore, the 
OLs mandated that all municipal council sessions be open to the public 
(Art. 273) and that all votes be conducted publicly, including those for 
electing the council’s president and deputies (Art. 6). Moreover, the OLs 
required financial statements to be published in the local Governance Offi-
cial Gazette (Art. 277).

Measures to increase public involvement are also found in the condi-
tions for running for mayor (Art. 11). For example, the article stated that 
in municipalities where council members are elected through a party-list 
system, a mayoral candidate must be the head of their electoral list and be 
endorsed by their party. Additionally, the party must be among the top five 
in the total number of seats obtained in the municipal council.10

The new laws, at least theoretically, constituted significant advances on 
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the administrative and political fronts, but fiscal decentralization remained 
limited. Municipalities remained circumscribed in establishing and main-
taining a system to enhance tax collection efficiency. Thus, they continued 
to rely heavily on taxes collected by the central government (Art. 85, OL 
113–14, 2015).

In 2019, “advanced regionalization” also remained limited. The gov-
ernment adopted the Administrative Deconcentration Charter in 2019 to 
put “advanced regionalization” into practice. The Charter’s main aim was 
to provide the regions and provinces with more powers to provide services 
and access human and financial resources.11 If enforced, this charter would 
particularly promote fiscal decentralization. As the International Monetary 
Fund noted, the Charter would “introduce transparent criteria for inter-
governmental transfers, mitigate contingent liability risks, and, in the lon-
ger term, enhance local taxation.”12

3. Syria

Decentralization in Syria has been limited and uneven. The foundation 
for decentralization rests on Legislative Decree 107, a decentralization law 
introduced in August 2011 as a response to the nationwide protests in Syria. 
This decree was never fully implemented because, having failed to quell 
unrest, Syria erupted into civil war in the following months. As Sosnowski 
discusses in this volume, as of 2023, a great deal of variation remained 
in Syrian local governance. Often supported by international humanitar-
ian aid, decentralization efforts in Syria have materialized through diverse 
regional approaches and varying legal frameworks aimed at sustaining 
essential public services and stability across different regions.13 These ini-
tiatives gained footing through local councils,14 which have emerged as sig-
nificant governance structures since 2011, particularly in Kurdish regions 
and areas under opposition control.15 Little to no movement toward 
decentralization occurred in areas controlled by the Assad regime. Thus, 
keeping in mind the gap between the legal framework and implementation, 
the law is worth describing, as it has the potential to serve as a foundational 
framework for a postconflict Syria.

The 2011 Local Administrative Decree 107 (Art. 73) broke Syria into 
four administrative units: regions (governorates); districts; subdistricts and 
cities; and towns or municipalities (Art. 73, Decree 107, 2011). According 
to news articles, by 2022, Syria had 14 governorate councils, 158 city coun-
cils, 572 town councils, and 726 municipal councils.16 In theory, the system 
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entails a significant degree of fiscal, administrative, and political decentral-
ization. Importantly, however, the law has never been implemented.

The 2011 Local Administrative Law (Decree 107) establishes fiscal 
rights and responsibilities. Article 2 (3) underscores the law’s objective 
of enhancing the financial revenues of administrative units. Article 34 (1) 
delineates that governorate councils possess independent budgets distinct 
from the state’s general budget. Article 34 (2) empowers governorate coun-
cils to approve financing for development projects, using revenues of up to 
a quarter of their independent budgets. Law No. 35 of 2007 guides these 
independent budgets, determining revenues and expenditures of governor-
ates. According to this law, each governorate should have its own annual 
budget for local projects, independent of the governorate budget in the 
state’s general budget law. The governorate council is to set the indepen-
dent budget, which must be approved by the Minister of Local Administra-
tion (Art. 3, Law No. 35, 2007). The sources of this independent budget 
are, for instance, imposed local fees, grants from the central state, savings 
from the previous year’s budget, donations, and gifts, among others (Art. 7 
of the 2007 Law).

Regarding the municipal level, Chapter 10 (Arts. 134–143) of the Local 
Administrative Law establishes regulations related to taxes. It grants city, 
town, and municipal councils the authority to determine the amount of 
some revenues, such as those coming from imposed fines (Art. 140). Yet the 
utilization and distribution of total revenues fall under the jurisdiction of 
the Minister of Local Administration, in coordination with the Minister of 
Finance, as stipulated by Article 153.

Administrative decentralization in Syria is explicitly addressed within 
the 2011 Local Administrative Law (Decree 107). The responsibilities of 
managing local administration affairs and promoting various governor-
ate development dimensions—economic, social, cultural, and urban—are 
vested in local councils, according to Articles 30–31. The responsibilities of 
provincial councils are further expounded on in Articles 32–33. Addition-
ally, the functions of city, town, and municipal councils are stipulated in 
Articles 60–61.

Political decentralization is theoretically addressed within the 2011 
Local Administrative Law (Decree 107). Article 8 (2) posits that voters in 
administrative units represent the legal personalities of these units, with 
elections under the General Elections Law serving as the platform for 
expressing citizens’ wills. Article 12 underscores that each administrative 
unit has an elected council, with membership determined by the General 
Elections Law. The size of the council is contingent on the population 
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of the administrative unit, as outlined by Article 13. Furthermore, Arti-
cle 23 ensures transparency in the functioning of local councils, asserting 
that their sessions are generally public. However, confidentiality may be 
invoked at the request of the chair or one-third of the council members. 
According to Local Council Election Law No. 91 of 1971, members of 
local councils are elected through plurality voting systems (Art. 44). How-
ever, those elections to date have been far from free and fair. According to 
the V-Dem Institute, Syrian local elections’ freedom and fairness score was 
−1.34 in 2022.17

4. Tunisia

Significant steps toward decentralization took place in Tunisia following 
the Arab Spring Uprisings in 2011. The decentralization framework was 
rooted in Tunisia’s 2014 Constitution. Chapter VII (Arts. 131 to 142) elu-
cidated the contours of local governance in Tunisia. The nation is divided 
into three tiers: regions (5), districts (24), and municipalities (350), each of 
which was endowed with distinct roles and responsibilities. Decentraliza-
tion was also shaped by Article 139, which demonstrated the country’s con-
stitutional commitment to open governance and participatory democracy 
by underscoring the goals of engaging citizens and civil society in develop-
ment planning and implementation.

The country’s transition from two to three levels of local government  
constituted administrative decentralization. This transition reflected the 
nation’s determination to extend localized governance across its entire 
territory, addressing the “under-municipalization” prevalent in rural and 
border regions.18 Article 134 (3) of the 2014 constitution empowered local 
government with regulatory authority, although the regulatory landscape 
required harmonization with national laws. The introduction of posteriori 
oversight mechanisms, as specified in Article 138 of the 2014 constitution, 
provided for observation and control by the central government to guar-
antee municipal autonomy but did not lead to complete independence of 
local administrative institutions.

Regarding fiscal decentralization, the 2014 constitution conferred on 
local authorities both legal personality and financial independence (Art. 
132). Local governments gained the capacity to autonomously manage 
their budgets, thereby expanding their administrative sovereignty. This 
was accompanied by the principle of correspondence, ensuring that trans-
ferred powers were paralleled by commensurate financial resources (Art. 
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135). However, a significant portion of municipal budgets continued to 
depend heavily on state transfers, indicating the ongoing political interplay 
between central and local finances. The powers to regulate tax rules, per-
centages, and collection procedures remained primarily within the realm 
of the central government. Pervasive reliance on the national tax system, as 
governed by federal laws, significantly constrained the fiscal autonomy of 
municipalities in Tunisia.

The 2014 constitution extended the scope of democratic representa-
tion, taking significant steps toward political decentralization. Article 133 
affirmed that municipal and regional councils would be elected through 
universal suffrage. Provisions were introduced to promote youth represen-
tation, acknowledging their pivotal role in the nation’s transformative jour-
ney (Art. 8). A youth quota was enshrined in Chapter 20 of the Tunisian 
Electoral Law (2019), requiring every list running for elections in a con-
stituency with four or more seats to include a candidate under thirty-five 
years old within its first four candidates. Legislation also included gender 
parity measures, including a women’s quota (Art. 34). This was regulated 
by Organic Law No. 7 (2017), requiring half of the municipal election lists 
to be comprised of female candidates.

Until 2022, the country employed a proportional representation 
closed-list system for elections at municipal and regional levels, with dis-
trict council members elected by members of the first two levels (Art. 133, 
2014 constitution). According to the V-Dem Institute’s fairness and free-
dom of subnational elections scoring, Tunisia increased from −2.79 in 2010 
to 1.95 between 2015 and 2019, and then decreased to 1.7 between 2020 
and 2022.19

Intissar Kherigi’s chapter on Tunisia’s boundary-drawing experience 
refers to the period of democratic decentralization, but it is important 
to note that a major shift in Tunisia’s political decentralization process 
occurred after 2022. The 2022 constitution preserved the fiscal status of 
the previous constitution, leaving fiscal decentralization unchanged, but 
other changes represented a step backward in the Tunisian decentraliza-
tion process.

The 2022 constitution significantly weakened the powers of Tunisian 
local governments in several ways. First, structurally, the new constitu-
tion centralized power in the hands of the president.20 In legislative terms, 
two chambers are now responsible for legislative functions: a lower parlia-
ment (the Assembly of the Representatives of the People) and a new upper 
chamber (the National Assembly of Regions and Districts) (Art. 56, 2022 
Constitution).
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The adoption of a new electoral system also reversed steps toward 
greater representation. Decree No. 55 moved from a proportional rep-
resentation party-list system to a first-past-the-post, single-candidate sys-
tem. It also required each candidate to submit 400 signatures of registered 
voters from their constituencies to run for office. Half of the signatures 
needed to come from women and at least 25% from those under thirty-five 
years old (Chapter 21, Decree No. 55, 2022). Furthermore, it waived pub-
lic funding previously available for financing campaigns; going forward, 
candidates would be required to finance their campaigns privately. The 
new electoral system also removed gender- and youth-promoting provi-
sions. These developments are expected to lead to reduced gender and age 
parity in local representation, given that women and youth are less likely 
to be able to privately finance their campaigns or have the broad local net-
works required to sponsor their candidacy to the same extent as their older, 
male counterparts.21
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Appendix B—Table from Chapter 3

TABLE B1. Summary of Fieldwork Data

Period Target Data

December 2018 - Local and national Moroc-
can NGOs working on 
petitions

- International NGOs 
and donors working on 
petitions

- 1 semistructured interview
- 1 semistructured interview
- 1 semistructured interview

August–December 2020 - Follow-up on petitionary 
experiences explored in 
December 2018

- Petitionary experiences in 
the context of an Interna-
tional NGO project

- 1 semistructured interview
- 1 semistructured interview
- 1 semistructured interview

January–May 2021 - Petitionary experiences in 
Fez and Tangiers

- 7 semistructured interviews

February 2022 - Follow-up on petitionary 
experiences explored in 
December 2018 and 2020

- 1 semistructured interview

Total - 27 semi-structured interviews
- 1 participant observation
- 2 focus-group discussions
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Appendix C—Tables from Chapter 6

TABLE C1. Summary Statistics for Regression Variables

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Max

Electoral system 1,538 0.899 0.301 0 1
Higher education 1,534 0.027 0.033 0.000 0.428
Unemployment 1,534 0.138 0.092 0.000 0.662
Public sewage 1,534 0.171 0.310 0.000 1.000
Participation 1,538 0.672 0.110 0.254 0.932
Competitiveness 1,538 0.214 0.179 0.0003 1.000
MP magnitude 1,538 9.705 19.254 0 100
PAM magnitude 1,538 21.413 25.646 0 100
PI magnitude 1,538 16.882 22.940 0 100
PJD magnitude 1,538 13.781 18.390 0 88
PPS magnitude 1,538 5.678 14.087 0 100
RNI magnitude 1,538 14.842 22.329 0 100
UC magnitude 1,538 4.374 12.520 0 95
USFP magnitude 1,538 9.042 18.247 0 100
MP majority 1,538 0.101 0.301 0 1
PAM majority 1,538 0.239 0.426 0 1
PI majority 1,538 0.153 0.360 0 1
PJD majority 1,538 0.120 0.325 0 1
PPS majority 1,538 0.044 0.204 0 1
RNI majority 1,538 0.148 0.355 0 1
UC majority 1,538 0.040 0.195 0 1
USFP majority 1,538 0.078 0.268 0 1

Note: Table C1 provides summary statistics for the variables included in the regression models discussed 
in the chapter and presented in Table 6.5.
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TABLE C2. Case Municipalities for Qualitative Interviews

Commune Arbaoua Mnasra Biougra Sidi Bibi

Province Kénitra Kénitra
Chtouka- 
Ait Baha

Chtouka- 
Ait Baha

Electoral system SMD SMD PR PR
Reserved seats 4 4 6 6
Women elected 5 4 7 6
Population 32,690 34,429 37,933 39,042
Illiteracy rate 0.45 0.51 0.27 0.35
Higher education 0.02 0.01 0.08 0.03
Unemployment 0.09 0.07 0.13 0.09
Rural population 0.24 0.49 0.00 0.02
MP party magnitude 62 0 0 0
PAM party magnitude 24 0 38 0
PI party magnitude 0 10 0 48
PJD party magnitude 7 17 31 31
RNI party magnitude 0 72 10 0
USFP party magnitude 0 0 21 0

Note: Table C2 presents information on the institutional, socioeconomic, and partisan characteristics of 
the four municipalities selected as sites for the qualitative interviews. The two municipalities in Kénitra 
province both have SMD electoral systems. In comparison, the two municipalities in Chtouka-Ait Baha 
both have PR electoral systems, but all four municipalities are within a few thousand inhabitants of the 
dividing line (of 35,000) that determines which electoral system is used. In each province, one of the chosen 
municipalities elected a woman beyond the reserved seats mandated by law. The municipalities are other-
wise relatively similar in observable characteristics. Party magnitude variables indicate the percentage of 
local council seats held by each of the parties listed. Percentages may not add to 100 where other parties 
are represented.
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