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Unequal Political Selection across the
Secular-Islamist Divide: BEvidence from the
Frst Democratic Local Elections in Tunisia

Introduction

In May 2018, Tunisia held its first democratic local elections in the history of the country.
With up to 7,000 local council membership posts to be filled in 350 municipalities, these
elections forced political parties to undertake a massive organization-building and
candidate selection effort. Two main parties of the country at the time, secular Nidaa
Tounes and Islamist Ennahda, formed an electoral list in each municipality. But how did
they form these lists and filled seven thousand positions in their lists? How did this
extensive candidate recruitment affect the institutionalization of nascent parties?
Furthermore, what are the differences between the candidate selection processes and
candidate cohorts of the Islamist and secular parties? Do they undertake positive or
equally positive selections from their voter base or pool of eligible aspirants?

Just before the local elections, I had an interview with a prominent female candidate of
Ennahda in one of the northwestern towns. This region of Tunisia is a stronghold of the
leftist union movement, as a result of intensive mining activities during the colonial era.
The candidate I talked to was a well-known “syndicalist of the town,” i.e. an activist at the
local labor union, and had been working for several years as an administrator at the local
hospital. As a highly regarded figure, she would inexorably be a “valuable” asset for any
party. She told me that everybody around her, including the head of the local branch of
the union, her son, and her daughter, was surprised, even angered, by the fact that she
had become a candidate under the wings of the Islamist party. When I asked her why she
made the decision, she said: “I want to work for my town, I want to do social work.
Ennahda approached me and offered me a candidacy. I accepted because I wanted to
observe Ennahda from the inside. I wanted to see how their organization works like a
machine.” I asked whether other parties approached her or whether she considered other
parties to join. She said that only Ennahda had reached out to her. She would not consider
candidacy from other parties, because they “do not put forward suggestions; they cannot
solve problems.” Put differently, she was convinced that, even though she was not an
Islamist, the Islamist party was a reliable organization she could join as a candidate. In



the 2018 local elections, the main secular party of the country at the time, Nidaa Tounes,
lost considerable ground in this town, while the Islamist party considerably increased its
vote share.

This one example suggests that the Islamist party might have held an advantage in
candidate selection over the main secular party in Tunisia in these “foundational” local
elections of 2018. To find out whether this finding is generalizable, this paper compares
the candidate cohorts and candidate selection patterns of the two main parties, using a
novel candidate survey. The findings suggest that the candidate cohort of the main
secular party was significantly less educated and less civically engaged than that of the
Islamist party, even though their parents were more likely to have held office and be
more educated. In other words, individual merits of the Islamist party candidates were
considerably higher than the secular party candidates. Combination of the candidate data
with a contemporaneous household survey shows that the secular party suffers from a
relatively negative political selection, because the secular voter base has a higher share of
well-educated citizens.

Using interviews and a conjoint experiment with party officials, the paper also explores
the potential sources of this difference in candidate quality and political selection
patterns. Findings suggest clear evidence on the role of party-related factors: Secular
party elites are likely to prioritize loyalty to particular factions within the party, while
the Islamist party is adopting policies to recruit competent candidates. In other words,
there is a clear difference between what the parties demand. On the other hand,
suggestive evidence from surveys shows that there can also be supply-side reasons, i.e.
what type of citizens from both secular and Islamist camps are making themselves
available for party activism and candidacy. A combination of both demand- and supply-
side reasons, most probably, leads to an Islamist advantage and secular disadvantage in
political selection. I argue that this difference is consequential for the future of secular-
Islamist competition in Tunisia and elsewhere in the Middle East and North Africa
region.



Political Selection and Secular-Islamist Competition

Political selection is the totality of processes through which some members of society
become politicians and hold political offices.’ Lately, more attention has been paid to the
questions of what type of people become politicians and what type of intervention can
trigger people to run for office through both observational and experimental studies (Dal
Bo et al. 2017; Galasso and Nannicini 2011; Gulzar and Khan 2021; Lawless 2015). Yet, to
the best of my knowledge, political selection studies are very limited in the context of the
Middle East and North Africa. In this section, I conceptualize political selection in party-
based regimes and explain why it might have contributed to the secular party electoral
weakness in the region in the post-2010 period.

Even though independent activists sometimes attempt to organize around lists and
loosely regulated collectives, Middle Eastern regimes, and especially those that are closer
to democracy, remain party-based, in which most candidacies for public office are
controlled by political parties. This proclivity is further reinforced by the fact that the
Islamists usually organize in parties. Since they are a dominant actor in political
competition, they force their competitors to organize in a similar manner. Moreover, the
democracies or quasi-democracies in the region adopted closed-list proportional
representation (PR) systems (Turkey, Tunisia, Morocco) or mixed systems with PR
components (Egypt), further entrenching the incentive to build parties. Thus, political
selection processes in the region are still controlled by parties to a large extent.

Like all parties, secular and Islamist parties select their candidates from an “eligible
aspirants” pool. Eligible aspirants are those who seek public office, either as a result of
public service motivation and/or pursuit of material or status gains (Besley 2005;
Panebianco 1988), and those who consider themselves as having the skills to succeed in
politics, i.e. have a sense of political self-efficacy. The boundaries of the “eligible
aspirants” pool are shaped in part by the party itself, i.e. whether the party reaches out to
groups and individuals to invite and recruit or takes initiatives to attract them to party
politics, and in part by socioeconomic conditions shaping the incentives and resources
for individuals for active participation in formal, electoral politics. From this pool of
eligible aspirants, parties select their candidates in each election using formal and
informal procedures of candidate selection. Together, this pipeline from voters to

' “Politician selection,” rather than political selection would be a more accurate term but I follow the recent
work in political economy (Dal B6 et al. 2017) to label this phenomenon.



candidates can be labeled as a “party-specific political selection” process (Siavelis and
Morgenstern 2008).

Figure 1: Party-specific political selection pipeline
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I contend that, in the current period of party organization-building, political selection
processes in Islamist and secular parties have diverged in a way that allows Islamist
parties to select relatively more competent political aspirants from among their voters
and sympathizers, i.e. undertake a mostly positive selection, whereas the secular-
modernist parties face a negative, or at least relatively negative, selection. By relatively
negative selection, I mean that the secular parties can pick a relatively smaller portion of
their high-quality potential aspirants as candidates, which brings them to a
disadvantaged position in the electoral market. High-quality political aspirants include
those (a) who are competent, i.e. have a deep knowledge of at least some aspects of public
policy, (b) who have pro-public motivations, rather than pursuing material benefits for
personal use or a smaller group, and (c) those with collective problem-solving skills.

A less competent group of party-appointed candidates leads to disadvantages for secular-
modernist parties primarily due to two reasons. First, it decreases the likelihood of
secular parties to build up good governance credentials. As the priority of many voters in
the region is the delivery of rapid socio-economic development, they look for teams of
competent candidates who can work together to generate development. Second, a group
of less competent candidates and activists reinforces the inadequacies of cohesion in
party organization as competent office-seekers could have imparted necessary
organizational skills to mend organization-building. Due to these reasons, the negative
political selection makes it more difficult for secular-modernist parties to gain votes.



Potential causes of negative political selection in secular parties

Why are secular parties disproportionately vulnerable to negative political selection,
while Islamist parties are able to recruit highly qualified candidates? This has both party-
related and non-party-related answers. As for the former, organizational characteristics
of parties undeniably affect political selection processes and candidate quality. Divided
groups and factions usually comprise secular party organizations. In such divided
organizations, faction leaders who control the candidate selection processes through
intra-party negotiations or showdowns tend to prefer loyalty over competence.
Moreover, divided parties are less likely to reach out to and recruit competent aspirants
and candidates, as party leaders are more interested in maintaining the power balance
between the existing poles rather than adding new ones (Panebianco 1988; Boucek 2009).
Thus, within-party recruitment and selection procedures in divided parties are also likely
to result in adverse political selection. As the qualitative evidence from interviews will
suggest, the main secular party in Tunisia is certainly characterized by party
fragmentation, which leads to a relative disadvantage in candidate selection.

In addition to the role of parties in demanding candidates and party activists, it is also
important to look at the “supply side” of the equation, i.e. who aspires to party activism
and candidacy. I argue that competence has a differential effect on willingness for party
activism and candidacy across the secular-Islamist divide in contemporary MENA
societies. While larger levels of competence, as proxied by educational attainment, has a
positive effect on likelihood of party activism among Islamist citizens, it has neutral or
negative effect among secular citizens.

From a historical and macro-sociological perspective, this difference can be attributed to
the effects of the global market integration on the voter base of secular parties. Upon the
acceleration of global market integration, new generations of the secular voter base
started to work mostly in the private sector and attempted to join the global
entrepreneurial and managerial class, by establishing start-ups, or joining multinational
corporations and international organizations. In this new life strategy, a decline of
interest was observed in the long-term national political project (Cohen 2004; Magsood
2017). Participating formally in politics through a party was perceived as a dirty business
that made one heavily dependent on others, excessively time consuming, and at times,
dangerous for physical and material integrity. These trends disproportionately affected
the constituencies and voter bases of the secular party as they had more resources to join
the global elite, such as higher levels of education, probably in institutions that had
historical connections to the Western world, skills in Western languages, and affinity to
Western culture and lifestyle.



Empirical Approach and the Case

The general empirical strategy of this paper relies on the comparison of candidate
cohorts, and candidate selection and list-making practices of the secular party in the first
democratic local elections of Tunisia with that of Islamist party. I suggest that this
exercise will open a window into party-specific political selection processes in similar
political environments dominated by secular-Islamist competition in the contemporary
Middle East and North Africa. One specificity of the Tunisian case in the 2018 local
elections was the fact that this was the first local election to have been conducted after the
collapse of the authoritarian regime in 2011. Thus, in these elections, parties did not yet
have institutionalized practices to recruit and select candidates at the local level. While
party leadership at the central level might have provided some rules and guidance, local
party offices were going to implement them in varying degrees of autonomy. Therefore,
apprehension of party-wide patterns of candidate selection requires comprehensive data
collection from municipalities with different characteristics.

On the other hand, the first democratic local elections present a good opportunity
to observe party organization-building. As Hankla and Manning (2017) emphasize, in the
first democratic local elections, parties must significantly expand their organizations in a
short time span. The practices party operatives adopt in this uncertain period would well
reflect their political survival instincts (Lupu and Riedl 2013). If the party survives this
transition, the procedures followed and choices made in this period of expansion, the
phase of institutionalization in the terminology of Panebianco (1988), are likely to turn
into long-lasting patterns.

For a comprehensive description of political selection in the secular party in a
comparative perspective, I use multiple sources of original data. To compare candidate
characteristics across parties, I use the Local Election Candidates Survey (LECS,
“candidate survey”) which I conducted with collaborators? prior to the election day. To
compare the candidates with voters, [ use a large household survey Democracy
International conducted right after the election day. As one of the funders of the LECS,
Democracy International allowed me to put certain questions in their question form. To
better understand parties’ candidate recruitment and selection strategies, I conducted 46
interview sessions with party officials and candidates in eight different cities and towns.
Lastly, I support the findings of interviews with a conjoint experiment that was
embedded in the candidate survey.

* My collaborators in collecting this data were Alex Blackman and Julia Clark. For more information on the
data collection, see Blackman, Clark, and Sasmaz (2018).



Sources of Data

Candidate survey

To observe party and candidate characteristics at the local level, I conducted the Local
Election Candidate Survey (LECS) in Tunisia during my field research in the country in
2018. The local elections in 2018 were historic: They were not only the first municipal
elections since the revolution but also the first truly competitive, nationwide local
elections in the country’s history. To study the new cohort of Tunisian politicians, we
conducted a survey of 1907 candidates in 100 municipalities between April and May 2018.
The survey included questions that measure a variety of candidate characteristics,
including demographic and socioeconomic background, experience, history of political
participation, policy preferences, campaign activities, political knowledge, and personal
values.

The sampling strategy was designed to conduct a survey that would be as
representative as possible of (1) different-sized municipalities throughout the country,
and (2) candidates who were likely to win the elections. In order to select respondents, we
followed a three-step sampling strategy to first select municipalities, then lists within
these municipalities, and finally, candidates within these lists. After stratified random
sampling of municipalities, we selected four lists (with alternates) in each municipality:
(1) the Ennahda Movement list, (2) the Nidaa Tounes list, and (3 & 4) two randomly
selected lists from the remaining independent and other party and coalition lists in the
municipality. This ensured that we would have a large number of winning candidates in
our sample—as Ennahda and Nidaa ran in nearly all municipalities and were expected to
win a plurality of seats across the country—and have sufficient responses from the two
main parties to make reliable comparisons between the two.>

Of the 2,766 sampled candidates (plus alternates) who were contacted to complete
the survey, we received 1,907 responses across 100 municipalities and 377 lists. This
response rate (70 percent) is relatively high for a survey. More importantly, for the
purposes of this paper, the response rate was quite high for the secular-modernist Nidaa
Tounes party (at 81 percent) and its Islamist competitor Ennahda party (at 71 percent).
The median Nidaa Tounes candidate surveyed held the seventh rank on a 24-member
list, while the median Ennahda candidate held the sixth rank. While 46.6 percent of
Nidaa candidates in the dataset are accounted for by women, 47.5 percent of Ennahda
candidates are women, suggesting a slightly higher response rate among men. The

3 More information on the sampling strategy of the candidate survey can be found in Online Appendix.



average age for Nidaa candidates was 42.1, while it was 42.0 for Ennahda candidates. Put
succinctly, data collection was quite balanced between Nidaa and Ennahda candidates.

The candidate survey also included a candidate selection conjoint experiment, in
which the respondents were asked to select between two hypothetical candidates. I give
more information on the design of the candidate selection conjoint experiment in its
respective section.*

Household survey

Second, I leverage a nationally representative survey of over 6500 Tunisian citizens
fielded directly following the 2018 municipal elections. The nationally representative
citizen survey data were collected by Democracy International (DI) in the month directly
following the municipal election. DI had financially supported the LECS via a grant and
allowed me to include some questions in their household survey. As a result, attitudes
toward secularism and democracy, education level, and income level questions are
parallel across the surveys.

In this paper, I use the respondents of the household survey as “control” cases to
the candidates, i.e., as cases who receive a zero in the candidacy outcome variable.
Fortunately, the household survey asks respondents whether they ran as candidates in
the local elections. Of the 6595 respondents, 148 responded positively to this question,
while 26 said “Don’t know” or refused. To ensure that my control data is not
contaminated, [ omitted these respondents from the dataset.

The household survey was conducted in 293 municipalities (out of 350) in Tunisia,
while the candidate survey was conducted in 100. In analyses in which I brought together
both datasets, I only used data collected from 73 intersection municipalities. Since data
within municipalities were collected randomly in both surveys, this would not affect my
conclusions. Table 1 provides some descriptive statistics across household and candidate
surveys. It also suggests that there were no meaningful differences between the full and
intersection datasets.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of some key variables in household and candidate survey
datasets

Variable Household Household Candidate Candidate

type survey survey in survey survey in
N >=5793 intersection N >=1821 intersection
municipalities municipalities
N >= 1484 N >= 1320

4 The experimental components in LECS were pre-registered at the OSF registries. The pre-analysis plan is
available at https://osf.io/k7qvh.



Age Integer  43.0(15.3) 43.1(15.4) 40.6 (11.5) 40.8 (11.5)

Education level gré?ni?] 2.54(1.37) 2.61(1.39) 4.89(0.82) 4.92(0.81)
Income gré?n?l 1.54 (0.93) 1.53(0.96) 2.97 (1.59) 3.00 (1.61)
Female gi;Zr?/] 0.50 (0.50) 0.50 (0.50) 0.46 (0.50) 0.46 (0.50)
Pro-secular stance in “The I[E?i/r:;ry 0.32 (0.47) 0.33(0.47) 0.50 (0.50) 0.51 (0.50)

government and parliament [0/1]
should enact laws in
accordance with Islamic

law”

Pro-secular stance in “ltis  Binary 0.63 (0.48) 0.64 (0.48) 0.87 (0.33) 0.88(0.33)
better when religious [0/1]

people hold public office in

the state”

Pro-secular stance in Binary 0.79 (0.41) 0.77 (0.42) 0.84 (0.37) 0.85(0.36)
“Religious practice is a [0/1]

private matter and should
be separated from political
life”

Pre-election interviews

To better understand the political environment around the local elections and how
parties constructed their lists, selected candidates, and prepared for campaigns, I
undertook pre-election interviews with central party leaders and local activists and
candidates. I conducted 46 interview sessions between February and May 2018, in which
71 people participated.

[ focused on secular Nidaa Tounes, its Islamist competitor Ennahda, and some of
its non-Islamist competitors. Those non-Islamist competitors included Civil Alliance,
Democratic Current, and Popular Front. Civil Alliance is an electoral alliance of 11 smaller
secular, progressive and liberal parties. Some of the previous activists of Nidaa who left
the party due to the leadership struggles or are disturbed by the comeback of RCD
activists through Nidaa joined these smaller parties or came together with this alliance
for the local elections. Some activists suggested that, especially in the early days of this
alliance, the Civil Alliance represented the first step of building a more democratic
secular party as an alternative to Nidaa. Democratic Current positions itself neither as a
secular nor as an Islamist party, and focuses on the eradication of corruption and human
rights violations. It was in a process of strengthening as an alternative to the
establishment parties at the time of local elections. The Popular Front is an alliance of
several leftist parties and groups. It is another political group in the country whose stance
on secularism is not controversial.



In addition to interviews in Tunis, I conducted interviews in seven different
municipalities across the country. These municipalities were selected to be as diverse as
possible so that I could observe the divergences and commonalities in candidate
recruitment and selection across towns with different socio-economic conditions.

The main aim of interviews was talking to the local or regional coordinators of
Nidaa Tounes and Ennahda, as the paper focuses on the comparison between the
candidate recruitment and selection between the Islamist party and the secular party.
Yet, talking to Nidaa Tounes representatives was not always possible to their frequent
unwillingness. In such cases, findings are buttressed with interviews with independent
candidates or activists who, until recently, were activists within Nidaa or civil society
activists who follow the local elections closely. The question form that I used in these
semi-structured interviews and a full list of interviewees are presented in the Online
Appendix.

Differences between the Candidate Cohorts

I commence the comparison of secular Nidaa and Islamist Ennahda parties’ candidate
selection in the 2018 local elections with a descriptive comparison of several candidate
qualities, based on the Local Election Candidate Survey. In the LECS, we surveyed a large
number of Ennahda and Nidaa candidates (more than 450 for each party), which led to a
representative sample of candidates in the upper (more “electable”) ranks of the lists for
each one of these two major parties. Table 2 compares several different candidate
characteristics across Nidaa and Ennahda. In the last column of the table, I report the
coefficient corresponding to the Nidaa variable in a regression model in which only Nidaa
and Ennahda candidates are included. For each row in the table, a separate model was
run. In those models, the outcome was the variable in the first column. Variables that
affected the selection of people into the lists and into our sample were included in the
models as control variables. Those control variables included legal requirements imposed
on parties (gender quota and youth quota) and our criteria for selecting candidates into
our sample (municipalities, gender, and list ranking). The standard errors reported in
that column are cluster-robust at the municipal level, accounting for the clustered nature
of our data collection. Thus, the figures in that column can be seen as the difference
between Nidaa and Ennahda variables after controlling for factors that affected selection
into the lists and into the sample.

5 More information about the selected towns is given in the Online Appendix.



Table 2: Differences between Ennahda and Nidaa candidates in several candidate

characteristics
Nidaa “marginal
effect” in multivariate
Ennahda analysis
mean Nidaa mean (cluster-robust
Variable type (st. dev.) (st. dev.) standard error)
Competence
Educational attainment in  Integer [0,19] 16.619 16.015 -0.649*
years (2.154) (2.949) (0.200)
Higher education Binary [0/1] 0.814 0.718 -0.092***
(0.390) (0.450) (0.029)
Organizational skills Additive index 1.547 1.303 -0.246™*
[0,4] (1.292) (1.192) (0.073)
Previous experience
Municipal councilor Binary [0/1] 0.087 0.129 0.045*
(0.282) (0.334) (0.021)
In public administration Binary [0/1] 0.206 0.208 -0.026
(0.404) (0.406) (0.028)
Civic engagement
Membership in a Binary [0/1] 0.213 0.158 -0.057*
professional association (0.410) (0.364) (0.030)
Membership in CSO Binary [0/1] 0.459 0.334 -0.109***
(0.499) (0.473) (0.033)
Membership in business Binary [0/1] 0.033 0.090 0.057**
association (0.179) (0.286) (0.020)
Recent civic action Additive index 1.843 1.485 -0.309***
[0,4] (1.322) (1.213) (0.081)
Family history
Family held office Binary [0/1] 0.163 0.312 0.161*
(0.370) (0.464) (0.023)
Family political activism Binary [0/1] 0.326 0.523 0.183**
(0.469) (0.500) (0.032)
Father’s educational Integer [0,19] 6.054 6.972 0.831**
attainment in years (5.866) (5.944) (0.417)
Father secondary Binary [0/1] 0.266 0.345 0.079*
education and above (0.442) (0.476) (0.033)
Life goals
Professional success Binary [0/1] 0.128 0.173 0.035
(0.334) (0.379) (0.023)
Focusing on national Binary [0/1] 0.638 0.589 -0.040
development (0.481) (0.492) (0.037)
Devotion to religion Binary [0/1] 0.115 0.045 -0.064***
(0.320) (0.209) (0.019)
Enjoying life Binary [0/1] 0.053 0.104 0.047*
(0.223) (0.305) (0.021)

One of the most remarkable differences between the candidates of the two parties
is in educational attainment variables, used as indicators of competence in this paper.
Ennahda candidates are more likely to have higher education degrees by almost ten



percentage points. This finding is particularly striking in light of two facts: As will be
explored in the next sub-section, the secular social segment in Tunisia has, on average,
higher educational attainment. Furthermore, Nidaa candidates’ families are more
educated: Their fathers have on average 0.8 more years of education and more likely to
have a secondary education degree by eight percentage points, as compared to the father
of an average Ennahda candidate. Put differently, Nidaa candidates are on average less
educated than Ennahda candidates even though their parents are more educated.

Also, on average, Nidaa candidates are less experienced in organization-building.
In LECS, we asked the respondents whether they have experience in public speaking,
event planning, recruitment of people for a cause, and fundraising for an organization,
either as part of their job or in a voluntary organization. I built an additive index out of
these four binary variables. The comparison suggests that Nidaa candidates are less
experienced in these organization-building activities, especially in public speaking and
event planning. These results are also striking given the fact that Nidaa candidates were,
on average, more likely to have experience in holding a municipal council position.
Selecting people who had an opportunity to organizing people at the local level but did
not develop organization-building skills should be telling about the candidate selection
process of Nidaa relative to Ennahda.

Nidaa candidates are also less civically engaged than Ennahda candidates. In the
survey, we asked candidates about their recent civic engagement experiences by asking
whether they joined a municipal council meeting, a demonstration, engaged in a political
discussion on social media, or contacted their MP. In each of these civic practices, Nidaa
candidates were less engaged. Moreover, Nidaa candidates are II percentage points less
likely to become members of CSOs and six percentage points less likely to be members of
professional associations than Ennahda candidates. This is particularly surprising
because engagement with these types of voluntary organizations is considered common
among urban professional middle classes, the historical core constituency of secular-
modernist parties. Instead, Nidaa candidates are more likely to be members of business
associations than their Ennahda counterparts.

The survey results suggest that Nidaa candidates are more connected in the
political scene due to their family history. Their immediate families were 16 percentage
points more likely to have held (elected or appointed) public office. Additionally, on
average, they are 18 percentage points more likely to have a history of family political
activism. Yet, despite these impressive differences in family socio-political background,
they are less civically engaged, have less experience in organization-building, and are less
educated. As a first step, these findings suggest that Nidaa candidates were less
competent and that the selection within Nidaa was based more on connectedness than on
individual merit.



We also asked candidates in the survey about their most prioritized life goals.
Professional success, devotion to family, devotion to religion, having an enjoyable life,
making Tunisia a more developed country, and earning a lot of money were given
response categories. Given the difference between the candidates’ religiosity levels, the
difference in the frequency of “devotion to religion” would be expected. But Nidaa
candidates were, on average, five percentage points more likely to report that enjoying
life is their priority. Also, they are not more likely to report national development as a
priority, in fact, Ennahda candidates more frequently cited it as their top priority
(although the difference is not statistically significant). In the context of Morocco, Cohen
(2004) had suggested that the urban professional middle classes had lost devotion to
national development as a mission. We might be observing a similar phenomenon among
candidates of a Tunisian party, which claims legacy to the political movement of national
liberation.

Pipeline Analysis: Voter Bases, Aspirants and Candidates

The previous section established that, on average, Nidaa candidates are less educated,
and less endowed with organization-building and civic engagement experiences. This
finding comes across as strong evidence showing that Nidaa candidates are less
competent. But, on its own, this finding cannot suggest that there is a relatively negative
political selection taking place in the main secular party: Maybe the secular-leaning voter
base in Tunisia is less competent and the candidate cohort of the secular party is merely a
reflection. To test this hypothesis,  use a contemporaneous and very large household
survey to compare the Nidaa and Ennahda candidate cohorts to secular-leaning and
Islamist-leaning voter bases. The sample size of this survey allows me to compare the
population and the candidate cohorts in a set of municipalities in which both household
and candidate data were collected, making the comparison within and across parties
more credible.

To compare the competence of candidates to the natural voter bases of each party,
I need to select (1) a variable to measure competence, and (2) make a secular-Islamist
division in the voter base. Due to the aforementioned reasons and for the sake of
simplicity, I use educational attainment as the measure of competence, and specifically, a
binary measure of having a college-level (undergraduate) degree. Educational attainment
is frequently used in the studies of political selection as an indicator of competence (Beath
et al. 2016; Galasso and Nannicini 2011; Gulzar 2021).

For the division of the population into secular and Islamist segments, I use the
three questions that were asked both in candidate and household surveys and then
measure the pro-secularism attitude of respondents. These statements are “The



government and parliament should enact laws in accordance with Islamic law” (reverse
coded), “It is better when religious people hold public office in the state” (reverse coded),
and “Religious matter is a private matter and should be separated from political life.” If
the candidate agreed with all of these statements, she acquired a secularism score of 3; if
she disagreed with all of them, 0. Using the answers to these questions, I construct two
binary secular-Islamist measures. In the first measures, I code all respondents who agree
with any two of three statements as “secular-leaning,” and all respondents who agreed
with less than two as “Islamist-leaning.” In the second measure, I take the ongoing
moderation of the Islamist party into consideration, and include the respondents who
agreed with two of these statements but still advocated for the enactment of laws in
accordance with Islamic law to the Islamist camp and name the category as “(moderate)
Islamists.” I label the remaining participants as “(staunch) seculars.” These coding choices
are further explicated in Table 3 below.

Table 3: Construction of Islamist-secularist indicator variables and distribution of survey
respondents to these categories

Pro-secularism statements Agreed? (in the direction of pro-secularism)

“The government and parliament should enact laws in
accordance with Islamic law” (reverse coded) X v X X i v J J

“It is better when religious people hold public office in
the state” (reverse coded)

“Religious practice is a private matter and should be
separated from political life”

X [ X | X | 4 | 4| 4| X | J

Among HH survey respondents... 92 | 24 | 116 | 338 | 378 | 52 95 | 208
Distribution to response combinations

Islamist-leaning vs. secular-leaning 570 823 (59%)
(Moderate) Islamist vs. (staunch) secularist 948 445 (32%)

Among candidate survey respondents...

Distribution to response combinations w8 € . 81 | 417 | 24 | e

Islamist-leaning vs. secular-leaning 229 1082 (83%)

(Moderate) Islamist vs. (staunch) secularist 646 665 (51%)

The first binary classification is straightforward: Turning a four-point index into a
binary variable requires recoding the first two points in the index as zero, and the last
two points as one. Despite being more complicated, the second classification has both
theoretical and empirical justifications. For once, the main cause of the political Islam
movements since the 1970s is making the laws of respective countries more in line with
the Islamic law (Hamid 2014). Accordingly, one cannot claim to be an Islamist if she takes



the pro-secular position and disagrees with the statement “the government and
parliament should enact laws in accordance with Islamic law.” Empirically, a significant
majority (more than 71%) of Ennahda candidates in this election held the pro-Islamist
stance in this question, suggesting that this is still quite important for a “moderated”
Ennahda party, as opposed to 24-25% of Ennahda candidates who hold the pro-Islamist
stance in the other statements. Thus, in the current political climate of Tunisia, a
candidate who scores 2 in my pro-secularism index but still favors enactment of laws in
accordance with Islamic law is the most common type among the moderately Islamist, or
“Muslim democrat,” (Yildirim 2016) Ennahda party.

Based on these definitions, I compare the voter base, the aspirants, and the
candidates of the main parties (Nidaa and Ennahda) in terms of having an undergraduate
degree, as evidenced in the below figures. In consonance with the definitions laid out in
the previous sections, I operationalize “eligible aspirants” for two main parties as all
candidates in these local elections. People who acquired a candidacy in the 2018 local
elections, exhibited both a willingness to seek office and considered themselves as having
the skills to succeed in this pursuit. Thus, they fulfill the criteria to be considered as
“eligible aspirants.” This pool is large due to a large number of candidates in non-party-
affiliated (independent) lists. During my field research, I also observed that main parties,
smaller parties, and independent lists have competed for finding candidates from a
limited pool of aspirants and attempted to recruit potential candidates from other parties
and lists. Furthermore, aspirants who could not find a (desirable) place in one list (usually
in the lists of two larger parties) did run for smaller parties or set up their own
independent lists. Due to all these reasons, I maintain that the larger candidate pool of all
parties and lists can be regarded as the pool of eligible aspirants for this pipeline analysis.

As shown in Figure 2 and Figure 3, the main secular party, Nidaa, suffered from a
relatively negative political selection according to both binary definitions of secular vs.
Islamism. In both figures, we observe that the secular voter base is more educated than
the Islamist voter base. Meanwhile, within the eligible aspirant pool, there is no
statistically significant difference between seculars and Islamists. Yet, when the
candidates of the two main parties are compared to each other, the candidates in the
Islamist Ennahda party are clearly more educated. While the difference between the
candidates and the voter base in terms of the share of those with an undergraduate
degree is around 0.72-0.74 for the Islamist party, it is only 0.59 for the secular party.
Thus, the relative negative selection taking place in the main secular party becomes more
visible in this comparison.



Figure 2: Share of people with higher education in Islamist-leaning vs. secular-leaning
voter bases, eligible aspirants, and main party candidates
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Figure 3: Share of people with higher education in (moderate) Islamists vs. (staunch)
seculars among voters, eligible aspirants, and main party candidates
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Controlling for Potential Confounders with Rare Events Logistic Model

This comparison within parties (between the voter base and candidate cohort) and across
parties shows that secular party candidates are less educated than the Islamist party
candidates even though the secular-leaning voters are more educated than the Islamist-
leaning voters in Tunisia. Yet, even this comparison is not devoid of limitations because
the relationship between being secular and being a candidate might be confounded:
Several characteristics associated with being a secular-leaning person in today’s Tunisia
might affect the probability of becoming a candidate, as well. As a case in point, people
with more income are more likely to be pro-secularist attitudes and more likely to
become candidates. Similarly, pro-democracy attitude is sometimes negatively
associated with pro-secularism, and it can positively affect candidacy probabilities. To
take such factors into account, I run a multivariate analysis. I coalesce the candidate data
and the household data through a “rare events logistic regression model,” showing that
the relatively negative selection among Nidaa candidates survives such potential
confounders.

Rare event logistic regression model is a form of classical logistic regressions in
which the estimates are corrected by considering the rarity of the outcome variable. The
correction is made either based on prior information about the fraction of ones in the
population or by weighing the data to compensate for differences in the sample and
population fractions of ones (King and Zeng 2001). This model is usually used when there
is data collection based on the outcome variable, i.e. when the data from events and non-
events are collected independently. It is similar to the case-control designs frequently
used in epidemiology in which risk factors associated with rare diseases are explored
(King and Zeng 2001; 2002). This analytical technique is appropriate for the current
study as well, because being a politician and entering races for public office is a rare event
and also because of independent (yet contemporaneous) collection of candidate and
household (i.e., non-candidate) data.

In the following table (Table 4), I present the results of rare event logistical
regression models, in which I bring together candidate and household (non-candidate)
data. I use candidacy as the binary outcome variable, and education and its interaction
with secularism as the main explanatory variables of interest. To correct for the rarity of
ones in the outcome variables, I use the prior correction technique by setting the fraction
of ones in the population at 0.01.° To account for potential confounding, and municipality

¢ Approximately one percent of the voting-age population in Tunisia became candidates in the 2018 local
elections, which is why I set the tau parameter (actual fraction of ones in the population) at 0.01 in all
models. Fortunately, findings are not at all sensitive to different values for tau.



fixed effects, all models include income, age, gender, and pro-democratic attitude as
control variables. Moreover, for the coefficients of the explanatory variables of interest, I
present block-bootstrapped standard errors to account for the clustered nature of data
collection. These models are estimated using the “relogit” command in the Zelig package
in R (Choirat et al. 2021).

Table 4: Results of the rare events logistic model

Dependent variable:

Candidacy
(1) ) 3) (4)
szﬁrlg—leaning vs. Islamist 0.193 3.001
(0.214) (0.962)™
[0.188] [1.047]
cheacriliaszist vs. (moderate) 1414 3.410
(0.221)™ (0.861)™
[0.210]™ [0.928]
Higher education (1-0) 3.914 3.595
(0.294)™ (0.254)™
[0.274] [0.253]
Edu. attainment level 2.212 1.979
(0.201)™ (0.163)™
[0.233]™ [0.168]
Female -0.171 0.267 -0.088 0.277
(0.164) (0.181) (0.166) (0.181)
Pro-democratic attitude 0.236 0.061 0.495™ 0.377"
(0.173) (0.185) (0.173) (0.184)
Age cohort: 26-35 1.392" 1.397" 1.368™ 1.354™
(0.353) (0.361) (0.348) (0.354)
Age cohort: 36-55 1.572" 1.693" 1.590” 1.698"
(0.346) (0.352) (0.342) (0.347)
Age cohort: 55 and more 1.735" 2.387" 1.607" 2.219”
(0.380) (0.408) (0.377) (0.402)
Income group: Lower-middle 1.495™ 0.972™ 1.468™ 0.920™
(0.186) (0.205) (0.189) (0.206)
Income group: Upper-middle 2.396™" 1.495" 2.416" 1.5217
(0.290) (0.305) (0.292) (0.305)
Income group: Upper 2.659™ 1.976" 2.6217 1.907”

(0.419) (0.441) (0.421) (0.444)



Secular-leaning X Higher

edu. -1.293
(0.336)
[0.335]
Sec_ular—leanmg X Edu. -0.839
attainment
(0.217)™
[0.253]™
Secularist X Higher edu. -1.041
(0.328)™
[0.338]

Secularist X Edu. attainment -0.620

(0.192)™

[0.222] ™
Constant -8.448™ -15.234™ -8.690™ -14.7717

(0.759) (1.211) (0.763) (1.070)

Municipality fixed effects J J J J
Observations 1,886 1,886 1,886 1,886
Observations (Y=1) 636 636 636 636
Akaike Inf. Crit. 1,316.015 1,141.334 1,290.530 1,145.958
Notes: * denotes p-value < 0.1, ** denotes p-value < 0.05 and *** denotes p-

value < 0.01.
Normal standard errors are presented in parentheses.

Block-bootstrapped standard errors (with 1000 resampling) for selected
coefficients
(at the municipality level) are presented in brackets.

The results reveal the finding on the relative negative selection of seculars into the
main secular party as opposed to the selection of Islamists to the main Islamist party
survives potential confounders. The interaction term between the secularism binary
variable and educational attainment variable has statistically significant and negative
coefficients in all four different model specifications. The relative risk of being a
candidate, presented in Figure 4, presents a clearer picture of the differential effect of
being competent on becoming a candidate in the main parties. Relative risk is the
proportion of the probability of the outcome variable under one condition of explanatory
variables to the probability of the outcome variable to a baseline condition of the same
explanatory variables. Relative risk greater (smaller) than one suggests a significant
increase (decrease) in the probability of the outcome variable’s realization. According to
Panel A of Figure 4, the probability for a secular-leaning person with a college degree to
become a candidate in the main secular party is around 80% [CI 73%-86%] of the



probability for an Islamist-leaning well-educated person to become a candidate in the
main Islamist party. In this classification of secular vs. Islamist, the probability of a
secular person without a college degree to become a candidate in the main secular party is
larger than that for an Islamist person’s candidacy in the main Islamist party, but this
relative risk is not significantly different than one. In the other classification of secular-
Islamist, on the other hand, I find that the probability of (staunch) seculars without a
college degree becoming a candidate in Nidaa is three times [CI 2.8-4.1] higher than
(moderate) Islamists without a college degree becoming candidates in Ennahda. Given
the fact that the lists consisted of an exact number of candidates, both results indicate
that the secular party had filled its ranks with less competent people.

The following two sections of this paper explore the ways in which such relative
negative selection was possible through micro-level data collected from party officials
and candidates. What are the methods of candidate recruitment and placement adopted
by both parties which made such a difference possible?

Figure 4: Relative risk of being a candidate in one of the two main parties

A: Secular-leaning vs. Islamist-leaning B: (Staunch) secular vs. (moderate) Islamist
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Causes of Adverse Political Selection: Party-Related Factors

The previous two sections demonstrated that the main secular party in Tunisia, Nidaa
Tounes, suffers from relatively negative political selection: Its candidates are less
competent as opposed to the candidates of its main rival, despite the fact that its voter
base has a higher share of competent citizens. But why is this the case? Which informal
and formal processes in Nidaa’s candidate recruitment and selection lead to such an
outcome? In this section, I take a closer look at these processes through the interview



data that I collected in eight different cities and towns in Tunisia prior to the elections. In
eight cities, I talked to party officials and candidates of Nidaa and its main electoral
competitors on they expanded the party organization, recruited candidates for the first
democratic local election and how they finalized the list rankings.” Then, I analyzed the
interviews to diagnose the commonalities within each party across localities.

Nidaa Tounes

When preparations for local elections officially started in the early summer of 2017,
Nidaa Tounes had a weakened organizational structure. Due to the large-scale split faced
by the party in early 2016 and its inability to hold an official national convention, many
local offices around the country had become inactive. Moreover, new administrative
regulations in early 2017 covered the entire country with municipalities by modifying the
boundaries of 191 municipalities and establishing 86 new municipalities (Kherigi 2020).
This new administrative structure required reopening and opening new local party
offices throughout the country and populating them with local party representatives, i.e.
a large-scale effort for party organization-building.

Thus, an instance through which party leaders could influence the candidate
selection process was the appointment of party representatives at the newly founded or
reactivated local offices. The factions of Hafedh Caid Essebsi and Soufiene Toubel who
were at the time in collaboration and in charge of party headquarters largely controlled
this process by appointing local coordinators they perceived loyal. Changing the
governing cadres at the regional/governorate level was more difficult as the regional
offices (al-makatib al-jahwiyya) already had well-established, and in some instances,
elected coordinators and boards. Even in cases in which they disagreed with the
dominant factions at the central level, these coordinators held on to power to control the
candidate selection process, at least in the central cities and towns, i.e. the cheflieux, of
their governorates. In some instances, if the factions at the central level deem these
municipalities important and cannot control the candidate selection process, they
appointed special commissions to overtake the job.

During the interviews, local and regional coordinators of Nidaa suggested that
they started the candidate selection process with a “wide” consultation in their towns,

7 Since these first the first democratic local elections and since parties in Tunisia do not have
institutionalized processes, formal procedures for candidate selection were not yet instituted for most
parties. Therefore, fieldwork and interviews were appropriate tools to obtain this information.



mostly with the appointed officials in the delegations® and municipalities, such as the
délégué or the secretary-general of the municipality. This pursuit for endorsement from
state officials is probably attributed to several reasons: Coordinators of the Nidaa party
are well-connected with the state bureaucracy, and, for important matters such as
candidate selection, they contact people who they regard as leaders. From a more
pragmatic standpoint, they can also use state resources in the upcoming election
campaigns if their candidates are endorsed by state officials. Moreover, a strategy many
local coordinators followed in these elections for candidate selection was finding
candidates who were experienced in public and municipal administration in the pre-
democratic era, hoping that they can capitalize on citizens’ discomfort about the
worsening of public services in the post-revolutionary era. This experience can signal (or
be packaged as) competence. The channels through which local coordinators could
connect with these senior, retired people in public administration were also frequently
passing through current state officials.

In the interviews, three criteria Nidaa local and regional officials were almost
always cited when I asked them how they selected their candidates. These are
competence, being well-known in the locality, and having a corruption-free reputation.
These criteria should rather be seen as the consensus among the party officials on what
types of candidates are regarded as the most legitimate while it naturally does not always
reflect the practice they followed. Nevertheless, the criteria they cited can be seen as
factors that curtail their freedom in candidate selection if they have to defend the
legitimacy of their actions.

There was certainly a preference for party members among the local officials of
Nidaa vis-a-vis independent aspirants. Many party officials suggested that since theirs is
a party list (as opposed to independent lists that they compete against), it is therefore
normal that they do not have an expansive policy to have independents as their
candidates. The regional coordinator of a party office which was relatively more open to
independent candidates (Monastir) summarized the two criteria they set for independent
(non-party-affiliated) people as follows:

“We approached independent people, but these were “relatively” independent people. We knew

that they were coming from a Destourian background. (...) We have some half-independents

8 In the administrative structure of the Tunisian state, delegations (mii‘atamdiyya) are the units below the
governorates. Each governorate is divided to several delegations. The representative of the state authority
at the delegation level is the délégué appointed by the central government.



who are civil society activists. We got them because they would give us new oxygen. They

wanted to become Nidaa members anyway. We welcomed their readiness to join Nidaa’s lists.™

In other words, even the offices which were open to some independent candidates
on Nidaa lists were very selective and willing to accept only those who had previous
connections to the party.

The members of Nidaa Tounes were usually willing to become candidates for the
municipal councils anyway. Regional or local coordinators did not usually report having
difficulties in finding candidates. The regional coordinator in Gafsa, for instance,
suggested that there was an abundance of aspirants who wanted to become candidates
and people who could not find a place for themselves in the list or did not like their
potential ranking in the list usually formed independent lists.”° A regional coordinator in
Sfax suggested that they received a large number of requests from members for
candidacies and there have been “intense moments in the party, some people got really
angry” upon finding that they could not their preferred ranking.” On the other hand, one
local party coordinator in Moknine did mention difficulties in finding “competent”
candidates because such people are wary of the political situation in Tunisia, are afraid of
ongoing protest waves, and therefore, do not want to take responsibility."

The narratives of independent candidates who left Nidaa to form their own lists
demonstrate the tensions around the party’s candidate selection process: A former
official of the Nidaa in Bou Arada, who left the Nidaa list because he could not receive a
preferred ranking and ran with an independent list, explains why he left the party in the
following way:

“I left the party on 15 February [only one week before the deadline of submitting lists — author’s

note|. Why did I leave ? Because there was no transparency anymore in the party and the

relationships were not fruitful at all. They were coordinating everything with an MP, and each
time when regional coordination happened, they did not tell me anything. I complained about
this to the MP, and she said to me there is no criterion for how to select the head of the list, and
they will select whatever person they will. This was the turning point for me. If I compete, I have
to be the leader, I can never be the loser.™>

% Interview with a regional coordinator of Nidaa Tounes, 29 April 2018.
' Interview with a regional coordinator of Nidaa Tounes, 3 May 2018.
" Interview with a regional coordinator of Nidaa Tounes, 1 May 2018.
2 Interview with a local coordinator of Nidaa Tounes, 23 March 2018.

'3 Interview with an independent list candidate, 26 March 2018.



The same local politician, on the other hand, knows that party fragmentation and
proliferation in Tunisia got out of hand:

“I started to make the list before I left the party. Lack of transparency and no honesty by the

party office made me do this. Many times, I had threatened to leave the party, even Hafedh

knows this very well. We should have fewer parties, though. What is wrong with us?™*

In summary, we find the following procedures of candidate recruitment and list
construction in Nidaa: (I) An already existing, established local or regional coordinator
prepares the list, either by trying to form a consensus among the factions and social
networks within the party or by favoring his own social network and picking only loyal
candidates, (2) a newly appointed local party representative picks the candidates, again
prioritizing loyalty over competence, and (3) a special commission appointed by the
central party office overtaking the responsibility for making the list, appointing a head of
the list who then picks candidates.”s In all instances, efforts for consensus-building
within the party were rare. Candidate recruitment and selection were left to the whims of
the local leaders, many of whom had recently emerged as local leaders with the
intervention of the central headquarters.” In many places, this led to a series of
resignations and fragmentations of the party, which sometimes led to the formation of
independent lists that were alternative to Nidaa.

Ennahda

As opposed to Nidaa Tounes, Ennahda already had a well-established grassroots
organization with active local offices when candidate recruitment and selection started in
the summer of 2017. In 2016, the party had held its 10" national convention. In this
convention, the party announced that, as an organization, it will now exclusively focus
on political affairs, thus abandoning preaching, religious proselytizing, and other
cultural activities. In Ennahda documents, this policy was labeled as “specialization”
(takhassus) and propagated as Ennahda’s exit from political Islam (Meddeb 2019). The
convention and the decisions taken were the culmination of a long-term moderation

4 Ibid.

5 Of seven cities in which I collected data on Nidaa’s candidate selection via interviews, an already existing
local coordinator prepared the list in two (Monastir, Moknine), a newly appointed local representative
picked the candidates in three (Bou Arada, Gaafour, Mnihla), a special commission overtook the list-
making responsibilities in two (Sfax and Gafsa).

' These leaders cited their constant contact with the party headquarters as a source of legitimacy of their
choices. Interview with a local coordinator, 25 April 2018.



policy of the party leadership, but the grassroots organization had also participated in
the process through a six-month, inclusive preparation cycle.”

One of the most important consequences of this wider “moderation” policy for the
local elections was the “opening” (infitah) of Ennahda’s electoral lists to independent
candidates. Party leadership requested that half of each electoral list should comprise
independent candidates who had no prior affiliation with the party. Meddeb (2019)
suggests that there were two salient aims of the opening policy: (1) Tapping into non-
Islamist, yet conservative social networks, and (2) recruiting competent candidates with
the necessary expertise to signal competence for running municipal affairs.

To what extent and in what form the “opening” policy was implemented at the
local level is an empirical question. Yet, interview and survey data concur that local and
regional coordinators took the necessary steps to constitute half of the lists in each
municipality with candidates who were previously unaffiliated with the party (at least
formally). To recruit and select both member and non-member candidates, Ennahda
coordinators suggested that they conducted open application processes, while they also
encouraged some member and non-member people to file an application. When I asked
about criteria for candidates, they cited criteria similar to Nidaa coordinators, i.e.
competence, a good reputation (no background in corruption), and being well-known in
the town. Yet, I observed that the definition of “competence” was clearer among Ennahda
coordinators: They were usually trying to bring in people with high-level education. They
were also trying to recruit from diverse areas of expertise, such as engineering, law, and
medicine, in an attempt to signal that they brought together all the necessary expertise to
govern the municipality effectively.

Like Nidaa Tounes, Ennahda was also trying to recruit people with experience in
public and local administration, even from the defense sector whose members are
historically less likely to be Islamist. A former civil servant who had extensive experience
in the defense sector but became a prominent candidate of an Ennahda list in the
Monastir governorate explains why he selected Ennahda:

“You may wonder why I chose Ennahda. Due to the nature of my work, I am always very

disciplined and very organized. I started to look for a party like this. They should be organized

and disciplined. So I decided to join Nahda. (...) Another reason for my selection of Nahda: The
relationships within the party are very much respectful, there is a deep respect. The

relationships between the regional office, headquarters and the local offices are very well-
defined.™®

"7 Interview with local party officials of Ennahda, 28 April 2018.

® Interview with a candidate of Ennahda, 22 March 2018.



Some local and regional coordinators suggested that recruiting these “surprising”
candidates was also part of the “opening” policy. Recruitment of a unionist woman in a
small mining town with a strong current of the political left or of a Jewish candidatein a
more developed coastal town aimed to “surprise” the local and international public and
help Ennahda to modify its image.” A regional coordinator told me that he is proud of the
way the party was covered in the Western media through these surprise candidates.*
Another local coordinator suggested that the number of unveiled women in their list
(whom they recruited thanks to the opening policy) provides evidence of how much the
party changed.”

In addition to the recruitment stage, the ranking stage was also more orderly in
the Ennahda party than it was in the Nidaa party. Six out of seven local/regional
coordinators of Ennahda that I interviewed with reported that the ranking was made
through internal elections. In these elections, there were separate ballot boxes for
member and non-member aspirants and only formal Ennahda members could vote.
Every aspirant usually made short speeches just before voting. A female candidate who
had a prominent ranking in the Mnihla municipality told me that she had to join the
elections via Skype because she was undertaking the Hajj when the internal elections
happened, but everything moved smoothly.*

Needless to say, there were some problems with the candidate recruitment and
selection process in Ennahda. The policy of opening the lists to independents and the
insistence of some local and regional coordinators to follow the policy strictly led to some
disturbance among more experienced and more militant members of the party. Some
people who had suffered from the repression during the Ben Ali era and have been
working actively for the Islamist movement despite the threats suggested that it was now
their turn to join governing bodies, and independents are parachuting in an organization
they had built from scratch. Some member candidates left the lists as they could not
receive their preferred rankings. Local and regional coordinators tried to calm down the
general atmosphere in the party through direct communication with these dissenters. A
regional coordinator of the party in Sfax explained the situation as follows:

“It is true that some Nahdaouis are disappointed when they see the independents in our list. it is

not easy to give up a career, a title to an independent in a ready-made plate. We should accept

" Interview with local party officials of Ennahda, 28 April 2018.
*° Interview with a regional coordinator of Ennahda, 28 April 2018.
*' Interview with local party officials of Ennahda, 27 March 2018.

** Interview with local party officials and candidates of Ennahda, 25 April 2018.



the idea of reversing ourselves. The old militants are never going to give up on the party. They

suffer but they keep their loyalty up.”>

Another set of findings from the interviews I conducted with Nidaa and Ennahda
party representatives pertains to the general atmosphere in the party offices. As opposed
to Ennahda officials, Nidaa officials were more difficult to reach, get an interview from,
and less welcoming during the interviews. In both parties, I sometimes interviewed
groups of officials and candidates, if they preferred so. Those groups were in terms of
gender more diverse in Ennahda than in Nidaa offices. During my interviews in Nidaa
offices, I frequently felt that the men holding different positions and/or ranks were
suspicious of each other, while I felt a more collegial and respectful atmosphere in
Ennahda offices. In Ennahda offices, some of the regional coordinators took notes about
my questions and the secretaries usually took photos at the end of the interviews (which
they then disseminated on social media), while Nidaa offices never requested such
photos. This can be seen as a manifestation of Ennahda’s efforts to gain legitimacy in the
eyes of the international community - after all I was an interviewer from a prestigious
Western university. But, at the same time, it demonstrates that officials from different
regions follow similar practices in keeping track of their activities and being transparent
about them to the party community. In short, the differences between the general
atmosphere of the local offices of the two parties, and especially the suspicious tone I
witnessed in Nidaa offices, were telling about the organizational cohesion of the two
parties.

Differences between Candidate Selection Criteria: Conjoint
Experiment

Design of the Conjoint Experiment

The limitations of the interview data, most notably image-building efforts by local
politicians, require verification and substantiation of findings through additional
methods and data. In the interviews, I found that both Nidaa and Ennahda officials cited
similar criteria for candidate selection: competence, integrity, and being well-known.
While this finding is suggestive of a level of consensus across the main secular and
Islamist party on “legitimate” criteria for a good candidate, we cannot fully grasp how
parties prioritize among these criteria and whether there is indeed a difference in this
prioritization across parties. A conjoint experiment in which party activists are asked to
select between hypothetical candidates can shed further light on this question.

*3 Interview with a regional coordinator of Ennahda, 30 April 2018.



The candidate selection conjoint experiment was embedded in the Local Election
Candidates Survey (LECS).># Each candidate was asked to do three rounds in which they
were supposed to select between two candidates. There were five different attributes and
a total of 21 different values, which can be seen in Table 5. The most important attributes
for the purposes of this paper are party affiliation and background. “Party affiliation”
explores whether candidates and party activists are likely to select loyal party members
or are open to incorporating newcomers to the party. “Background” explores which
signals parties use to assess competence, integrity, and connectedness of candidates and
what they prioritize among them.

*4 The experiment was pre-registered with EGAP. The pre-analysis plan can be found at
https://osf.io/k7qvh.



Table 5: Attributes and values in the candidate selection conjoint experiment

Prompt During the preparations for elections, important decisions have been made about who will be
included in the lists. Imagine that these two people have been suggested to you to be included in your
list. Which person would you contact first to offer a place in your list?

Attributes (1) Party affiliation:

1. Active party member for 5 yrs

2. Active party member for 1 year

3. Independent

(2) Sex:

1. Male

2. Female
(3) Age:

1. 25

2. 33

3. 41

4. 49

5. 57

(4) Background:

1. From a well-known family in the municipality
Has experience in the syndicalist movement
Has experience in civil society association
Has experience in public administration
Has reputation of being honest and clean

Al

(5) Profession:
1. Farmer

2. Lawyer
3. Businessman
4. 'Teacher
5. Unemployed
Question Which person would you contact first to offer a place in your list?

Hypotheses

Given that democracy is still in its nascent stages in Tunisia, I expect both parties to be
open to independent candidates as incorporating independents would aid party-building
efforts at the local level. As a matter of fact, since Nidaa is a newer and less well-
established party compared to Ennahda, it can be expected to be more open to
independent candidates. However, the findings of the interviews suggest a more
conscious effort by Ennahda officials to incorporate new social networks into the party
and a more introverted candidate selection process by Nidaa, in which loyal party
members are favored.

In the post-revolutionary political environment of Tunisia, fighting corruption is
widely considered a priority (Yerkes and Muasher 2017). Therefore, I would expect both
parties to favor candidates with a “reputation of being honest and clean.” For other levels
in the background attribute, the hypotheses are less clear-cut: Historically, secular-



modernist parties in the region have professional middle classes as their core
constituency. Therefore, Nidaa activists and candidates can be expected to prefer
candidates who have experience in public administration and experience in civil society.
Considering the revival of civil society in post-revolutionary Tunisia (Fortier 2019), Nidaa
should favor selecting candidates with experience in CSOs, if they aim to rebuild the
party for a more democratic era. If Nidaa as a party has a willingness to continue the
alliance with UGTT, the country’s powerful labor union, which was forged during the
foundation of the party in 2012-2013, and turn the party more towards the left, they
would be more likely to select candidates with experience in the syndicalist movement.

On the other hand, the hegemonic state-building project of the Neo-Destour, the
national liberation party to which Nidaa claims legacy, was based on building alliances
with local notable families who owned land and businesses. If they aim to continue this
conservative legacy, Nidaa activists and candidates will favor potential candidates from
old, well-known families in their respective regions ( ‘@’ila ‘ariga fi al-mintaqa). From a
more ideological perspective, Ennahda candidates and activists should favor candidates
from this conservative social segment. On the other hand, since these families are also
identified with the old regime and corruption, parties can shy away from them.

In short, the background attribute can be seen as a litmus test for the future
strategies of parties. While preference for candidates with civil society experience would
signify their openness to newcomers and their democratically leaning ideologies and
practices, preference for candidates from local, well-known families can signal
conservatism and pursuit of forging ties with the old regime. Looking for candidates with
experience in the unions would signify a pursuit for forging ties with the leftist union
movement and the UGTT. Preference for candidates with a good reputation would mean
an appreciation of the heightened discomfort in society about corruption. And since the
number of candidates parties had to find was exceptionally high and the candidate pool
was limited, favorability levels relative to other main parties are also important: Did
Nidaa favor, for instance, the good reputation of its candidates as much as Ennahda did?

Analysis and Results

I report the results of the conjoint experiment in the form of marginal means (MM) rather
than the more conventional average marginal causal effects (AMCE). AMCE refers to the
marginal effect of a value within the attribute on the selection probability of a profile, but
it requires a benchmark value. MM reports the selection probability of a profile with that
value (ignoring all other attributes) as a percentage, thus eases interpretation. For
instance, rather than reporting that being a party member for five years increases the
selection probability by ten percentage points as opposed to being an independent, I will
report that that, ignoring all other attributes, the selection probability of five-year party



members is 55 percent and that of independents is 45 percent. Since respondents are
asked to choose between two hypothetical candidates in this forced-choice design, 50
percent is the benchmark level. If the MM of an attribute value is significantly higher
(lower) than 50 percent, this value has a positive (negative) effect on the favorability of
candidate profiles. Moreover, MM-based analyses facilitate subgroup comparisons by
simply taking a difference between MMs across groups (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley
2020).25 %

*> Analyses of more conventional AMCE of attribute values are presented in the Online Appendix.

2% In a recent critique, (Abramson, Kocak, and Magazinnik 2019) suggested that the frequently used
outcome measures of conjoint experiments, such as AMCE, are not appropriate to make inferences on
aggregate outcomes. Their frequently used example is that the AMCEs should not be seen as the difference
of vote shares between two types of candidates. The results I report here are exempt from this criticism, as I
am making inferences about the direction and intensity of party affiliates’ preferences for various
attributes and avoid inferences at the aggregate level. For instance, I do not claim that a certain percentage
of Nidaa candidates will come from important local families, or will be teachers. Also see Costa (2021).
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Figure 5: Results of the conjoint experiment
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Figure 5 shows the results in two panels. In Panel A, the preferences of all
candidates in Nidaa and Ennahda parties and the differences between them are depicted.
Meanwhile, in Panel B, I report the same results only for party member candidates
(excluding the non-member/independent candidates) as they can better reflect the party
stance regarding candidate selection. In both panels, there is not much difference
between parties in the attributes of age, gender, and profession. Both parties have a
significantly positive favorability level for candidates aged 33. This is most probably
ascribed to the electoral law which required one-third of lists to comprise candidates
younger than 35 years of age. Parties tried to find candidates who are relatively older but
still fulfilled this criterion. Among the professions, teachers received the highest
favorability for both parties. According to findings in my interviews, parties preferred
teachers due to their connectedness in the localities, as they know many families through
their students.

The most striking difference between the two main parties arises in the party
membership attribute. While, as shown in Panel A, Nidaa candidates definitely favor
long-term (five-year) members and disapprove independents, Ennahda candidates
display a higher level of favorability for independents. One can argue that the Ennahda
results are because half of Ennahda candidates were independents, and they show a
preference for people like themselves. Indeed, Panel B shows that Ennahda’s member
candidates do not particularly favor independent candidates but they also do not disfavor
them as Nidaa members do. When parties are compared, independents are disfavored
and long-term members are favored by Nidaa as opposed Ennahda. At least in this
particular election, Ennahda, as a party, was much more open to newcomers while Nidaa
favored loyal party members.

There is some consensus across parties in the background attribute, as well. On the
surface, both parties favor candidates with a good reputation, with CSO experience, and
with public administration experience, while both parties disfavor candidates from the
organized labor and from established families. However, this similarity can be
misleading. When parties are compared, unlike Ennahda, Nidaa candidates and members
have a relative preference for candidates from old, important families of their localities:
The MM difference of being from an important, well-known family attribute for Nidaa
vs. Ennahda is 6 pp. among both candidates and members. This pursuit for social
conservatism and arguably for re-establishing the old regime is further accommodated
through disfavoring candidates with a reputation of non-corruption and experience in
CSOs. Put differently, in comparison to Ennahda, Nidaa as a party prioritizes connections
to the social status quo while it, again relatively, disregards two important sources of
valence in post-revolutionary Tunisia, i.e. a corruption-free reputation and experience in
CSOs.



Willingness of Competent Citizens for Active Party Work

So far, I focused on demand-side, i.e. party-related, factors in driving the secular
disadvantage in candidate recruitment and selection: Secular party elites are likely to
prioritize qualities such as loyalty and connectedness rather than competence. But the
relatively negative political selection might also stem from supply-side reasons: It may be
the case that competent secular citizens are not interested in active party work and
therefore do not make themselves available to the parties as potential candidates. If this
is the case, the secular party might have to nominate less competent citizens even though
the party selectorate has a preference for competence. But if both demand-side and
supply-side factors are at play, the secular disadvantage in political selection intensifies.

Measuring interest in active politics and willingness to do active party work
through surveys is difficult: More educated people are more likely to express interest in
politics and in active party work due to the social desirability bias as they might see them
as requirements of active citizenship (Persson and Solevid 2013). Therefore, one should
select context-specific questions that come closest to gauging willingness to invest
valuable time and resources in active party work. In Democracy International’s
household survey, the ideal question was the one that asks the respondents whether
there is a party that they feel close to or they sympathize with. In current Tunisia, in
which party identification and polarization are low, people who respond positively to
this question would be much more likely to do active party work.

Models that take the variable of “feeling close to a party” as the outcome variable
and interact pro-secularism and educational attainment as explanatory variables suggest
that the positive effect of competence (proxied by educational attainment) on willingness
to do party work is much stronger among the Islamist citizens than the secular citizens
(full results of these models are presented in the Online Appendix). As shown in Figure 6,
education barely has a positive effect on the outcome for secular citizens, while its
positive effect for Islamist citizens is remarkable. In Panel B, one year of education is
associated with 0.8pp. [0.2, I.3] increase in the likelihood of feeling close to a party for the
most Islamist citizens who score 0 in the pro-secular attitude index. On the other hand, it
is associated with only 0.3pp.[-0.0, 0.7] increase in the likelihood of feeling close to a
party for the most secular citizens who score 3 in the pro-secular attitude index. This
suggests that well-educated, competent, secular citizens are less likely to “supply”
themselves as party activists and potential candidates to parties, which might also
contribute to the phenomenon of secular disadvantage in political selection. Certainly,
more research should be done on this topic to understand the full extent of this difference
and its likely drivers.



Figure 6: Diverging association of educational attainment to “sympathizing with a party”
among secular and Islamist citizens in Tunisia
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This paper primarily aimed to show the differences between the candidate selection
outcomes between the main secular party and the main Islamist party of Tunisia during
the first democratic local elections of the country. Using interview data, a conjoint
experiment and survey data, factors that lead to a secular disadvantage in candidate



recruitment and selection in this local election have also been explored. I suggest that this
exercise opens a window to the wider political selection processes in the country across
these two socio-political camps. Findings from a wealth of original data suggest that the
Nidaa candidate cohort is less educated, less civically engaged, and less endowed with
organization-building experiences when compared with the Ennahda cohort, even
though their families were more educated and more likely to have a history of political
activism. The pipeline analysis through rare events logistic modeling showed that these
findings are even more puzzling because the voter base of the secular party, either
conceptualized as secular-leaning or staunchly secular, is more educated. Demand-side
reasons are one of the reasons for this relatively negative selection happening in the
secular party: The secular party as an organization and local party elites as actors
prioritize loyalty and connectedness over competence. The narratives on candidate
recruitment and selection practices among the secular party vs. the Islamist party as well
as the conjoint experiment provide the evidence for the mechanisms leading up to the
differences between the candidate cohorts. Moreover, survey data provides preliminary
and suggestive evidence on the discrepancy of willingness to do party work between
Islamist and secular competent citizens, which might also contribute to the secular
disadvantage in political selection.

One limitation of this study is the fact that the standards of causal identification
are not met: With the empirical strategies I used in this paper, one cannot be sure that the
secular disadvantage in political selection is caused by party-related, demand-side
factors and supply-side factors that pertain to citizens’ willingness for active party work.
More critically, reverse causality might be at play: Electoral weakness of secular parties
might lead to adverse candidate quality, rather than negative political selection leading to
weakness at the ballot box. One empirical solution this paper offers to allay these
concerns has been the fact that these local elections is Tunisia were “foundational”
elections, in which there was no incumbent at the local level. Since the main Islamist
party and the main secular party were in a coalition at the national level, they were on
approximately equal footing when entering the local races. Moreover, Nidaa had
decisively won the previous parliamentary elections at the national level - if anything,
the secular party should have held the advantage in attracting better candidates. But, as
the paper should have made clear, the competition between small factions at the local
level, the lack of any formal and informal institutionalization in candidate selection
practices, pursuit for loyalty rather than competence turned this advantage into a
disadvantage for the secular party.
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