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RELIGIOUS IDEOLOGY OR PARTICULARISTIC 
BENEFITS?  

EXPLAINING ENNAHDA’S ELECTORAL SUCCESS 
IN TUNISIA 
 

By Lindsay J. Benstead, Portland State 
University  

 

Scholars are interested in understanding why 
parties develop constituencies during transitional 
elections and what role ideology and 
particularistic benefits play in attracting and 
maintaining voters. In the case of Arab and Muslim 
countries, researchers seek to explain why 
citizens support Islamist parties. Yet, while some 
scholarly research finds that supporters are more 
observant and religiously conservative than those 
who vote for other parties, many studies also 
suggest that electoral behavior is shaped by 
complex political, social, and economic factors, 
including the constraints on access to public 
services created by authoritarian regimes (Wegner 
2017; Brumberg 2002; Catusse and Zaki 2005; 
Elsayyad and Hanafy 2014; Fourati, Gratton, and 
Grosjean 2016; Robbins 2014; Tessler 1997; 
Pellicer and Wegner 2014; Garcia-Rivero and Kotzé 
2007; Masoud 2014). Importantly, Islamist parties’ 
social embeddedness and organizational capacity 
allows them to reach citizens outside existing 
clientelistic networks with high-quality services 
and charity to attract voters (Gidengil and 
Karakoc 2016; Clark 2004a, b; Brooke 2019; 
Cammett and Jones Luong 2014).  

 

Yet existing literature explaining Islamist parties’ 
support has so far drawn largely, though not 
exclusively, from qualitative evidence. Those 
studies that utilize survey research typically lack 
the items needed to test a clientelistic 
explanation of Islamist parties’ electoral success.  

 

My work seeks to address this gap. Drawing on a 
unique method I adapted from classic studies of 
constituency service in the United States and 
Great Britain (Cain, Ferejohn, and Morris 1987) as 
part of my dissertation research in Morocco and 
Algeria, I tested the role that constituency service 
by parliamentarians plays in explaining the 

electoral success of Ennahda in Tunisia’s 
transitional elections. Through this new 
application of survey research after the Arab 
uprisings, I find that, more than other parties, 
Ennahda reaches out with constituency service to 
citizens who are relatively marginalized from 
formal political networks, including women and 
more religious Tunisians (Abdel-Samad and 
Benstead 2016; Arat 2005; Ayata 1996; Benstead 
2016; Clark and Schwedler 2003; Philbrick Yadav 
2014; White 2002). Moreover, Ennahda’s strategy—
along with its better developed organizational 
capacity—enabled Ennahda to translate its 
constituency service into electoral gains more 
effectively than other parties, even if it 
ultimately did not prevail against the new party, 
Nida Tounes, in 2014.  

 

My research challenges the conventional wisdom 
that religious ideology alone explains Ennahda’s 
electoral success and supports the claim that its 
success stems from its distinct organizational 
features, social embeddedness, and cohesiveness. 
By focusing on the individual constituent as the 
unit of analysis and using classic questionnaire 
batteries from studies of legislative behavior in 
the United States, I capture the universe of 
citizen-parliamentarian interactions and bring it 
to bear on an important research question in 
Middle East political science. This technique 
provides a comparable measure of how and why 
Islamist and non-Islamist parties differ in their 
capacity and strategy and thus sheds light on why 
are more or less electorally successful in 
particular contexts. This new stream of evidence, 
when triangulated with quantitat ive and 
quantitative data gathered by other researchers, 
is invaluable for answering important theoretical 
questions in Middle East political science and 
integrating it into comparative politics cross-
regionally.  

 

Tunisia’s first democratic elections  

In the run-up to the Constituent Assembly on 
October 23, 2011 in Tunisia—the first free and fair 
elections ever held in the country—voters were 
faced with the choice between more than a 
hundred parties. These parties fell on a spectrum 
of ideological views on the role of religion in 
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political life, but there were perceived 
organizational differences across the parties as 
well. On one end of the spectrum was the 
relatively more cohesive and organized Islamist 
party, Ennahda, and on the other were hundreds 
of new, more personalistic non-Islamist parties. 
Ennahda was distinct in the minds of voters, who 
saw it as unique from other parties based not only 
on its religious platform but also its more robust 
organizational capabilities (Benstead, Lust, 
Malouche, and Wichmann 2014). Although it was 
not legally allowed to compete in elections until 
2011, Ennahda developed deep social roots since 
its founding in 1981, allowing it to quickly develop 
a national grassroots organization following the 
2010 to 2011 uprising that ousted the Ben Ali 
regime. As Wolf (2017) writes:  

“although the Ennahda had been out of the 
public eye for two decades, it still enjoyed a 
vast network of supporters who had never 
identified with the country’s supposed secular 
legacy…in a period of less than six weeks they 
established 2,064 Ennahda offices, including 
twenty-four bureaus representing different 
governorates…Such elaborate electoral 
strategies, combined with Ennahda’s 
institutional and organisational leverage, gave 
the party an immense advantage over its 
secular counterparts, whose structures were 
mainly limited to the coastal areas and the 
capital” (pp. 131-133). 

 

Ennahda would win a plurality (37 percent of 
seats) in the Constituent Assembly elections on 
October 23, 2011. Two years later in 2014, 
Ennahda again contested the parliamentary 
elections. While it lost some vote share to a new 
big-tent party representing some element of the 
old-guard, Ennahda was still able to capture 28 
percent of the seats in parliament.  

 

The Tunisian Post-Election Survey (TPES) 

In 2012, between Tunisia’s two transitional 
elections held in 2011 and 2014, Ellen Lust, Dhafer 
Malouche, and I conducted a nationally-
representative survey of 1,202 Tunisians that we 
hoped would provide a better understanding of 
voter behavior. Embedded in the survey were 
questions about citizen interactions with Tunisian 
parliamentarians. I developed this novel approach 
part of my dissertation research in Morocco and 

Algeria by adapting classic questionnaires on 
constituency service and voting behavior in the US 
and the UK (Cain, Ferejohn, and Morris 1987). I 
found that 15 percent of Moroccans and 10 percent 
of Algerians requested constituency services from 
a parliamentarian in the preceding four years. Yet 
relatively few—only about 5 percent—of Tunisians 
reported having asked a member of the 
Constituent Assembly elected in 2011 for help 
during the previous year. While this was not a 
small proportion when comparing Tunisia with a 
developed democracy, it was lower than in 
neighboring authoritarian regimes, Morocco and 
Algeria (albeit over a longer time period).  

 

Explaining Ennahda’s Electoral Success  

The survey also asked which party the respondent 
voted for in 2011. Among respondents, 31 percent 
did not vote, 40 percent voted for a non-Islamist 
party, and 29 percent voted for Ennahda. Since 
the official turnout was 54 percent in the 2011 
Constituent Assembly elections, this question 
slightly overestimates voting, which is a common 
problem in election surveys as a result of social 
desirability bias. But the survey estimates were 
very close to the actual election results. When 
asked about which party they would vote for 
tomorrow, 70 percent said they did not plan to 
vote or did not know for which party, 16 percent 
said they would vote for a non-Islamist party, and 
14 percent said they would vote for an Islamist 
party. This reveals that one year after the first 
transitional elections—and two years before the 
next elections would be held in 2014—a majority 
were unengaged or undecided.  

 

The survey revealed that Ennahda’s 
parliamentarians were much more active than 
other parties in reaching citizens and that their 
service interactions yielded greater fruit in terms 
of attracting undecided voters. Twenty 
respondents reported accessing help from 
Ennahda, while only six respondents contacted 
another party. Thus, while Ennadha held 37 
percent of the seats in the Constituent Assembly, 
according to the survey, it was responsible for 77 
percent of constituent service interactions 
reported in the country as a whole. Further, 
respondents who interacted with Ennahda always 
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mentioned the party name, while those who 
interacted with other parties sometimes named a 
candidate instead of a party, indicative of the 
Ennahda’s stronger party institutionalization.  

 

Clientelistic linkages also strengthened electoral 
support for Ennahda more effectively than similar 
interactions between citizens and members of 
other parties. In 2011, Ennahda voters were more 
likely to be male, religious, poorer, less educated, 
less affluent, and urban than those who voted for 
other parties or no party at all. By 2012, 
Ennahda’s voter base was made up to a larger 
extent by citizens who supported a strong role of 
religion in politics. Decided Ennahda voters were 
also disproportionately those citizens whom the 
party had reached through constituency service by 
Ennahda parliamentarians. Importantly, relatively 
few of those who were served by an Ennahda 
member had voted for the party in 2011. But those 
who reported a constituency service interaction  
with Ennahda were more likely to continue to 
support the party in 2014 than those who had no 
such interaction. This indicates that both religious 
ideology as well as particularistic benefits in the 
form of constituency service contributed to the 
development of Ennahda’s voter based by 2014.  

 

Conclusions: The importance of comparisons 
between Islamist and non-Islamist parties 

This research challenges the conventional wisdom 
that religious ideology alone explains Ennahda’s 
electoral success. It also allows for a direct test 
of the role that Ennahda’s organizational capacity 
and constituency service plays in explaining its 
electoral success. More often than other parties, 
Ennahda reached out to citizens who are relatively 
more marginalized from power, including co-
religionists and women (Abdel-Samad and 
Benstead 2016; Arat 2005; Ayata 1996; Benstead 
2016; Clark and Schwedler 2003; Philbrick Yadav 
2014; White 2002). And this strategy—along with 
its better developed organizational capacity and 
party cohesiveness—enabled Ennahda to translate 
its constituency service into electoral gains more 
effectively than other parties, even it if 
ultimately did not prevail against the new party, 
Nida Tounes, in 2014. 

“ 

 

 

 

This paper—and the larger project of which it is a 
part—illustrates an important methodological 
insight about the value of survey research in 
general and the use of classic questionnaires from 
studies of legislative behavior in the United States 
to study electoral politics in transitional regimes. 
Many scholars who study Islamist parties or 
politicians from particular groups—such as female 
or Islamist female parliamentarians—focus their 
research on these groups themselves while paying 
less attention to members of other political 
parties or social groups (e.g., non-Islamist parties 
or male parliamentarians). Yet scholars can gain 
new insights by focusing on a particular political 
process as the unit of analysis—in this case the 
constituency service interaction—and comparing 
the frequency and success of such interactions 
across political actors (i.e., comparing Islamist 
and non-Islamist parties, male and female 
citizens). By doing so, it is possible to capture the 
universe of citizen-parliamentarian interactions 
for all political parties and to utilize it as a 
reliable measure of the extent to which ideology 
and constituency service explains electoral 
success. This new stream of evidence, when 
triangulated with other quantitative and 
quantitative data collection, can be invaluable for 
answering important theoretical questions in 
Middle East political science and integrating it 
into comparative politics cross-regionally.  

 

THE RESILIENCE OF ALGERIA’S PROTEST 
MOVEMENT 
 

By Sharan Grewal, College of William & Mary  

 

Seven months after overthrowing President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika, Algerians are still in the 
streets. Mass protests have continued every Friday 
since Bouteflika’s ouster in April, urging 
authorities to not just reshuffle the leadership but 

Scholars can gain new insights by 
focusing on a particular political 
process as the unit of analysis and 
comparing the frequency and success of 
such interactions across political 
actors. 
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