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Abstract In strategic accounts of democratization, credible commitments by the
opposition shape whether incumbents will relinquish power. Revisiting Kalyvas’s
study of Algeria and Belgium, this article introduces evidence from Egypt that
shows the structural readiness of incumbents remains as consequential as
commitment credibility. During the period 1990–2008 the credibility of democratic
commitments by the Egyptian opposition improved along the lines identified by
Kalyvas. Unlike its Algerian counterpart, the Islamic movement in Egypt was able to
“silence the radicals” and, after 1998, emit a non-dissonant message of electoral
participation without militia violence. This improvement in commitment credibility
was not reciprocated by Egyptian elites, who enjoyed western support and a sturdy
repressive apparatus. Similar factors obstructed the Algerian opposition and they
indicate a more disciplined, less dissonant Islamic party would have been unlikely to
effect a democratic transition. Transitions are most likely when a credibly committed
opposition faces an elite ready to rotate power. The second factor helps explain the
success of the Catholic party in Belgium and the failure of comparable Islamic
movements in North Africa.
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Introduction

In voluntarist approaches to democratization, credible commitments serve as the
linchpin of transitions. As an extension of Robert Dahl’s idea of “mutual guarantees”
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between rulers and opposition, the concept of credible commitments is not culturally
bounded (1971). It can apply to regime change in a variety of regional contexts.1

Stathis Kalyvas has noted credible commitments could enable democratization in the
Middle East, where the religious overtones of Islamic opposition movements might
otherwise impede reform (2000). Such a transition, though, would depend on
unambiguous commitment by the religious party in question. Reflecting on the
earlier historical success of the Catholic party in Belgium, Kalyvas found that this
commitment was absent when an analogous Islamic party in Algeria contested
elections in 1991–1992. The present article turns to the effect of credible
commitments in a second Middle Eastern state: Egypt. Whereas Algeria failed to
achieve a transition due to a lack of credible commitments by the leading opposition
movement, Egypt’s authoritarian regime has persisted despite such commitments; to
wit, the nonviolent participation of religious and non-religious opposition parties
during 1999–2008.

While advancing a political account devoid of cultural determinism, I note how
the pairing of Algeria and Belgium included variance in two factors, opposition
signals and regime structure. The second variable appears to command greater
causal significance than initially appreciated. Additional empirical material illumi-
nates why the profile of the Algerian regime eclipsed problems of opposition
messaging. Evidence from Egypt during the periods 1990–1998 and 1999–2008
shows that the structural barriers of a western-backed repressive regime can thwart
religious movements, even after those movements improve the credibility of their
commitments along the lines drawn by Kalyvas. The main religious opposition in
Egypt has shown the same organizational cohesion exhibited by the Catholic party.
Unlike the Islamic Salvation Front in Algeria (Fronte Islamique du Salut, FIS), the
Society of Muslim Brothers (Jama`at al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin, henceforth SMB) in
Egypt was able to “silence the radicals” by 1998. The SMB, however, was still
blocked from pursuing and exercising their electoral mandate. Throughout 1990–
2008 the Egyptian government excluded religious and non-religious challengers,
aggressing against its critics while enjoying American assistance.

The Egyptian case provides a counterfactual for Algeria, because the cases share
certain traits as durable authoritarian regimes (Ayubi 1995; Bellin 2004; Pripstein-
Posusney and Angrist 2005). Around the time of Algeria’s abortive election (1988–
1992), leaders in Egypt operated a strong repressive apparatus and enjoyed western
support. Indeed the Algerian context first prompted US officials to warn of “one
man, one vote, one time” as shorthand for their fear of Islamic parties taking power
through the ballot box. Fortified internationally and domestically, ruling elites in
Egypt and Algeria have shown no inclination to withdraw from politics. This
structural condition mitigates the potential rift between “hard-liners,” committed to
retaining power, and “soft-liners,” willing to compromise with the opposition. It
separates both cases from the landmark examples of democratization in Latin
America and Southern Europe, as well as from the situation in late 19th century
Belgium, where democratization was well underway. Commitment credibility may

1 Credible commitments originated in the deterrence literature of international relations (Schelling 1956,
1960). Its usage in comparative democratization shares more with Dahl’s approach than with Thomas
Schelling’s.
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have shaped the divergent fates of the Catholic party and the FIS, but for the
comparative study of democratization, particularly in the contemporary Muslim
World, attention to opposition signaling must be situated in the context of a regime’s
readiness to share power. In Egypt and Algeria, incumbents could ignore religious
and non-religious opposition movements, regardless of whether those groups solved
the “commitment problem.”

Credible Commitments and Religious Parties

In Polyarchy, Dahl captured the quandary of rulers opening government to
previously excluded actors: “From the perspective of the incumbents who govern,
such a transformation carries with it new possibilities of conflict as a result of which
their goals (and they themselves) may be displaced by spokesmen for the newly
incorporated individuals, groups, or interests” (1971: 14). It follows that for the
government to become more polyarchic, the risks of tolerating the outside group
must be lowered, typically through arrangements of mutual security (Dahl 1971: 15–
16). This axiom undergirded work on credible commitments in later research on
liberalization and democratization.

The significance of guaranteeing the interests of outgoing powerholders
resurfaced in Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter’s Transitions from
Authoritarian Rule. O’Donnell and Schmitter focused on the strategic interaction
of four groups: hardliners who would stick with the regime till the end, softliners
willing to reform the system, moderate opposition actors seeking change through
nonviolent means, and maximalist (or radical) oppositionists working to topple the
system (1986: 15–16).2 The transitions, which could be mapped on Dahl’s grid of
participation and contestation, depended on softliners and moderates allying. Such
partnerships excluded fringe actors, from the regime and the opposition, who might
scuttle the mutual security deals. Terry Karl termed these arrangements pacts:
“explicit (though not always public) agreements between contending actors, which
define the rules of governance on the basis of mutual guarantees for the ‘vital
interests’ of those involved” (1990: 9). She found pacts were the modal form of
transition in Latin America and the most likely to inaugurate democracy (1990: 9–
10). Together these studies established pacted transitions as a major subject for
students of democratization and authoritarianism.

Although democratic transitions had proliferated in Latin America and Southern
Europe, centrist agreements were scarce in other regions. They were hard to find, in
part, because mutual security was difficult to achieve. Adam Przeworksi observed
that soft-liners in the regime often worried moderate opposition activists would fall
under the sway of more extreme elements. While incumbent reformers were

2 I follow this convention, and that of subsequent works, to distinguish “moderates” and “radicals” based
on the methods they use (see, for example, Snyder 1998: 52; Hafez 2003: 5; and, especially, Schwedler
2006: 8). Moderates refrain from violent attacks and engage the state via the available institutions,
including elections. Through such channels they typically pursue non-revolutionary political reform.
Radicals are willing to physically attack government officials and civilians. They often embrace a
revolutionary agenda of overhauling the state.
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expected to favor sustainable democracy over further authoritarianism, the potential
for radicals usurping power could eclipse the first scenario:

If they [the reformers/soft-liners] ally with Hardliners, the result will be the
status quo, which is the second-best outcome. They would be better off under
democracy under guarantees. But if they decide to negotiate with the
Moderates, the latter will opt for an alliance with Radicals, which will result
in the worst outcome for Reformers. Hence, Reformers stay with the regime
(Przeworski, 1991: 71).

Revolutionary outcomes could validate such insecurities and saddle moderates with
the burden of showing they were not in league with extremists (Snyder 1998: 61).
This commitment problem has been repeatedly invoked to explain why regime
Reformers may shun Moderates who contest elections and refrain from violence.

Some scholars of the Middle East invoked the language of pacts and
compromises to help explain the persistence of dictatorial regimes and contemplate
their transformation (Cook 2006; Waterbury 1994; Wickham 2004). In the region,
Islamic movements, not leftwing or centrist parties, stood as the preeminent
challengers and interlocutors for incumbents. With few exceptions, these groups had
been blocked from converting their popular support into government authority
(Ayubi 1995: 441). For specialists of the region the barriers to inclusion were
political, not cultural. Groups such as the Algerian FIS were not ideationally
unsuited for democratization. Sectarian movements, Catholic ones, had been at the
vanguard of anti-authoritarian campaigns in Latin America and the Philippines. As
Kalyvas sought to underscore with a cross-regional approach, the problem lay not in
the groups’ religion, but in their relations with incumbents.

Kalyvas situated the exclusion of Islamic movements in a comparative
perspective. The commitment problem was more acute, although not insurmount-
able, when challengers pursued an overtly religious political program (2000: 380).
He identified two cases in which religious opposition parties achieved clear electoral
mandates: Algeria’s FIS (1988–1992) and Belgium’s Catholic party (1870–1884).
The variance in outcomes demonstrated that a religious platform per se was not an
impediment to electoral success. What conditions, he asked, had prevented the FIS
from exercising its electoral mandate and enabled the Catholic party to lead
government? Both groups were led by moderates “willing to compromise with
incumbents” (2000: 384). Nonetheless, these Christian and Islamic movements faced
a common challenge when contesting elections:

[F]or democratization to proceed it is necessary (though not sufficient) for
religious challengers to solve their commitment problem. They must send
credible signals about their postelectoral behavior prior to the elections. How
do religious parties succeed or fail to overcome this commitment problem?
(2000: 380).

The answer lay not in what the groups believed, but in how they behaved. The FIS,
argued Kalyvas, failed to credibly commit to its stated goals regarding postelectoral
outcomes, aims of political change but not revolution. By contrast, the Catholic party
in Belgium dispelled the ruling party’s concerns by communicating a clear message
of moderation.
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Variance in signaling depended on the parties’ ability to regulate their ranks.3 In
Belgium the moderates faced their more extreme peers and “demanded the radicals
abandon their maximalist discourse,” in which religiosity was to trump constitu-
tionalism (Kalyvas 2000: 383). By contrast, the FIS emitted dissonant messages, for
its moderates had failed to “silence the radicals” (Kalyvas 2000: 387–388). The FIS
was not sufficiently disciplined to assuage concerns that its election victory would
become a bridge for maximalists to conquer the state. Somewhat counterintuitively,
the religious party with stronger centralization, firmer religious hierarchy, and
greater organizational autocracy (the Catholic party) was more capable of making
credible commitments about its post-election policies. Thus the Catholics were
permitted to exercise their electoral mandate, while the FIS was excluded, by a
military coup that froze voting.

The contrast of Belgium and Algeria spoke to the search for democratic transition
in the Muslim World. One implication, developed in later works, was that the fear of
radicalism hindered opposition parties from coordinating among themselves and
from striking compromises with incumbents (Hafez 2003; Lust-Okar 2005). Kalyvas
had drawn attention to the signals Islamic parties send, and the ways those messages
allay, or exacerbate, the insecurity of other parties. At the same time, his comparison
of Belgium and Algeria sidestepped the question of structural impediments, factors
that might preclude regime-opposition pacts even in the presence of credible
commitments.

Two to Transition: Credible Opposition and Willing Incumbents

Structural theories of regime change are an epistemological alternative to credible
commitments. One version of such arguments would state that the opposition’s
commitments matter little; that transitions and regime persistence originate in macro-
level variables, such as the institutionalization of the ruling elite. A less categorical
approach would join macro-level variables with micro-level processes (e.g., Karl
1990; Linz and Stepan 1996; Bratton and van de Walle 1997; Snyder 1998;
Mahoney and Snyder 1999). Whether marginal or central, structural variables merit
attention alongside credible commitments, particularly in the context of authoritar-
ianism in Algeria. Recent literature on authoritarianism emphasizes the impact of
long-standing political structures on the likelihood of change and democratization
(Brooker 2000; Gerges 1999; Schedler 2006; Schlumberger 2007).

Comparativists studying the Middle East have argued that the region’s regimes
have retained power by preventing elite divisions, repressing the opposition, and
exploiting foreign sources of rent (Bellin 2004; Heydemann 2007; Peters and Moore
2009; Pripstein-Posusney and Angrist 2005; Yom 2009). Applying this literature to
the Algerian case, democracy proponents in Algeria were doubly challenged during
1988–1992. Geopolitics (Stepan and Robertson 2004) and petroleum wealth (Ross

3 An alternative interpretation of opposition victory in Belgium and failure in Algeria would be that there
is something about all Islamic parties that prevents them from credibly pledging to honor a non-
revolutionary electoral mandate. Kalyvas rejects that notion, citing the historic malleability of religious
doctrines (2000: 384–385).
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2001) reduced the likelihood rulers would share power and raised the chance of
continued authoritarianism.

In his comparison of Algeria and Belgium, Kalyvas acknowledges the “role of
incumbents” as one part of a successful transition, yet he does not treat variance in
regime leadership as determining the electoral inclusion or exclusion of religious
opposition:

According to a variation of [the argument about incumbents], state rent-
seeking elites in Algeria had too much at stake and no interest to compromise
with the FIS. Reforms were initiated only because the regime “feared for its
survival.” Hence the failure of the transition was caused by the regime’s
absolute unwillingness to cede power. While this argument has merits, it
suffers from serious flaws when seen from a broader perspective... In short, the
agitation of significant segments of reformers, reflected in their subsequent
support for the military regime, is essential in understanding how the balance
tipped in favor of the hardliners within the ruling bloc and needs to be
explained (2000: 385–387).

Rather than beginning from an assumption of durable authoritarianism—with no
significant defections of soft-liners from hard-liners—Kalyvas portrays the Algerian
regime as teetering between stalwarts and accommodationists. He likens the
possibility of reform to Chile in the final years of Kalyvas (2000: 386). On this
basis, a scenario of uncertainty and potential pacting, he moves to describe and then
account for the putatively crucial difference in credible commitments between the
FIS and the Catholic party in Belgium.

In explaining the “diverging outcome” Kalyvas cautions against inferring
likelihood from results or from treating religious opposition movements as
inherently ill-suited for democratization (2000: 384–385). Although both errors
should be avoided, his cases raise a more basic problem for an explanation of
transitions: Belgium was already in an advanced stage of democratization by the
time the Catholic party came to power. Indeed, Belgium and Chile were both part of
a 19th-century western movement toward popular sovereignty and democracy. They
were among the “first wave” of democratization, along with twenty-eight other
European, North American, and South American cases (Huntington 1991: 14–15).
By 1870, the opening year of the case study, Belgium had experienced decades of
multiparty elections, in which the Catholics had been prominent but not yet
dominant (Lord 1923: 33; Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens 1992: 95). Even
while explaining his case selection, Kalyvas calls Belgium a “young and
exclusionary parliamentary regime, which was in the process of democratizing and
opening itself up to mass participation” (2000: 380–381).4 One could describe
neighboring states in similar terms, as democratic competition spread across western
Europe during that period (Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens 1992: 79).
Whatever commitments the Catholic party made, it operated amid a nascent

4 In a prior article Kalyvas depicted the Catholic party as contributing to democratic “consolidation,”
rather than to a democratic transition in Belgium (1998: 292–295). The present analysis supports that
approach, which recognizes a significant structural difference between the democratizing context of 19th
century Belgium and the authoritarian situation in late 20th century Algeria.
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democracy that was structurally open to the prospect of opposition electoral victory.
A century later, significant domestic and international forces held the FIS at bay in
Algeria.

Not part of the “first wave” democracies that were Belgium’s peers, Algeria rests
in a very different family of cases: post-colonial Arab states that survived the “third
wave” without producing a single electoral democracy (Angrist 2004). When the
Algerian military moved to annul the elections and preempt an expected FIS victory
it reprised a locally familiar practice of rulers freezing political reform as soon as it
threatens them (Ayubi 1995: 441; Hinnebusch 2004). At this moment the United
States endorsed the Algerian military’s move:

Initially, the State Department regretted the suspension of the electoral process
and expressed hope that a way could be found to resume progress toward
democracy. But far from criticizing the military’s seizure of power in January
1992, the State Department said that the act was in accordance with the
Algerian constitution... “Generally speaking,” [recalled then Secretary of State
Jim Baker] “when you support democracy, you take what democracy gives
you... We didn’t live with it in Algeria because we felt that the radical
fundamentalists’ views were so adverse to what we believe in and what
we support, and to the national interests of the United States” (Gerges 1999:
75–77).

The experience left US officials chanting they would not accept “one man, one vote,
one time” when it came to Islamic movements participating in elections (Djerejian
1992). There is every indication that the military was just as adverse to genuine
rotation of power from the beginning. As Tarek Masoud points out, the officers
would have retained the ability to intervene at a later point if a FIS government
pursued extreme policies (2008: 20–21). They objected to the election results
themselves, not the future hypothetical policies of a FIS-led government.

These differences bear upon the inferences one can draw from a two-case
comparison of Belgium (1870–1884) and Algeria (1988–1992). Figure 1 places the
cases along the variables of credible commitments and “incumbent willingness to
cede power,” which reflects the structural profile of the regimes in question. These
differences do not imply the rigid version of structuralism rejected by Kalyvas: that
“outcomes were predetermined by cultural, economic, and social factors,” that
“democratization is impossible in contemporary Algeria,” and that comparativists
would have no “need to study democratization in developing countries” (2000: 384).
Rather, they suggest that contingency must be proven, not presumed. It can be
evaluated by comparing the FIS not only with Belgium’s Catholic party, but with
peer movements in similar structural contexts. As it stands, the comparison is
underspecified. Facing as many major variables as there are cases, one cannot

HIGH Belgium (1870-1884) Opposition
Capacity for

Credible
Commitments LOW Algeria (1988-1992) 

LOW

Incumbent Willingness to Cede Power 

HIGH

Fig. 1 Opposition credibility
and regime openness (Algeria
and Belgium)
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discern whether the success of the Catholic party originated in the group’s
commitments or in the enabling conditions of European democratization.

Attention to political structures, particularly the cohesion of the ruling elite, can
fortify claims about credible commitments. Pacts are inherently bilateral and they
depend on the emergence of reformers willing to embrace the democratically
inclined opposition. Initial work did not theorize the emergence of elite cleavages, as
John Waterbury observed in his study of the Algerian case:

Przeworski does not ask why there are reformers in the first place. There would
be none, or few, unless a threat to the incumbents worse than reform were not
perceived. Hardliners and reformers both perceive the same threat but differ on
how to deal with it. But if both agree there is a system-threatening menace,
then the reformers may have leverage over the hardliners (1994: 37, emphasis
added).

In other words, the effect of credible commitments depends on factors that are external
to the moderate opposition’s tactics, namely the likelihood of unattractive outcomes
for incumbents (e.g., imminent economic collapse, radicals poised to take power) that
turns pacting into the least unpalatable of several unappealing choices. By comparing
Algeria with a similar Middle Eastern case one can track the efficacy of a credibly
committed opposition struggling against entrenched authoritarian rulers.

Similar Cases, Diverging Outcomes

In the spectrum of authoritarian rule Algeria and Egypt fall close together. They have
been categorized as “exclusionary states... built on repression, surviving primarily
through the implementation of policies that stifle not only dissent but also other
unauthorized expressions of political opinion by social actors” (Kamrava 1998: 64).
Compared to its peers around the region Egypt has comparable, if slightly more
promising, values regarding oil wealth and economic inequality, two of the main
economic factors cited as impediments to democracy (Boix 2003). The country
draws less than half of its export revenue from oil exports and has a gini score of
34.4 (placing 38th out of 126 countries with data on economic equality) (UN 2007;
World Bank 2008). At the same time, Egypt is a leading recipient of American
foreign assistance, including approximately $30 billion in military funding since
1979 (Sharp 2009: 29–30). The most instructive aspect of Egyptian politics, though,
comes in the development of its leading religious movement, the Society of Muslim
Brothers and how, unlike the FIS, it honed its message.

In the 1990s a radical Islamic movement, al-Jama`a al-Islamiyya (the Islamic
Group), waged an internal war against the Egyptian state. 5 During this confrontation

5 I have chosen not to use the term “Islamist,” and instead render the Arabic adjectives islami(ya) and
muslim(a) through their conventional English equivalents: Islamic and Muslim. My use of the term
Islamic political movements comports with Omar Ashour’s definition: “sociopolitical movements which
base and justify their political principles, ideologies, behaviors, and objectives on their understanding of
Islam or on their understanding of a certain past interpretation of Islam” (2007). For accounts of how these
terms evolved, consult Kramer (2003), Lockman (2004: 172–173, 216), Schwedler (2006: 8–11), and Roy
(1994).
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the possibilities of political reform dwindled; moderates and maximalists incurred
the wrath of President Husni Mubarak (r. 1981-present). From autumn 1990 through
spring 1999, when the Jama`a renounced violence, Egypt resembled Kalyvas’s case
study of Algeria. Dissonant messages undercut the opposition’s ability to commit
credibly to reform. Without a cohesive opposition front for change, the Mubarak
regime employed repression.

Kalyvas specifies three means by which moderate religious parties can placate
wary incumbents and strike a pacted transition. First, through an ideological shift in
which radicals moderate their position. Second, with a firm organizational hierarchy
that disciplines members and communicates a consistent, non-revolutionary
message. Third, by realizing the party’s electoral mandate gradually, slowly
expanding its presence in government over time (2000: 391–392). In Egypt, after
1998, the country’s leading religious movement met these criteria in ways the FIS
had not.

The years 1999–2008 provide a stark contrast to the Algerian case. In this period
the credibility of Egypt’s moderate opposition grew. The militant threat had
vanished, but the nonviolent Society of Muslim Brothers continued participating in
elections. The SMB issued memos communicating its stances on political and legal
reform. In addition, non-religious moderate opposition parties, led by the liberal
Tomorrow Party of Ayman Nour, gained new prominence. Thus the twenty-first
century opened with a slew of potential partners for reform. President Mubarak and
his fellow elites, however, did not reciprocate the opposition’s fidelity to open
competition. Rather than allowing the Muslim Brothers and Tomorrow Party to
campaign and promote their programs freely, the regime suppressed them. This
intransigence stemmed from the familiar domestic and international variables
emphasized by Middle East comparativists. Significantly, leaders within the regime
did not face the kind of “system-threatening menace” that Waterbury thought might
drive soft-liners enter into a pact with moderate opposition elements (1994: 37). As a
result, Egypt’s credibly committed opposition rallied in vain against ruling elites
unwilling to cede power.

The Repression of Religious Militants and Moderates, 1990–1998

For most of the 1990s elite-opposition relations in Egypt shared great
similarities with the Algerian case as described by Kalyvas. Advocates of
accommodation were overshadowed by radicals, who threatened to hijack any
pact between incumbents and challengers. The Society of Muslim Brothers
could not bridle the range of religious challengers nor eliminate the possibility
of a maximalist victory. After a lull in activity during Mubarak’s first years in
power, the militant al-Jama`a al-Islamiya (the Islamic Group, henceforth “the
Jama`a”) resumed operations. By the early 1990s it was launching brazen
attacks on high-ranking government officials and popular tourism sites, a
mainstay of the Egyptian economy. The response from Mubarak was severe and
indiscriminate. He enacted political “deliberalization,” ceding little to the
moderate opposition and even rescinding some of the opportunities proffered
in the past (Kienle 1998).
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During his first term in office (1981–1987) Mubarak monitored the Jama`a’s
activities but avoided the heavy-handed methods of his predecessors (Kassem 2004:
147–148). Clashes between the Jama`a and the state intensified during Mubarak’s
second term. A self-professed militant movement, the Jama`a had participated in the
plot to assassinate President Anwar Sadat and sought to foment an Islamic
revolution. The group was working to cultivate support from below, in rural parts
of southern Egypt, where it was strongest, and also in depressed urban areas.
Through this approach the Jama`a established so-called liberated zones of
traditionalist Islamic rule, neighborhoods like the impoverished Cairo suburb of
Imbaba, where the group began regulating social life in 1984 (Hafez 2003: 82).
Imbaba became a mini religious state complete with Islamicized street names and a
culture of intimidation against non-Muslims (Kepel 2002: 190). Relations between
the state and the Jama`a turned a corner on October 5, 1990, when al-Jama`a
members assassinated former speaker of the parliament Rifaat Al-Mahjoub.6 On
June 8, 1992 they killed writer Farag Foda (International Crisis Group 2004: 6).

As the Jama`a grew into a potential revolutionary challenge Mubarak retaliated
with massive force. In December 1992 he dispensed with the self-proclaimed “Islamic
Republic” of Imbaba, deploying 14,000 soldiers and arresting or removing “some
5,000 people” (Kepel 2002: 290–291; Singerman 2009). Violence escalated in 1993,
to a level four times as lethal as the prior year, with over eleven hundred lives lost
(Ibrahim 1996: 73). By this point the Jama`a resembled violent radical movements
elsewhere and Mubarak applied overwhelming force to end the group’s campaign.
During 1992 and 1993, thousands of Egyptian soldiers took part in the Imbaba
operation and related raids in upper Egypt (Hafez 2003: 85). The onslaught weakened
the Jama`a and presaged its defeat, for Mubarak did not relent over later years:

The government’s response to a series of daring attacks—one of which nearly
killed Mubarak himself in Addis Ababa in June 1995—was ruthless
repression, and in the end the tide swung decisively in its favor. The Jama`a
had failed to mobilize the urban masses after the setback in Imbaba, and was
now obliged to fall back on sporadic sorties against tourists, Copts, and
policemen from its bases in the Nile Valley. By the beginning of 1996, the
movement was beginning to show signs of exhaustion (Kepel 2002: 294).

Sources of that fatigue included the attrition of the group’s more experienced fighters
and the increasing financial difficulties of supporting the relatives of members (Salah
2001: 139–144). Facing both fiscal and organizational collapse, the Jama`a conducted
a major ideological and strategic realignment away from revolutionary violence.

While Mubarak had been battling the radical Jama`a, his forces were suppressing
moderate opposition forces, foremost among them the Society of Muslim Brothers.7

6 The attack was precipitated by the state’s assassination of Jama`a spokesman Ala Muhyi al-Din earlier
that year (Hafez 2003: 84). For a close account of deteriorating relations between the state and the Jama`a
in the late 1980s, see Kassem (2004: 150–154).
7 Although the Society of Muslim Brothers has not been formally licensed as a political party, in
comparative analysis the group is normally regarded as a party, because of “the Brotherhood’s well-knit
organization, its distinct ideology and political orientation, its substantial following, but above all because
the Brotherhood, in fact, does operate as a party, typically running candidates in national elections under
their own colors” (Zaki 1995: 75).
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The SMB was formally banned in 1954 but after 1972, when Sadat freed the
Society’s leadership from prison, was allowed to organize and operate (Ali 2007:
214). When Egypt’s single-party system opened to include alternative currents, the
SMB availed itself of the opportunity, fielding candidates as independents or in
alliance with licensed opposition parties.8 In parliament, the group pursued a
religious reformist agenda, seeking to harmonize the Egyptian legal code with
Islamic law. The SMB’s methods, program, and professionalism differentiated it
from the Jama`a:

Gone in most cases were the untrimmed beards of their defiant student days;
instead, most were clean shaven or had neatly trimmed beards and wore
standard Western- or civil-service-style suits. From modest dormitory rooms,
they had moved into the air-conditioned offices of the association headquar-
ters, where they supervised a large staff, received visitors from the provinces,
were interviewed by journalists, and met with other association or party leaders
to coordinate strategy on issues of shared concern (Wickham 2002: 193).

The transformation irked the Jama`a, whose members disdained the SMB’s non-
militancy (El-Ghobashy 2005: 379; Leiken and Brooke 2007: 107).

Despite the two group’s separate political projects and distinct approaches, the
Jama`a’s militancy seemed to bring repression upon the SMB. When Mubarak
launched his internal war, he struck at the Muslim Brothers as well. Law 100 of
1993 undermined the SMB’s growing presence in the elected leadership of Egypt’s
professional syndicates (Wickham 2002: 200–202). More draconian measures
followed, including a wave of detentions that placed an estimated 20,000 Egyptians
in prison by 1994 (Lust-Okar 2005: 145). In January 1995, SMB strategist Essam al-
Iryan—at that time vice president of the Doctors’ Syndicate—called for legalization
of the Muslim Brothers as a political party. Eighty-two of the SMB’s leading
members were then “rounded up and detained in the first round of a sweeping
crackdown unseen since the 1950s” (El-Ghobashy 2005: 384). That November, al-
Iryan and fifty-three of the group’s other white collar professionals were charged
with building a contraband organization, convicted in military courts (from which
there was no appeal), and given prison sentences of 3 to 5 years (Kepel 2002: 296;
Kassem 2004: 38).

The arrests had the convenient effect of removing sixteen of the SMB’s
candidates from the upcoming legislative elections. The Brothers nevertheless ran
some one hundred candidates (Makram-Ebeid 1996: 126–127). At this point, the
Muslim Brothers’ commitment to electoral methods, despite the regime’s crack-
down, distinguished them from FIS leaders in Algeria willing to endorse violence
(Hafez 2003: 89). To little avail. Only one candidate from the Society of Muslim
Brothers was elected; he was stripped of his seat the following year, under the charge
of belonging to an illegal organization (Hafez 2003: 53). Organizers of an

8 In 1976 the Muslim Brothers won six seats through Sadat’s “Center Party” platform. In 1984 12 of the
Brothers’ members were elected alongside the Wafd and the group gained 36 seats in the 1987 elections
through a similar partnership with the Liberal (al-Ahrar) and Labor (al-`Aml) parties (Pripstein-Posusney
1998: 14–15; International Crisis Group 2004: 12).
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alternative, more progressive Islamist party, al-Wasat (Center), were also excluded
from the political arena, and arrested early in 1997 (Stacher 2002).

These actions evinced the regime’s “zero tolerance” policy toward Islamic
movements, a blanket attack heedless of the groups’ methods and aims (Kepel 2002:
297). Such tactics match the actions of Algeria’s regime and comport with theories
of democratic transition: Faced with a maximalist movement that could hijack any
political transition (the Jama`a), Egyptian elites refused to compromise with the
moderate religious opposition (the Society of Muslim Brothers). Competing
messages from the country’s Islamic movements prevented the SMB from credibly
committing. This plausible account becomes complicated by the regime’s obstruc-
tion of nonreligious opposition movements during the same period.

Between 1979 and 1995 Egypt held five multi-party elections. Throughout, the
the ruling National Democratic Party (NDP) maintained a comfortable super-
majority in parliament. Challengers typically took less than a dozen seats in an
assembly of 444 elected seats and the number of “effective parties” ranged from 1.1
to 1.7.9 The main, legally authorized contestants were the leftist National
Progressive Unionist Party, the New Wafd Party, the Liberal Party, and the Labor
Party. In 1990, following two elections that involved party-lists and proportional
representation, the electoral system reverted to majoritarian voting rules, with
heavily gerrymandered districts that disadvantaged the opposition. Most of the
opposition, including the SMB, boycotted the elections in protest and called for
independent judicial oversight. The National Democratic Party then achieved an
87% majority for the 1990–1995 parliament (Zaki 1995: 93–94).

In autumn 1995, despite continued government antagonism, the opposition parties
chose to rejoin the electoral process, still seen as an avenue for influencing policy
(Kassem 1999: 108). Their route back into the legislature proved no easier than the
SMB’s. NDP candidates took a record 94% of seats, stoked by pre-electoral attacks
on the SMB and capped by widespread fraud on election day (Egyptian National
Committee 1995: 45–63). The official opposition scraped out a meager thirteen seats
(Ries 1999: 344). For the time being at least, Mubarak was as committed to blocking
non-Islamic groups as he was to excluding the Muslim Brothers (Kienle 1998: 219).

In summer 1997 opposition-government relations appeared headed for a
breakthrough. On July 5 the historic leaders of al-Jama`a, who were in prison for
Sadat’s assassination, announced a unilateral ceasefire (Salah 2001: 131). Former al-
Jama`a commander Omar Abdel Rahman reinforced their decision when he “issued
a call from his U.S. prison cell to abide by the initiative” (Hafez 2003: 135). Some of
the group’s lieutenants rejected the ceasefire and conducted a major attack in Luxor
on November 17 that killed fifty-eight foreign tourists and four Egyptians. It was to
be the final military operation in the Jama`a’s campaign. Those who defended the
killing found themselves isolated from the organization, while leaders who endorsed
nonviolence rose within the Consultative Council and reinforced the group’s new
direction (Salah 2001: 132–133). Internal debate stretched for over a year, but in
March 1999 the group’s Consultative Council declared a ceasefire, which held

9 The number of effective parties is based on the share of seats parties hold in parliament. Gary W. Cox
(1997).
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(Ashour 2007). As the decade drew to a close the Jama`a was defeated, its
insurgency terminated.

Mubarak’s war on Islamic militants provided a useful leitmotif from 1990 to
1998. Nonviolent challengers, religious and nonreligious, suffered tremendous
setbacks despite their restrained methods and aims. For that time period, the conflict
could be attributed, plausibly, to a climate of intense social and political turmoil. In
such a view, the Society of Muslim Brothers was a quintessential example of the
commitment problem described by Kalyvas. The SMB advocated a conservative
religious program analogous to what Kalyvas found among the modern elite of the
FIS (2000: 382). Like the FIS in Algeria, SMB leaders strove for non-revolutionary
change via existing political institutions, but the group was unable to “silence the
radicals” (Kalyvas 2000: 388). Although extremist and nonviolent Islamic move-
ments eschewed one another, the fear of an Islamic takeover hindered partnerships
between the SMB and the official opposition (Hafez 2003: 89–91; Lust-Okar 2005:
148–151). Dissonant signals undermined any chance of the regime recognizing its
critics’ electoral mandate.

Like their Algerian peers, the Muslim Brothers’ efforts were subverted by the
activities of a radical fringe movement. Although the repression of non-violent
opposition during most of the 1990s can be explained in these terms, Mubarak’s
authoritarian measures afterward indicates that other factors were also at play.

The Opposition’s Unrequited Temperance, 1999–2008

Egypt before and after the Jama`a’s ceasefire provides within-country variance in
commitment credibility. If credible commitments offer the chance for democratizing
pacts among reformist insiders and challengers, then the period after the Jama`a
surrendered was a golden opportunity. Mubarak, easily re-approved for a fourth 6-
year term in October 1999, beheld a plethora of Islamic activists and secularist
politicians eager to turn the page and invigorate the multiparty system. For the first
time in years, Egypt’s political arena was devoid of a major militant movement
threatening any accords that might be reached. Rather than embrace the centrists,
though, Mubarak maintained tight strictures on nonviolent movements of all kinds.
He and his confederates aggressed upon the SMB, liberal politicians, and revered
members of the judiciary.

Palpable calm followed the Jama`a’s surrender and by late April 1999 the state
had released 7,000 detainees connected to the group (Hafez 2003: 152–153).
Twenty-four higher-ranking figures were given reduced prison sentences. None were
executed, despite having been charged with capital offenses (Hafez 2003: 152–153).
Uncharacteristic leniency bespoke the significance of the Jama`a’s realignment and
the milestone Mubarak had achieved:

This unilateral declaration of a cease-fire represented a historical turning point
in al-Jama`a’s evolution since its establishment in the 1970s and an
acknowledgment of the dismal failure of its armed insurrection... For now
the Egyptian government has eliminated the military threat represented by
militant Islamists (Gerges 2000).
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Subsequent domestic security bore out that prognosis. From prison, members of Al-
Jama`a adopted the Muslim Brothers’ program as a template for their own
realignment (Ashour 2007). This process of reinvention neutralized the earlier
prospect of a maximalist takeover of any pact.

Differences between al-Jama`a and the SMB had been evident throughout the
period of multiparty politics, for the Brothers had “shunned violence altogether,” a
position disparaged by the Jama`a as naïve and counterproductive (Hafez 2003: 34,
55).10 Like political movements elsewhere, the SMB had harked to the “siren song
of elections” and publicized their vision for reform (al-`Anani 2007: 216; Przeworski
1991: 73–74). Its experience fielding candidates, as independents and in opposition
alliances, attested to the SMB’s pragmatism and desire to participate in multiparty
politics (Ali 2007: 216). In fact, the SMB won elections more consistently than the
official opposition parties, a track record that displayed the group’s organizational
cohesion (El-Ghobashy 2005: 380–381). At the same time, the Brothers’ robust
electoral machine never encroached on the ruling party’s parliamentary dominance.
This gradualism would seem to epitomize the incremental gains recommended by
Kalyvas for religious parties pursuing an electoral mandate (2000: 391–392). Even
as it avoided the organizational pitfalls that had hindered the FIS, though, the SMB
proved unable to replicate the Belgian Catholic party’s success. Whereas one can
reason that the Jama`a’s revolutionary campaign interfered with the SMB’s moderate
message during the 1990–1998 period, subsequent repression of the Muslim
Brothers invites explanation.

Electoral politics were a bellwether of government-opposition relations. In
2000, at long last, members of the judiciary provided independent oversight of
parliamentary elections. Voting took place in three successive stages during
October and November. Beyond the judges’ purview, however, official and
informal security agents undermined the opposition. Even so, the Society of
Muslim Brothers won seventeen seats, surpassing what the licensed parties
achieved collectively (Rabei 2001: 195). The SMB’s work in parliament resumed
the themes of political and legal reform they had pursued in the 1980s (Heshmat
2005: 135). Their effectiveness as parliamentarians soon provoked a backlash.
The regime retaliated against the SMB’s legislative bloc by forcing two of the
group’s more outspoken MPs to re-contest—and thereby lose—their seats in
fresh, heavily manipulated elections (El-Ghobashy 2005: 388). Still, the SMB
continued working through parliament, elections, syndicates, and other formal
institutional channels.

In 2005 the SMB again exceeded expectations, including those of the ruling party,
when its candidates won thirty-four seats during the first round of voting. Earlier that
year US President George W. Bush had declared that “the great and proud nation of
Egypt, which showed the way toward peace in the Middle East, can now show the
way toward democracy in the Middle East” (Bush 2005). Hoping to muffle external
criticism, Mubarak’s government had sought to permit a modicum of pluralism in
the results (Telhami 2007: 108). The breadth of the Muslim Brothers’ electoral

10 In 1993 al-Jama`a leader Tal`Fuad Qasim said the group rejected the Brothers’ tactics and ideas: “Our
disagreements with the brothers prevent cooperation” (Mubarak 1995: 41).
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strength exceeded what regime elites probably envisioned.11 Yet the SMB’s electoral
experience was decidedly uneven, particularly after initial voting went in its favor.
Veteran MPs then suffered improbable defeats, via electoral corruption that judicial
observers soon publicized. Interference blocked many of the group’s most seasoned
leaders from returning to parliament. In numerical terms, the SMB’s performance
was impressive. Its candidates won 88 seats (nearly 20% of parliament) and the
resulting bloc comprised MPs from twenty-one of twenty-six governorates (Shehata
and Stacher 2006).

The SMB’s dogged fidelity to electoral politics seemed to invite, rather than deter
government aggression. In spring 2006 hundreds of peaceful demonstrators, the
overwhelming majority of them from the Muslim Brothers, were arrested as they
rallied in support of two judges who had exposed electoral fraud the prior fall. New
proposals by Mubarak to amend the constitution, announced in December 2006 and
ratified the following March, catalyzed a fresh phase of protests and crackdowns.
The amendments promised further restrictions on the SMB’s activities through a ban
on all political activity based on religion (Stacher and Shehata 2007). They also
signaled that the regime’s experiment with judicial supervision was over; subsequent
elections would not be closely monitored by autonomous personnel. Criticized by
independent observers for further favoring the ruling party, the 2007 constitutional
amendments provided the government more tools for excluding the Brothers from
national politics (Brown et al. 2007).

Mubarak had not expanded political space for the SMB or permitted the group to
exercise its electoral mandate. His government continued using military trials to
convict civilian politicians, a tactic it developed while fighting the Jama`a in the
early 1990s (Human Rights Watch 1999, 2007). The asymmetry of commitments
meant that the SMB, rather than operating freely like the Catholic party in Belgium,
endured nearly unceasing repression. Just as instructive, non-religious opposition
currents were embattled as well. With one hand Mubarak’s administration touted its
institutional initiatives; with the other it struck at the political forces who
championed reform.12 The regime’s treatment of other parties accentuates the
limited yield of the opposition’s commitments and underscores the political barriers
erected by incumbents.

Participation by Non-religious Moderates: Ayman Nour and the Tomorrow
Party

The Society of Muslim Brothers was not alone in waging an uphill fight against
constitutional distortions and electoral malfeasance. Non-religious opposition parties
were also being suppressed. Foremost among Mubarak’s victims in the opposition

11 It is hard to know how many SMB victories the regime deemed acceptable but prime minister Ahmed
Nazif hinted at one possibility on American television, “Let them prove that they are real democrats
through the process that exists today. Let them have twenty, thirty independents in parliament and see how
they'll behave.” Newsmaker: Ahmed Nazif, NewsHour with Jim Lehrer, May 20, 2005.
12 Aims of the Egyptian opposition during this period included such non-revolutionary changes as ending
the State of Emergency and its martial law conditions, putting term limits on the president, and lifting
restrictions on the formation and operation of political parties.
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parties was Ayman Nour. A youthful attorney and twice-elected member of
parliament from the Wafd, Nour organized a new liberal party, Tomorrow (al-
Ghad), in 2002. Three years later he ran against Mubarak in Egypt’s first multi-
candidate presidential elections. Nour finished a distant second, far behind the
president’s 89% vote share, but outperformed the other candidates across all of
Egypt’s governorates (Rabei 2005: 410–412). The election promised to be a
launching pad for future bids at national office, but other events soon interrupted
Nour’s political ascent. In November 2005, government agents prevented Nour from
winning reelection to parliament in his home district. The following month he was
sentenced to 5 years imprisonment on charges of forging the paperwork for creating
his party (Slackman 2005; Abou et al. 2005). Nour’s fate demonstrated that secular
reformists were just as vulnerable as their peers in the SMB.

Even officials in the country’s revered judiciary were vulnerable to government
retaliation. After exposing electoral fraud in the 2005 parliamentary elections,
distinguished judges Hisham al-Bastiwisi and Ahmed Mekki were stripped of their
judicial immunity and brought before a disciplinary hearing, creating the cause
célèbre of spring 2006. Mekki was eventually acquitted and al-Bastiwisi received a
symbolic reprimand, but the episode had clarified the boundaries of judicial
independence (Moustafa 2007: 214–216).

Rough treatment of moderate dissidents, non-religious and religious, continued in
2008. Nour, still in prison, was stripped of his assets and subsequently prohibited
from publishing his writings in Egyptian newspapers.13 The regime blocked 99% of
SMB candidates from contesting long postponed elections for the country’s 52,000
municipal council seats.14 Coinciding with these measures against opposition
politicians, in April the Ministry of Interior executed one of its harshest crackdowns
in living memory when security forces dispersed thousands of blue collar protesters
in the town of Mahalla al Kubra. The Mahalla clashes provided a vivid capstone to
the 9 years since Al Jama`a’s official surrender: No challenge, whether based around
a religious vision or on labor demands, would be broached. NDP candidates were
unchallenged in 86% of the races for municipal council seats and the elections drew
an estimated 1–5% turnout.15

Credible Opposition, Entrenched Incumbents, and Elusive Pacts

The experience of religious opposition in Egypt provides an additional comparison
case for the pairing of Algeria and Belgium. After the ceasefire by the Jama`a in
March 1999 no revolutionary threats loomed on the horizon. Mubarak’s achievement

13 “Egypt’s Party’s Committee Seizes Ayman Nour’s Assets, Gives them to Mousa Moustafa,”
IkhwanWeb, 19 February 2008. http://ikhwanweb.com/Article.asp?ID=16057&LevelID=1&SectionID=0
“Publishing ban on Nur,” Gulf Times, 21 May 2008. http://www.gulf-times.com/site/topics/article.asp?
cu_no=2&item_no=219617&version=1&template_id=37&parent_id=17
14 The exclusion of SMB candidates prompted the group to withdraw its permitted twenty candidates polls
and boycott the elections. “Biyan al-Ikhwan bi sha’in al mawqif al naha’i min intikhabat al mahaliyat,” 7
April 2008. http://www.ikhwanonline.com/Article.asp?ArtID=36174&SecID=212 Accessed 7 April 2008.
15 Ahmed Shelby, Adel Durra, and Ezza Masoud, “Al `Anf ``Yansaha” min Al Mahalla... Wa Al Aswat
``Taqat`a ‘’ Al Mahaliyat,” Al Masry Al Yawm, 9 April 2008. http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article.
aspx?ArticleID=100572 Accessed 9 April 2008.
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in quieting the domestic scene, though, did not prompt him to partner with the
opposition or implement reforms that would meaningfully constrain his power. Quite
the opposite: Mubarak and his fellow elites displayed the same hostility to reformists
in the 1999–2008 that they had exhibited while suppressing the Jama`a. Consistent,
credible commitments by religious and non-religious opposition movements were
not exploited as the ingredients of democratic change.

When Egypt’s nonviolent opposition movements have attempted to demonstrate
their commitment to the electoral process Mubarak has snubbed them. By
establishing a small bloc in parliament in the 1980s and maintaining a sophisticated
and well-disciplined organization, the Society of Muslim Brothers fit the mode of
religious parties showing a credible commitment to the established rules of the game
(Kalyvas 2000: 391–392). Their commitments were unreciprocated by those in
power. Electoral fairness eroded rapidly in the 1990s and military trials sent dozens
of the Muslim Brothers’ leaders to prison. The regime’s apparent intolerance for
Islamic parties could perhaps be explained by considering its internal war against the
Jama`a, whose guerilla warfare raised the specter that any deal with Moderates
would ultimately empower the Radicals (Przeworski 1991: 71). For the moment, so
this argument would go, wary incumbents had to suppress extremist and non-violent
Islamic activists. Such reasoning fails to explain Mubarak’s exclusion of non-
religious moderates, presumably the very secularists who would provide a bulwark
against any Islamic threat. Nor does it account for developments that followed the
Jama`a’s defeat.

The Jama`a’s surrender in March 1999 left Egypt with an unusually temperate
opposition. Mubarak would not have to fear that a pact with opposition politicians
would bring militants to power. Commitments by Egypt’s religious opposition had
become more credible than ever. Non-religious parties remained steadfast in
contesting elections while eschewing radicalism. In a political field devoid of
opposition militancy, the fulcrum for change would seemed to have shifted toward
the center, with a democratizing pact more likely than in the 1990s. While
Mubarak’s challengers pursued pluralism and liberalization, the president evaded
compromise and spurned reform. Rather than embracing opposition leaders as
partners in a democratizing pact, he suppressed them through election rigging,
military trials, and mass detentions (Howeidy 2007).

The elusiveness of pacts in the Egyptian case suggests that credible commitments
may have limited impact in the kinds of political circumstances that prevail across
North Africa, including Algeria. Accounts based on credible commitments locate the
barriers to democratic transition in the organizational structure of challenger
movements. The record of Egypt’s religious and non-religious movements suggests
that sometimes the most formidable impediments to democratization lie beyond the
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purview of these groups. The SMB’s experience provides an alternative counterfac-
tual for the FIS in Algeria, with greater background similarities than the Catholic
party in Belgium.

Kalyvas posited that the FIS could have followed the path of the Catholic party
had it been more internally regimented and more consistent in its non-radical
message. The kinds of credible commitments that seemed to propel Belgium’s
religious party into power, though, have not borne success for the Muslim Brothers.
If one turned to Egypt 1999–2008 rather than Belgium 1870–1884 to imagine how a
more disciplined, more credibly committed Algerian opposition might have fared,
the thought experiment would hone in on the intransigence of a self-protective ruling
elite. In light of the substantial structural similarities between Egypt and Algeria,
including western support and decades of durable authoritarianism, and the major
dissimilarities between autocratic Algeria and democratizing Belgium, such a
counterfactual provides a reasonable basis for future work on credible commitments.
Figure 2 summarizes these findings, adding the Egyptian comparison to the grid of
commitment credibility and regime openness.

Conclusion: The Limits of Credibility

Comparativists have much to learn about how credible commitments affect religious
and non-religious opposition campaigns. The preceding analysis of political activism
and government repression in Egypt suggests what it lost when incumbent behavior
is reduced to a reflection of the opposition’s tactics. In some circumstances the
impact of credible commitments may be meager. Hence future work may benefit
from recalling the “structured contingency” approaches of earlier scholars (Karl
1990). As the examples of Algeria and Egypt show, attention to credible
commitments provides greater analytic leverage when coupled with close consider-
ation of structural factors that allow incumbents to ignore reasonable opposition
appeals.

One testable implication of this study is that the road to opposition victory is not
paved with self-policing and good behavior. A hefty level of contention and
pressure, Waterbury’s “system-threatening menace,” may be essential to induce
elites to accept compromises and reforms. Whereas comparativists of the Middle
East have delved into the subject of how Islamic parties develop more liberal policy
positions, those organizational changes may not, in themselves, prompt rulers to
liberalize their regimes.16 When incumbents face a choice between hegemony and
compromise they are likely to defend the status quo. By contrast, if incumbents are
faced with the choice between a reformist compromise—including retrenchment of
their privileges and power—and an even more severe disruption of their status and
livelihood, political reform may prove the least unpalatable of several unattractive
scenarios.17 In a sense, the likelihood of compromise grows with the possibility of

16 Exemplary works on Islamic movements and moderation include Wickham (2002), Schwedler (2006),
and Bayat (2007).
17 The recent political transition in Nepal—where Maoist insurgents helped push the monarch from power,
then contested the elections that followed—may epitomize this scenario of democratization through
popular, even radical pressure (Bhattarai 2008).
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confrontation. Absent the second, the first loses its appeal for incumbents. As earlier
scholars of democratization observed, democratic transitions were often brokered in
the shadow of more disruptive threats (Bermeo 1997; Yashar 1997; Wood 2001).
Mubarak’s intolerance to competition suggests similar conditions may need to
emerge before reform will overtake the world’s authoritarian holdouts.

A related issue pertains to what challengers signal will happen outside of
elections if they are denied a free and fair contest. For Egypt’s ruling elite the cost of
losing elections outweighs the risks of stealing them. The earlier concept of credible
commitments in international relations theory can help decipher that decision
calculus. In seeking to deter aggression, the actors making the commitment sought to
rig “the incentives so that the other party must choose in one’s favor” (Schelling
1956: 294).18 For opposition groups facing authoritarian incumbents the question
becomes, what commitments would deter violence and election rigging? A
systematic answer awaits closer study, but Egypt’s beleaguered dissidents impart
one lesson. Challengers’ fealty to representative institutions may enable their
nominal participation, but absent other levers of influence it is unlikely to deliver
success.
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