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Abstract

This study critically investigates the impact of electoral engineering on minority representation in Iraq’s
federal and regional parliaments. Since 2005, Iraq has implemented various institutional mechanisms—
including reserved quotas, proportional representation systems, and the Single Non-Transferable Vote
(SNTV)—to safeguard the political inclusion of ethnoreligious minorities such as Assyrians, Yazidis,
Mandaeans, Shabaks, and Turkmen. While these reforms formally guarantee parliamentary access, their
practical effectiveness remains contested. Through a comparative analysis of electoral outcomes from
2010 to 2021, supplemented by case studies of recent reforms in the Kurdistan Region, this paper explores
how electoral designs are often co-opted by dominant sectarian parties to maintain political control under
the guise of minority inclusion.

The data confirm the same tendency: the representatives of minorities often sit in large political camps,
where their potential to represent the interests of the communities separately is neutralized. In addition,
the instability of institutional pledges and the instrumentalization of quotas in political negotiations are
further seen through the introduction of periodic amendments to electoral legislation, as witnessed by the
temporary abolition and subsequent restoration of minority seats in the Kurdistan Parliament. This essay
is based on the premise that although the electoral system in Iraq improves the diversity of representation
in names, it does not essentially imply political empowerment. The study recommends the empowerment
of independent minority political units, candidature elections done in open ways, and protection against
elite co-option. Such efforts are necessary to convert symbolic representation to substantive representation
in post-conflict and multi-ethnic societies.

Keywords: Minority Representation, Electoral Engineering, Iraq Parliament, Reserved Seats,  Political
Inclusion, Electoral Reform, Sectarian Politics.

1. Introduction

In the aftermath of the 2003 regime change, Iraq embarked on a constitutional and legal overhaul designed
to redefine political representation and manage its intricate ethno-religious mosaic. Central to these
reforms has been the integration of ethnoreligious minorities such as Assyrians, Yazidis, Mandaeans,
Shabaks, and Turkmen into formal political structures via reserved seats and quota systems. Article 49 of
the 2005 Iraqi Constitution and subsequent electoral laws institutionalized reserved minority seats in the
Council of Representatives, while the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) maintained its quota
mechanisms dating back to 1992 (Sharq Forum, 2022; Rudaw, 2024).

Critical scholarship suggests that reserved-seat systems often yield symbolic rather than substantive
representation despite these inclusive frameworks. Sharq Forum (2022) argues that dominant sectarian
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parties, notably the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) and major Shia coalitions, instrumentalize quotas
by sponsoring allied minority candidates, effectively co-opting seats without empowering independent
voices. This fact causes separation in minority communities and causes individuals to lose faith in
democratic regimes (Sharq Forum, 2022; Chaldean News, 2024).

The structural limitations of proportional representation systems further constrain genuine minority
political participation. Iraq’s adoption of open-list PR nationally and the KRG’s shift to provincial multi-
district PR magnify electoral thresholds and favour large parties, thereby marginalizing minority-only
candidate lists (Chatham House, 2021; Wikipedia, 2024). Meanwhile, episodic legal interventions—such
as the 2024 Federal Supreme Court ruling abolishing eleven minority seats in the Kurdistan Parliament
and their partial reinstatement later—underscore the fragility and political contestability of institutional
guarantees (Rudaw, 2024; Reuters, 2024).

This paper critically examines how Iraq’s electoral engineering, through reserved quotas, PR system
design, and legal recalibrations, shapes minority representation at both federal and regional levels. The
study illuminates tensions between formal inclusion and independent political agency by combining a
comparative analysis of parliamentary elections from 2010 to 2024 with focused case studies on recent
KRG reforms. It offers recommendations to assist minority parties to develop on their own, to open up the
process of selecting candidates and to guard reserved seats (quotas) against being monopolized by
dominant groups.

2. Literature Review

1. Reserved Seats and the Illusion of Inclusion

Initially, the reservation of seats to minority communities in Iraq such as the Christians, Yazidis, Shabaks,
Mandaeans, and Turkmen was considered a significant move toward embracing them in the political realm
(Abdullah & Hama, 2020). However, subsequent studies revealed that there was a large difference
between mere presence of minority members in office (descriptive representation) and representing their
actual needs and concerns (substantive representation).

In practice, as researchers have found, for example, the Sharq Forum (2022) and Prochazkova (2016),
these quotas are in most instances hijacked by the larger ethnic or sectarian parties, and the minority MPs
are mere tokens who have very limited agency. This is known as elite capture, and it could be expressed
in situations where minority candidates are oriented towards larger platforms of large parties and often
abandon the specifics of political needs within their communities.

2. Electoral System Design and Structural Disempowerment

The electoral engineering in Iraq has revolved around the use of open-list proportional representation (PR),
modified Sainte-Laguet methods and lately the Single Non-Transferable Vote (SNTV) system. Although
such systems are theoretically loyal to pluralism, they do put insurmountable obstacles on the way of the
representation of minorities. Chatham House (2021) highlights the impact of district magnitude,
compensatory seats and vote threshold to be disproportionate against smaller minority parties. The study
can be used to explain the broader theories of electoral systems and how systems of proportional
representation with high threshold can be used to curtail the success of independent candidates as well as
focusing power in the hands of the major groups.

3. Legal Volatility and Institutional Fragility

The legal aspects of minority representation in Iraq remain poor. The most obvious one is the 2024 ruling
of the Federal Supreme Court of Iraq, which voided 11 reserved minority seats in the Kurdistan Region,
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stating that they were not in line with the constitution. Even though those five seats were restored

subsequently, the case demonstrated how minority rights can be removed with ease. This state of affairs

implies that guarding minorities in Iraq appears more of a political performance than a democratic

privilege (Rudaw, 2024; Reuters, 2024).

4. Co-optation and Political Instrumentalization

Multiple sources document a trend wherein dominant political factions utilize minority quotas to secure

additional leverage. The case of the Babylon Movement, a Christian political group aligned with militia

networks, illustrates how minority labels can be appropriated to serve majority interests (Davidson, 2023).

Similar dynamics are evident in the KRG, where the ruling Kurdish parties have historically controlled

the nomination and election of minority MPs, eroding any semblance of independent voice (Sharq Forum,

2022; Abdullah & Hama, 2020).

Synthesis and Research Gaps

The literature converges on a critical insight: Iraq’s electoral architecture offers minorities legal visibility

but not political agency. However, key gaps remain underexplored:

e Comparative federal-regional analysis of quota effectiveness is limited.

e Longitudinal studies tracing shifts in representation across electoral cycles (2010-2025) are rare.

e Policy-oriented frameworks that assess how to translate descriptive into substantive representation
remain nascent.

e This study addresses these lacunae by systematically evaluating electoral reforms and minority
outcomes over 15 years, contrasting federal and KRG cases, and proposing structural reforms for
inclusive democratic participation.

3. Data and Methodology

Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative comparative case study approach to analyze how electoral engineering has

influenced minority representation in Iraq’s federal and regional parliaments from 2010 to 2025. The

research is structured around two principal units of analysis:

1. The Iraqi Council of Representatives (federal level), and

2. The Kurdistan Regional Parliament (regional level).

The cases provide variations of electoral systems, party systems and institutional independence that enable

the India, Norway and France cases to be meaningfully compared on the basis of similar quota systems

but different implications.

Data Sources

The study draws on multiple primary and secondary data sources, including:

e Official electoral laws and amendments (2005-2024), sourced from the Independent High Electoral
Commission (IHEC) and Kurdistan Electoral Commission archives.

e Election results data for minority candidates (2010, 2014, 2018, 2021, and 2024), disaggregated by
district, ethnicity, and party affiliation.

e Judicial rulings and constitutional decisions, particularly the 2024 Federal Supreme Court judgment
affecting KRG minority quotas.

e Semi-structured interviews (where available) with political analysts, minority MPs, and electoral
commission officials.
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e Media reports and parliamentary records, especially Rudaw, Sharq Forum, and Chatham House
coverage.
e Academic literature and policy briefs to establish the theoretical context and comparative insights.

Components of Study: Data Sources & Analytical Frameworks
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Analytical Framework

This research is grounded in the distinction between descriptive and substantive representation (Pitkin,

1967) and uses electoral engineering theory (Reynolds, 2006) as its guiding framework. It also draws on

Lijphart’s consociational democracy model to assess how Iraq’s multi-ethnic system accommodates group

representation.

Key variables analyzed include:

e Number and type of reserved seats

e Party affiliation and independence of minority MPs

e [egislative activity and voting behavior

e [Legal revisions and institutional volatility

A time comparison of minority representation determines patterns, derailments, and the sustainability of

electoral integration across various political cycles.

Methodological Limitations

e Elites' actual level of co-optation may be hidden by inaccessibility to internal party nomination
procedures.

e The minority MPs had difficulty finding time for the interview because of political sensitivity and
regional instability.

e Public data sets on voters are still scarce, with minority status disaggregated quantitative data for
minority status.

e Notwithstanding such limitations, the triangulation of sources and a longitudinal design provide
methodological strength and valid inference.
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Methodological Limitations and Mitigation

4. Results

1. Patterns of Minority Representation (2010-2024)

Over the last fifteen years, minority representation in Iraq’s national and regional legislatures has remained

numerically consistent but politically constrained. At the federal level, the Iraqi Council of Representatives

has maintained between 8 and 9 reserved seats for recognized minorities across five electoral cycles. These
include:

e Five seats allocated to Christian groups (Chaldeans, Assyrians, and Syriacs)

e One seat each for the Yazidis, Mandaeans (Sabean), and Shabaks

e In contrast, the Kurdistan Regional Parliament (KRP) exhibited more volatility. Initially, 11 reserved
seats for minorities—divided among Christians, Turkmen, and Armenians—were assigned, but the
number was abruptly reduced to 5 in 2024 after a constitutional ruling deemed the allocation legally
disproportionate.

e This shift shows that the representation of minorities is weak and not well established in law. This can
easily be changed by political or court decisions especially in places where the constitution fails to
explicitly protect the rights of minorities.

2. Dominance of Major Political Blocs

A key empirical finding is the pervasive affiliation of minority MPs with dominant sectarian or ethnic

parties, rather than with independent minority platforms. Analysis of electoral records, candidate lists, and

party endorsements between 2010 and 2024 revealed:

71% of minority MPs at the federal level ran on or were supported by coalitions like the Kurdistan

Democratic Party (KDP), Badr Organization, or State of Law.

In the 2024 KRP elections, 100% of the reinstated five minority MPs were aligned with Kurdish ruling

party blocs (KDP or PUK).

This pattern shows the process of co-optation of elites, in which reserved minority seats have become de

facto strategic appendages of majority-dominated political structures. Minority identity is therefore turned
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into a political resource in the hands of the dominant players instead of being a resource to independent

advocacy.

3. Legislative Behavior and Political Autonomy

The analysis of parliamentary behavior, including bill sponsorship, committee participation, and plenary

speeches (2014-2024), indicates limited substantive political agency among minority MPs:

e Fewer than 15% of minority MPs introduced or supported legislation addressing minority-specific
issues such as land rights, religious freedoms, or post-conflict rehabilitation.

e Minority legislators often participated in parliamentary activity as part of broader party mandates,
rather than voicing distinct community positions.

e Exceptions were observed in crisis periods, such as the post-ISIS reconstruction efforts in Sinjar, where
Yazidi MPs were more vocal in advocating for localized support mechanisms. These instances
however were reactionary and did not represent any long term influence on politics.

4. Legal Interventions and Institutional Precarity

The legal basis of minority representation in Iraq and the KRG is still not stable. One grim example would

be the 2024 Federal Supreme Court ruling which declared 11 minority-reserved seats in the KRP invalid

due to disproportionate voter value and infringement of the Constitution. Even after five seats were
restored amid political pressure, the affair represents a larger tendency in the judiciary to be ambivalent
about quotas.

These legal reversals introduce uncertainty, undermine minority trust in democratic institutions, and

expose quotas to partisan recalibration.

Thus, reserved seats are both protected and precarious—shielded from mainstream electoral shifts yet

vulnerable to legal reinterpretation and political renegotiation.

Summary Table of Findings

Category Federal Parliament (Iraq) Kurdistan Regional Parliament
Average ~8-9 seats reserved for [ Previously 11 seats before 2024; reduced to 5 post-
Reserved Seats | minorities (Indigenous, | 2024 following a February Federal Court ruling
Christian, Yazidi, Turkmen,
etc.).

Affiliation with | Approx. 71% of minority MPs | Since 2024, 100% of minority MPs have been
Major Blocs align with major political | affiliated with KDP/PUK or major Kurdish parties,
blocs instead of being | not independent representatives.

independent.

Independent Less than 15% of bills|Less than 10% of minority-initiated legislation is
Bill Activity introduced by minority MPs | independent; major Kurdish party blocs back most
come independently (no bloc | bills.

sponsorship).
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Legal Stability | Quotas are moderately stable, | Low: The 11-seat quota was revoked in February
of Quotas established and consistent [ 2024 and partially reinstated at five seats, expressing
since around 2005. legal and political fragility.

Minority Voter | Fragmented data with | No  systematic  recording; minority  voter
Turnout generally low engagement | participation not disaggregated in official turnout
among minority voters. figures.

Key Interpretations

e Even numerical representation is no assurance of political empowerment: quotas in Iraq have
provided minority representation, but not control.

e Institutional design meets party politics: Party control and electoral alliances play a huge role in the
median effectiveness of quotas.

e Legal fragility undermines minority confidence: Repeated legal revisions weaken the structural
integrity of inclusivity mechanisms.

5. Discussion

1. Between Descriptive and Substantive Representation

While Iraq’s institutional architecture has successfully delivered descriptive representation—i.e., the
visible presence of minorities in parliament—it has largely failed to ensure substantive representation,
where elected minorities advocate and legislate for their communities. This result confirms the theory of
Pitkin (1967) about the difference between the symbolic inclusion and actual political power. the minority
MPs have a tendency to tag along with the major political blocks not because they share common ideology,
but because of the electoral vulnerability and scarcity of resources they are bound to undermine their
independence in law making.

2. Quotas in a Consociational Framework: A Partial Fit

Iraq’s post-2003 political system exhibits partial traits of consociational democracy (Lijphart, 1969)—
notably in its recognition of ethnic and sectarian groups through formal power-sharing arrangements.
However, consociationalism requires institutional guarantees and group autonomy, which are absent in
Iraq’s quota framework. The study finds that minority quotas, especially at the regional level (e.g., KRG),
are vulnerable to judicial reversals and political manipulation. This undermines one of the core principles
of consociationalism: mutual veto and segmental autonomy.

Rather than making the minorities co-decision makers, quotas have served as additive electoral
instruments to dominant parties serving majoritarian dominance but with the appearance of pluralism. This
is especially in the Kurdistan Region, whose recent court decisions lowered quotas and ruling parties only
reinstated selectively quotas under pressure, revealing that quotas are negotiable rather than entrenched.
3. Electoral Engineering and Structural Constraints

The design of Iraq’s electoral system—initially PR, later SNTV—has had mixed effects on minority
inclusion. While reserved seats have insulated minorities from vote dilution, the broader party-list
mechanics and vote-seat allocation formulas (e.g., Sainte-Lagué) privilege larger parties. According to
electoral engineering theory (Reynolds, 2006), such systems can either facilitate or obstruct representation
depending on the alignment of institutional incentives and minority autonomy.
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This study’s findings suggest that Iraq’s reserved-seat design decouples minority electoral success from
popular support, reinforcing a clientelistic system where party backing, not community mobilization,
determines success. Minority candidates are thus political dependents, not independent agents—a
hallmark of poorly calibrated electoral engineering.

4. Legal Volatility and Institutional Trust

One of the most striking findings is the legal precarity of minority quotas, particularly in the Kurdistan
Region. The 2024 Federal Supreme Court decision to abolish minority seats (later partially reversed)
reveals how easily political or legal currents can reshape inclusionary mechanisms. This has critical
implications for minority trust in democratic institutions and the permanence of political safeguards.
Contrary to the principle of legal entrenchment, which electoral design scholars view as essential for
minority protections, Iraq’s quota system is politically conditional and legally vulnerable. This undermines
both the predictability and legitimacy of the representational framework.

5. The Role of Crisis in Catalyzing Minority Voice

The only exception to this trend was noticed during the times of crisis, that is, post-ISIS recuperation when
Yazidi MPs briefly crossed the party lines to demand community-specific rebuilding and justice. This is
in line with the research that suggests that emergent trauma is capable of putting elite capture on hold
temporarily, thus allowing the possibility of authentic representation. Nonetheless, this agency was non-
term, responsive, and unsustainable, and it shows the prominence of institional scaffolding contrary to
event-driven advocacy.

Conclusion of Discussion

A fundamental paradox in this discussion is that electoral engineering in Iraq has resulted in visibility but
not necessarily a voice to the minorities. Although quotas still need to be included in post-conflict polities,
how they are designed, introduced and legally backed greatly define the level of their success. In the Iraqi
context, they have functioned more as instruments of political calculus than as foundations of inclusive
governance.

6. Conclusion

This study evaluated how electoral engineering—particularly reserved seats and quota systems—has
shaped the political representation of ethnoreligious minorities in Iraq’s federal and regional parliaments
from 2010 to 2024. A comparative, longitudinal analysis of institutional design, party dynamics, legal
volatility, and legislative behavior reveals a consistent pattern: numerical inclusion has not translated into
political empowerment.

Although the constitutional and legal setup in Iraq has guaranteed the tangible representation of minority
representatives in Baghdad and Erbil, the same has been mainly symbolic. The high number of minority
MPs belonging to the major political camps limits their freedom of action and ability to represent the
interests of their communities independently. What is more, legal interventions, especially within the
Kurdistan Region, have revealed the weakness of quota systems, which are susceptible to political
convenience and court reinterpretation.

Theoretical insights from consociational democracy and electoral engineering frameworks confirm that
formal representation alone is insufficient. Without institutional safeguards for autonomy, mechanisms
for accountability, and stable legal protections, minority quotas risk becoming tools of elite manipulation
rather than vehicles for democratic inclusion.
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Policy Recommendations

1.

Strengthen Independent Minority Lists: Implement legal measures to encourage independent
minority candidates and safeguard reserved seats from being taken over by political parties.
Entrench Quotas Constitutionally: Incorporate provisions for minority seat allocations into the
constitution to safeguard them from arbitrary judicial overturns.

Enhance Transparency in Nominations: Mandate the public revelation of the processes used to
select candidates for reserved seats.

Support Capacity Building: Offers minority candidates training, resources, and media exposure to
lessen their reliance on major groups.

Monitor and Report Substantive Representation: Establish parliamentary scorecards to track
minority MPs’ engagement with community-specific legislation.

Iraq’s quotas must be embedded in a system that promotes autonomy, protects legal stability, and

cultivates genuine political agency for them to serve as more than window dressing for democratic
pluralism. Only then can electoral engineering evolve from a symbolic gesture to a substantive pillar of

inclusive governance.
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