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Abstract  

¢ƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜǘƛǊŜŘ Ŏƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŀǿ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊΣ Yŀƛǎ {ŀƛŜŘΣ ŀǎ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ƴŜǿ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΣ Ƙŀǎ 

triggered a wide array of reactions and energized hopes for a promising Arab democracy at last. During 

his campaign as a low-profile candidate with no established political affiliation, he asserted, "I am 

independent and will remain so until the end of my life." Some analysts have paid close attention to 

ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘƛŎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜŘ ΨŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴ 

partiŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ŀƛŜŘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƛǊƻƴƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

cradle of the 2011 Arab uprisings, or so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά!Ǌŀō {ǇǊƛƴƎέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǳǊ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2015.  

  

President-ŜƭŜŎǘ {ŀƛŜŘΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƻŎƪ ǎǘŀǊ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ !Ǌŀō ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ Ƙŀǎ 

nurtured optimism in the second wave of Arab democratization in the new millennium. In his 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ǎǇŜŜŎƘΣ ƘŜ ǘƘŀƴƪŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ άŦƻǊ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇŀƎŜέ ŀƴŘ ǾƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ 

ōǳƛƭŘ άŀ ƴŜǿ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀέΦ !ōƻǳǘ фл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ му- to 25-year-olds voted for Saied, according to estimates 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ƛƎƳŀ ǇƻƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΣ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ пфΦн ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƻǘŜǊǎ ƻǾŜǊ слΦέ (1) 

  

In this paper, Dr. Larbi Sadiki, professor of international affairs at Qatar University and editor of the 

Routledge Handbook of the Arab Spring, examines the 2019 presidential elections as a reflection of a 

fragmented and changing political landscape in Tunisia. Fluidity of political parties and the rise of 

Tunisian presidential candidate Kais Saied reacts after exit poll re sults October 13, 2019 [Reuters ]  
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independent politicians has been a consistent trend since the 2011 revolution. He also probes into the 

enormous political challenges, including the formation of a coalition government notwithstanding, 

ŀƴŘ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ άǎƻŎƛƻ-politicŀƭ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ ǎǘŜŜǇ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘŜōǘΣ ŀƴŘ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ 

relations require not populist discourse but problem-ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΦέ 

 

Nearly nine years after the 2011 uprising, the revolutionary ethos appears alive and well in Tunisia. 

Voters issued a strong rejoinder to establishment politicians and parties, reminding observers and the 

political elite alike that freedom, dignity, and social justice remain unfulfilled aims. The 2019 

presidential race was marred by accusations of corruption, incarceration of a frontrunner candidate, 

the return of some ancien regime figures, and expectations of voter apathy. This paper examines the 

ǳƴŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ нлмф ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ όŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŀ 

lesser extent, parliamentary election). It begins with an overview of the crowded presidential field 

narrowed in the second round to a contest between newcomers Nabil Karoui and Kais Saied.  

 

Proceeding to a critical assessment of the salient features of this election season, the paper then 

briefly examines the predicament of Ennahda in crisis. It concludes with a look ahead to the political 

and economic challenges facing a green President Saied with zero political experience, no political 

party to serve as the legislative counterpart to his agendaτand an enthusiastic youth cohort that has 

re-entered formal politics with a relish.  

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлмф ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŀǎƻƴ ƎƻŜǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ IǳƴǘƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ǘǿƻ ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǎ ƻŦ 

power for consolidation of democracy (2) τŀ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ǘƘŀǘ 9ƴƴŀƘŘŀΩǎ wŀŎƘŜŘ DƘŀƴƴƻǳŎƘƛ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ 

have accepted in celŜōǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ άƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦέ aƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ 

ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ǎƳƻƻǘƘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ 9ǎǎŜōǎƛΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ aǳŎƘ 

credit goes to the ISIE, the national election commission headed by Nabil Bafoon, for re-scheduling 

the presidential and parliamentary polls, even delaying the presidential runoff to ensure that Karoui 

was released before the runoff election on October 13th. IŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ άŦƛǊǎǘέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ǿƻǊƭŘΦ 

Commentators across the Arab ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŜŦŦǳǎƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘƳƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ 

presidential-parliamentary-presidential election trilogy over the past few weeks, not least for its 

outcome that seems to have revived the revolutionary ethos and perhaps a faith in change-inducing 

democracy itself. (3) The moment of excitement may be short-lived. Very soon, the realities of 

governance will set in-- a fragmented Parliament in which cobbling together some sort of coalition, 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ YŀǊƻǳƛΩǎ ǘŜŀƳΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƳŜƴǘion the daunting economic/development 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇǳǊǊŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ άǇǊƻǘŜǎǘ ǾƻǘŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ ¸ŜǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŀŦŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

impressed once again. 

 

The Race Begins in a Crowded Field  
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A brief comparative look is in order. At 55 percent, voter turnout may have been higher than expected 

but lower than the 60.1 ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлмп ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ Yŀƛǎ {ŀƛŜŘΩǎ 

vote share at 72.71 ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ bŀōƛƭ YŀǊƻǳƛΩǎ нтΦо ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀǎ άƭŀƴŘǎƭƛŘŜέ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘΣ 

surpŀǎǎƛƴƎ 9ǎǎŜōǎƛΩǎ ррΦсу ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƻ aŀǊȊƻǳƪƛΩǎ ппΦон ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƭƻǎǎΦ  

 

In a fragmented field of 26 (trimmed to 24) candidates, the 2019 presidential race brought with it the 

element of money and attendant drama. Football mogul Selim Riahi (owner of Club Africain), is dogged 

by questions over the source of his wealth. He dropped out of the race on the eve of the first round. 

The wealthy Nabil Karoui was from the offset serious competition for both Chahed and even, 

Ennahda thankǎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ bŀǎǎƳŀ 

TV owner whose candidacy would have been denied had the modified election law that Sebssi failed 

to sign before his death gone into effect, was in custody from August 23 until 48 hours before the 

runoff on October 13, on charges of tax evasion and money laundering.  

 

In a democratizing political system where judicial independence still leaves much to be desired, Prime 

Minister Chahed sounded disingenuous in his insistence that the arrest (duly condemned by fellow 

candidates) was not politically motivated. During the parliamentary campaign and into the second 

ǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊŀŎŜΣ ŀƭƭ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ όŜȄŎŜǇǘ /ƘŀƘŜŘύ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ YŀǊƻǳƛΩǎ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜΣ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀ 

more even-hŀƴŘŜŘ ǊŀŎŜΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘƛƴƎ άL ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǊŀŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀƴȅōƻŘȅΣέ Yŀƛǎ {ŀƛŜŘ Ǉǳǘ Ƙƛǎ 

money where his mouth was, as it were, and suspended campaigning during the last week in solidarity 

with Karoui.  

 

Abeer Moussi lost big in the first round of the presidential race, securing less than 5 percent of the 

vote. Yet this leader of the Free Dustour party made a dent on the election scene. She unabashedly 

ƘŜŀǊƪŜƴǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ .Ŝƴ !ƭƛΣ ǎƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ άǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ ŀ misnomer for the transformation 

ǎŜǘ ƛƴ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ нлммΦ aƻǳǎǎƛΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ-worn refrain of attacking Islamists (referring to Ennahda only as 

άŀƭ-LƪƘǿŀƴέύ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀƴ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜǊ ƻƴƭȅ 

campaign issue as she entered the parliamentary race. She adopted the language of development and 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎ ōȅ ǊǳƭƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ 

post-нлмм άǊƻǘǘŜƴέ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΦ IŜǊ .Ŝƴ !ƭƛ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴǘƛ-revolution stances may have deterred 

most Tunisiansτōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭΣ ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ мт ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜŀǘǎΦ {ƘŜ ƛǎ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ 

dogged naysayer, a persistent challenger to whatever coalition is hammered out.  
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Main candidates of Tunisia's 2019 presidential election [AFP] 

 

 

Another political newcomer was presidential candidate Saifeddine Makhlouf, spokesperson for Etilak 

al-Karamah (Dignity Coalition) of independents (including bloggers and academicians, etc.) and former 

post-2011 parties such as Justice and Development and al-aǳΩǘŀƳŀǊ ό/ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎύ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ Ƙƛǎ 

seeming overconfidenceτMakhlouf failed to advance to the runoff. An attorney who has been 

something of a lightning-rod figure, deemed ultra-conservative by even Tunisian Islamist standards, 

Ǌŀƴ ƻƴ ŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άǘƘŀǿǊŀƘ ŘŀƳƛǊέ (revolution consciousness) of the country to 

reclaim Tunisian dignity from the creeping security tentacles of the state and sovereignty 

compromised by outsiders. Too argumentative, perhaps, for a presidential personality in an 

increasingly fragmented country, Makhlouf has demanded an official apology from France for 

colonialism and continuing postcolonial exploitation  (e.g. oil and other natural resource contracts, 

visa requirements into France or the EU for the matter, etc.). Even with his lost presidential bid, he 

remains on the political scene, as Etilaf al-Karamah has nabbed 21 seats in the parliamentary election. 

 

Abdelkarim Zbidi, post-2011 defense minister (and former health minister under Ben Ali), might have 

been closest to the Western preference for leadership in Tunisia. He would have stood between the 

Islamists and key ministries, overseeing the intelligence and security portfolios in close contact with 

Western military and political elites. Yet he did not go far, coming in fourth with less than 10 percent 

of the vote.  

 

ChahedΣ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ άǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎέ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŀƴǘƛ-corruption and paying lip service to the untapped 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ όƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘύΣ ǊŜǎǘƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǘƘΣ ƛƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜ 
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¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 9¦Φ όIŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘǊƻǇ Ƙƛǎ French citizenship, per the 

constitutional mandate for presidential contenders, surprising Tunisians unaware that he has been a 

dual citizen all along.) Yet the candidate attempting to model himself after Bourguiba-era Prime 

Minister Hadi Noueira has over ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ϷнΦф ōƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƭƻŀƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

IMF, austerity strings attached. His unpopular policies have sparked recurring protests in the capital 

ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ²Ŝǎǘ ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘΦ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ latest to threaten 

ŀƴ ƛƳǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǊƛƪŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŜ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ 

into economic dependency, or limit profiteering by foreign corporations at the expense of local 

economic gains. His constant spouting of numbers (hundreds of thousands of families receiving aid 

from the state, a growth rate slowly inching toward 3percent ) did not mask the over 15percent  

unemployment rate in the countryτmore than twice that in some governorates and among youthτ 

skyrocketing prices, and public debt that has soared to over 70percent .  

 

¸Ŝǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƘŜ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ƳƛǎŜǊŀōƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǇƻƭƭΣ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊǘȅ ¢ŀƘȅŀ ¢ƻǳƴŜǎΩǎ мр ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜŀǘǎΣ 

probably a surprise to many, are nothing to sneeze at. Whether or not he joins the Ennahda-led 

coalition remains to be seen. But the 43-ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘΩǎ ƛǎ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

ŘŀƳǇŜƴŜŘΦ IŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ȅŜǘ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǝŀƭƭ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ Y{Ωǎ ǿƛƴ ŀǎ 

ǇǊƻƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƛŎƪ ƻŦ άŎƻǊǊǳǇǘƛƻƴέΥ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǘ issue that landed Karoui in jail in the first place, 

to much criticism. Chahed does not seem to recognize that he was part of what Tunisians voted 

against ςindeed, head of that very government! 
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Tunisian's political landscape in 2019 [Aljazeera] 

 

 

Candidates Under  the Spotlight  

¢ƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ƛƴ ǾƻǘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 

of the public leave much to be desired in Tunisia. The media scene has definitely been enriched by 

privatization, decreased concentration and proliferation. (4) IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ 

ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜΩ (5) is not far-fetched when making the case of congruence, or lack thereof, between media 

development and democratic transition. Nessma TV of billionaire (and 2019 presidential contender) 

Nabil Karoui, Hannibal TV (formerly owned by businessman Larbi Nasra, an independent presidential 

candidate) and especially Zaytouna TV tended to side with the Islamist Ennahda Party (often written 

Ennahda). To an extent, this polarizing role of media continued in the 2019 elections, in both 

presidential and parliamentary elections, with candidates planning their appearances according. 

bŜǎǎƳŀ ¢±Ωǎ ƳŜŘƛŀ άǾƻƛŎŜέ ǿŀǎ ǳƴǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǇŀǊǘƛǎŀƴΦ Lǘ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ Ŏlear solidarity with its owner 

Karoui after his arrest, including through appearances by his wife Salma Smaoui.  
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At the same time, in line with directives by the High National Independent Authority on Audio-Visual 

Communication (HAICA), TV and radio stations alike attempted to offer equal media time to 

presidential candidates through the 2019 election season. This included not just TV stations (Al-¢ŀǎƛΩŀƘ 

and Al-Tunissia, etc.) but also radio. MozaiqueFM, ShamsFM, and others took turns hosting each 

candidaǘŜΣ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ YŀǊƻǳƛΩǎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǎƳŀ ƻǿƴŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ƧŀƛƭΦ ¢ƘŜ 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ȅƻǳǘƘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎǿƛŦǘƭȅ ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŎǊȅ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ-sided TV coverage. Fierce 

attacks on Kaiss Saied aired on TV channel Al-Hiwar al Tounsi, for example, prompted a social media 

campaign and a million un-subscriptions from its Facebook page. (6) 

 

The highlight has been the presidential debates (7), to which millions of Tunisians tuned in. During the 

first round, they were broadcast three nights in a row (September 7-9) to account for all initial 26 

candidates. (8) Substantively, questions addressed security and national defense, foreign policy, and 

ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ άǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎέ ŦǊƻƳ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǿƻŜǎ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

debates, a first for the Arab world, provided a welcome opportunity for voters (and other Arab 

observers, who may have followed with admiring interest) to view up-close the respective personas 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƘƻǇŜŦǳƭǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ άǘŜǎǘέ ƻŦ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΩ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛǎŀǘƛƻƴal skills, including the ability to 

construct pithy, responses in the 90 seconds allotted was a chance for candidates to declare their 

stances on various political issues, some controversial (relations with Syria or the EU, inheritance 

laws).  

 

Other issues and positions revealed more commonalities than differences between the candidates 

όάŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘƻǎǘƛƴƎ Řǳƻǎ όŀ Ƴŀƴ ŀƴŘ 

a woman, from the public and private media sectors) of each debate competently ensured candidates 

followed the rules, stuck to the allotted time, and more or less engaged in respectful, if not particularly 

ƛƴŎƛǎƛǾŜΣ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΦ ό! ōǊƛŜŦ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ άŎƘŜŀǘƛƴƎέ ōȅ ǘǿƻ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ ǿƘƻ 

brought in forbidden supplementary materialsτa notebook and a phone-- in the second debate, while 

surprising, did not much upset the equanimity and seriousness of this novel deliberative platform.)  

 

The final debate, between Nabil Karoui just released from jail and Kais Saied, may or may not have 

ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ŀǎǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀƴŘǎƭƛŘŜ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘǿƻ Řŀȅǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘƻǊǎΩ 

questions could have been more hard-hitting in this final showdown between the final two 

presidential hopefuls instead of recycling questions from the first round of debates. They could have 

asked pointedly how each of the two candidates, for instance, could bring Tunisians together in a 

highly polarized climate with no clear winner after the parliamentary elections. It would have been 

the ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎǎ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ ǇƭŜŘƎŜǎ ό{ŀƛŜŘΩǎ άŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ƻǊ YŀǊƻǳƛΩǎ άŎŀǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊέύ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ Ŏƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƭƭƻǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
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president.  Still, the debates have been a positive step toward the constructive public deliberation that 

complements formal institutional processes in a democracy. Learning is ongoing: the performance of 

both moderators and candidates will likely improve with time. 

 

The debate did, however, bring to the fore differences between the two personalities and some of 

their policy inclinations. It left a perhaps indelible impression of an eloquent, commanding, honest 

Saied (indirectly) sparring with a soft-spoken, relatively inarticulate Karoui. Failing to convince in his 

denial of hiring a PR firm run by an ex-Israeli intelligence officer, the media magnate waffled on the 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƴƻǊƳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ ǿƛǘƘ LǎǊŀŜƭΦ  

 

1. Party Fluidity:  

The 2019 elections sustained the continual change of the political party landscape begun five years 

earlier. In the 2014 elections, the bulk of the political parties or alliances that contested the 2011 NCA 

election dissolved. It is no surprise, then, that in 2019, the voting public took the two largest parties, 

9ƴƴŀƘŘŀ ŀƴŘ bƛŘŀŀΣ ǘƻ ǘŀǎƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ άŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎέ ŎƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ нлмф ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎΣ 9ƴƴŀƘŘŀ 

and Chahed played the blame game for the failures of the tawaafuq in dealing with chronic 

unemployment and underdevelopment. Ennahda is alone in having withstood the party meltdowns 

of the other post-2011 parties. Still, it not only failed to advance its candidate to round two of the 

presidentials, but has also been largely diminished in the parliamentary elections. Nidaa Tounes has 

been buried with its founder Essebsi, its members redistributed into a number of spin-off parties 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ¸ƻǳǎƛŦ /ƘŀƘŜŘΩǎ ¢ŀƘȅŀ ¢ƻǳƴŜǎΦ wŜƳƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀƴ ƭŜŦǘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ IŀƳƳŀƳƛΩǎ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ 

Front, have been all but scattered to the wind. This may be a post-ideological moment, albeit dizzying 

in its fragmented uncertainty. 

 

2. Political Gentrification Rebuffed:  

Moneyed elites are not specific to the Arab Middle East. They influence politics globally, as 

demonstrated in one study on Southern American transition. (9) Like Slim Riahi in the 2014 elections, 

businessman Nabil Karoui had a finger in every pie in 2019. The presidential election was only one 

front, as his new Qalb Tounes party came 2nd in netting 39 seats for parliament. Such a phenomenon, 

the nexus of politics and wealth in party formation, is deserving of systematic study. This quasi 

άƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƛƴ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅΦ CƻǊ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎΣ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘhe 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ (10)  

 

One observation to be made here is that public disaffection with political parties in general may 

explain the rise of independent candidates whose share of the vote in the municipal elections of 2018 

rose markedly. (11) The 2019 elections cemented this trend. Yet tycoons who have run for the 

presidency since 2011 have not succeeded, so far. Perhaps buying votes does not work. Karoui 
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ŜƳōǊŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜŜƪȅ ƳƻƴƛƪŜǊ άMakronaέ όǇŀǎǘŀύ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻǎǘ-defeat press conference. Defiant, 

ƘŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΩ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ ǘƻ ǇƻƪŜ Ŧǳƴ ŀǘ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊǘȅ ƭŜŦǘ ƘƛƳ ǳƴŦŀȊŜŘΥ vŀƭō 

Tounes cared about the poor. Tunisia would be a much better place if everyone received a plate of 

macaroni, insisted Karoui.(12) But voters in the second round appear not to have concurred, pointedly 

turned away from big money and the stench of corruptionτwhether campaign or vote buying. 

Instead, they opted for a candidate who spent no money campaigning, awarding Saied with nearly 

three times as many votes as the man who owned a TV channel and spent three years working with 

the poor as a springboard for his presidential bid. What does that say about oligarchy and democracy? 

(13) Perhaps newly democratized, developing countries are not necessarily doomed to choose the 

Berlusconis and the Trumps of this world--an important lesson worth pondering.  

 

3. Ennahda in Crisis? 

The Islamist Ennahda Ŏŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘŦǳƭƭȅ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ Ǉƻǎǘ-revolutionary 

transition. It relinquished power once the constitution was adopted by the NCA in January 2014 and 

again in October 2014. The moderate Islamist party displayed willingness to concede defeat. This 

boded well for the future of democratic transition in Tunisia. (14) It is through the repeat of these 

exercises of consolidation of self-enforcing rules of competition and compliance that democracy is 

gradually constructed. Thereafter, five ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ 9ƴƴŀƘŘŀΩǎ tawafuq (consensus) with (former) rival 

Nidaa, hailed by so many including Western onlookers, may have ensured some modicum of stability 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŜƴŘΚ !ǎ ƛǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ 9ǎǎŜōǎƛΩǎ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ tǊƛƳŜ 

Minister Chahed, Ennahda failed to rise to the policy challenges, namely the dire economic situation. 

Its convergence with (or capitulation to) Nidaa on such issues as the  so-called Reconciliation Law(15), 

and austerity measures and tax hikes (16) incited public dissatisfaction as expressed through protests 

and campaigns such as Manish Msameh (I am not forgiving).  

 

¢ƘǳǎΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ŦƛȄŜŘ ōŀǎŜ όǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ор ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύΣ !ōŘŜƭŦŀǘǘŀƘ aƻǊƻǳΩǎ failure to advance in the elections should come as a piercing 

wake-up call. The outcome forces questions about voting discipline within EnEnnahda. The myth of a 

united and coherent movement-party has been shattered. Endorsing Kais Saied in the second round, 

9ƴƴŀƘŘŀ ǎƻƻƴ ƧǳƳǇŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅέ ōŀƴŘǿŀƎƻƴ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 

ǎŜŀǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ рн ǎŜŀǘǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘ όŘƻǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ сф ƛƴ нлмпύ ƻƴƭȅ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǎƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŦŀƛǘƘ ƛƴ 

Ennahda. It has the biggest share of Parliamentary seats, but nothing close to forming a government.  

 

¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ōŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŘŜŜǇ ǎƻǳƭ-searching. 

!ŦǘŜǊ aƻǊƻǳΩǎ ƭƻǎǎΣ 9ƴƴŀƘŘŀΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ Řǳƻ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ should have seized the moment to 

themselves accountable to ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΣ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ōŀǎŜΣ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ 

DƘŀƴƴƻǳŎƘƛ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŜƳǇǘȅ άŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎέ ōȅ ƛƴǾƻƪƛƴƎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ 
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economic development, and the unemployment crisis in two weeks of parliamentary campaigning. 

But, the Tunisian public appears to have recognize the difference between delayed rhetoric and actual 

policy-making. So, they punished Ennahda, as they punished the rest of the political establishment. 

What saved Ennahda from being completely buried, like Nidaa and the other post-revolutionary 

parties that preceded it, was its relatively stable base over the last eight years. Yet, it is now a much-

diminished political force. This phenomenon is both fragmentary but, concomitantly, a pluralizing 

dynamic. Nonetheless, for the Islamists, much reflection is in order. 

Tunisia since the Fall of Benali [AFP] 

 

What has Ennahda offered to Tunisians since their crowning achievement, five years ago, of helping 

hammer out the constitution of the second republic? When Ennahda joined hands with Essebssi and 

ŎŀƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ άŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎέ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ŘƻǿƴǎƛȊŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΚ ¢ƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƴƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ 

is this: is its entire project a failure, sunk by the Tunisian electorate? Or is the alternative narrative, of 

ǘŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƻƻǊƭȅ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ άŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎέ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘǿƻ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

parties, its content never documented or publicized and thus subject to political scrutiny and 

deliberation(17), convincing? Many saw this election season as the time for Ghannouchi to make a 
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graceful exit from politics, especially after Morou failed to advance to the second round of the 

ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭΦ IŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ƻǾŜǊŘǳŜΦ  

 

Yet the Shaykh appears not to have heeded dissenting voices, within Ennahda let alone the larger 

Tunisian population. Ghannouchi as Prime Minister (if one goes by the rumour mill of late) seems a 

dubious political arrangement when Ennahda is in the throes of an existential and identity crisis. For 

five years it was neither majority party, nor opposition, nor, since 2016, political Islam. Eight years 

after the revolution, who is Ennahda? The next five years will be full of trial and error. With no formal 

political experieƴŎŜΣ DƘŀƴƴƻǳŎƘƛΩǎ ǊǳƳƻǊŜŘ ǾŜƴǘǳǊŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘŜƭŜǘŜǊƛƻǳǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

to the country, but also to his own political legacy-in-the-making. 

Women soldiers stand guard outside a polling station during a second round runoff of the presidential election in Tunis, October 13, 2019. 
[Reuters] 

 

Conclusions: Democratic Learning in Challenging Times  

As was the case in 2014, the main democratic acquisition has been the consolidation of free elections 

as a foundation for constitutional, orderly, non-violent, periodic and rule-based alternation of power. 

The practice, regardless of who emerged on top in the landmark election, is key to democratic 

learning. (18) Ennahda and Nidaa Tounes thus set the scene for a process of quasi electoral 

ΨƘŀōƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΩ ōȅ ƳƛƴƻǊ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΩ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜǊǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƻ 

generate information, partisan propaganda, campaigning, media management, and connecting with 

the public are all newly acquired skills that were on full display during the 2014 election, and again in 

2019. The fact that Tunisian political parties and elites (new and old) play by the rules of the 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƎŀƳŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ΨŎƛǾƛŎΩ ƳŀǘǳǊƛǘȅ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 
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enforceable. Compliance with electoral rules and results is integral to the understanding of democracy 

and democratization across a wide body of democratic theory. (19) In 2019, it is safe to say that voting 

has become routinized political practice, even if only among 55 percent of eligible voters. The 

revolution has struck back, yes, but through the ballot box.  

 

The Puzzle of Kais Saied  

A historic victory in the 2019 presidential election has raised the youth's hopes of reclaiming a margin 

of existence, and a ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜƪƛƴŘƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлмм ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅΣ άǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀƴǘέΦ 

!ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ŀƭƭ ŜȅŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǎŀǾƛƻǊΣ Y{Σ ǿƛƭƭ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ 

ǎƭƻƎŀƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΣ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƭƭ ŜƭǎŜΣ ƧƻōǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ youth have made an about-face 

from their political apathy documented in the years since the revolution. (20) Young people have 

proven that they not only protest and work in civil society, but also vote. Exit polls have estimated 

that 90 percent of 18-35 year-olds, and 83.3 percent of 26-44 percent, cast their vote for Saied. (21) 

For many youth, the choice was between decency, integrity, honesty (Saied) and corruption (. Karoui). 

Saied inspired youth voluntarism as well as formal political participation, getting the revolution back 

on track, in some accounts. (22) 

  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƛǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪ ŀ ϦǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻƛƴǘϦ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Y{Ωǎ 

constituency when economic management does not constitutionally come under the purview of the 

pǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŘǳǘƛŜǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴϥǎ ƘȅǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŀ άŎƭŜŀƴέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻƴ-establishment figure, 

however, the question of how a president restricted constitutionally to foreign affairs and security is 

going to please his voters will remain shadowed in uncertainty. Further complicating the upcoming 

president is the future influence of the amorphous non-partisan youth movement (hirak) that helped 

KS in the runoff vote of October 13 against NK. It should be noted that this youth hirak rebelled not 

only aƎŀƛƴǎǘ 9ƴƴŀƘŘŀ ǿƘƻǎŜ άŘŜŦŜŎǘƻǊǎέ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǾƻǘŜ Y{ ƛƴǘƻ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ 

establishment that has run the show since the October 2011 National Constituent Assembly elections. 

There is an element of protest movement against parties and leaders, which the voting public deems 

to have strayed from the principles of the uprisings. That backlash not only explains the dramatic 

results during the 2019 elections, legislative and presidential, sweeping away entire establishment 

organizations τ including from within the left, the biggest loser in these elections τ in favor of 

ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŀŦŦƛƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ άƛƴŘƛƎƴŀƴǘǎέΦ 

 

How has an unconventional populist (23) who makes up for his lack of political establishment identity 

or anti-authoritarian struggle, (24) with fervent grassroots backing won the presidential race? An 

ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ Ǉƻƭƛǘȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ Y{ ŘŜŦȅ 

ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƛǎŘƻƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ нлмф ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƴƎŜǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ у ȅŜŀǊǎ by 

inexperienced and power-focused political forces and leaders. Here is a far cry from Mohammed 
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aƻǊǎƛΩǎ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ όрмΦт ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ aǳōŀǊŀƪ-affiliated Ahmed Shafiq (48 percent). (25) Yŀƛǎ {ŀƛŜŘΩǎ 

candidacy was more an outlet for people to vent their political disillusionment. His 72 percent share 

of the vote is not a political barometer. Instead, the first round results where Saied was allotted 18.4 

ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜ ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ YŀǊƻǳƛ мрΦру ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ 9ƴƴŀƘŘŀΩǎ aƻǊƻǳ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǊŘΣ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ 

more accurate snapshot, as confirmed by the parliamentary elections where no party even 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜŘ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΦ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻǎŀƛŎ ƛǎ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƻƴƛǎƳΦ ¢Ƙǳǎ {ŀƛŜŘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎ 

majority should not be flagged as a test of popularity. He was democratically elected as the polity finds 

itself at a kind of nadir. At judgement day, Tunisians handed down a sentence to the post-Ben Ali 

establishment, including Islamists. How someone party-less, political base-less finds himself in high 

office is a political puzzle that will be unfurling over the next five years.  

 

aƻǎǘ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ {ŀƛŜŘ ƛǎ Ƙƛǎ άcontre-pouvoirέΣ ŀƴǘƛ-system sensibility. Yet, he himself ran for office, 

clearly not opposed in principle to the democratic attainment of power. Saied was at his most fiery in 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎΣ ǊŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ άƘƛƎƘ ǘǊŜŀǎƻƴέ ƻŦ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ½ƛƻƴƛǎǘ ǎǘŀǘŜτand not 

Jews as such--ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ άŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜŘ ώǘƘŜϐ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ώtŀƭŜǎǘƛƴƛŀƴϐ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΧƳŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǿƘƻƳ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǘŜƴǘǎ 

ǘƻŘŀȅΦέόнсύ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ Ƴost populist, sounding more emotive and ideological 

ǘƘŀƴ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ LǎǊŀŜƭΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ 

ŦƻǊ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŎǊƻǿŘǎ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǳǘ άǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀƴǘ ŀ ŦǊŜŜ tŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜΗέ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

presidential candidate or president should sound more sophisticated. Saied could have offered a more 

credible position through a legal-ƧǳǊƛŘƛŎŀƭ ǘŀƪŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ά5Ŝŀƭ ƻŦ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέ ōȅ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀ 

prioritization of Palestinian interests in line with international law and UN Security Council 

Resolutions. He purports to be, after all, upholder and respecter-in-chief of sovereignty and legality. 

His political lexicon remains wanting, a deficiency that some political experience and reflexivity may 

remedy.  

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛƴǾƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǿƛƭƭΣέ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǎ ŀƴŀŎƘǊƻƴƛǎǘƛŎ ŀǘ ōŜǎǘΦ ²ƘƻǎŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ 

will? Over two hundred years of democratic theory and practice across the world have problematized 

a single, spontaneous ƛǊŀŘŀƘ ΨŀƳƳŀƘ. Why attempt to oveǊƘŀǳƭ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀƴǎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŦƻǳǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ƛƴ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ όάŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊέύ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΣ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎΚ ό¢ƘŜ 

constitution itself sanctions and potentially empowers local and regional governance. The problem 

has not been just implementation and a lack of political will, but also a dearth of public funds.) Informal 

actors (activists, politically unaffiliated youth, unions, etc.) must be included in policy planning, not 

least of which in the realm of development. Yet the aim is not to make unofficial actors and processes 

Ŧǳƭƭȅ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŜŘΦ 9ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ǿƻǊƭŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ 

developƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ-making and its Nobel Quartet comes to mind.  
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¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ώ!Ctϐ 

 

Saied is right to note that political (and not just economic) marginalization of youth in particular is a 

glaring deficiency in a country whose political establishment has veered off the revolutionary track. 

¸Ŝǘ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ǘƻ άŜƳǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǘƻ άǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-ƳŀƪƛƴƎέ 

to implement their own will smacks of digression from real issues. He has offered very few concrete 

ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ ¢ŀƭƪ ƻŦ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀ ƭŀ мфсл Ƴŀȅ 

ǎƻǳƴŘ ŀǇǇŜŀƭƛƴƎΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ǎƛȄ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ŀƎƻΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ .ƻǳǊƎǳƛōŀΩǎ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŎǳǊŜŘ 

ōȅ .ƛƴ !ƭƛΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ LaC ǿŀǎ ōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ƴŜŎƪ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǎŎŀƭ 

discipline, before unemployment reached over 30 percent in some regions, before the return of harqa 

όƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ōƻŀǘ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴύ ŀǎ ŀ ŘȅǎǘƻǇƛŀƴ ŘǊŜŀƳ ŦƻǊ ƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎ ȅƻǳǘƘΦ ²ƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΩǎ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ ǘǳǊƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ 

ŀǊŜ ǇƭŀƎǳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǊŜƭŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǘƘŜ  ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

repertoire, identified by Bourguiba himself: al-tanmiyah al-jihawiayyah (regional development). There 

is no need to reinvent the wheel, merely to offer leadership on creative yet feasible solutions.  

 

To translate his promise to empower the people (esp. the youth) into actionable policies, why not pick 

the brains of those who work for UN MDG (millennial development goals 2000l2015/2030), eg., 

encouraging the youth to teach for Tunisia and then reward those who did with seed money for 

starting up small businesses, selecting volunteers to be grass-roots ambassadors to Mediterranean 

nations to  promote Tunisian products (including cultural products).  No need to re-invent the wheel 


