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The Islamic terrorist attack on the Bardo National Museum in Tunis may
have serious ramifications on the fragile moderate center of Tunisian politics.
An entente between Islamists and secularists that produced the Arab
Spring’s only successful transition to democracy is already shaky. Tunisia
has also produced the Arab world’s largest number of jihadis for the Islamic
cause in Syria and Iraq, challenging the assumption that democracy is the
best antidote for stemming the rise of Islamic extremism.
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The attack by Islamic extremists on the Bardo National Museum in Tunis that killed 20 foreign
tourists and 3 Tunisians is tragic in more ways than the horrendous act itself. The chief political
victim may well be the moderate, secular-Islamist center that has been holding the country
together and made possible its successful transition to democracy so far.

The collapse of this moderate center would also call into question the soundness of the basic
Western assumption that democracy is the best antidote to rising Islamic extremism in the Arab
world.

Tunisia is the one and only country so far to emerge from the Arab Spring far more democratic
than ever before in its history. But it is also the Arab country that has sent the largest number of
jihadis to fight for ISIS and other similar groups in Syria and Iraq. The government calculates
3,000 Tunisians have gone and that it has prevented another 9,000 from leaving.

If there is any evidence that democracy serves to reduce Islamic extremism, it is hard to find so
far in the Tunisian example. If anything, the opposite appears to be true: democracy has given
space and voice not only to secular and Islamic democrats but to anti-democrats of both
persuasions as well. The result has been a polarization of Tunisian society that has turned a
growing number of both secularists and Islamists into uncompromising militants of opposing
faiths.

Tunisia rightfully lays claim to having given birth not only to the Arab Spring but to the only
successful transition to democracy. The string of uprisings against authoritarian Arab rulers
began with the self-immolation of a distraught fruit and vegetable street vendor in the
backwater town of Sidi Bouzid in December 2010. This touched off nationwide protests that in
less than a month led to the downfall of President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, who fled for his life
to Saudi Arabia after 24 years in power.

Democracy suddenly flourished and produced a successful, if sometimes rocky, transition to
the freest and fairest elections of representative bodies since the country’s independence from
French colonial rule in 1956. A bewildering array of new parties competed for the 217 seats in
the National Assembly elected in October 2011, but it was the Islamic party, Ennahda, that came
in first winning 89 of the total.

Absent from this burgeoning new democratic order right from the beginning were hardline
fundamentalist Salafis who resorted almost immediately to tactics of intimidation to close down
bars serving alcohol and Western-influenced art shows while demanding women to ware veils.
In April 2011, seven months before the first elections, the most militant of them launched Ansar
al-Sharia, which dedicated to the use of political terrorism such as the failed attack on the
parliament building and successful one on the Bardo Museum.

Meanwhile, Ennhada was discovering the costs of democracy to its own standing. In order to
govern, it had to accept entering a coalition with two militantly secular parties, forcing it to
make numerous concessions in the writing of a new constitution. It gave up on its hope for




creating an Islamic state and agreed to drop any mention of shari’a, Islamic law, as a
fundamental constitutional principle.

Its political moderation and pragmatism did not stop there. When public sentiment turned
against Ennahda in 2013, its highly pragmatic leader, Rached Ghannouchi, convinced his party
to give up power and even approve a law allowing its hardline secularist enemies from the Ben
Ali era to return to politics. To assuage secularists’ fears, Ennahda also renounced running for
the presidential election in late 2014 that was won by the 88-year-old Mohamed Beji Caid
Essebsi, who had served in various past governments and stands as a personification of the
return of politicians from the old order.

In the 2014 parliamentary elections, Essebsi ‘s party —Nidaa Tounes —won 37 percent of the
popular vote, the exact same percentage that Ennahda had won in the 2011 National
Constituent Assembly election, although Nidaa Tounes ended up with three fewer seats (86
seats). Nidaa Tounes campaigned on a vehemently anti-Islamic platform aimed at rallying
Tunisia’s secularists to roundly defeat Ennahda. Still, the moderate Islamic party managed to
garner almost 28 percent of the vote and 69 seats.

The reaction of Nidaa Tounes to having only a plurality of votes stands in sharp contrast to that
of Ennahda facing the same dilemma in 2011.

Ennahda had quickly decided to look for secular partners to form an Islamic-secular coalition,
the “troika” as it was called, in the name of national unity and stability. The three parties
divvied up the top positions. While the prime minister was from Ennhada, the country’s
president and assembly speaker were leaders of the two secular parties in the troika.

By contrast, Essebsi and his Nidaa Tounes made no attempt whatsoever to share power with
Ennhada. On the contrary, they sought to shut the Islamists out of any leadership role in the
latest government. The new prime minister, Habib Essid, is technically an independent but was
Essebsi’s interior minister when he was prime minister of the transitional government in 2011.
Essid was also a high-ranking security official under the ousted President Ben Ali. The speaker
of the new parliament, Mohamed Ennaceur, is a Nidaa Tounes vice president.

As for forming a government, Nidaa Tounes went to great lengths to avoid forming a secular-
Islamist coalition similar to Ennahda’s troika. Essid’s initial list of proposed ministers contained
not a single Ennhada figure, but it failed to win enough votes in parliament. His second cabinet
included just one Ennahda member, Zied Ladhari, who was given the junior ministry of
employment. This was sufficient, however, to gain Ennahda’s support, clearing the way for
parliament to vote in the present government early last month.

How long Ennhada can afford politically to remain with only a symbolic role in a vehemently
anti-Islamic government remains to be seen. It has already lost 10 percent of its support among
voters as a result of leading the government between 2011 and 2013. Two of its most militant
Islamists, Habib Ellouze and Sadok Chourou, left the party last year in disillusionment with
their experience as deputies in the national assembly. With the attack on tourists, Islamic
terrorists have signaled their intent to work for the destruction of the current secular-dominated
government that Ennahda has endorsed.




What is clear already is that the moderate center of Tunisia politics built upon an entente
between the moderate Islamist Ennhada and secularist parties is frayed. And it now faces
challenges that may well cause the weakening of democracy in the one Arab country the United
States and Europe have pinned all their hopes upon.

The opinions expressed herein are those of the author and do not reflect those of the Wilson Center.




Viewpoints Series

Tunisia’s Islamists Struggle to Rule
Viewpoints No. 1 (April 2012) by David Ottaway

Fostering the Next Generation
Viewpoints No. 2 (April 2012) by Moushira Khattab

Algeria’s Islamists Crushed in First Arab Spring Elections
Viewpoints No. 3 (May 2012) by David Ottaway

Syrian Refugees: Lessons from Other Conflicts and Possible

Policies
Viewpoints No. 4 (updated August 2012) by Rochelle A.
Davis

Morocco’s Islamists: In Power Without Power
Viewpoints No. 5 (August 2012) by David Ottaway

The Arab Awakening: Is Democracy a Mirage?
Viewpoints No. 6 (August 2012) by Roberto Toscano,
Moushira Khattab, Fatima Sbaity Kassem, and Daniel
Brumberg

Iran is Reversing its Population Policy
Viewpoints No. 7 (August 2012) by Farzaneh Roudi

Voting as a Powerful Tool for Women
Viewpoints No. 8 (October 2012) by Hanin Ghaddar

The Uncertain Fate of U.S.-Egyptian Relations
Viewpoints No. 9 (November 2012) by David Ottaway

The Demons Besieging Lebanon: Iran’s Tighter Grip
Viewpoints No. 10 (November 2012) by Hanin Ghaddar

Iran’s Nuclear Program: A Change in the Winds?
Viewpoints No. 11 (November 2012) by Shaul Bakhash

Has the Arab Spring Lived Up to Expectations?
Viewpoints No. 12 (December 2012) by Various Authors

Reflections on the Adoption of UNGA Resolution Banning
Female Genital Mutilation
Viewpoints No. 13 (January 2013) by Moushira Khattab

In 2013, Rise of the Right in Elections Across the Mideast
Viewpoints No. 14 (January 2013) by Robin Wright

Women’s Rights Under Egypt’s Constitutional Disarray
Viewpoints No. 15 (January 2013) by Moushira Khattab

Repression’s Diminishing Returns: The Future of Politics in

Egypt
Viewpoints No. 16 (January 2013) by Joshua Stacher

Mali: The Time for Dithering is Over
Viewpoints No. 17 (January 2013) by David Ottaway

Iran’s Pivotal Presidential Election
Viewpoints No. 18 (January 2013) by Shaul Bakhash

Young Saudis and The Kingdom’s Future
Viewpoints No. 19 (February 2013) by Caryle Murphy

Sanctions and Medical Supply Shortages in Iran
Viewpoints No. 20 (February 2013) by Siamak Namazi

The Nuclear Issue: Why is Iran Negotiating?
Viewpoints No. 21 (February 2013) by Bijan Khajehpour,
Alireza Nader, Michael Adler

The Syrian Refugee Crisis is Pushing Lebanon to the Brink
Viewpoints No. 22 (February 2013) by Amal Mudallali

The Resistible Rise of Islamist Parties
Viewpoints No. 23 (March 2013) by Marina Ottaway

As Islamists stumble in Egypt and Tunisia, the Arab Spring

turns wintery
Viewpoints No. 24 (March 2013) by Adeed Dawisha

Violence Unsettles Tunisia’s Democratic Transition
Viewpoints No. 25 (April 2013) by David Ottaway

Learning Politics in Tunisia
Viewpoints No. 26 (April 2013) by Marina Ottaway

Morocco: “Advanced Decentralization” Meets the Sahara
Autonomy Initiative
Viewpoints No. 27 (May 2013) by Marina Ottaway

Rouhani’s Surprising Election
Viewpoints No. 28 (June 2013) by Shaul Bakhash

Lebanon’s Existential Threats
Viewpoints No. 29 (June 2013) by Amal Mudallali

The Domestic and Foreign Policy Challenges of the New
Iranian President, Hassan Rouhani
Viewpoints No. 30 (June 2013) by Various Authors

Egypt: Islamist Ascent, Islamist Descent
Viewpoints No. 31 (July 2013) by Haleh Esfandiari

Mohamed ElBaradei From Vienna to Cairo: A Transition
Viewpoints No. 32 (July 2013) by Michael Adler

Can Rouhani Resolve Iran’s Economic Conundrum?
Viewpoints No. 33 (July 2013) by Bijan Khajehpour

Hizbullah’s Roll of the Dice in South Lebanon
Viewpoints No. 34 (August 2013) by Amal Mudallali

Iran and Syria at the Crossroads: The Fall of the Tehran-
Damascus Axis
Viewpoints No. 35 (August 2013) by Jubin Goodarzi

Upcoming UN Meeting Revives Hope for U.S.-Iran Dialogue
Viewpoints No. 36 (September 2013) by Barbara Slavin

Back to the Drawing Boards
Viewpoints No. 37 (September 2013) by Nathan J. Brown

The U.S. Administration’s Policy in Iraq
Viewpoints No. 38 (September 2013) by Joseph Sassoon

American Policy in Lebanon: Stabilization Through
Dissociation
Viewpoints No. 39 (September 2013) by Amal Mudallali



http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/tunisia%E2%80%99s-islamists-struggle-to-rule
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/fostering-the-next-generation
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/algeria%E2%80%99s-islamists-crushed-first-arab-spring-elections
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/syrian-refugees-lessons-other-conflicts-and-possible-policies
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/syrian-refugees-lessons-other-conflicts-and-possible-policies
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/morocco%E2%80%99s-islamists-power-without-power
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-arab-awakening-democracy-mirage
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iran-reversing-its-population-policy
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/voting-powerful-tool-for-women
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-uncertain-fate-us-egyptian-relations
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-demons-besieging-lebanon-iran%E2%80%99s-tighter-grip
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iran%E2%80%99s-nuclear-program-shift-the-winds
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/has-the-arab-spring-lived-to-expectations
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/reflections-the-adoption-unga-resolution-banning-female-genital-mutilation
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/reflections-the-adoption-unga-resolution-banning-female-genital-mutilation
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/2013-rise-the-right-elections-across-the-mideast
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/women%E2%80%99s-rights-under-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-disarray
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/repression%E2%80%99s-diminishing-returns-the-future-politics-egypt
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/repression%E2%80%99s-diminishing-returns-the-future-politics-egypt
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mali-the-time-for-dithering-over
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iran%E2%80%99s-pivotal-presidential-election
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/young-saudis-and-the-kingdom%E2%80%99s-political-future
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/sanctions-and-medical-supply-shortages-iran
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-nuclear-issue-why-iran-negotiating
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-syrian-refugee-crisis-pushing-lebanon-to-the-brink
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-resistible-rise-islamist-parties
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/islamists-stumble-egypt-and-tunisia-the-arab-spring-turns-wintery
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/islamists-stumble-egypt-and-tunisia-the-arab-spring-turns-wintery
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/violence-unsettles-tunisia%E2%80%99s-democratic-transition
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/learning-politics-tunisia
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/morocco-%E2%80%9Cadvanced-decentralization%E2%80%9D-meets-the-sahara-autonomy-initiative
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/morocco-%E2%80%9Cadvanced-decentralization%E2%80%9D-meets-the-sahara-autonomy-initiative
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/rouhanis-surprising-election
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/lebanons-existential-threats
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-domestic-and-foreign-policy-challenges-the-new-iranian-president-hassan-rouhani
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-domestic-and-foreign-policy-challenges-the-new-iranian-president-hassan-rouhani
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-domestic-and-foreign-policy-challenges-the-new-iranian-president-hassan-rouhani
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/egypt-islamist-ascent-islamist-descent
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mohamed-elbaradei-vienna-to-cairo-transition
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/can-rouhani-resolve-iran%E2%80%99s-economic-conundrum
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/hizbullah%E2%80%99s-roll-the-dice-south-lebanon
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iran-and-syria-the-crossroads-the-fall-the-tehran-damascus-axis
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iran-and-syria-the-crossroads-the-fall-the-tehran-damascus-axis
file://WCFS/Office%20Share/MEP/MEPROGRAM/Publications/Viewpoints%20Series/Obama%20MENA%20Policies/FINAL/Upcoming%20UN%20Meeting%20Revives%20Hopes%20for%20U.S.-Iran%20Dialogue
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/back-to-the-drawing-boards
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-us-administration%E2%80%99s-policy-iraq
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/american-policy-lebanon-stability-through-dissociation
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/american-policy-lebanon-stability-through-dissociation

Iran’s Rouhani Puts U.S.-Saudi Ties to the Test
Viewpoints No. 40 (October 2013) by David Ottaway

U.S. Policy toward Syria: Making the Best of a Bad Situation?

Viewpoints No. 41 (October 2013) by Mark N. Katz

American Policy in the Maghreb: Counterterrorism is Not

Enough
Viewpoints No. 42 (October 2013) by Marina Ottaway

Tunisia’s Islamist-Led Democracy Founders
Viewpoints No. 43 (October 2013) by David Ottaway

Confrontation Over Iran’s Nuclear Program
Viewpoints No. 44 (November 2013) by Michael Adler

Breaking Taboos
Viewpoints No. 45 (November 2013) by Haleh Esfandiari

Iraq’s Kurdistan Takes a Giant Step Toward Independence
Viewpoints No. 46 (December 2013) by David Ottaway

The Egyptian Constitution: Mapping Where Power Lies
Viewpoints No. 47 (December 2013) by Marina Ottaway

A Dream Constitution
Viewpoints No. 48 (December 2013) by Moushira Khattab

Can the Iranian Nuclear Issue be Resolved?
Viewpoints No. 49 (January 2014) by Bijan Khajehpour

The Hague Tribunal and the Hariri Assassination
Viewpoints No. 50 (January 2014) by Amal Mudallali

Egypt’'s Referendum: The Constitution is not the Issue
Viewpoints No. 51 (January 2014) by Marina Ottaway

Reflections on Iran’s Tumultuous Revolution: 35 Years Later
Viewpoints No. 52 (February 2014) by Shaul Bakhash

Iraqg: Tackling Corruption and Sectarianism is More Critical
than the Outcome of Elections
Viewpoints No. 53 (March 2014) by Joseph Sassoon

Iranian Nuclear Talks Plow Ahead
Viewpoints No. 54 (March 2014) by Michael Adler

Egypt: The Closing of the Political Space
Viewpoints No. 55 (June 2014) by Marina Ottaway

Rouhani: Mixed Bag One Year Later
Viewpoints No. 56 (June 2014) by Shaul Bakhash

Lebanon without a President: Can Lebanon Weather the
Neighborhood Storm?
Viewpoints No. 57 (June 2014) by Basem Shabb

The Jordanian Regime and the Muslim Brotherhood: A Tug
of War
Viewpoints No. 58 (July 2014) by Tareq Al Naimat

Turkey after Erdogan’s Non-Victory
Viewpoints No. 59 (August 2014) by Henri J. Barkey

Barbarians: ISIS’s Mortal Threat to Women
Viewpoints No. 60 (August 2014) by multiple authors

Rouhani and the Potential Failure of Nuclear Talks
Viewpoints No. 61 (September 2014) by Farideh Farhi

A New Chapter in the Tangled U.S.-Saudi Relationship
Viewpoints No. 62 (September 2014) by David B. Ottaway

We Bomb ISIL: Then What?
Viewpoints No. 63 (September 2014) by Marina Ottaway

The Coming Tunisian Elections: What Will Be the Role of
Women?
Viewpoints No. 64 (October 2014) by Lilia Labidi

A Bloodless Transition: Tunisia’s Legislative Elections
Viewpoints No. 65 (November 2014) by Robert Worth

Iran and the Syrian and Iraqgi Crises
Viewpoints No. 66 (November 2014) by Jubin Goodarzi

What Next For Iran and the P5+1
Viewpoints No. 67 (November 2014) by multiple authors

Saudi King Abdullah: An Assessment
Viewpoints No. 68 (January 2015) by David B. Ottaway

Egypt’s Fight Against FGM: Is There Hope After All?
Viewpoints No. 69 (January 2015) by Moushira Khattab

Mohammed bin Nayef: Washington’s New Favorite Saudi
Prince
Viewpoints No. 70 (January 2015) by David B. Ottaway

Forming the New Tunisian Government: “Relative Majority”
and the Reality Principle
Viewpoints No. 71 (February 2015) by Lilia Labidi

Edited by Kendra Heideman and Julia Craig Romano
Designed by Kendra Heideman

Middle East Program

Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars



http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/rouhani-and-the-potential-failure-nuclear-talks
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-coming-tunisian-elections-what-will-be-the-role-women
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-coming-tunisian-elections-what-will-be-the-role-women
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/bloodless-transition-tunisia%E2%80%99s-legislative-elections
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iran-and-the-syrian-and-iraqi-crises
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/what-next-for-iran-and-the-p51
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/saudi-king-abdullah-assessment
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/forming-the-new-tunisian-government-%E2%80%9Crelative-majority%E2%80%9D-and-the-reality-principle
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/forming-the-new-tunisian-government-%E2%80%9Crelative-majority%E2%80%9D-and-the-reality-principle
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iran%E2%80%99s-rouhani-puts-us-saudi-ties-to-the-test
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/us-policy-toward-syria-making-the-best-bad-situation
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/american-policy-the-maghreb-counterterrorism-not-enough
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/american-policy-the-maghreb-counterterrorism-not-enough
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/tunisia%E2%80%99s-islamist-led-democracy-founders
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/confrontation-over-iran%E2%80%99s-nuclear-program
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/breaking-taboos
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iraq%E2%80%99s-kurdistan-takes-giant-step-toward-independence
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-egyptian-constitution-mapping-where-power-lies
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-egyptian-constitution-mapping-where-power-lies
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/dream-constitution
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/can-the-iran-nuclear-issue-be-resolved
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-hague-tribunal-and-the-hariri-assassination
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/egypt%E2%80%99s-referendum-the-constitution-not-the-issue
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/reflections-iran%E2%80%99s-tumultuous-revolution-35-years-later
Iraq:%20Tackling%20Corruption%20and%20Sectarianism%20is%20More%20Critical%20than%20the%20Outcome%20of%20Elections
Iraq:%20Tackling%20Corruption%20and%20Sectarianism%20is%20More%20Critical%20than%20the%20Outcome%20of%20Elections
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/iranian-nuclear-talks-plow-ahead
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/egypt-the-closing-the-political-space
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/rouhani-mixed-bag-one-year-later
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/lebanon-without-president-can-lebanon-weather-the-neighborhood-storm
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/lebanon-without-president-can-lebanon-weather-the-neighborhood-storm
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-jordanian-regime-and-the-muslim-brotherhood-tug-war
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-jordanian-regime-and-the-muslim-brotherhood-tug-war
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/turkey-after-erdogan%E2%80%99s-non-victory
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/barbarians-isis%E2%80%99s-mortal-threat-to-women

