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ABSTRACT

This article employs the concept of critical junctures within the Tunisian
transition to explain Al-Nahda’s transformation. The party’s new attitude is
explained as a product of the causal mechanism that links critical junctures
and path dependence. Relying on qualitative analysis, this article oﬀers an
innovative approach to the development of the party. It shifts the focus from
the causes behind Al-Nahda’s transformation to the eﬀects that the party’
choices had on the transition to democracy and the new political system,
highlighting how the agency of their decision-making in 2013 and 2014
guided the party–and the Tunisian transition–on a trajectory that enhanced
the democratisation process. The article argues that since 2013 Al-Nahda has
gradually accumulated democratic capital, fostering national reconciliation,
which ultimately provided the party with the freedom to adopt a new
political outlook. Finally, this article oﬀers an innovative reasoning that reﬁnes
theoretical tools when it comes to investigate the participation of Islamic
parties in democratisation processes or political change.
KEYWORDS Democratisation; critical juncture; Tunisia; Al-Nahda; Islamist party

Introduction
During its 10th Congress held in May 2016, the Tunisian Islamist political party
Al-Nahda announced that it had accomplished its transformation into a party
of Muslim democrats, committed to the principles of freedom and democracy
and wholly focused on political aﬀairs. More than 80% of the Al-Nahda delegates voted in favour of this formal shift, whose main objective was to separate the political and religious ﬁelds of activism. The separation between
dawa (proselytising) and politics is now, on paper, both complete and
oﬃcial. The party’s founder, president and chief ideologue, Rached Ghannouchi, explained in detail in May and September 2016 to the international audience the reasons of Al-Nahda’s transition from an Islamist party to a Muslim
Democratic one.1 He clariﬁed that the end of religious activities did not
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mean relinquishing the party’s Islamic identity or its social conservatism.
Ghannouchi underlined though that the institutional environment in which
the party operated had dramatically changed and called for a decisive commitment to the values enshrined in the 2014 Tunisian Constitution. In short,
the Tunisian state is now no longer repressing religious beliefs and policing
the religious behaviour of citizens. It follows therefore that there is no
longer the need for the party to defend religion. The party can now focus
on what matters to citizens–the economy or foreign aﬀairs for example–
while the movement can continue its social activism, promoting speciﬁc religious practices in society.
The announcement was not shocking news as the majority of analysts had
already highlighted the party’s moderation. Some have explained how the
party’s moderation is the outcome of the marginalisation and double exclusion experienced in the previous three decades (Cavatorta and Merone
2013). Others have concentrated on the internal ideological evolution as a
process of Islamic renaissance within a democratic frame (Wolf 2013).
Indeed, a reﬂection about the need to ‘modernise Islam’ and employ it
within the political sphere had already appeared within Al-Nahda–then still
a jamaa–in the late 1970s. Likewise, a proto-tendency to pluralism, along
with the willingness to adapt rigid Islamic beliefs to political reality, characterised Ghannouchi’s discourse and challenged mainstream Islamist parties
across the region. Most importantly, the ambition to deﬁne an autonomous
Tunisian party through a new role of Islam, rather than following larger
regional trends, dates back to the 1980s (Tamimi 2001). Other scholars also
investigated how the rapidly changing Tunisian environment has reoriented
the party and its political agenda (Netterstrøm 2015; McCarthy 2015). In
short, the academic literature has hitherto focused on the evolution of AlNahda from a structural point of view, emphasising how the context determined the party’s progressive transformation. Academic debate has largely
neglected studies illustrating how the party’s agency has contributed to the
Tunisian democratic transition, in part because there is still a degree of reluctance to accept that Islamist parties can be decisive actors in processes of
democratic change.
The wide spectrum of Islamic political actors in Middle East and North
Africa has long interested the academic debate. Scholars employ the
notions of ‘moderate’ and ‘radical’ to broadly conceptualise the diﬀerence
among Islamist political groups (Lust-Okar 2005; Kepel 2006). Recently, the
growing participation of Islamist movements in politics has raised discussion
among specialists on how and why processes of Islamist political moderation
take place. The dominant explanation sees progressive moderation – and a
willingness to ‘play by the rules of the game’ – as the result of political
inclusion and political participation (Clark 2006; Schwedler 2006, 2011).
Schwedler (2006, 21) notes that ‘inclusion in pluralist political processes
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may lead political actors to gradually adopt a more open and tolerant worldview than the one they held prior to such participation’. Other scholars challenged this theory by arguing that fear of exclusion instead generates political
moderation (Dalacoura 2006; Cavatorta and Merone 2013). This reasoning
suggests that Islamist parties accept to pay the toll of ‘moderation’ to avoid
the risk of exclusion and repression. Cavatorta and Garcia (2017, 312)
employ the case of Mauritania’s mainstream Islamist party to demonstrate
that bottom-up demands for political inclusion and participation have characterised Islamist political leaders to run for elections ‘with the idea of political
pluralism and democratic procedures’ for some time. By explaining patterns of
moderation as only driven by strategic calculation – exclusion – or as a result
of participation – inclusion – scholars, however, provide an incomplete picture
that limits the understanding of Islamist parties’ contribution to competitive
politics and democratic transition. First, in a region where secular political
forces are largely undemocratic and often repressive (Cook 2005) one may
ask what Islamist ‘moderation’ really means and why the paradigm of moderation is applied exclusively to them. Second, a more ﬁne-grained examination
of some Islamist movements might highlight that ‘moderation’ and acceptance of pluralism were always ideological traits that deﬁned them, and
that political marginalisation hampered their development. Third, and most
importantly, the debate largely ignores how processes of transformation
endogenous to Islamist parties become drivers of democratisation and competitive politics. Islamist parties participating to democratic transition, as in
the Tunisian case, deserve investigation through the theoretical lens of ‘transitology’. The suggestion is that moderation and modernisation do not
necessarily derive from political opportunities, but can be considered as
normal trajectories that political parties experience during transitions to
democracy, regardless of their ideological and ‘cultural’ background. Islamist
parties, indeed, may become agents of democratisation just as secular and
liberal forces.
This article argues that Al-Nahda’s political agency in the Tunisian democratisation – in particular its choices in 2013–2014 – allowed for signiﬁcant
democratic breakthroughs, avoiding regression to authoritarianism. Monica
Marks (2017, 103) notes that ‘through canny manoeuvring in mid-2013, for
example, Al-Nahda’s leaders defused a soft coup attempt known as the
Bardo Crisis that could easily have derailed Tunisia’s transition.’ Relying
exclusively on the theoretical tools of ‘moderation-inclusion’ and ‘moderation-exclusion’ prevent the understanding of the relevance of the party’s
contribution to Tunisia’s transition in a country where democracy never
existed before 2011. Seven years after the outbreak of the revolution,
Tunisia displays a considerable degree of exceptionalism in a region
where state collapse, violence and authoritarian retrenchment prevail. In
light of this, it is more instructive to shift the focus from the causes of
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Al-Nahda’s moderation to the eﬀects of such a move. The article employs
the approach of critical junctures and path dependence to make sense
of this. Critical junctures refer to moments in which relevant political
actors make choices that aﬀect political outcomes in the future and generate patterns of causation called path dependence (Brady and Collier 2010).
In this regard, the article suggests that during transitional processes political parties may be at the roots of critical junctures. It puts forward that AlNahda’s choices, since 2013, have been a major driver of change through
which Tunisia is experiencing an enduring, albeit fragile (Marzouki 2015),
process of democratisation. The party has progressively accumulated democratic capital, displaying a new attitude, which has fostered national reconciliation and has endowed the party with the freedom to adopt a new
political outlook. From a methodological perspective, this research relies
on nine interviews conducted in two rounds of ﬁeldwork in Tunisia with
seven prominent Al-Nadha’s members2 and two leading members of civil
society. The author used the following criteria to select the participants:
representative leaders, new members of the party, highly committed
women, members of the cabinet, the Parliamentary party and the Shura;
members under the age of 40. The author held additional interviews
with two protagonists of the transitional process (the full list of interviewees is in the bibliography). This article also beneﬁts from the author’s participation at the eighth edition of Tunis Exchange held in Tunis from
January 3rd to 10th 2017.3

Critical juncture and path dependence within democratic
transitions: an approach
Following the collapse of an authoritarian regime, national parties ﬁnd themselves in a position of strong agency, although they are often unprepared for
it (Storm 2014). In addition, transitions from authoritarian regimes, wherever
they have occurred, are rarely smooth and linear processes. Examples from
Southern Europe, Latin America and Eastern Europe show that the way out
of embedded authoritarian regimes takes time, with very high volatility in
the early years (Malloy 1987; Linz 1990; Linz and Stefan 1996; Bunce 2003).
However, transitions tend to converge towards ‘critical points’ (standoﬀs),
whereby strong agency is expected to move them forward. During these
turning points, the choices political parties make can trigger regression to
authoritarianism or, conversely, favour national reconciliation and institutional
reinforcement (Morlino 1998). As Lise Storm (2014, 6) suggests, political
parties are indispensable for democratisation and their action is essential
during transitional processes. Political parties making important choices and
giving concessions–often occurring in a very short span of time–set the conditions for transitions to succeed. In this regard, during transitions to
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democracy we can see at which particular moment the actions of political
parties swing dramatically in favour of democratisation. Dobry (2000, 591)
called these moments ‘points des embranchement et de bifurcation’, as historical junctures where political actors make strategic choices–grandes décisions–
which shape the trajectories of transitional processes.
A critical juncture is
a speciﬁc historical period in which particular political choices, or the emergence
of a particular historical alternative, strongly predispose a given case to follow
one path of change, and not others. The critical juncture can alternatively be
viewed as involving a high degree of agency, or strong structural determinism
(Brady and Collier 2010, 323).

Critical junctures are usually followed by path dependence, which can be
thought of as ‘a pattern of causation in which events or processes at one
point in time strongly constrain subsequent events or processes’ (Brady and
Collier 2010, 343). The concept of critical juncture has been employed over
the years to explain institutional outcomes (Garrett and Lange 1995; Hogan
and Doyle 2007; Capoccia and Kelemen 2007), with Pierson (2004, 134)
arguing that ‘junctures are “critical” because they place institutional arrangements on paths or trajectories, which are then very difﬁcult to alter’. Critical
junctures have also helped to explain how political actors’ relevant choices
determine conditions for regime change. Mahoney argues that the ‘options
available during critical junctures, as well as the choices ultimately made by
political actors, are typically rooted in prior events’ or ‘antecedent conditions’
(Mahoney 2001, 7). These can lead parties towards choosing options that,
once taken, become gradually irreversible. Indeed, ‘it becomes progressively
more difﬁcult to return to the initial point when multiple alternatives were
still available’ (Mahoney 2000, 513). Such causal mechanism determines the
political outcome of regime change and contributes to the transformation
of the parties. During critical junctures the political actors’ choices ‘demonstrate the power of agency by revealing how long-term development patterns
can hinge on distant actor decisions of the past’ (Mahoney 2001, 7). Following
Mahoney’s point, Capoccia recently argued that although the scholarly debate
on critical junctures employs the language of structuralism – mainly from historical institutionalism – some scholars have ‘focused on political agency and
choice as an important factor in selecting among the options available at the
time of critical juncture’ (Capoccia 2016, 101).
Against this backdrop, if the academic debate has successfully explained
how critical junctures create conditions for institutional and regime change,
it would be interesting to explore the dynamics of critical juncture occurring
in transitional processes. Indeed, all successful transitions from authoritarian
regimes display a bargaining process among the leaders of the main political
parties. To diﬀerent degrees, these bargaining processes achieve political
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pacts aimed at decreasing the ambitions of one party to impose its preferences on others. Bargaining processes leading to national pacts, or major
agreements, end periods where the unwillingness to release power is prevalent, ultimately decreasing the risk of regression to authoritarianism. These
bargaining processes are agency driven, highlighting political parties
making binding choices and providing the reasons that cause them to relinquish parts of their agenda to achieve common goals (O’Donnell and Schmitter [2013] 1986). Following this reasoning, the agency of political parties
epitomises the critical juncture in transitional regimes. These crucial periods,
however, can be triggered or favoured by a single party, more inclined than
others to undertake a pattern of change. Hence, it might be worth exploring
the initial trigger of critical juncture. Scholars may focus on a speciﬁc political
party and seek to understand how its choices and attitudes contributed to
allow a critical juncture to occur. Furthermore, how the evolution of that
party followed the critical juncture has to be explored. Indeed, parties undertake rapid transformations within a transitional process, especially after ﬁnalising national pacts to foster democratisation (Ishiyama 1995; Morlino 2012). In
short, since some political parties are at the root of a critical juncture in transitional regimes, it follows that their development is the dependent path, which
ultimately may contribute to the transformation of the political system and
society.
The critical juncture of Tunisia’s transition to democracy began when the
political party Al-Nadha decided to declare the Salaﬁst radical group Ansar
al Sharia a terrorist organisation in August 2013 – indicating the impossibility
of the creation of a united Islamic front in the country – and resigning from
government two months later in October 2013 – signalling that it was open
to discuss the rules on the game while out of oﬃce and despite having
won the 2011 elections for the Constituent Assembly. The whole package
of choices the party made between 2013 and 20144 both unlocked the transformation of the party and provided a sense of direction to the transitional
process, contributing to the formalisation of a national pact and to reinforce
institutions after the 2014 elections. Indeed, this new attitude allowed the
ﬁnalisation of the Constitutional process, which was the true bedrock of the
transition. According to Lobna Jribi, Al-Nahda’s concessions and choices
between 2013 and 2014 made the diﬀerence in allowing the Consensus committee to solve technical problems in the text of the draft Constitution. In this
regard, Netterstrøm (2015, 111) suggests that the Constitutional process is
‘the story of how the Islamist party handled the historic challenge’ to conciliate with secularists. Moreover, Al-Nahda deserves credit for the acceptance of
the results of the October 2014 competitive elections, which it lost. After the
results were released and conﬁrmed, Ghannouchi decided to call Beij Caid
Essebsi to congratulate him on his win, displaying a potent democratic attitude. In this regard, it is worth outlining how, in 2013, Al-Nahda’s decision-
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making made the diﬀerence in giving a sense of direction to the Tunisia transition. Indeed, challenged by mounting pressure, the party could have played
on the growing Islamist-secular polarisation in society and could have allowed
mass demonstrations to escalate until breaking point. Likewise, the party
could have given strategic concessions to the people, holding power and
trying to reacquire the legitimacy obtained after the 2011 election. Counterfactual reasoning about what would have happened if Al-Nahda had taken
other decisions opens the door for reﬂecting on the centrality of their
decision-making in determining political outcomes. In short, in 2013 and
2014 the agency of their decision-making was not entirely divorced from
the contingency of the context, but the range of options that the party
faced was less constraining than it appeared. Thus, in order to shift the
focus from the causes behind Al-Nahda’s transformation to the eﬀects that
the party’s choices had, it is crucial to point out that the agency of their
decisions making between 2013 and 2014 put the party–and Tunisia’s transition–on a trajectory of dependent path which contributed to the successful
democratisation process. Accordingly, it is also worth investigating the
dynamics through which the party managed its transformation and
adopted a new outlook.
The next sections examine two phases of the post-revolutionary transition.
The ﬁrst describes the 2011 governmental experience and emphasises that AlNahda was conducting its political actions without strong agency and sense of
direction. During this period, divisions between the secularist, modernist and
Islamist camps widened, and the country seemed to move rapidly towards
widespread turmoil, reaching a number of potential breaking points. The political system was gridlocked and the reform process paralysed. In addition, the
attempts to preserve consensus created negativity within the party, restricting
therefore its ability to deﬁne its role and identity. The second section begins
with the resignation of Al-Nahda from government in 2013 and highlights the
new role of agency through which the party has taken a series of crucial
decisions since then. These choices paved the way for the party’s eﬀective
transformation and generated a dependent path through which the party crucially contributed to Tunisian democratisation.

How to rule the country? Enormous expectations and lack of
skills.
In 1981, Rachid Ghannouchi and Abdelfattah Mourou5 founded the Movement
of Islamic Tendency that in 1988 became Al-Nahda. The political failures of the
1980s, when the party rushed into politics after Ben Ali’s arrival to power, convinced many that proselytising and party politics did not sit well together.6
Ben Ali’s repression put an end to the party’s participation in Tunisian institutional politics and decades of severe repression marginalisation and
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fragmentation did not allow it to set a clear identity and ideological boundaries. Many authoritative leaders lived in exile across Europe’s capitals, eventually reﬂecting on how to adapt their Islamic beliefs to the Tunisian political
environment. Other members of the party were trapped inside the country,
most of them jailed and harassed; others still marginalised or deprived of
their religious freedom through the repression of their beliefs in a police
state (Hibou 2006).
When the Ben Ali regime was overthrown and the party was ﬁnally legalised in March 2011, members took the opportunity to revive party structures
in Tunisia and discussed whether to stand in the upcoming elections. Some
considered the party insuﬃciently prepared to deal with the immense postrevolutionary challenges and demands Tunisia faced. This minority argued
that decades of systematic marginalisation had prevented Al-Nahda from
gaining the skills for exercising power, leaving the party without any experience on how to rule.7 Other members converged around the objective of
entering the political arena immediately. This enthusiasm for elections
stemmed from the political vacuum left by the RCD collapse and its loss of
legitimacy, which discouraged many of the former RCD’s adherents to participate in the 2011 electoral turnout. The moment seemed ripe to maximise
electoral gains from a revolution that had scattered the secularist forces
and had rehabilitated the Islamist front. In the end, the Shura opted to ride
the revolutionary ‘momentum’ and endorsed the idea of running for elections.
Al-Nahda won the popular vote and the most seats in the 2011 October elections.8 The party entered into a coalition government (‘Troika’) with secular
parties of the centre-left,9 indicating explicitly that it placed the success of
the transition ahead of ideological considerations.
Nonetheless, as soon as it took oﬃce, Al-Nahda immediately faced a range
of considerable problems and had to deal with an anti-Islamist backlash from
large sectors of the secular and modernist sectors of society. First, the ambiguity of the party with respect to its commitment to liberal democracy contributed in heightening the fear of Islamism. In particular, the party
internally debated the role of Islamic law in social life. The issue of the
inclusion of Sharia as a reference for legislation in the Constitution blocked
the process of Constitution making and unleashed severe criticism of the
party in secular Tunisian society, dividing it–and the Islamic front as a
whole–on how to manage this mounting distrust. Eventually, the party
ended up reproducing some of the illiberal political behaviour by which it
had been a victim for decades. The most glaring example was the ambiguous
position the party took concerning the liberalisation of the arts and artistic
expression (McCarthy 2015, 453-455). Another problem arose when the
party put forward the proposal to include ‘the complementarity role’ of
women into the Constitution (Marks 2012), even though it had previously
guaranteed to uphold the Personal Status code. That contradiction cast
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shadows over the party’s reliability and its real goals, unleashing signiﬁcant
protests and leading to the mobilisation of feminist organisations. Secondly,
in the immediate aftermath of the 2011 elections, Al-Nahda was expected
to fulﬁl the considerable and heterogeneous expectations the revolution generated, ranging from urgent social and economic reforms to thorny issues
such as national security and foreign relations. However, a large proportion
of the administrative and security apparatus was still in the hands of anti-Islamist elites, which hampered the eﬀectiveness of the government (Guazzone
2013, 35-38). Many reforms therefore stalled through a combination of AlNahda’s inexperience and bureaucratic blockages. Thirdly–and more importantly–Al-Nahda’s initial position towards the rise of Salaﬁsm was ambivalent
(Marks 2015, 5-7). On the one hand, Al-Nahda was aware that the success of
the transition rested on ﬁnding an institutional compromise with the
parties representing Tunisian national modernists over the rules of the
game for the new political system being constructed. On the other, AlNahda still wanted to represent electorally the whole of the Tunisian Islamist
constituency and therefore did not want to break entirely with the other
forces within its camp, Jihadi-Salaﬁsts included. This inevitably triggered
greater mistrust between the secular modernists and Al-Nahda. Thus, AlNahda implemented a ‘carrot and stick’ policy towards Salaﬁsts. Rachid Ghannouchi used his intellectual reputation to appease their revolutionary fervour
and preserve the political achievements of democratisation. The occupation
of the Manouba University by Salaﬁ groups, whose claims were not shared
within broader Tunisian society, was problematic as were the attacks on the
US Embassy and clashes with the security forces. Eventually, there were accusations that the party was colluding with Salaﬁsm, attempting to Islamise
society and hijacking the democratic transition. During this tense period, AlNahda neither condemned oﬃcially these illiberal attempts to impose Salaﬁ
beliefs nor supported them. For instance, there was an initial attempt to
‘justify’ the mounting violence of Salaﬁsts groups as being rooted in the
legacy of Ben Ali’s disastrous marginalisation of Islam. However, beyond
declarations pointing out that Salaﬁsts were the children of Tunisia, the
reality was that a signiﬁcant number of Salaﬁsts were leaving jail and were
joining post-revolutionary politics in part to oppose Al-Nahda (Cavatorta
2015, 773). Ghannouchi’s ‘carrot and stick’ strategy ultimately did not work,
and the Al-Nahda-led government banned the most radical Salaﬁ groups
under pressure from its coalition partners and the international community.
Finally, the 2013 military takeover in Egypt weakened the party. Indeed, the
counter-revolution coup in Egypt against the Muslim Brotherhood reminded
Al-Nahda how precarious the position of Islamists in power was and how, ultimately, the international community preferred to deal with authoritarian
pseudo-secular regimes when push came to shove (Brownlee 2012; Soest
2015).
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The attempt to distinguish Al-Nadha from ultra-conservatives became
more urgent as domestic tensions escalated and accusations of ties with jihadists were made (Wolf 2017, 152-153). When Chokri Belaid and Mohamed
Brahmi – two prominent leftist politicians – were assassinated in Tunis in
the space of a few months in 2013 the situation escalated into national
turmoil. The then minister of the interior Lofti Ben Jeddou warned that ‘the
same gun’ had killed both MPs, forcing Al-Nahda to cut all its ties with
Jihadi-Salaﬁsm and banning its most prominent group, Ansar al-Sharia. In
addition, a number of scandals contributed to spread accusations of nepotism
and immorality against the party, triggering disagreements among Tunisians
and increasing the perception that the party was not immune to corruption.10
Large national demonstrations and international pressure intensiﬁed convincing the leadership to accept the removal of the party from government in
favour of a technocratic one, leading to new elections in 2014.

Path dependency: Al-Nahda’s transformation and the party
contribution to democratic transition
Discussing the evolution of Al-Nahda and its failure to deal with the political
sphere in the 1990s and early 2000s, Allani (2009, 267) argued that ‘there was
no room for internal free debate, and that the moderate wing was a marginalised minority, which helped the radical wing to take control of the Movement’. However, a tendency to pluralism, along with the willingness to
adapt rigid Islamic beliefs to political reality, characterised Ghannouchi’s discourse and challenged mainstream Islamist parties across the region.
Indeed, there had been strong debates within the movement since the late
1970s about the direction it should take, mainly as the party sought to ﬁll
the vacuum the fall of the historical left had created (Tamimi 2001). It
seems thus, more correct to argue that the intellectual leverage of the
leaders had aﬀected the party, and democratic centralism characterised the
party’s dynamics. This has been an enduring feature of the party, emerging
as an obstacle to its pluralist attitudes even in the post-revolutionary
period, along with its governmental experience between 2011 and 2013.
Democratic centralism derives from Communist parties’ organisational principles. It holds that party members take part in policy discussions and elections at all levels and are free to disagree with each other, but must follow
the majority’s decisions once they are made. Since 2013–2014, despite not
having fully abandoned its centralism, Al-Nahda has progressively shifted
towards a more pluralistic attitude and has strengthened its democratic pluralistic culture at the internal level. Indeed, the party ‘has recently experienced
calls for greater bottom-up representation in its internal electoral structures’
(Marks 2017, 108). For instance, the Shura is still the most authoritative institution that discusses the party’s positions, but it acquired a more democratic
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legitimacy, abandoning religion as the driver of its political agenda. The new
pluralist composition and the reshuﬄe of members after the 10th Congress
made this pattern of change oﬃcial. According to the Shura’s President
Abdelkarim Harouni there are increasingly diverging visions, which aﬀect
and enrich internal debates.11 Some former skeptical members have rejoined the party, acknowledging the party’s new inclusive standing. Naoufel
Jammali embodies the most notorious example of this trend. A former independent moderate and inclusion-driven activist, Jammali has recently joined
the party, ﬁnally realising the possibility to voice openly diverging opinions
and encourage the party in undertaking decisions that prioritise Tunisia.12
In this context, there is an attempt to renew the base of the party, as the
municipal elections held in May 2018 demonstrate. The party made up the
electoral lists at the local level with 50% of party’s members and 50% of independents, who believe that Al-Nahda oﬀers space for political engagement
beyond mere ideological commitment.
This major shift has triggered other changes. First, the party is experiencing
a gradual generational turnover, which in the short term will weaken the political sway of the ‘conservative legacy’. The new generation of Nahdawis is
growing up politically in a democratising Tunisia,13 with Ghannouchi and
Mourou supporting and empowering their rise within the party. Part of this
new generation belong to the moderate and reformist branch of the
party– … – ‘the doves’–and seem to be progressively overtaking the hardliners and conservative ‘hawks’. The 10th Congress also acknowledged the
need to empower the new generation. In this regard, the party’s leaders
scheduled the creation of a political school aimed at endowing young
talented members with a tailored education to deal with the political
system and its challenges.14 This is an unprecedented phenomenon for a political party with Islamist roots. It presumably intends to prepare a new generation with the tools for coping with a new political environment in Tunisia.
Overall, there is a widespread awareness among the leaders that Al-Nahda’s
continuity depends on its capacity to empower new generations to recover
from the mistrust that many voters have vis-à-vis the party.15
The second transformation refers to the role of women within the party. This
complex issue deserves a deeper examination. Even before its legalisation in
2011, Al-Nahda had an active and large number of socially active women,
leading national and regional advocacy campaigns over a range of social
issues, even though women’s rights issues were not prioritised. In the aftermath of the revolution, Al-Nahda and the Progressive Democratic Party (PDP)
were the only two parties to appoint a woman as head of list for the 2011 elections.16 In spite of this, the reality was diﬀerent for women’s roles within the
party. The proposition to include the ‘complementary role’ of women (Marks
2012) in the ﬁrst draft of the constitution undermined the party’s oﬃcial openness to women’s empowerment. The 2014 elections highlighted a slight but
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relevant change, which is likely to open the doors for further empowerment of
women in the coming years. Indeed, many more women had a prominent in
leading positions on the electoral lists,17 ultimately inﬂuencing the electoral
campaign with their claims.18 Meherzia Labidi is the symbol of this new
trend, advocating the rights of women to spearhead activities in the political
and social spheres. For instance, she has successfully challenged Rachid Ghannouchi and the Shura to oﬃcially take a position vis-à-vis the acknowledgment
of women’s freedom as a fundamental pillar of the Muslim Democratic Party.19
It is, however, within the Shura that the most striking result of women’s
empowerment took place. Indeed, the 10th Shura Congress has elected
several women to ﬁll leading positions within the party.20 Their elections
were nominal and reached the required threshold of 15%, as opposed to
2011 when they were appointed by default to reach the minimal threshold.
Moreover, there is widespread agreement that the threshold will be increased
in the next congress.21 Such evidence highlights the willingness to grant a
greater voice to women within the political sphere and, eventually, may
defuse the resilient anti-Nahda’s narrative about the lack of attention to
women’s rights. The municipal elections held in May 2018 – the ﬁrst round
of local elections since the revolution – have seen the Al-Nahda’s candidate
in Tunis district, Souad Abderrahim, becoming the city’s ﬁrst female mayor in
Tunisian history. Abderrahim is a modern and esteemed politician and her
proﬁle reinforces the liberalising outlook of the party.
A third element refers to the party’s reputation in the international arena.
After 2014, Al-Nahda obtained greater international recognition, as a heterogeneous range of international actors acknowledges the crucial move of AlNahda. The international community, particularly the West, welcomed how
peacefully Al-Nahda stepped down from oﬃce in 2013 and how it yielded
to the transition process. Ghannouchi is one of the rare examples of Islamic
leaders whose authoritative voice has inﬂuence in both the West and the
Arab World.22 In this vein, the number of international awards Ghannouchi
received23 helps us to understand how external actors endorsed the
leader’s capacity to lead an Islamist party through a democratic transition.
In addition to Ghannouchi, a rising number of prominent members of AlNahda have obtained inﬂuence and acknowledgment around the world. In
April 2017, three leading members of Al-Nahda were contemporaneously visiting foreign countries. During the same week, Rached Ghannouchi visited the
UK and Indonesia, Abdelkarim Harouni went to Canada and Abdelfattah
Mourou spent some time in Washington. Although the main topics discussed
publicly were the improvement of Tunisia’s democratisation process and the
urgent needs of the country, the leaders sought further recognition of the
party in light of the upcoming local and legislative elections. In short, these
bilateral meetings highlighted the will to explain Al-Nahda’s democratic evolution, asking international actors to trust the party.

THE JOURNAL OF NORTH AFRICAN STUDIES

13

Finally, the separation between politics and proselytising is an attempt to
deﬁning the party’s political culture, gradually accumulating democratic
capital. It also aims at preserving what can be called an Islamic subculture
within the private sphere. In this vein, some supporters are dedicated to
party politics, others to social activism and others still to business or trade
unionism. If successful, this subculture can be a stabilising factor for the
young Tunisian democracy insofar as other subcultures are also developing–leftist and national modernists for instance. This creates the conditions
for strengthening pluralism and democratic practices. The political culture
of the party has developed through a relentless work of communication
between the leaders and the regional oﬃces, which have the direct control
of the party’s base across the country. When the party resigned from oﬃce
and joined the current government coalition with its historical secular
opponent, the regional oﬃces and the base of the party voiced their
dismay and frustration. In order to avoid fragmentation, the party’s leaders
went through countless meetings to convince the party’s base that ‘forgiveness of, and even compromises with, their former oppressors’ (Marks 2017,
103), was the best solution for the party and for the Tunisian transition. This
close dialogue highlights the leadership’s attention to preserve grassroots
consensus while communicating political decisions. In this regard, each
time the party deals with an important issue and it needs to come up with
an oﬃcial position, the leaders try to obtain feedback from the regional
oﬃces. When the party goes through this process, which aims at socialising
its transformation and new policies to the base, internal bargaining takes
place. It mixes top-down explanations and bottom-up criticism and feedback,
ultimately generating an agreement that stands as the national party’s position. This was the case for instance on the separation between religion and
politics. When the leaders of the party decided that time had come to set
aside religion as the driver of the political agenda, an intense activity of communication began. National leaders met all regional leaders to explain the
move being undertaken. According to Ridha Idriss, one of the party’s
leaders who spearheaded the process of separation between religion and
politics, a two-year and half pedagogical process occurred with the base
through the regional oﬃces in order to socialise the new decision of the
party. The Shura appointed a special commission of 26 leading members to
conduct and manage an internal dialogue to convince the base that the
party’s shift was a natural evolution rather than a rejection of its identity.
Although initial criticism and resentment emerged with accusations against
the leadership of the party of betraying its core identity, eventually this commission succeeded in its goal and all regional leaders accepted the move.
During the 10th Congress, 80% of the 1.200 delegates voted overwhelmingly
in favour of formal separation.24 In cases when the party’s leaders do not
bargain with the base – via the regional oﬃce – over crucial choices, de-
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alignment may occur, ultimately jeopardising the unity of the party and
eroding support. For instance, the recent endorsement of Al-Nahda for the
amnesty law granted to former administrative and bureaucrats who were
under prosecution for alleged crimes during the Ben Ali regime found widespread disagreement across the party’s regional departments. In this regard,
despite Al-Nahda’s leaders trying to remedy to the situation by explaining
that the decision was taken to end the deadlock at the governmental level
– and in part to preserve good relations within the ruling coalition – the
party struggled to silence critics.25 This demonstrates that when communication between national and regional oﬃces is absent, the party’s base
relies on alternative sources of information such as media, radio and press
which broadcast diﬀerent messages. In short, the communication of the political meaning of choices made is an essential component in generating
understanding among the party members and preserving consensus. A
third case helps to demonstrate that the party leaders care about the consequences their choices have vis-à-vis the base. The recent national debate on
inheritance, which pushes for new legislation dividing family resources fairly
among heirs independently of gender, has encountered scepticism in the
party’s base. The national leaders, thus, have avoided a clear standing on
the issue, preferring to launch an internal dialogue. All this evidence suggests
that political culture has strengthened across the party’s membership.

Tunisian ‘negotiated democracy’ between consolidation and
crisis
In 2011, Marc Lynch raised concerns ‘about the growing polarisation and collapse of trust across the political class, which risks dividing the Tunisian public
and crippling the desperately needed democratic transition’. He quoted the
then-Executive Committee member Ziad Doulatli who said Tunisia would
need at least 5 years of ‘consensual democracy’ to consolidate the democratic
transition, with all parties committing to avoid using electoral gains to impose
their preferences on others (Lynch 2011). Obviously, one may question what
he exactly meant by professing consensual democracy in a post-revolutionary
country as Tunisia. As Lijphart ([1999] 2012, 33) points out, in contrast to the
Westminster majoritarian model, ‘the consensus principle is to let all or most
of the important parties share executive power in a broad coalition’. Lijphart
assumes that consensual democracy is instrumental in sharing and dispersing
power, instead of putting power in the hands of a narrow majority. This is
crucial in former authoritarian settings. Lijphart also outlines that consensual
democracy is based on inclusiveness and often relies on bargaining processes.
This idea of a consensual model relying on negotiation strategies among
parties led scholars such as Kaiser (1997) to call it a ‘negotiated democracy’.
According to Keiser negotiated democracy relies on bargaining strategies
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undertaken by the main parties and implies that political actors’ behaviour
directly produces democracy consensus. Tunisia’s 2011 elections ‘were followed by the formation of a coalition government, inclusive of both secular
and Islamism parties’ (Murphy 2013, 232), but it is necessary to recall that
they did not display a real bargaining process among all the main political
forces in spite of their fairness.26 This was largely due to the main political
parties dealing with the political backlashes of the revolution. Al-Nahda
became legal only in the immediate aftermath of the revolution without a
deﬁned political agenda (Stepan and Linz 2013, 25). Likewise, elections
were held in a problematic and messy transitional context, with former RCD
politicians severely delegitimised. The elections in late 2014 were held in a
more politically mature environment, with the Islamists and the secularists
of the new party Nidaa Tounes–founded in June 2012, seven months after
2011 elections– leading the bargaining process. The decision to create a
national coalition between the two main parties–Nidaa Tounes and AlNahda–ﬁts perfectly with Keiser’s argument about ‘negotiated democracy’.
The ‘negotiated democracy’, inaugurated after the 2014 elections, has
been instrumental in providing the political system with a more democratic
and stable framework. Its achievement comes from the critical juncture and
the bargaining process that it triggered, within which Al-Nahda played a
crucial role. Indeed since 2013, the transformation of Al-Nahda has narrowed
the political distance between secularists and Islamists. Political debate is
now gradually showing features of a modern confrontation, mainly focused
on how to rule the country. Anne Wolf (2017, 156) noted that the party’s leadership avoids ‘demonising its political opponents’, suggesting that competitive politics have to prioritise the ‘national consensus’. The economy,
administrative reforms and justice are the core issues discussed in Parliament.
Although strong opposing views often characterise the debate, the overall
situation is less polarised, with groups of MPs from diﬀerent blocks co-operating over speciﬁc issues. In fact, by narrowing polarisation and relegating
Islamic identities and beliefs to the private sphere, Al-Nahda has ﬁnally developed its own political culture. In this regard, it has become more of a strategic party that can tailor its political agenda to the contingent balance of
political forces. All this can eventually lead to the new round of national elections in 2019 with an enhanced level of democratic maturity, both at the political and social level. Political progress may create enduring conditions for
Tunisian democracy to work. As Schmitter and Karl (1991, 82) suggest,
democracy can work only if
who wins greater electoral support on inﬂuence over policy will not use their
temporary superiority in the future, and that in exchange for this opportunity
to keep competing for power and place, momentary losers will respect the
winners’ right to make binding decisions.
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The progress of Tunisia democracy, however, faces a big challenge, which pertains to the socio-economic situation that the country faces. Seven years after
the revolution, the social and economic grievances that led people to take to
the streets have not been addressed and, if anything, the situation may
become worse (International Crisis Group 2017). However, at the national
level while political parties are narrowing their distance, national socio-economic polarisation is widening increasing unpredictability. Against this backdrop,
Al-Nahda’s new look as a ‘Muslim Democratic Party’ may be seen as a shift aimed
at embracing Tunisia’s heterogeneous middle class and economic elites. These
classes, then, will be over-represented by an array of political parties, ranging
from the former ‘Islamist party’ to liberals, modernists and market-oriented
parties. In contrast, lower classes–younger and poorer and from areas in the
interior – may not ﬁnd proper political representation within the system,
leaving space for alternative populist political projects, some of which might
rely heavily on religion. It may increase the opportunity for recruitment on the
part of radical movements. Since the post-uprising Salaﬁst phenomenon in
Tunisia could be interpreted as a reaction to Al-Nahda’s appeasement towards
its former ideological rivals (Merone 2017), the abandonment of the Islamist
label on the part of Al-Nahda today might trigger a new call for religiously
oriented political and social engagement against disloyal Muslims who subscribe to Western values. In addition, this might lead to a retreat away from politics toward a quietist Salaﬁsm, thereby increasing apathy in the young Tunisian
democracy. The low turnout registered at the recent municipal elections reﬂects
the disenchantment of ordinary people vis-à-vis the political class. The high
abstention rate can be interpreted as a direct result of the failure of post-revolutionary governments to respond effectively to people’s expectations and
demands. Consequently, the notable success of independent candidates
during the municipal elections (attracting 32.7% of the participating voters)
poses an additional challenge to Tunisia’s major parties.

Conclusion
After the fall of the regime, Al-Nahda had neither the time nor the means to
redeﬁne its identity, preferring to maximise its gains from the favourable postrevolutionary momentum. By gathering heterogeneous expectations and
social groups under the umbrella of its undeﬁned political Islam, the AlNahda-led government carried a heavy burden from its inception. The
decision to leave oﬃce and give up its governmental ambitions marked a
turning point. Al-Nahda decided to rebuild its reputation after the stigmatisation it had experienced. Most important, with this decision, along with key
choices (outlawing jihadist-Salaﬁst groups; giving concessions to ﬁnalise the
constitutional process; joining a national coalition; separating religion and
politics and progressively; and distancing itself from the Muslim
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Brotherhood–going as far as not participating in the 2016 Muslim Brotherhood’s conference held in Istanbul), the party contributed to enhance Tunisian democracy. Although leading members of leftist parties and labour
unions question Al-Nahda’s transformation, the party has accumulated considerable democratic capital, positively aﬀecting the political environment. If
Al-Nahda and secular and modernist parties accept the outcome of fair and
competitive elections, Tunisia’s political stability will expedite resolving economic problems through structural reforms. If not, far-left and far-right parties
might thwart attempts to bridge historical diﬀerences, leading people to look
for populist and potentially destabilising alternatives, particularly in light of
the volatile economic situation.

Notes
1. Ghannouchi (2016).
2. Rached Ghannouchi is the Co-founder and the ideological leader of the party;
Abdelkarim Harouni is the President of Shura; Meherzia Labidi is an MP and
the Vice-President of the Constituent Assembly of Tunisia; Imen Ben
Mohamed is a MP and a prominent young woman within the party; Naoufel
Jammali is a MPS who joined the party after 2013 and embodies the pluralistic
evolution of the party; Samir Dilo is a MP, former Minister of human rights, transitional justice and government spokesperson under Prime Minister Hamadi
Jebali; Ridha Idriss is a prominent member of Shura who headed the process
of separation of politics and religion within the party. Amine Ghali is the President of Kawakibi Centre of Democratic Transition
3. For more information see: https://thebeirutexchange.com/the-tunis-exchange/
4. For instance, the leading members of the party voted to endorse the Paris secret
meeting between Essesbi and Ghannouchi in June 2013 (10 to 9 in favour of it).
The choice to resign from oﬃce followed, being a rare event within the Arab
world. The concessions made within the Constitution process are also essential.
The decision to collaborate and join the national coalition is the last relevant
choice of the critical juncture.
5. Abdelfattah Mourou was born in 1948 in Tunis, and was the ex-number two of
the Movement from 1981 to 1991. He froze his activities and his membership in
the Movement in March 1991 following a murder attempt on his life for which
Movement was responsible. Mourou is known for his moderate positions. In July
1991 he attempted to create a political party, named ‘The People’s Party’, but the
conjuncture of the time (confrontation between the Islamists and the regime)
didn’t allow this.
6. After a very short honeymoon period between the Islamists and Ben Ali, the
latter opted for reproducing the same repressive attitude of his predecessor.
7. Author’s interview with Samir Dilou, 3 May 2017, Tunis.
8. Al-Nahda obtained 37.04% and 41.01% of the seats (89 seats), Congress for the
Republic 8.71% and 13.36 of the seats (29 seats), Ettakatol 7.03% and 9.22% of
the seats (26 seats). Source: National Democratic Institute, Final Report on the
Tunisian National Constituent Assembly Elections, October 2011
9. Troika was an unoﬃcial name for the alliance between the three parties (AlNahda, Ettakatol, and CPR) that ruled Tunisia after the 2011 Constituent Assembly election. CPR was a centrist party while Ettakatol a centre-left party.
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10. Al-Nahda has been accused of nepotism and corruption. In particular, a scandal
involved Ghannounchi’s son-in-law, who was accused to have deposited a large
sum of money from China into his personal bank account. Moreover, between
2011 and 2015 Mohamed Frikha had an airline, Syphax Airlines, which ﬂew thousands of Tunisians to Turkey, some of whom were accused to join the Jihadi
Salﬁsts in Iraq and Syria. The airline went into bankruptcy, leaving unpaid
debts, unpaid employees, and worthless tickets. The multi-million dinar debt
of the airline was forgiven. Frikha is now a member of the National Assembly
for Al-Nahda with parliamentary immunity from prosecution.
11. Author’s interview with Abdelkarim Harouni, 21 April 2017, Québec, Canada
12. Author’s interview with Naoufel Jammali, 5 January 2017, Al-Nahda headquarters, Tunis. Naoufel Jammali is a former Tunisian Minister for Professional
Employment (2013–2014) and Deputy for the district of Sidi Bouzid since 2014.
13. Under the current cabinet, Al-Nahda has four undersecretaries under the age of
40s, 12 in the government block and 15% in Choura (source AlBawsala). For the
government block the list includes: Oussama Al Saghir, Wafa Attia, Imen Ben
Mohamed, Emna Ben Hmayed, Heger Bouzemmi, Zeineb Brahmi, Naoufel
Jammali, Basma Jebali, Bechir Kheliﬁ, Sana Mersni, Hayet Omri, Amal Souid,
Karima Taggaz, Radhia Toumi. For more information see: http://majles.marsad.
tn/2014/fr/assemblee, accessed 4 May 2017.
14. Author’s interview with Samir Dilou, 3 May 2017, Tunis. Samir Dilo suggested
Ghannouchi to call his competitor Beij Caid Essesbi before the oﬃcial announcement of 2014’s electoral results, showing the new collaborative and democratic
attitude of Al-Nahda.
15. This statement is recurrent among the party’s leading members: Rached Ghannouchi, Imen Ben Mohamed, Abdelkarin Harouni, Naoufel Jammali accepted this
concept during the interviews.
16. Maya Jribi was the head of the PDP’s list in Ben Arous in October 2011.
17. The three women appointed as head of list in 2014 elections are Meherzia
Laabidi (District of Nabuel II), Sayda Ounissi (District France I) and Imen Ben
Mohamed (District Italy). Arwa Ben Abbas and Hayet Omri were second in the
list position, respectively, by Abdelfattah Mourou and Naoufel Jammali.
18. Author’s interview with Imen Ben Mohamed, 2 May 2017. The Al-Nahda party
continues to solicit the support of women who do not wear the hijab. Among
these new political ﬁgures not wearing the hijab, we ﬁnd Arwa Ben Abbas
and Hayet Omri.
19. Author’s interview with Meherzia Labidi, Al-Nadha headquarters, Tunis 6 January
2017.
20. Author’s interview with Rached Ghannouchi, Al-Nadha headquarters, Tunis 5
January 2017.
21. Author’s interview with Imen Ben Mohamed, 2 May 2017, Tunis.
22. Ghannouchi is a respected politician both in the Islamic world and among
Western countries. Recently he intensiﬁed his oﬃcial visits to France, Italy and
the UK to pledge a more structured support to Tunisia. Likewise, he has authority
within the Islamic world, as shown by the recent visit to Saudi Arabia’s King
Salomon, on 3rd July 2016, attended by several high-ranking Islam oﬃcials
such as Afghanistan’s Ashraf Ghani, the President of Gabon Ali Bongo Odimba
and the Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Al-Haris.
23. For instance, in 2016 Ghannouchi has been awarded with the Jamnalal Bajaj
Award for Promoting Gandhian Values Outside India.
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24. Author’s interview with Ridha Idriss, Tunis, 29 August 2017 Ridha Idriss is an
executive member of Shura.
25. Author’s interview with Imen Ben Mohamed, Tunis, 29 September 2017.
26. International observers such as EU, NDI and Carter Center conﬁrmed that the
round of elections was free and fair.
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