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ABSTRACT
Scholarly consensus postulates a sharp contrast exists between liberal 
values and realist interests in US foreign policy in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region, which finds its expression in the ‘security–
democracy’ dilemma.  This means the US rhetorical determination to 
abide by the values of a ‘liberal’ foreign policy is neutralised by the ‘real-
ist’ priority of maintaining US strategic interests, which requires support 
for friendly authoritarian rulers. Scholarship tends to apply this reason-
ing indistinctly to the entire region, providing an encompassing frame-
work of analysis for understanding US foreign policy, which is valid 
across time and space. This study challenges this theoretical assumption 
and argues that while the US might indeed have a comprehensive 
regional approach in the MENA, the resulting foreign policy follows 
country-based trajectories that respond to national specificities and the 
perceived implications for US strategic interests. Exploring US foreign 
policy in the MENA after 9/11, the article demonstrates that while the 
US emphasis on liberalism crumbled when faced with security issues, 
the US liberal approach to Tunisia unfolded more consistently. Although 
the US continued formal cooperation with Ben Ali’s regime, it empow-
ered at the same time a coalition of democratic opponents, solving the 
security–democracy dilemma and positively influencing the Tunisian 
democratisation.

Introduction

During the Cold War, the United States anchored its foreign policy on securing strategic and 
economic interests, with little attention paid to how dissonant with liberal democratic values 
the means employed to pursue these interests abroad were. Scholars argued that the US 
emphasised strategic calculations in foreign policy, as the costs of losing influence in the 
confrontation with the Soviet Union exceeded the benefits of spreading liberal values.1 The 
disappearance of the Soviet Union triggered divisions within academia on how to interpret 
US foreign policy after the end of the Cold War. Liberal scholars argued that the US’s foreign 
policy could draw more on international liberalism to lead a global process of democratisa-
tion,2 with some suggesting that the US had fewer security constraints in projecting liberal 
democracy abroad.3 Realist scholars, instead, continued to emphasise that US foreign policy 
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2 P. MARZO

responded to strategic calculations and material interests to preserve its leadership in a 
‘unipolar world’.4 According to realists, the US supported democracy ‘only when doing so is 
in its interest’,5 furthering democratisation in those countries when national elites accepted 
subordination to US hegemony.6 Conversely, this meant backing dictators where free elec-
tions could propel unfriendly, non-collaborative or, worse, anti-American political actors to 
power.7 While the broader analysis of the US post-Cold War foreign policy was framed in the 
debate between liberals and realists, the specific study of the US policy in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) remained a realist affair. During the 1990s and early 2000s, US 
support for authoritarian regimes in the MENA contributed to solidifying authoritarian 
regimes in the region.8

The 9/11 terrorist attacks, however, opened the door for rethinking US foreign policy in 
the MENA. A degree of genuine self-criticism characterized the debate, with some policy-
makers suggesting that direct US support for autocrats in the Arab world had become too 
costly, as it had turned into a source of instability with destructive consequences for US 
domestic security. Arab leaders and ruling elites had exploited US support to rule ruthlessly, 
clamping down on internal dissent, eventually paving the way for widespread anti-Ameri-
canism.9 Thus, post 9/11, the postulate of ‘authoritarian stability’, which until then had driven 
the US in framing its foreign policy in the MENA, was up for discussion. Accordingly, some 
US policymakers applied the ‘democratic peace theory’10 to the MENA, furthering the idea 
that Arab ‘democratic states would have been better partners’.11 The contention was that 
the ‘security–democracy dilemma’ – the puzzle of how to promote democracy while pre-
serving security – could be solved with a value-based approach. The idea that democrati-
sation could be the ‘antidote’ to terrorism and could finally endow Arabs with political and 
social freedoms12 gained momentum. Thus, the Bush administration began to promote 
liberal democracy in the Arab world, demanding that autocratic regional allies reform their 
illiberal political systems. In late 2002, Bush formalised the launch of the Freedom Agenda 
in the MENA and the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) to support Arab countries in 
their political reforms.

The new impetus on exporting liberal democracy, however, did not ignore the preserva-
tion of US interests. Indeed, the US government also conceived democratisation in the MENA 
as key to US geostrategic interests, a ‘means of advancing American standing in the region 
and other material benefits’.13 In this regard, in a short time, it became clear that conflicting 
interests were intrinsic to the promotion of democracy. While the US supported liberal 
reforms and competitive politics, it also worried about the electoral results that such an 
approach generated. Islamist parties had performed well in the 2005 Egyptian legislative 
elections and in the 2006 Palestinian and Lebanese ones, defeating US allies.14 This led the 
US to retreat to a more realist approach that could achieve strategic political results without 
challenging the political status quo.15 By the mid-2000s, it seemed to most scholars the US 
had retrenched towards a realist approach in the whole MENA region, preferring regional 
stability rather than encouraging democracy.

This study challenges this assumption in part and suggests that US foreign policy in MENA 
countries did not unfold uniformly. Rather, it took on country-based trajectories that 
responded to national specificities and the perceived implications for US strategic interests. 
Specifically, the article argues that Tunisia is a divergent case in the way the US framed its 
foreign policy from 2001 onward when compared to its regional counterparts. Relying on 
interviews with former US diplomats and policymakers, and with Tunisian activists and 
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opposition leaders, in addition to analysis of documents from the US State Department, this 
research shows that the US promoted a more consistent liberal foreign policy towards Tunisia. 
Although the US continued to cooperate formally with the Ben Ali regime, it empowered a 
crosscutting democratic coalition of opposition actors, solving the security–democracy 
dilemma and having a positive impact on the trajectory of Tunisian democratisation. While 
the interviews and the data collected refer only to the Tunisian case, the article relies on 
secondary literature on US foreign policy in Egypt in the 2000s to offer a comparative analysis.

Rethinking US foreign policy in the MENA region: a framework of analysis

The international political situation shapes the way the US allocates its foreign funding, 
selects recipient countries and imposes conditionalities. Major shifts in global politics explain 
fluctuations in the magnitude of US foreign aid.16 During the Cold War, the overarching US 
priority to counter the Soviets through militarisation had downgraded the interest in allo-
cating funding for democracy promotion.17 As huber noted, ‘stability took precedence over 
values and the fight against communism over the promotion of democracy’.18 The demise 
of the Soviet Empire opened the door for attracting new states into the orbit of the US, 
boosting funding devoted to promoting Western liberal democracy.

An analysis of the US Foreign Aid Greenbook shows that during the Cold War the US over-
whelmingly devoted its aid to providing military resources to enhance allied countries’ ability 
to counter the communist threat. From 1989 onward, in contrast, data show that while 
allocations for military cooperation remained constant in strategic settings, the US allocated 
increased funding for democratic assistance through the National Endowment for Democracy. 
In particular, the volume of the US’ ‘democratic assistance’ spiked in Eastern Europe, Asia and 
Latin America.19

Cox, Ikenberry and Inoguchi noted that after the Cold War, US democracy promotion 
‘rather neatly filled the missionary gap left behind by the collapse of international commu-
nism’.20 yet the US post-Cold War democracy promotion and liberal narrative still contrasted 
with the broader US foreign policy. On the one hand, during the 1990s and 2000s, democracy 
promotion encapsulated the image the US wanted to project abroad, as the direction all 
countries should embrace in the free unipolar world the US dominated.21 On the other hand, 
scholars have pointed out that US democratic assistance continued to be a means to pursue 
economic and geopolitical interests in the countries targeted,22 regardless of the political 
and social impact of the programme itself. Indeed, the post-Cold War US foreign policy 
pursued the expansion of hegemony – Lake called it relational authority23 – by managing 
external relations to preserve an international order that furthered US economic growth.24

In this regard, when it comes specifically to the Arab World, US foreign policy shows a 
sharp contrast between values and interests. US liberal democracy promotion met, therefore, 
with considerable criticism for its lack of efficacy,25 its reinforcement of authoritarian rule26 
and, most importantly, its disconnect between the rhetoric of democracy promotion and 
its actual implementation on the ground.27 Some scholars have convincingly demonstrated 
that the liberal premises driving the definition of US democracy promotion, when applied 
to the Arab countries, have proved to be inconsistent with operational decisions ‘on the 
ground’.28 Academic debate has also pointed out that, despite the liberal commitment peri-
odically made, the US reverts to a realist approach when it comes to take decisions that 
could jeopardise what are considered vital interests, regardless of whether this means 
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reinforcing authoritarian survival29 or contributing to its return.30 This is because the genuine 
determination to abide by the values of a liberal foreign policy ultimately clashes with the 
realist priority of preventing instability and preserving strategic interests.31

Researchers have tended to apply the security-dilemma reasoning indistinctly to the 
entire MENA region, as a one-size-fits-all framework of analysis which is valid across time 
and space. US foreign policy in the MENA is, therefore, studied as a comprehensive regional 
strategy that shows a potent contradiction between ‘liberal narrative’ and ‘realist conduct’. 
It is, however, limiting to conceptualise US foreign policy towards the entire MENA as a 
monolithic regional approach without taking into consideration the implications it triggered 
in each national setting. Indeed, while the US has often framed its foreign policy through 
comprehensive regional approaches that have shared premises, foreign policy conduct 
eventually unfolds by adapting to the consequences that this approach generates in indi-
vidual countries. Country-specific geopolitical, economic and cultural conditions bring about 
distinct trajectories of interaction between the US foreign policy’s actors and their national 
counterparts. For instance, in some settings, unwelcome or unintended consequences deriv-
ing from a liberal approach may lead the US to take controversial decisions based on realist 
considerations that preserve strategic and security interests. In other countries, US foreign 
policy might produce more consistency between premises and operative decisions, espe-
cially when democratisation and regime change do not pose a threat to the US hegemony. 
Thus, if US foreign policy is more country based, it follows that each country deserves a 
separate analysis.

US foreign policy in the MENA following the 9/11 attack offers interesting insights for 
exploring empirically the theoretical reasoning we provide. As mentioned above, the gen-
eral idea of the Freedom Agenda in the MENA was that democracy and political liberalisation 
could diminish the appeal to violence, eventually attracting large segments of moderate 
Arabs to embrace liberal values and competitive politics. hence, the Freedom Agenda raised 
a sense of hope among US non-govermental organisations (NGOs) and think tanks, which 
had been committed to democracy promotion and human rights for years.32 yet while in 
the early 2000s the US liberal shift in the MENA generated hope,33 unfolding events led 
experts to suggest that the Bush doctrine had unrealistic goals, most of which were out of 
reach due to the contradictions of the US strategic interests in the region, the need to 
contain US enemies and balancing power among allies.34

Contradictions did indeed emerge, for instance when the US managed to convince 
the Egyptian government to make good on liberal political reforms.35 On the one hand, 
the 2005 elections were conducted somewhat freely and fairly, spreading a sense of 
hope among political activists and international observers.36 The then US ambassador 
to Egypt, Francis Ricciardone, commended the ‘historic legislative and constitutional 
agenda for political reform’ that had been presented by President Mubarak.37 On the 
other hand, as Durac noted, in the aftermath of the 2005 Egyptian presidential elections, 
Mubarak led a crackdown on the Islamist opposition and jailed the secular presidential 
candidate, Ayman Nour,38 without an international outcry for such abuses. This was 
because in the 2005 Egyptian elections, and later the 2006 Palestinian ones, the Muslim 
Brotherhood and hamas respectively gained seats and political space.39 As soon as more 
competitive elections allowed forces that could undermine US interests and those of 
its allies in the region, the US administration returned ‘to the stability-first imperative 
that had characterized US policy for decades’.40 This wavering support for 
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democratisation and political pluralism eventually led local activists to be entirely dis-
illusioned with the US.41

While it is true that, across the region, the liberal premises driving the Freedom Agenda 
crumbled when they entered into conflict with US security concerns and strategic interests, 
US foreign policy in Tunisia did not follow the regional trend. Unlike in Egypt, the US did not 
lift its pressure on the Tunisian dictator Ben Ali to deliver real liberal reforms, even after 2005. 
The US continued to be vocal against arbitrary imprisonment, unfair treatment of civil society 
actors and absence of genuine liberalising policies.42 In an interview with the author, a 
Tunisian political activist jailed in 2005 recalled that the US embassy in Tunisia protected his 
family from further harassment while he was in jail. US officials also closely monitored his 
legal proceedings, trying to avoid unfair judicial treatment. Furthermore, as many prominent 
political activists affirm, the US embassy in Tunisia was meeting activists and political oppo-
nents on a regular basis, showing appreciation for the rise of contentious politics and the 
pressure they exercised against the regime.43 Most importantly, considering the uncompro-
mising illiberal attitude of the regime, the US strengthened its ties with democratic activists 
in Tunisia, de facto empowering a nascent coalition of opposition forces. Indeed, the US 
gradually realised that in Tunisia an alternative group of actors of different ideological per-
suasions could rule the country without upsetting regional security if Ben Ali were ever 
removed.

The analysis of US foreign policy in Tunisia since the mid-2000s is theoretically relevant 
because it provides empirical data to argue that the contradiction between values and inter-
ests can eventually be solved if the perceived implications of promoting democracy do not 
raise security issues and do not jeopardise US material interests. While realism remains the 
dominant theoretical approach to make sense of US foreign policy in the region, a study of 
the US foreign policy can draw on liberalism’s theoretical tenets when the dilemma of pro-
moting democracy while preserving stability disappears in a specific national context. This 
article demonstrates that in the Tunisian case, US foreign policy succeeded in solving the 
security–democracy dilemma, having a positive impact on the trajectory of Tunisia’s dem-
ocratic transition. By offering new insights into the impact of US foreign policy on Tunisian 
politics, this article refutes the idea that during the 2000s the US ‘liberal’ foreign policy in 
Tunisia – and its emphasis on democratic promotion – merely reinforced the incumbent.44

US–Tunisia relations before 9/11: alliances with autocrats to secure US 
strategic interests

During the Cold War, the US saw Bourguiba as an ally in preventing the Soviet Union from gaining 
influence in the region. Tunisia was not a priority in the regional environment, but Bourguiba 
was considered an asset for the advancement of US interests. The US administrations had enjoyed 
good political relations with Tunisia since Bourguiba fought off the leftist leader youssef Ben 
Salah in the early 1960s. Bourguiba also gained praise for thwarting the rise of political Islam in 
the 1970s, when Rachid Ghannouchi and Abdelfattah Mourou were garnering popular support.45 
In short, the US appreciated Bourguiba’s ability to merge a pro-Western vision and the Tunisian 
identity as an Arab country, ensuring Tunisians would not be attracted to anti-Western ideologies.

yet in the early 1980s, social and political chaos reflected Bourguiba’s declining capacity 
to rule the country,46 warning the US of the need to push for a new leader able to cope with 
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the challenges ahead. When Ben Ali took over in 1987, US–Tunisia relations regained traction. 
Writing in 1990, halliday noted:

many believe that Bin Ali [sic] worked closely with the CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) during 
his earlier career. The November 1987 coup in Tunis did receive US support and fit the pattern 
of several pre-emptive moves encouraged by the Reagan administration to channel and check 
popular challenges in the Third World.47

With electoral democracy spreading around the world in the 1980s and 1990s, Ben Ali 
astutely adapted the Tunisian political system and turned it into a multiparty ‘electoral autoc-
racy’. he ensured that opposition parties had seats in parliament, but also ensured that they 
offered political platforms not radically different from that of the president’s Constitutional 
Democratic Rally (RCD) party.

Genuine opposition candidates were prevented from running, and real opposition parties 
were banned. Despite (or precisely because) Ben Ali showed increasing authoritarianism 
throughout the 1990s, the US tolerated it for three main reasons. First, the US realised that 
under Ben Ali, the Tunisian economy was performing well and indicators on national edu-
cation and women rights were improving. Second, compared to other Arab regimes, Ben 
Ali had a more pro-Western position, mainly vis-à-vis the Arab–Israeli conflict, without, how-
ever, alienating regional allies.48 Third, Tunisia was the most successful MENA country in 
neutralising the potential threat of Islamism. Indeed, the civil war resulting from the botched 
Algerian democratisation in the early 1990s – as well as the influence of Islamists in such 
countries as Egypt, Turkey and Iran – led the US to ignore Ben Ali’s constitutional amend-
ments to limit Tunisians’ political freedoms. Such illiberal behaviour hindered the newborn 
Islamic party – al-Nahda. Rachid Ghannouchi, Tunisia’s most notable dissident, was jailed 
and later ‘encouraged’ to go into exile, as his political activities were gaining influence across 
the country. Ben Ali managed to explain to Tunisia’s international allies and the US in par-
ticular that such measures were necessary to prevent Islamism from taking roots in Tunisia, 
which would have had considerable knock-on effects in the region.

During the Ben Ali era, opposition parties were divided into two main clusters: ‘loyal’ 
opposition parties and genuine ones. The ‘loyal’ opposition, through its harmless activism 
and moderate criticism, helped the Ben Ali administration to upgrade its authoritarianism 
and build its façade multiparty system. As haugbølle and Cavatorta noted,

in 2004 four opposition parties – the Parti de l’Unité Populaire (PUP), the Parti social-libéral (PSL), 
the Democratique Unioniste (UDU) and the Greens (PVP) – sought the formation of such an elec-
toral alliance, under the banner of Rencontre Democratique (Democratic Gathering), to contest 
the upcoming parliamentary poll.49

yet their attempt was phagocytised by the clientelist authoritarian system. A second 
cluster of opposition parties held a more critical position against Ben Ali. These parties gained 
traction and became more vocal in 2000s. In addition to the Islamist al-Nahda, this group 
included the secular party CPR – Congrés pour la Republique – founded in 2001 by human 
rights activist Moncef Marzouki (never legalised under Ben Ali); the Parti Democrate 
Progressiste, founded by Nejiib Chebbi in 1983 (legalised in 1988); and the leftist party 
Ettakatol (originally called the Forum Democratique pour le Travail et les Libertes), created by 
Mustapha Ben Jafaar in 1994 as a result of his disagreement with the Movement of Socialist 
Democrats on how to confront Ben Ali.50
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These opposition parties – with the exception of Ettakatol – joined forces in the 18 October 
Coalition in 2005, which attracted the attention of the US, and of the international commu-
nity, for its inclusivity and ideological heterogeneity.

US foreign policy in Tunisia post 9/11: maintaining formal relations with  
Ben Ali while empowering alternative centres of power

Following the major shift in post-9/11 US foreign policy, Tunisia’s Ben Ali was considered to 
possess all the conditions for succeeding in a process of democratisation. With Tunisian 
moderate Islamist leaders in exile lobbying the US administration and Algeria (now a pow-
erful US ally in the war on terror) enjoying newfound political stability after its civil war, the 
US administration calculated that encouraging Ben Ali to further liberalise the country would 
not jeopardise US security interests in the region. A number of US officials interviewed for 
this research confirmed that the US administration did indeed consider Tunisia the least 
challenging country for pioneering the new approach of the Freedom Agenda.

Despite President Bush stating in an official speech at the New Endowment for Democracy 
in November 2003 that Egypt should ‘show the way towards democracy in the Middle East’,51 
there was considerable agreement among observers that a potential Egyptian democrati-
sation could raise the stakes on regional security to an intolerable level for the US. According 
to Brownlee, ‘even the most ardent democracy promoters did not want to risk, much less 
seek, Mubarak’s downfall’.52 Tunisia had greater chances of success in democratising, for a 
number of reasons. First, Tunisia did not represent a source of instability in the Arab–Israel 
conflict.53 Second, Tunisia had a relatively homogeneous society with strong ties to Western 
Europe, higher education levels compared to the regional average and very little anti-Western 
discourse in its society. Third, Tunisian political opposition, including al-Nahda, was reason-
ably US-friendly, compared to Egypt’s or that of other Arab countries.

Against this backdrop, the attitude of the US began to change, as the Ben Ali regime 
showed increasing predatory and authoritarian behaviour, which generated increasing 
domestic dissent. The US considered Ben Ali’s rising political repression and predatory eco-
nomics unacceptable for a country that had all the features to be a pioneer of political lib-
eralisation. Thus, pressure was placed on the Ben Ali regime to undertake liberal political 
reform, but he was hesitant to do so, no matter how cosmetic the changes might be. Push 
came to shove in February 2004 when Bush met Ben Ali in Washington.54 The US president 
strongly urged Ben Ali to undertake a number of political and economic measures to liber-
alise the country, suggesting a strict timeline.55 The US offered stronger economic cooper-
ation in exchange for political reforms. In Tunisia, however, Ben Ali’s inner circle warned the 
leader about the risk of releasing his hold on power. Indeed, meeting US demands would 
have meant losing control of the country, eventually creating room for an Islamist challenge. 
Ben Ali, sensing that the US was serious about the implementation of the Freedom Agenda 
in Tunisia, refused to relinquish power and rejected the political offer.

hence, the US administration increased its criticism. Tunisia suddenly came into the spot-
light of many US NGOs, think tanks, advocacy networks and human rights associations with 
delegations regularly visiting Tunisia to monitor the situation and connect with local activ-
ists. US media broadcast human rights groups’ reports more prominently. The activity of 
naming and shaming intensified and the attention to Tunisian politics in Washington 
increased considerably. The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace began to be more 
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critical of Ben Ali’s regime. Between 2004 and 2009, it highlighted Tunisian issues in its 
monthly Arab Bulletin at a growing pace, with a peak in 2008.56 Interestingly, an analysis of 
these bulletins shows that, unlike reports on other countries, which occasionally noted some 
improvements, reports on Tunisia underlined its steady deterioration and were consistently 
negative. A number of US think tanks and NGOs – such as the American Enterprise Initiative,57 
the National Democratic Institute (NDI), the International Republican Institute (IRI) and 
Freedom house (Fh) – began inviting Tunisian opposition members to Washington. The 
author’s interviews with Tunisian political activists confirm that between 2004 and 2010, 
these US institutes regularly invited them to give speeches in the US and provided support 
for their struggle.58

Starting in 2004, US diplomats with a profound knowledge of the Tunisian political situ-
ation advised the US administration to increase interactions with political and civil society 
activists.59

In this respect, connecting political and civil society activists to Washington was part of 
the MEPI regional agenda of democratic promotion. The idea was that Arab opposition 
activists looking for external aid would have more opportunities to share their struggle 
internationally, eventually making contact with the administration’s officials and creating a 
community of activists and reform entrepreneurs across the region. The connection between 
Tunisian political activists and the US, however, succeeded for two main reasons. First, an 
influential community of Tunisians abroad worked to convince members of the US estab-
lishment that the person responsible for the worsening situation in Tunisia was Ben Ali, along 
with his immediate entourage. Tunisians abroad conveyed that credible alternative groups 
of different ideological persuasions could be in fact ready to rule the country without upset-
ting regional security. Second, and most importantly, there was a specific attempt to change 
the US outlook on the Islamist party al-Nahda. The monthly newsletter Tunisia’s New Islam, 
published in Washington since the early 2000s, consistently claimed that al-Nahda was mod-
erate, democratic and respectful of human rights. In this respect, the Centre for Study of 
Islam and Democracy (CSID), a US-based NGO, increased its lobbying activities in the US 
Congress, campaigned against Ben Ali and with met US officials.

This lobbying activity gained traction in 2004 when CSID launched a special programme 
on Tunisia, organising a number of activities in the US and in Tunisia in partnership with the 
Arab Institute of human Rights and with the support of National Endowment for Democracy 
(NED). In an interview with the author, Radwan Masmoudi, head of CSID and a US–Tunisian 
citizen very close to al-Nahda (he would become an official member of the party in 2013), 
said that he regularly connected Tunisian opponents with his NGO’s network in Washington, 
and he also organized meetings at his Tunisian house between US officials, al-Nahda party 
cadres and representatives of other parties.60 In his words: ‘I was aware of the risk of being 
jailed, and honestly I had even concern for my life, but my double citizenship gave me some 
sort of protection in Tunisia’.

The ability of the Tunisian Islamist lobby to influence the US administration is crucial and 
noteworthy. Indeed, as Steven Cook noted, while al-Nahda’s leaders (Ghannouchi visited 
the US once before the revolution) managed to convince sceptical Americans that consensus 
politics and compromise were integral values of the party, the lobbing activity that the 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood carried out in Washington did not eliminate the scepticism 
about the ‘hierarchical structure of the organization that demanded obedience to its lead-
ership’.61 Other Islamist groups across the MENA region, such as Palestinian hamas and 
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Lebanese hezbollah, were considered anti-American, thereby making their entrance into 
the political fray a direct threat to US interests in the region.

In addition, some US officials working on Tunisia confirmed the value of this nascent 
crosscutting political alternative. Ambassador William hudson briefed the US administration 
in 2004 by saying: ‘most Tunisians fear radical Islam and are also looking for ways to promote 
a marriage between Islamic values and a modern, moderate state’.62 Unlike political activists 
in other MENA countries, Tunisian opponents saw that the fault lines between Ben Ali and 
Bush opened the door to real opportunities for change.63 A number of Tunisian activists 
interviewed for this research support this argument. For instance, a Tunisian political activist 
stated that the fact that ‘the US was no longer fully aligned with Ben Ali slowly but gradually 
penetrated into the minds of the Tunisian opposition’.

heterogeneous segments of Tunisian activists began meeting to find some sort of unity 
against the regime.64 This became overtly clear to the US – and the international community 
more broadly – with the setting up of the 18 October Coalition in 2005. A protest against the 
unfair and illegal imprisonment of the lawyer Mohammed Abbou brought together members 
of different political groups, ranging from the left to the Islamists. The strike gained the 
attention of the US diplomatic network in Tunisia. Indeed, the US embassy in Tunisia repeat-
edly sent an officer to monitor the situation at the bar association where the October 
Movement leaders were on strike.65

According to William Lawrence, the former head of the Tunisia desk at the US State 
Department, ‘the 18 October Coalition protest was a critical moment that impacted US for-
eign policy in Tunisia. We realised there was a nascent crosscutting and heterogenous coa-
lition of opposition, including leftist, secular and Islamists’.66

The protest highlighted the broadening agreement and unity of purpose amongst the 
wide spectrum of Tunisian opposition forces, ultimately demonstrating that a broad dem-
ocratic coalition of parties of diverse ideological persuasions existed and, crucially, it included 
the Islamist party al-Nahda.67 Indeed, the 18 October Coalition included political figures 
representing a wide ideological spectrum – Néjib Chebbi,68 hamma hammami, Ayachi 
hammam Abderraouf Ayadi, Mokhtar yahyaoui, Lutfi hajji and the al-Nadha partisan and 
activist Samir Dilou. Other al-Nadha figures, such as Mohammed Nouri, Aly Larayedh and 
Zied Doulatli, joined the coalition later.

In other MENA countries, opposition coalitions had also emerged in the 2000s. In Egypt, 
for instance, the Kefaya and April 6 Coalition included leaders with different ideologies, but 
as a 2005 International Crisis Group report noted, these groups did not possess a clear strat-
egy for change.69 Most importantly, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood proved to be an 
unreliable ally within these coalitions. As Stacher noted, ‘the distrust, tension and division 
between new sector of antisystemic politics and the systemic opposition was on display 
during the 2005 mobilization against Mubarak and hereditary succession’.70

The Tunisia 18 October Coalition instead showed greater unity among opposition leaders, 
who set their goals in a published manifesto.71 This captured the attention of the US embassy 
in Tunisia. During interviews with the author, members of the 18 October Coalition stated 
that between October 2005 and January 2006, international pressure and the support of 
foreign embassies prevented Ben Ali from shutting down the Coalition,72 which continued 
the protest as ‘the Forum of 18 October’ until 2009. During this time, a number of hunger 
strikes were organised to protest against the regime’s repression. Political activists told the 
author that they felt strong US support for their cause. Nejiib Chebbi, for instance, stated 
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that in 2006 and 2007 the US Ambassador in Tunisia, Robert Godec, ‘showed a frank and 
active support for the democratic opposition protests’. According to Chebbi, Godec made 
numerous official visits during a second hunger strike in 2007, visibly demonstrating empathy 
and support for the activists’ struggle. Interestingly, in an interview with the Financial Times 
held in the immediate aftermath of Ben Ali’s departure in January 2011, al-Nahda’s leader 
Rached Ghannouchi argued that the 18 October Coalition was not simply ‘a short-term 
political coalition, but a social project for society’.73

In late 2005, the dialogue between the US administration and Tunisian opposition 
also increased because MEPI provided Freedom house (Fh) with a large grant to launch 
projects in the Arab world. The Fh programmes focussed on empowering the upcoming 
generation of political leaders and civil society activists in authoritarian settings, with 
the bulk of the activities consisting of training in homeland countries, in Washington 
and in other Western countries. According to an Fh official, a number of US-allied regimes 
in the MENA perceived Fh’s activities as part of the rhetorical message on encouraging 
Arab democracy, and therefore believed they did not represent a genuine threat to their 
hold on power.74

In contrast, Ben Ali vocally disagreed with the Fh programmes. Connections between US 
officials and Tunisian activists irritated the Ben Ali administration, because some in the US 
State Department were ‘discovering’ that Islamist leaders were suitable – and ready – to form 
a democratic coalition with secular elites. For instance, Samir Dilou, a political activist and a 
member of the Islamist al-Nahda party, was a regional leader of the Fh-sponsored New 
Generation programme. he was invited twice to the US between 2006 and 2009, where he 
established contacts with senior policymakers and officials in the US State Department. 
Samir Dilou stated that there was a special Fh sub-programme – ‘Blue Umbrella’ – within 
which activists were coupled with a senior US congressman who had a supervisory role for 
the duration of the programme. In his words: ‘this gave participants the feeling of being 
protected by authoritative US leaders, facilitated the mobility in and out of the country and 
enhanced connections between political activists’.75

Ben Ali tried to thwart these interactions. Interviews with former and current officials at 
Fh confirmed that as the Tunisian ambassador to Washington reported to Tunisian authorities 
the names of the participants in the Fh programme, and more generally those Tunisians 
engaging in advocacy with US NGOs, it became a challenge to select young activists and 
leaders in Tunisia by employing normal recruitment procedures. In an interview with the 
author, Amy hawthorne said,

I was not working with Freedom house, but I knew from my colleagues in DC that the Tunisian 
embassy was deeply upset. I was working at Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
where I was founding Editor of the Arab Reform Bulletin. When we became more critical vis-à-vis 
Tunisia, I remember a few calls from the Tunisian embassy in the US, asking why we were doing 
this to our allies in Tunisia.

yet a number of local NGOs and human rights groups, such as The Arab Institute of human 
Rights and the Kawakibi Center of Democratic Transition, helped the US to select bloggers 
and activists. A former Fh officer recalled that Fh managed to organise conferences and 
workshops in Tunisia with the Arab Institute of human Rights and used this opportunity to 
informally select suitable participants. The programme included lawyers, bloggers, youth 
activists, journalists and university students, who were selected because of their activism 
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and profile within their social spheres.76 Once selected, Tunisian participants in the 
US-sponsored activities enjoyed special protection.

The US embassy in Tunisia, for its part, supported participants by granting visas and 
solving bureaucratic problems. During interviews, US officials recalled that the then US 
ambassadors in Tunisia, William hudson (2003–2006) and Robert J. Godec (2006–2009), pro-
vided protection for Tunisian activists, who would have otherwise been jailed or harassed. 
In this respect, the US administration, through the embassy, informed political activists that 
their safety was proportional to the closeness they enjoyed with the US embassy.77 Tunisian 
political activists confirmed that the US embassy in Tunisia – as well as its network – was 
supportive and helped them bypass the constraints on travelling in and out of Tunisia with-
out ending up in prison. An activist in pre-revolutionary Tunisia admitted that she and some 
other political activists often informally met US officials at the US embassy in Tunis. She 
claimed that the ‘US embassy never said overtly that the US would welcome Ben Ali and his 
family’s departure, but did indirectly let activists understand this was the wish of the 
administration’.78

While US support for the Tunisian opposition was associated with the scenario of Ben 
Ali’s potential departure from power, ‘democracy promotion in Egypt still meant nudging 
Mubarak to broaden participation, without “ending tyranny” in Egypt’.79 This became clear 
after the 2005 Egyptian elections and especially after the 2006 Palestinian elections. 
Indeed, as soon as the 2006 Palestinian elections – deemed peaceful and competitive by 
international election observers – saw hamas winning a majority of seats in parliament, 
any remaining hope for the Freedom Agenda to bring about democratic change in Egypt 
crumbled. With Iraq and the Palestinian issue dominating US foreign policy concerns in 
the MENA, the years from 2006 to 2008 saw Washington using conditionality in foreign 
aid with Egypt, ‘not to promote democracy, but to enhance security inside Israel and 
advance the US interests’.80 Condoleeza Rice, who had postponed her 2005 visit to Egypt 
to protest again Nour’s unfair imprisonment, toned down her criticism during later visits. 
Likewise, the US ambassador in Egypt, Francis Ricciardone, emphasised once more in 
2006 that pushing against Mubarak could unleash dangerous and unpredictable conse-
quences. As soon as hamas was ‘isolated’, the US dropped all forms of conditionality on 
aid to Egypt, and economic cooperation regained momentum, regardless of Mubarak’s 
human rights abuses.

‘Ben Ali, what happens next?’ Worsening relations between 2008  
and the revolution

When the democratic candidate Barack Obama won the 2008 US presidential elections, 
Egyptians grew hopeful for a shift in US foreign policy towards the Mubarak regime, but 
their expectations were not fulfilled. In 2009 and 2010, the US administration exerted ‘mild 
rethorical pressure’ on Mubarak.81 As Stacher noted, ‘before departing for Cairo in June 2009, 
Obama said that he did not regard Mubarak as an authoritarian leader’.82 Likewise, in an 
interview with BBC, Obama stated, ‘I tend not to use labels for folks. I haven’t met him. I’ve 
spoken to him on the phone. he has been a stalwart ally in many respects, to the United 
States’.83 According to Brownlee, when Obama visited Mubarak in Cairo in the summer of 
2009, he ‘healed wounded egos and re-established some of the trust that had eroded during 
Bush’s tenure’.84
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In contrast, the relation between the US and Ben Ali further deteriorated between 
2008 and 2010, and the US presidential transition between Bush and Obama did not have 
any impact on negative US attitudes towards Ben Ali. According to many observers, the 
visit of Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice to Tunisia in December 2008 was aimed at 
pressuring Ben Ali to consider a way out, meaning either holding full competitive elec-
tions or giving up power.85 But Ben Ali did not budge, and in July 2009, the US ambassador 
Godec warned the US State Department that there was no hope of free and fair presi-
dential elections to be held later in the year.86 The WikiLeaks papers gave a final push in 
breaking down the friendly US–Ben Ali relations. The communication between the then 
US ambassador in Tunisia Godec and the head of the US Near East Bureau at the State 
Department portrayed a worsening US outlook on the Tunisian internal situation: ‘by 
many measures, Tunisia should be a close US ally. But it is not’.87 US relations with Tunisia 
reached their lowest level then, although there was still a ‘façade friendship’ between the 
two countries.

In an interview with the author, Ambassador Gordon Gray, who took up his post in Tunisia 
in late 2009, said that following Ben Ali’s landslide 2009 re-election as president, he strongly 
recommended the State Department abstain from any kind of routine congratulatory mes-
sage from the US president. Washington followed his recommendation. The episode of the 
missing congratulatory message might seem superficially irrelevant, but it had two crucial 
implications. First, it delivered a strong message to the Tunisian government that the US was 
not pleased with the way in which elections were conducted. Tunisia reacted by withdrawing 
its ambassador from the US. Second, it was a clear message to civil society and political 
opponents. As ambassador Gordon Gray wrote: ‘Most important was not the government’s 
reaction, but the reaction of Tunisian civil society. Civil society knew that we didn’t send a 
congratulatory message; they derived some satisfaction and some sense of encouragement 
and support’. 88

In interviews with the author, civil and political opposition leaders stated that these signals 
made them realise the US supported their cause. Ben Ali, for his part, grew frustrated with 
the rise of US support for the political opposition and for the national economic elites now 
largely victims of the regime’s predatory economic behaviour. Thus, the regime tightened 
its control on Tunisians who interacted with US officials. The US diplomatic network in Tunisia 
was therefore upset, as the operational capacity of the US in Tunisia shrank significantly 
during 2009 and 2010.89

In any case, an analysis of the email exchanges between US diplomats in Tunisia and the 
US administration officials during the last days of the revolution shows that the US embassy 
and the diplomats had already secured strong connections with pro-American Tunisian 
officials and top officials in the army. US foreign policy experts on Tunisia were aware that a 
coalition of pro-American, Western-educated and moderate transitional elites could guar-
antee a smooth transition away from authoritarianism that did not endanger the US interests 
in the region. Some leaders of the opposition were friends of US ambassadors or US officials, 
while most of the opposition, ranging from left to the moderate Islamist, was considered 
reliable and collaborative. Jeffrey Feltman, the head of the US Near East Bureau in 2010, who 
was the first to brief the State Department about the 2010 upheaval, stated that he was in 
contact with a large segment of the secular opposition, including his ‘personal friend Nejiib 
Chebbi’.90
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In the immediate aftermath of Ben Ali’s departure, on 15 January 2011, Jeffrey Feltman 
reported a long telephone conversation with an individual who suggested that ‘we should 
encourage the Tunisian officials like F.M. Morjane (‘a good guy’) to reach out to Tunisia’s 
moderate opposition figures and bring them in’. Feltman, along with other US diplomats, 
believed the time had come for the US administration to express support openly, as ‘it is 
important that the interim government gets off to a solid start, acting quickly to restore calm 
and security in the streets.91 In another message, Jacob Sullivan, then Deputy Chief of Staff 
to US Secretary of State hillary Clinton, echoed Feltman’s words: ‘We have an interest in 
opening up political space. We’re working with the Embassy in Tunis on ideas. This is a real 
opportunity’.92 A few days after the regime’s demise, Secretary of State hillary Clinton released 
a statement that addressed the transitional government, making it clear that the US hoped

the interim government takes this opportunity to chart a course for their country that provides 
for the inclusion of all peaceful and democratic forces in the political process, through open 
and fair elections, and by investigating the abuses of the past.93

During the Tunisian revolution, the US empowered moderate Tunisian opposition, but 
during the Egyptian uprising the US administration initially aligned with Mubarak. In a public 
statement, hillary Clinton did not rescind support for Mubarak: ‘Our assessment is that the 
Egyptian government is stable and is looking for ways to respond to the legitimate needs and 
interests of the Egyptian people’.94 Later, amid escalating protests, the US administration tried 
to negotiate an orderly transition to one of Mubarak’s cronies. Indeed, Omar Suleiman would 
have granted a peaceful and smooth transition, thereby securing US interests in the country 
and reassuring regional allies, such as Israel and Saudi Arabia, who supported Mubarak.

The different approaches to how to respond to the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions can 
be seen in the language US officials employed. In his State of the Union address the night 
of 25 January, Obama referred to Ben Ali as a ‘dictator’, but Vice President Joe Biden later 
baulked at applying the same label to Mubarak.95 Indeed, the top national security figures, 
such as Joe Biden and hillary Clinton, argued against abandoning the Egyptian regime.96 In 
this regard, when Mubarak left the country, reservations and worry loomed large within the 
US administration because of the national, regional and international implications of such 
a power shift. The US administration held a more wavering foreign policy approach to the 
Egyptian transitional process, being supportive of al-Sisi following the 2013 military coup.97

The US foreign policy conduct in post-revolutionary Tunisia was instead consistent with 
the liberal approach it had held during the latter years of Ben Ali’s regime. In the immediate 
aftermath of the revolution, US diplomats and US NGOs organised a focus group with all 
political forces running in 2011 elections, including the Islamists, reiterating that the US 
would technically and financially support competitive politics and the Tunisian democratic 
transition. US NGOs officials told the author that the successful and effective partnership 
they had with the Tunisian transitional elites stemmed from personal knowledge and the 
mutual trust they had built before the revolution.98

Most importantly, US foreign policy decisions in the topical moments of the Tunisian 
revolution employed a liberal approach in encouraging democratic solutions, including 
during volatile times in 2012 and 2013.99 For instance, amid mounting pressure against the 
democratically elected ruling coalition led by al-Nahda, the US embassy in Tunisia encour-
aged secular and progressive leaders to negotiate a political solution with their Islamist 
counterparts. Throughout the transitional period, the US showed steady support for liberal 



14 P. MARZO

democracy and competitive politics, which decisively contributed to enhancing the transi-
tional elite’s ability to manage the challenges of democratisation.

Conclusion

This research sheds new light on the pre-revolutionary relations between the US and Tunisia, 
suggesting that transnational interactions and liberal influences contributed to empower 
Tunisian opposition activists and encouraged the nascent coalition of political opposition. 
The growth of connections between opposition activists and the US administration strength-
ened the belief within the US diplomatic network that a moderate and democratic multiparty 
alternative to replace Ben Ali existed, including, crucially, the Islamists. The latter could thus 
be part of the democratic game, without upsetting regional security or threatening US inter-
ests. When the Bush administration launched the Freedom Agenda, Ben Ali refused to under-
take democratic reforms. The US, hence, progressively downgraded its alliance with Ben Ali. 
Between 2004 and the revolution, the US opened opportunities to connect political oppo-
nents to the State Department and the US embassy in Tunisia, while maintaining formal 
relations with Ben Ali.

Unlike in other MENA countries where the ‘realist’ US strategic considerations – security 
concerns and economic interests – neutralised the impact of the US Freedom Agenda, in 
the Tunisian case the US gradually realised that its liberal approach in foreign policy did 
not jeopardise US strategic interests. In this respect, the emergence of a large, US-friendly, 
reliable and pro-democracy opposition in Tunisia is key to understanding the durable 
and consistent US support for democratisation in the country. From a theoretical point 
of view, US foreign policy towards Tunisia after 9/11 demonstrates that under specific 
conditions, the disconnect between liberal premises and strategic realism in conducting 
foreign policy on the ground can be reduced, and US liberal democracy assistance can 
function. Specifically, when the US realises that a country’s democratisation does not put 
the US’ strategic interests in jeopardy, foreign policy becomes more consistent with its 
liberal rhetorical underpinnings and can contribute to enhancing democratisation. In 
contrast, when liberal foreign policy might generate democratic outcomes that under-
mine the core US interests, the US withdraws its democratic assistance and opts for realist 
choices. The case of the US foreign policy towards Egypt in the 2000s is particularly 
instructive in this sense.

The empirical findings highlight a second aspect for refining the literature on US democ-
racy promotion in authoritarian settings. Indeed, this study shows that the connections and 
interactions between US officials and the Tunisian opposition, along with key public state-
ments from the US State Department, helped Tunisians understand that the US was no longer 
fully backing the Ben Ali regime. The US conveyed to the opposition its disagreement with 
the way Ben Ali was ruling the country, eventually empowering a nascent opposition coa-
lition. The US embassy protected political activists who were travelling in and out Tunisia, 
and the US diplomats interacted with segments of political opposition, including al-Nahda. 
In this respect, the strategy the US carried out in Tunisia complies with Carothers’s idea that 
‘in dominant-power systems, democracy promoters should devote significant attention to 
the challenge of helping to encourage the growth of alternative centres of power’.100 By 
encouraging political activists to create a structured coalition of opposition, securing for 
them a platform of debate and interaction, foreign democracy assistance proved to be more 
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successful when compared with programmes that finance the proliferation of NGOs, which 
are often domesticated by the regime.
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