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Tunisia After The Nobel Peace Prize
Much has been written in celebration of the awarding of
the 2015 Nobel Peace Prizeto Tunisia’s National Dialogue
Quartet, the ensemble of civil society organizations that
played such a crucial part in forging a way forward for
their polarized, divided postrevolution country. The prize
is a well-deserved recognition of the remarkable courage
of those trade unionists, human rights activists, lawyers,
and business representatives in getting Tunisia’s main
political parties to reach a compromise on the essential
pillar of any democracy: the constitution.
Looking ahead, it is worth asking what the Nobel Peace
Prize brings to Tunisian civil society, to Tunisia in general,
and to the international community.

Marc Pierini
Indeed, such a momentous reward for a small, ephemeral
civil society grouping is worth multiple celebrations. It is
fully legitimate for those Tunisians involved to be proud of
what they have achieved in a manner unique to their
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country, alas with no equivalent among other Arab
transition processes. Western leaders have rejoiced, and
even some Tunisian politicians of the pre-revolution
regime have been trying to ride the surf.
As for myself, a former diplomat much faulted by the nowdefunct police state for talking too much to the Tunisian
Human Rights League, one of the members of the quartet,
I feel honored to have worked confidently with such
dedicated and courageous people. But this is the past.
Now, the Nobel Peace Prize confers new responsibilities
on Tunisian civil society and, more widely, on all those in
charge of the country’s future. A reward doesn’t change the
fundamentals of a country in transition. Tunisia is still
facing daunting challenges in terms of economic reforms
and income distribution as well as security sector reform.
The broader issue is that Tunisia is split between
conflicting views of society, between the conceptions of the
future offered by Nidaa Tounes
(Call for Tunisia), the main secular party, and by
Ennahdha, the Islamist party that was in power from 2011
to 2013. These issues have been abundantly documented,
and Tunisian stakeholders, foreign donors, and think
tanks alike know well what is at stake.
Tunisia is governed by a coalition that looks like a mutual
assurance pact between the two main parties. Although
the coalition may seem unsustainable, with rejectionists in
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each of the two central pillars, it reflects both the clear will
of the Tunisian people in the November 2014 election and
the distinct ability of political leaders to advance through
dialogue and compromise. Yet, liberal democracy is about
more than just the ballot box.
The #NobelPeacePrize confers new responsibilities on #Tunisia's civil
society.
This is where civil society comes in—not just in a one-off
exercise like the quartet’s remarkable achievements, but in
a lasting, structural way. As I wrote in April 2015,
“Because [civil society] actors engineered the transition to
democracy and forced politicians to change course, they
earned huge credentials and retain significant political
legitimacy. These stakeholders now have to decide how
they will exercise—individually and collectively—their
newly acquired responsibility.”
Tunisian civil society has achieved much: it has done away
with the police state and forced opposing political actors
into compromises they didn’t like, while preserving the
essential values of any liberal democracy, not least on the
status and role of women. Political parties showed the
courage to heed citizens’ requests.
The quartet invented a Tunisian method for moving
toward democracy. This method now needs to become
permanent and be enlarged to take the form of an
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inclusive, consensus-building mechanism geared toward
steering a diverse, divided society in a constructive
direction. Not a meeting in which politicians dictate, not a
caucus in which civil society opposes, but a forum in which
all concerned will be able to debate and forge consensus—
or at least compromise.
The Nobel Peace Prize also brings responsibilities for
Tunisia’s outside supporters: governments, international
donors, and think tanks. All have rejoiced, of course:
Tunisia’s fragile success is such a gem amid the folly
gripping the postrevolution Arab world that every
interested foreign interlocutor wants to help. But while
helping is fine, smothering is not permitted; rather,
modesty is in order.
If there is one lesson in postrevolution xI wrote in April
2015,, if there is one message from the Nobel Peace Prize
committee, it is this: Tunisians are a courageous,
sophisticated people who surpassed the revolution’s deep
divisions and awful murders, and took charge.
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