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A 

crowd waited 
outside his 
modest office in 
the Tunis Palais 
de Justice. I was 
told the Swedish 
ambassador had 
just left. Others 

were jostling inside to congratu-
late Mohamed Fadhel Mahfoudh, 
the head of the Tunisian Bar 
Association, who, along with 
three other members of the 
Tunisian National Dialogue 
Quartet, had just won the Nobel 
Peace Prize.

The Quartet played a crucial role 
in helping the country overcome 
the political polarisation that 
threatened to push Tunisia over 
the abyss of civil strife in 2013. An 
Islamist-led coalition held on to 
power, to which it had acceded 
after the 2011 elections, while an 
alliance of leftists and liberals took 
to the streets demanding an end 
to Islamist rule after leftist leaders 
were assassinated.

The National Dialogue led to 
the designation of a technocratic 
government that laid the ground 
for new elections in 2014.

“I could not believe it,” the Paris-
educated, 50-year-old lawyer told 
The Arab Weekly as he described 
his reaction when he heard the 
news of the Nobel Peace Prize. The 
truth sank in moments later, when 
he consulted the Nobel Prize com-
mittee website.

Mahfoudh later started to reflect 
on the decision. “I felt it was the 
crowning not just of the Quartet 
but of Tunisia. It was the crown-
ing of a historical process with all 
its manifestations, difficulties and 
positive results,” he said.

A prominent phase in that 
process, which started with the 
2010 uprising, was the 2013 experi-
ence of the National Dialogue. It 
included most of the country’s 
political actors. Facilitated by the 
Quartet, the dialogue “helped 
speed up the democratic transition 
and the organisation of legislative 
and presidential elections under 
the supervision of a neutral and 
technocratic government”, Mah-
foudh said.

The interim government, which 
led Tunisia for the most part of 
2014, was presided over by for-
mer minister of industry Mehdi 
Jomaa, who, in compliance with 
the pledge he made during the 
National Dialogue, did not run for 
elected office.

Mahfoudh is proud of the role 
that lawyers have played for more 
than a century in Tunisia “whether 
against colonial rule or despotism.

“It was at the vanguard during 
the revolution and the demo-
cratic transition. It was also at the 
vanguard of the National Dialogue 
experience as part of the Quartet,” 
he said.

Elected head of the Tunisian Bar 
Association in 2013, Mahfoudh had 
been active in the Sfax section of 
the association. He is considered 
politically independent.

He sees the message behind the 
prize as going beyond politics. 
“It is intended for all of Tunisia, 
a country which may be small in 
geographic size but has a great his-
tory and deep-rooted civilisation,” 
Mahfoudh said.

As to the regional and interna-
tional dimensions of the message 
contained in the Tunisian Quartet’s 
winning of the Nobel Peace Prize, 
Mahfoudh emphasises that “each 
country has its specificities so one 
cannot arbitrarily try to duplicate 
the experience of any one coun-
try in another”. But he said the 

message intended to the world is 
that “all political disputes can be 
resolved through dialogue and 
consensus building”.

Mahfoudh believes that negotia-
tion is the logical path for conflict 
resolution. “All armed conflicts end 
up in negotiations. So why not go 
straight to the negotiations?” he 
asked.

In the Arab world, he also sees 
“dialogue and negotiation as the 
way to help achieve the necessary 
objectives of democracy, rights and 
freedoms”.

At home, the prize brings a “dose 
of hope” to Tunisians as they 
endeavour to meet the remaining 
challenges they face and introduce 

the social and economic reforms, 
“which need time”, Mahfoudh 
said, adding that he is “confident 
the political and civil classes will 
strive to find the necessary solu-
tions”.

He is also hopeful “foreign 
operators” will “look at Tunisia 
differently now and with a lot of 
optimism”. They could see the 
stability in the country and the 
“possibility of investing not only in 
the economic field but also in the 
social and cultural fields”.

“We are in favour of all peo-
ples of the world supporting the 
Tunisian people while preserving 
the independence of our national 
decisions,” Mahfoudh said.
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Tunisians hope for more foreign support after Nobel Prize win

Tunis

T 

unisia is being hailed for 
being the only country to 
escape the “Arab spring” 
chaos and bloodshed after 
its main civic groups were 

awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for 
helping the country advance on the 
path of democratic transition.

However, Tunisians fear eco-
nomic stagnation and deteriorat-
ing security still provide ground 
for extremist Islamists to derail the 
nascent democracy if Western pow-
ers continue being tepid towards 
providing tangible support to jump-
start the economy.

Finance experts predict the coun-
try could fail to repay its foreign 
debt in 2017 if its economic woes 
remain unaddressed. Economic 
growth in 2015 for Tunisia is expect-
ed to be flat or negative while the 
unemployment rate is more than 
15% and inflation has been running 
around 6%.

An assassination attempt tar-
geted a prominent parliament 
member on October 8th. Earlier 
this year, 20 foreign tourists were 
killed when terrorists stormed the 
Bardo National Museum in Tunis. 
Three months later, a gunman shot 
dead 38 tourists at a beach resort in 
Sousse, wreaking havoc on the tour-
ism industry and causing Tunisia’s 
ailing economy to further deterio-
rate.

“The Nobel Prize award is good 
for Tunisia’s image abroad as a 
country striving for democracy and 
peace. It mitigates the effect of the 
two terrorist attacks,” said Jalloul 
Ayed, a former finance minister. 
Ayed said the country’s government 
and elites should shift their focus to 
the economy.

The National Dialogue Quartet 
was chosen to receive the Nobel 
Peace Prize for its contribution to 
Tunisia’s peaceful advance towards 
democracy. The prize committee 
said the Quartet, a coalition of civic 
groups that heaved most political 
parties behind the constitutional 
process, “succeeded in establishing 

countered the spread of violence 
in Tunisia and its function is there-
fore comparable to that of the peace 
congresses to which Alfred Nobel 
refers in his will,” it added.

That progress has often looked 
uncertain and vulnerable, as Islam-
ist and secular foes faced off over 
the relationship between the state 
and religion. The Quartet stepped 
in in 2013 when two political assas-
sinations exacerbated a tense politi-
cal climate pushing Tunisia to the 
brink of chaos.

The then-ruling Islamist Ennahda 
party agreed to step down in 2014. 
Voters then handed power to a gov-
erning coalition dominated by secu-

larist Nidaa Tounes after a new pro-
gressive constitution was adopted.

The groups that shared the prize 
are the Tunisian General Labour 
Union; the Tunisian Union of Indus-
try, Trade and Handicrafts; the Tu-
nisian Human Rights League; and 
the Tunisian Bar Association.

Houcine Abbassi, the head of the 
labour union, is widely seen as hav-
ing played a major role in the na-
tional dialogue. For months, he and 
other members of the Quartet prod-
ded the Islamist-led ruling coalition 
and the opposition to sit down and 
agree on a new government of tech-
nocrats to end the crisis.

Talks at times stalled but Abbassi 
never seemed to lose faith. In No-
vember 2013, after another walkout 
by participants, he said: “We do not 
believe in failure because the dia-
logue has to succeed. It is our future 
and destiny.”

“Abbassi played an important role 
in the dialogue. He would sit down 
for hours and hours at the nego-
tiations table. He would never lose 
temper even in the most difficult 
of moments,” said Kamel Morjane, 
head of the centrist Al-Moubadara 
Party and a participant in the dia-
logue.

Morjane, a former minister of for-
eign affairs and senior UN official, 
expressed hope that the country’s 
elites, in an outside government, 
espouse dialogue and compromise 
to tackle the challenges ahead.

Slaheddine Jourchi, a political 
analyst, says “it is difficult for Tuni-
sia to face its problems alone at this 

stage,” he said.
Many Tunisians bemoan democ-

racy has brought them little im-
provements despite an increased 
freedom of expression. Young peo-
ple stayed away from the last elec-
tion in massive display of apathy.

Since 2011, Tunisia has provided 
the largest contingent of foreign re-
cruits of the al-Qaeda- and Islamic 
State-affiliated groups, with esti-
mates of more than 3,000 having 
left to fight in Syria, Iraq and Libya.

“Tunisia might be forced to ask 
creditors to reschedule its foreign 
debt in 2017. It would be the first 
time Tunisia takes such a move 
since its independence [from 
France in 1956],” said financial ex-
pert Ezzedine Saidane.

Other economic experts, includ-
ing former central bank governor 
Taoufik Baccar, voiced similar grim 
predictions should the government 
skirt enacting deep reforms, includ-
ing slashing petrol and essential 
food subsidies. Such reforms could, 
however, anger the powerful labour 
unions and trigger social unrest, 
which Tunisians cannot anymore 
afford.

Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran 
Reuters journalist. He has covered 
North Africa for decades and is 
based in Tunis.

A September 2013 picture shows Secretary-General of the Tunisian 
General Labour Union (UGTT) Houcine Abbassi, a Nobel winner, 
talking to the media about results of the National Dialogue.
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