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As a successful example of the Arab Spring, Tunisia, following 
the parliamentary elections held in October, is going to hold 
presidential elections this time. The political struggle betwe-
en secular, nationalist party Nidaa Tounes and Nahda Party 
have ignited the discussions on Political Islam vs. Secularism 
debate, and Nidaa Tounes won the majority of the seats in 
the new parliament. However, Nahda’s decision not to run a 
candidate in the presidential race, which is a continuation of 
its policy on consensus, shifted the discussions in the country 
on the real axis of authoritarianism vs. democratization. Nah-
da’s approach as well as political struggle embodied over Sebsi 
and Marzouki’s personalities reveals the fact that reading the 
developments via Political Islam-secularism tension makes 
it difficult to understand complex structure and dynamics of 
transformation process in the country. Although the projecti-
ons and assumptions on Nahda’s electoral defeat and political 
Islam-secularism debate are still popular; Tunisians intensely 
debate whether Nidaa Tounes is able/aim to re-establish the 
one party regime in the country.
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PRESIDENTAL ELECTION IN TUNISIA

While the discus-
sions on the results 
of parliamentary 

elections that were held on Oc-
tober 2014 still go on; another 
vital election will be held on 
this Sunday. Presidential elec-
tion that will take place on 23 
November 2014 represents an 
important milestone for the 
transition period that began 
with 2011. Presidential run-off 
vote system will be applied in 
the presidential election; hence 
if any of candidates could not 
take more than 50% of the vote, 
the most voted two candidates 
will run in the second round. 
In this election Tunisians will 
elect their president for the first 
time in their political history. 
Also, the result of the presiden-
tial election will determine the 
future of the new political equi-
librium occurred with the par-
liamentary election. Beji Caid 

el Sebsi, the leader of Nidaa 
Tounes, which is the winner of 
parliamentary election, is now 
seen as the frontrunner in Tuni-
sia’s presidential election. This 
possibility reveals the risks of 
political domination by Nidaa 
Tounes, which would control 
assembly spokesman, prime 
ministry and presidency. As a 
consequence, this risk shifted 
discussion axis from political 
polarization focusing on Nahda 
since 2013 to another angle. 

The electoral victory of sec-
ular nationalist Nidaa Tounes 
Party and Nahda’s falling to 
second place accelerated the 
political debate on political Is-
lam vs. secularism. However, 
Nahda’s decision not to run a 
candidate in the presidential 
race, which is a continuation of 
its policy on consensus, shifted 
the discussions in the country 
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on the real axis of authoritar-
ianism vs. democratization. 
Nahda’s approach as well as 
political struggle embodied 
over Sebsi and Marzouki’s 
personalities reveals the fact 
that reading the developments 
via Political Islam-secularism 
tension makes it difficult to 
understand complex structure 
and dynamics of transforma-
tion process in the country. Al-
though the projections and as-
sumptions on Nahda’s electoral 
defeat and political Islam-sec-
ularism debate are still popu-
lar; Tunisians intensely debate 
whether Nidaa Tounes is able/
aim to re-establish the one par-
ty regime in the country 

Why Presidential Election 
Matters?

The presidency which embod-
ied with the personalities of 
Habib Bourguiba and Zine el 
Abidin ben Ali has been the 
most influential and powerful 
post of authoritarian regime in 
Tunisian political history. From 
the independence to the popular 
uprisings in 2011, the country 
had been ruled by a one party 
dominated presidential system. 

As a consequence, the primary 
aim of post-2011 reforms and 
2014 constitution is to balance 
this powerful presidential sys-
tem. In order to realize this 
aim, a mixed political system 
was adopted and the responsi-
bilities and powers of president 
during Ben Ali redistributed 
among president and prime 
minister. Thus, it is aimed to 
establish checks and balances 
between these two posts. 

Although this new system 
redefined the authority and re-
sponsibility of presidency and 
distributed them with prime 
minister; the president contin-
ues to hold significant power. 
This new system left the issues 
such as foreign policy, defence 
and national security in presi-
dent’s authority, whereas prime 
minister is charged with pub-
lic administration, managing 
the ministries and governing 
the country. President is still 
responsible for the approval 
of laws adopted by the Par-
liament. President is also the 
Supreme Commander of the 
Armed Forces and responsible 
to appoint major assignment 
including administrative and 
diplomatic officials. 

Nahda’s approach 
as well as 
political struggle 
embodied 
over Sebsi and 
Marzouki’s 
personalities 
reveals the fact 
that reading the 
developments 
via Political 
Islam-secularism 
tension makes 
it difficult to 
understand 
complex structure 
and dynamics of 
transformation 
process in the 
country.
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The results of this new dis-
tribution of power established 
by the new constitution will be 
tested with the new president 
and government. In this re-
gard, the presidential elections 
represent an important turning 
point in the country as the par-
liamentary elections. The rela-
tion between the president and 
the prime minister will largely 
determine how the distribution 
of power will produce customs, 
be interpreted and implement-
ed. . Therefore, the practical re-
sults of newly formed balance 
of power among the president 
and the prime minister can 
be seen more clearly after the 
election on Sunday. 

An Election without 
Nahda

Nahda Party decided not to run 
a candidate in the presidential 

election before parliamentary 
election and officially declared 
that they will not support any 
candidate in this process. Ra-
chid Ghannouchi, leader of 
Nahda Party, stated that their 
decision aim to help reaching 
a necessary balance for coun-
try’s democratic progress in 
his article titled “How Will 
Tunisia Succeed” published in 
The New York Times. Nahda’s 
decision undoubtedly will have 
impacts on the future of pres-
idential election and coalition 
formation. 

Firstly, Nahda’s decision 
not to run a candidate in pres-
idential election will prevent 
use of rhetoric based on polit-
ical Islam-secularism tension 
which was used during the 
parliamentary election by sec-
ular and left-wing parties. This 
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Firstly, Nahda’s 
decision not to 
run a candidate 
in presidential 
election will 
prevent use of 
rhetoric based 
on political 
Islam-secularism 
tension which 
was used 
during the 
parliamentary 
election by 
secular and left-
wing parties. 

rhetoric focused on the stabili-
ty issues and political polariza-
tion, which was accelerated by 
assassinations of two leading 
oppositional figures and death 
of 37 soldiers in border clash-
es. With this rhetoric, Nidaa 
Tounes gained great success in 
parliamentary election. Nahda 
Party helped to ease political 
polarization by continuing its 
conciliatory approach ahead 
of the parliamentary elections, 
Rashid Ghannouchi’s con-
gratulation of Sebsi by giving 
a personal call, declaring the 
election results as a demo-
cratic victory and referring to 
national unity. Thus, political 
polarization recruited over po-
litical Islam debate cannot be 
an argument any longer to get 
voters’ support in the electoral 
campaign and replaced by fun-
damental fault line, which was 
more obvious in 2011. 

Nidaa Tounes, which gath-
ered a wide political spectrum 
from ruling party members of 
former regime to left-wing and 
liberal political figures, owes 
its party cohesion to this po-
litical polarization. The basic 
dynamic, which sustains party 

cohesion, is not common po-
litical aims and principles; on 
the contrary, Nidaa Tounes was 
formed over opposition to Nah-
da Party. As a consequence, in-
tegrity of Nidaa Tounes began 
to be questioned by many. This 
debate, which is also echoed in 
Tunisian public, has brought 
reconsideration of expectations 
for Nidaa Tounes. Prior to the 
parliamentary elections, dom-
ination of the party’s organi-
zational structure and elector-
al lists by former ruling party 
led to discontent among left-
ist and liberal members. This 
discontent has increased with 
87-year-old Sebsi’s decision to 
position his son, Hafedh, as his 
successor in the party. How-
ever, as previously mentioned, 
discontent and criticism within 
the party were overshadowed 
and postponed due to the oppo-
sition to Nahda Party. In a pres-
idential electoral race without 
Nahda, Sebsi’s candidacy has 
led to an increase of both in-
tra-party debate and criticism 
out of party. 

In addition, Nahda Party’s 
decision to stay out of the elec-
toral race will directly affect 
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the electoral arithmetic. Elec-
toral race, which took place 
between Nahda and others in 
parliamentary election, will 
now take place between sec-
ular parties. Forming rhetoric 
based on opposition to Nahda 
without promising economic 
and political policies, limited 
their discourse in the presiden-
tial election. Therefore, axis of 
political polarization shifted to 
democratization-authoritarian 
debate. This shift in political 
discourse led to more criticism 
on Nidaa Tounes and expands 
the suspicion among Tunisians. 

Finally, it is largely assumed 
that Nahda Party’s social base 
will support Moncef Marzouki 
in the presidential election. In 
any case, it is unlikely for Nah-
da’s social base to support Seb-
si in this election. Party’s offi-
cial decision not to support any 
candidate led to expectations 
that voters turn to different can-
didates in a disorganized man-
ner. However, it is highly pos-
sible that Nahda’s social base 
would vote for Moncef Mar-
zouki, former coalition part-
ner in troika government, in an 
election which take place under 
democratization-authoritarian 

discussion. Therefore, Nahda 
Party is still one of the most 
important political actors to in-
fluence the election result even 
though it chose remain out of 
electoral race. 

Back to the 
Authoritarianism-
Democratization 
Discussion: Fear of 
Single-Party Ruling

October 2014 parliamentary 
elections, have changed dra-
matically political balance in 
Tunisia. Nidaa Tounes, which 
won the parliamentary elec-
tion with 85 seats, has begun 
coalition talks for government 
formation in order to reach 
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As a result, the 
presidential 
elections will 
give final shape 
to the changing 
political balance 
that emerges 
following the 
parliamentary 
elections. 

a quorum to set up the 109 
seats. So far, statements made 
by Nidaa Tounes indicate that 
they will give priority to other 
secular parties instead of Nah-
da. The new government will 
be established following the 
inauguration of the new presi-
dent. Therefore, the winner of 
the November 23 election will 
determine the partner in coali-
tion government as well as the 
future of relations between the 
new coalition government and 
president. As a result, the pres-
idential elections will give final 
shape to the changing political 
balance that emerges following 
the parliamentary elections. 

Nida Tounes is the leading 
party in the presidential elec-
tion as in the parliamentary 
election. The party tries to in-
crease its support in the pres-
idential election by using the 
achievements of parliamenta-
ry election. The electoral race 
began with 27 candidates- one 
female, 26 males- and the num-
ber of candidates dropped to 22 
with the withdrawal of 5 can-
didates. In the election, sever-
al well-known political figures 
such as the leader of PCOT 

Hamma Hamammi, the lead-
er of Ettakatol Mustapha Ben 
Jaafar, the leader of Mubada-
raa Kamel Morjane will run for 
presidency. Among them most 
powerful candidate is the lead-
er of Nidaa Tounes, Beji Caid 
el Sebsi. 

Beji Caid el Sebsi was 
accused of being old guard 
during both elections by sev-
eral political figures and par-
ties. These accusations were 
overshadowed by the opposi-
tion to Nahda during parlia-
mentary election, today it has 
been tensely discussed due to 
its victory in the parliamenta-
ry election and possible vic-
tory in the presidential elec-
tion. The fundamental factor 
behind deepening criticism is 
the fear from reinstallation of 
single party regime by occupy-
ing both presidency and prime 
ministry. Nahda’s decision not 
to run for presidential election 
triggered a deep discussion of 
this fear and led to emergence 
of political polarization over 
authoritarianism-democratiza-
tion discussion. This new po-
litical polarization increases 
political support for Moncef 
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Marzouki, whose party lost a 
rapid support and won only 1 
seat in parliamentary election. 

Beji Caid el Sebsi is a well-
known political figure who 
served both during Habib Bou-
guiba are and Zine el Abidin 
ben Ali eras. Thanks to these 
experiences, he was success-
fully able to gather Destourian 
socialists, who were expelled 
from ruling party during Ben 
Ali, and members of former 
ruling party, RCD, which was 
banned in 2011. This coalition 
also includes left-wing and 
liberal movements and sever-
al civil society organizations. 
However, Destourian socialists 
and members of former ruling 
party, RCD, occupy central 

place in the party. This central-
ization opens a deep discussion 
whether the former regime 
comes back to country under 
the name of Nidaa Tounes. 

Noting the fact that democ-
ratization is a fragile trans-
formation process, this tense 
discussion represents a vital 
political fault line in the coun-
try, which has experienced 
drifts between former regime 
nostalgia and pains of tran-
sition. In the spring of 2011, 
the reason behind the resigna-
tions of 2 interim governments 
formed by Caid Sebsi due to 
great opposition and protests 
was the national consensus to 
prevent reinstallation of the 
former regime. During 2011, 
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the expectations and hopes on 
transition process were shaped 
by this dynamic. However, the 
Nahda’s victory on the October 
2011 election was resulted with 
occupation of Tunisian agenda 
by Political Islam discussions. 
All developments occurred 
in economy and politics had 
been interpreted via this angle. 
However, Nahda’s defeat in the 
parliamentary election and its 
decision not to run for presi-
dency helped a rapid return to 
vital issue in Tunisian politics. 
Equation of Nidaa Tounes to 
Destour Party of Bourguiba 
or RCD of Ben Ali does not 

reflect the reality. It is not pos-
sible to reinstall the former 
regime with all components 
under current circumstances. 
However, it is another fact that 
authoritarian regimes are capa-
ble of upgrading themselves, 
and this risk will continue to 
be the most vital threat for the 
democratization process. The 
presidential election already 
occupies a holy place in Tuni-
sian history, because it reminds 
this fact. In conclusion, results 
of the presidential election will 
not only determine the next five 
years but also a broader future 
of the country.
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