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The other distinction between Tunisia and other transitions is that for the past
century, Tunisian society was divided between a very closed, hierarchical elite, and

the rest, usually referred to as a lumpenproletariat. This is something of a
challenge to a transition driven by bottom-up forces. A clumpy society is hard to

mobilize, and so is a society where the vast majority of people see the fewest
possibilities. It takes a long time to make sure that nearly everyone at least

perceives they have a chance to advance, that the new middle class does not
beget its own oligarchy. In short, how stable is the new model? If it is more of the
same, then we are taking an unnecessary risk in investing so much hope in the
middle class. If it is the opposite, then I think the key question is whether the
Tunisian elite has learned the right lessons from the past, can move beyond

clientelism, from acting as enablers of pre-existing networks and favors, and can
design a democratic political system that can serve as a model for others. The new

Tunisian constitution, which has gone through several iterations, had strong
democratic content, but the kind of political system that emerges from it is not yet
clear. The coming months will be critical in terms of signs that the Tunisian political
system is a sustainable process, and not a return to the age of Ben Alimor if things

go too far down that path. At that point, the question of how the Constituent
Assembly proceeds will be of great import. In Tunisia, the professional army has

not really experienced that kind of transition. After all, they were mostly protecting
the regime of Ben Ali, not fighting against the people or being too repressive

internally. They had been protected by the security forces. It is true that many of
the officers in the military are appointed based on their loyalty to the old regime

and not to the new democratic system. However, this does not mean that the
political and economic elites have not been involved in destroying the military.
First, that was an active part of the strategy. Secondly, the kind of military and
security forces you mentioned has been privatized. They are not managed or

controlled by the state, but by private companies. Thirdly, people are appointed
based on their loyalty to the old regime and not a whole lot more. The professional

army is starting to be purged because it is not defending the state as it should.
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we have seen dictatorship come and go before, and the current tunisian situation
reminds us of egypt, where the democratically elected egyptian president,

mohamed morsi, was overthrown by the military and replaced with a hard-line,
unelected leadership. we hope tunisia will not follow egypt's path. only a handful of
countries have provided a constructive alternative, launching ambitious efforts to
help tunisia rebuild itself from a more democratic path forward, even as the united
states offers political and financial support to saied. tunisia's neighbors - morocco
and algeria - have both reacted more harshly to what has happened. there is a lot
to learn from the experiences of tunisia and the other north african states, which
have been ripe for social upheaval since the collapse of the soviet union in 1991.

these countries were not chosen by an outside player for their stability and wealth;
they rose to prominence for different reasons. morocco, for example, has made a
spectacular turnaround from a backward nation into a stable democracy, one in

which political freedoms are protected by a series of constitutions, some of which
were written in the early 20th century. a new constitution, passed in december

with the support of an overwhelming majority, has led to a massive political
transition that has empowered the youth, and weakened the grip of the old guard

on state institutions. tunisia has also adopted a new penal code that aims to
protect human rights, and adopted a new law on lgbt rights, the first such law in

the region. with respect to how to use state power for good, it appears the country
is following a pattern common to many emerging democracies. many of these
countries have found that there is a long road ahead to consolidate the basic

institutional building blocks of a functioning democracy. the first step is to establish
the rule of law and protect human rights, which lead to an environment where free

and fair elections can take place. 5ec8ef588b
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