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In recent days, Tunisia has experienced
a major change in its contemporary
political history, a change that has al-

lowed it to end a hated dictatorship and
has paved the way for the establishment
of a truly democratic regime that could
promote the emergence of a new histori-
cal experience and the building of a new,
open and inclusive government, placing
the interests of its citizens at the heart of
its concerns. The Jasmine Revolution
and the hasty departure of the former
President were the culmination of a
sweeping popular movement that started
with the self-immolation of young
Mohamed Bouazizi in Sidi Bouzid on 17
December 2010, in protest against har-
assment by administrative officials. This
desperate and symbolic act aroused
strong popular mobilization which con-
tinued to grow despite repression, back-
pedalling and manoeuvres by the old
regime and its promise to foster greater
democratic openness and a new era of
freedom. It was too little, too late.

The demonstration held on Friday 14
January 2011 in downtown Tunis had many
points in common with the great popular
revolts of recent history, such as the
events of May 1968 or the demonstrations
in the former ‘homelands of the workers’
movement’: Prague, Budapest, and
Gdansk which culminated in the fall of the
Berlin Wall. The demonstration swept
away all hope for the former President to
remain in power. It will go down as one of
the major events in the history of Tunisia.

Thousands of demonstrators took part:
young people who had probably known
no other government than Ben Ali’s;
former activists who had become resigned
due to the ferocity of the repressive ma-
chinery but now found a new taste for
struggle; and union members and civil
society activists who carried on resist-
ance through thick and thin, so that, even
now, one can only wonder how they found
the strength to stand up to such a cruel
and repressive regime. On the morning
of 14 January 2011, the demonstrators
were joyous and festive, but also deter-
mined and committed. They spoke of a
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‘Tunisian Spring’ and a new Arab era
without knowing that by the end of the
day people would be talking about the
Jasmine Revolution. Men and women of
all generations united around two slo-
gans: ‘Ben Ali, out’, and ‘Trial for figures
of corruption’.

A power struggle then took place
between the demonstrators, who occupied
the main street, Avenue Habib Bourguiba,
and the forces of law and order, which
defended the besieged Ministry of the
Interior. The struggle went on all morning
and part of the afternoon. In mid-
afternoon, law enforcement officers
decided to clear the main street of Tunis
with tear gas and beat back the last
resisters with batons. The forces of law
and order thereby put an end to the
unique gathering and the police
announced a state of siege. And yet it
was a Pyrrhic victory, for the television
announced what many had already
begun to whisper: the President was gone
and the popular revolution had
triumphed. A movement of jubilation and
euphoria swept through all of Tunisia, a
movement that was expressed
enthusiastically and uninterruptedly on
radio and television stations suddenly
freed from the fear and worry that had
silenced them for years. But this joy was
darkened by hours of anxiety caused by
the reign of murderous insanity and
terror perpetrated by armed groups
hoping to restore the old regime by
creating chaos: a sorry wager on the part
of the security services of a people that
had been demonstrating a desire for
freedom and a thirst for dignity for nearly
a month. Not only did this Machiavellian
scheme fail, but it actually reinforced the
revolutionary process by making the
citizens the true guardians of the new era.
Neighbourhood defence committees
multiplied, sparking the return to politics

of millions of citizens who had been
discouraged by the Ben Ali regime.

This revolution is an important date in
the history, not only of Tunisia, but of
the whole Arab world, where most coun-
tries managed to avoid the democratic
revolutions experienced around the world
in the 1990s. After the fall of the Berlin
Wall, the post-colonial world also under-
went a democratic transition, and free-
dom became the foundation of tropical
political regimes. From Africa to Asia and
from South to Central American countries,
authoritarianism retreated in the face of
democratic revolts, thereby allowing citi-
zens to overcome their ‘national disen-
chantment’ (to quote the title of one of
Hélé Béji’s prescient essays) and write a
new page in post-national history. Only
the Arab world was left untouched by
the winds of freedom that swept across
the South and which our old autocratic
regimes disdained. These regimes also
resisted democracy ‘at gunpoint, when
American neo-conservatives decided to
impose freedom on our countries in the
early 2000s. Of those years of imperialis-
tic adventurism promoting a democracy
from the outside, nothing is left but the
desolation of civil wars, the rise of intol-
erance in Iraq and the smiles on the lips
of our old autocrats as they contemplate
the ‘butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-the-mouth’
attitudes of the American administration!

These repeated failures of democracy in
the Arab world confirmed what neo-ori-
entalists had always written about the
hermetic nature of our societies when
faced with modernity and the winds of
freedom. The failure of transplanted de-
mocracy to ‘take’ in our societies con-
firmed their hypotheses on the essential
separation between the eternal East sub-
ject to myths and unable to look beyond
the allegory of the golden age, and the
West with its universal freedoms and
human rights. These views have been
shared by different ends of the spectrum,
ranging from certain Westerners, who
used them to justify their lack of interest
in the region, to Islamists who used them
to legitimize their rejection of modernity
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and prove the relevancy of the Islamic
revolution or autocratic regimes that could
openly criticize the imposition of West-
ern standards on our lands.

However, the Jasmine Revolution contra-
dicted all these views and all the right-
minded people who had speculated for
years on the confinement of our socie-
ties in an absolute relationship with the
divine and submission to an external
Other. The revolution and its echoes in
other Arab countries showed that we are
no strangers to the horizons of freedom
and reason, and that active citizenship is
a goal that is also shared by Arabs.

Today, the euphoria and enthusiasm of
the people’s mobilization and victory are
giving way to reflection and analysis. No
doubt in the days to come, this revolu-
tion will be the subject of research, analy-
sis and studies. This article is intended
as a contribution to these thoughtful ef-
forts to better understand and study the
revolution, its underlying causes and its
future. With this in mind, we will focus
on a specific question, which is the role
of the economy and its place among the
causes of the revolution. This question
is particularly important in the light of the
fact that the stability of the political re-
gime in Tunisia has always been attrib-
uted to the success of its economic model.
In the view of many, the liberal economic
model, open to globalization, was the rea-
son for Tunisia’s strong economic
growth, which promoted the development
of a large middle class that formed the
social foundation for its political regime
and a rampart against Islamists. For many
years, the discourse on Tunisia high-
lighted the successes of a model of de-
velopment that was central to the political
legitimation of the regime and which ex-
plained the silences on such issues as
freedom and democracy.

The discourse changed radically at the
time of the revolt. Rather than a model of
economic development, people spoke of
a mirage undermined by corruption and
racketeering by a Mafioso clique. There
was also a new focus on the poverty of
the inland regions and the growing
imbalances between the coastal areas and
the inland areas, indicating that the model
was on its last legs. Furthermore, the
crises in the mining regions of Gafsa in
2008, the border region of Béni Guerden,
and in Sidi Bouzid as of autumn 2010,
served as points of departure for the
revolution that would ultimately put paid

to the government of Ben Ali. Others did
not hesitate to point to unemployment
and particularly unemployment among
graduates which, for the past several
years, had constituted a serious limitation
with considerable impact on the
prevailing development model.

Thus, the economy and the development
model were at the heart of a major con-
troversy. From being a factor of stability
and considerable success, the develop-
ment model became a target of criticism
from the outset of the revolution, and
many do not hesitate to point out that
the major limitations of the model, par-
ticularly in terms of transparency, re-
gional imbalance and unemployment, are
at the root of the crisis. And so the de-
velopment model, which had acted as a
supporting force for the political regime,
ended up digging its grave.

The question that is raised today is what
was the weight and impact of the
economy on the Tunisian revolution? Our
aim is to determine whether economic is-
sues were the real cause of the revolu-
tion, or whether the true motivation for
the upheaval was political in nature, no-
tably due to authoritarianism. How much
did symbolic issues and corruption con-
tribute to the fall of the Ben Ali regime?

The goal of this article is to reflect on the
origins of the revolution and the chal-
lenges that lie on the road ahead.

Years of High-tech Dictatorship

The change of government and the ar-
rival of Ben Ali at the head of the state
on 7 November 1987 were causes of great
hope for several reasons. First of all, the
atmosphere at the end of the Bourguiba
regime and the struggles for power in the
topmost ranks had caused great uncer-
tainty and anxiety as to the future in all
segments of society. Furthermore, the
end of the regime had been marked by
heightened repression and arbitrariness,
and an explosion of political arrests and
trials. The biggest trial was that of the
leadership and high-ranking officials of
the Islamic Tendency Movement, with
heavy punishments that were apparently
far from satisfying an increasingly ab-
sent ‘father of the nation’, who would
have preferred for the court to hand
down capital sentences against certain
leaders, notably Rached Ghannouchi,
the head of the movement. The trials led
to the radicalization of major factions, and
particularly the youth of the Islamist

movement, some of whom turned to vio-
lent action. Islamist activists placed a
bomb in a hotel in the tourist area of
Monastir, killing one. The aim was to
weaken the regime by attacking its eco-
nomic foundations and thereby retaliate
against repression of the Islamist move-
ment. Parallel to this attack, which received
considerable international attention, there
was a spate of attacks by Islamist activ-
ists against local militant supporters of the
party in power or judges.

Times were tense in the late 1980s and
the atmosphere was heavy and grave.
The change that took place on 7 Novem-
ber 1987 appeared to be a deliverance for
a country on the verge of a breakdown.
The resignation of the ‘father of the na-
tion’ for ‘health reasons’ and the arrival
of a new president were welcomed as the
removal of a heavy weight from the coun-
try. However, it should be noted that the
change of leadership did not give rise to
overwhelming joy or euphoria on the part
of the population. Instead, an attitude of
reserve and circumspection prevailed for
several months. Initially, there were no
major popular demonstrations in favour
of the new government. Even the single
party, caught short by the ousting of its
historical leader, was slow to put its full
support behind the new Head of State,
to the point where, for a time, Ben Ali
envisaged founding a new presidential
party that would be unwaveringly de-
voted to him.

There were several reasons for the tepid
welcome of the new government, nota-
bly the personality of the new strongman.
Ben Ali was not an unknown and he
brought back memories of the dark days
of repression by the authoritarian regime.
In fact, he had been in charge of the po-
lice forces and had supervised the repres-
sion of demonstrators in the riots of 28
January 1978. Then, during the brief
democratic spring in the early 1980s, he
was exiled to the Embassy of Tunisia in
Poland. He was later called back, in the
mid-1980s, when the authorities reneged
on their promise of democratic openness
and felt the need to stifle the growing
Islamist protest movement. Thus, the im-
age of Ben Ali was associated a time of
repression and his arrival in power was
perceived with considerable restraint, or
even fear. However, an effort was made
to improve his image by associating him,
during the change of government, with a
handful of civilian officials from the party



 CODESRIA Bulletin, Nos 1 & 2, 2011 Page 25

in power, and particularly with the liberal
and social wing, notably including the
former Minister of Social Affairs, Hédi
Baccouche, who would be Ben Ali’s first
Prime Minister.

The new authorities rapidly sought to quell
the people’s apprehensions by undertak-
ing to reform the authoritarian regime and
engage Tunisian nationalism on the road
to democracy and pluralism. These com-
mitments were included in the statement
read by the new President during a
speech broadcast on radio and television,
which became the hallmark and founda-
tion of the new regime, although the com-
mitments would be buried a few years
afterwards. Furthermore, the President and
his new Prime Minister held numerous
talks and dialogues with opposition lead-
ers, union officials and civil society asso-
ciations. These meetings and dialogues
culminated in the preparation of a national
agreement document (‘Mithak al-Watani’)
that would be signed by the different po-
litical and social forces and which an-
nounced a commitment in favour of the
liberalization of the political regime.

These commitments were followed by
concrete reforms in the political area
aimed at opening up the political system.
The most important reform was probably
the constitutional reform, which put an
end to the lifetime presidency inherited
from the ‘father of the nation’. The pe-
riod also marked a thaw in Tunisian poli-
tics, which experienced a new spring
until the end of the decade, with the lib-
eralization of the media and the return of
newspapers that had been forbidden or
seized in the past. New opposition news-
papers were also allowed, the most im-
portant of which were the weekly El-fajr
published by the Islamist movement,
which had taken on the name Ennahda,
and La voix du peuple, the organ of the
far-leftist party led by Hamma Hammami
(the POCT). Opposition parties were able
to resume their activities with increased
energy. It was also a time of new impetus
for civil society, particularly the Human
Rights League.

Alongside the political reforms, the new
government also undertook to address
the obstacles in the system of accumula-
tion and the limitations of the structural
adjustment programmes. Economic reform
focused on three main orientations. The
first involved the stability of the major
economic accounts, where the State
sought to significantly reduce major defi-

cits and inflation. This was achieved
through an orthodox economic policy that
sought to wipe out major deficits by
spending cuts and higher interest rates.
From this standpoint, the policy made it
possible to meet its objectives in terms of
reducing disequilibria, and the govern-
ment officials at that time did not hesitate
to say how proud they were of meeting the
Maastricht criteria, which even certain de-
veloped countries and members of the
European Union were unable to achieve.

The second thrust of the reforms con-
sisted of liberalizing and opening up the
economy to international markets. In this
regard, the new government strength-
ened the reform programme undertaken
in the early 1980s by negotiating several
free-trade agreements, the most important
of which was signed with the EU. The
agreement was accompanied by an up-
grading programme to help businesses
increase their competitiveness and meet
the challenge of foreign business. Other
free-trade agreements are worthy of men-
tion, such as the Agadir agreement with
certain Arab countries, the agreement
signed with Turkey and those negotiated
with sub-Saharan African countries. This
liberalization led to increased foreign in-
vestments and rapid growth in exports
of manufactured products, which became
the main source of foreign-origin income
in the Tunisian economy.

The third thrust of the reforms con-
cerned the degree of priority given to new
technologies. This issue was at the heart
of the crisis affecting the old develop-
ment model based on cheap labour, and
the transition towards an economy
founded on sectors making more inten-
sive use of new technologies. The tran-
sition to a knowledge economy was the
key to the different economic develop-
ment plans beginning in the 1990s. Seven
technology poles, the most famous of
which was El Ghazala, were set in place
and managed to attract considerable in-
vestment from new local start-ups or ma-
jor international firms including Alcatel,
Ericsson and STMicroelectronics. There
was also a rise in investment in telecom-
munications with the development of in-
frastructure, increased telephone
network coverage and quality and im-
proved access to Internet.

These choices led to the rapid develop-
ment of new technologies – particularly
the Internet – in Tunisia. Publinets (sub-
sidized public Internet centres) and cyber

cafes proliferated and the new technol-
ogy craze took off in the various regions.
Like other countries around the world,
Tunisia saw strong falls in the cost of
equipment, and Internet connections al-
lowed a growing number of cyberspace
users to escape the constraints and re-
pression that prevailed in the real world.
In the second half of the decade, Tunisia
entered the Web 2.0 era and participated
in the social network revolution with the
development of Facebook, YouTube,
blogs and other new forms of communi-
cation and networking. Note should also
be taken of the spread of mobile tel-
ephones with the liberalization of the sec-
tor and the emergence of three operators.
Internet and mobile telephones soon con-
verged to offer new communication op-
portunities, including the ability to send
photos and video images instantly. Pro-
gressively, the development of new tech-
nologies led to the formation of a new
community and a cyber-society which
escaped the mechanisms of state control
and the headaches of nit-picking bu-
reaucracy. This new society played a con-
siderable role in cyber-dissidence and the
revolution of 14 January 2011.

New technologies were more than an
economic choice; they became an ideol-
ogy for a regime in search of a benchmark
and a link to the modern world. New tech-
nologies offered a source of legitimation
and fulfilled a need for contemporariness
and belonging to the times and the world.
The image of a President keen on new
technologies and the Internet was pro-
jected by the official media to reinforce
the image of a Tunisia firmly anchored in
technological modernity. Several initia-
tives were launched by the government
to demonstrate its commitment to new
technologies. The most important of
these was the hosting of the World Sum-
mit on the Information Society in 2005.
The event, which was supposed to con-
firm Tunisia’s commitment to modernism
and the emerging world, rapidly turned
however into a disaster. In his opening
speech, the President of the Swiss Con-
federation did not hesitate to remind the
audience that new technologies and the
world of Internet and the future did not
mix well with repression and denial of free-
dom. A serious disavowal for an authori-
tarian regime that had always believed it
was possible to modernize without em-
bracing modernity and be rational with-
out reason and freedoms.
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As of 1987, the new government at-
tempted to reform the floundering authori-
tarian regime and open up new
perspectives for the aging nationalism
that had been unable to bring about a
democratic revolution. However, this at-
tempt at reform by the authoritarian re-
gime was cut short by the start of the
next decade. At the political level, the
flowers of the new Tunisian spring were
quick to wilt and authoritarianism reap-
peared. The regime reverted to its origi-
nal nature, beginning with the first free
legislative and presidential elections,
which were marked by a major fraud and
helped the party in power to strengthen
its hegemony over the political land-
scape. Then, the Islamist movement was
subjected to fierce and indiscriminate re-
pression in the 1990s, and its leaders were
condemned to long prison sentences or
exile. This repression was later extended
to the whole of the opposition and civil
society institutions, and notably the
Human Rights League and professional
associations such as the association of
journalists and the association of judges.

The closing of the public space also af-
fected the press. Several independent
newspapers were either shut down or
subjected to strong censorship. Further-
more, the centralization of advertising
spending through the ATCE (Tunisian
External Communication Agency) rein-
forced political control by subjecting in-
dependent newspapers to a financial
diktat. While independent newspapers
were caught in a vice-like grip, govern-
ment-backed newspapers proliferated.
These papers distinguished themselves
by their campaigns against the opposi-
tion and the leaders of civil society insti-
tutions. Furthermore, the liberalization of
communications benefited those close to
the government, who were on the receiv-
ing end of agreements for the launching
of new radio and television stations.

Repression and authoritarianism had re-
turned to the fore. Their return was not
restricted to modern phenomena, such as
political parties or newspapers; it also
extended to the virtual world. Indeed, the
regime was quick to realize that
cyberspace was home to a libertarian and
subversive culture. The world of the Web
had escaped the aging mechanisms of
control and repression typical of the
modern world and created a new universe
of contestation and dissidence. But re-
pression extended its grasp to cyberspace
through a ban on opposition websites

and blogs, and even the sites of certain
newspapers such as Le Monde and
Libération. Control even extended as far
as manipulation of the email boxes and
social network accounts of opposition
leaders. Thus, a tool for individual free-
dom and autonomy and for escaping the
constraints of the modern world became
a new locus of control and repression for
the authoritarian regime. An Orwellian Big
Brother was watching the Net. It imposed
a high-tech dictatorship to overcome
‘cyber-dissidence’ the same way it had
subjected and silenced the opposition
and independent voices in the world of
classical modernity.

At the economic level, the new develop-
ment model experienced a few weeks of
glory in the 1990s and managed to fur-
ther boost the relatively strong growth
that had always been above global and
regional averages. However, the growth
dynamics could have been much stronger
as indicated by several international in-
stitutions, including the IMF. Instead,
they were undermined by serious con-
straints. The first of those was obviously
the corruption and poor governance that
developed in the early 1990s and which
benefited the circles closest to the gov-
ernment and various Mafioso clans.
These practices led to the accumulation
of large fortunes in a very short time and
above all control over large sectors of
the economy, particularly in the areas of
banking, tourism, and housing construc-
tion. The fortunes amassed, but above
all their obscene display, which many
Tunisians discussed in secret and which
was exposed by the American ambassa-
dor’s cables published by Wikileaks, con-
tributed to the loss of legitimacy and the
popular rejection of the Mafioso clans.

Above all, the rising corruption affected
and hindered economic growth. The pri-
vate sector, subject to growing uncer-
tainty caused by corrupt practices and a
lack of transparency, curtailed its invest-
ments and risks taken on the future. It
adopted a wait-and-see attitude that pre-
vailed for years and was the focus of a
great number of restricted ministerial
councils that were unable to change the
situation. Thus, the contribution of the
private sector to growth dynamics was
smaller than expected.

The limitations of the development model
and the obstacles to the transition to-
wards capital-intensive growth led to
deepening unemployment, especially

among graduates. Official figures esti-
mated the unemployment rate at 14.2 per-
cent in 2008. However, among young
people aged 20 to 24, it reached 30 per-
cent, and 19 per cent among degree hold-
ers. In addition to unemployment, there
was rising inequality between the regions
and considerable despair in the inland
areas with the decline of farming and min-
ing activities. These inequalities and the
increased unemployment in these regions
caused the initial revolts in 2008, with the
uprisings in the mining basin. Later, the
border areas with Libya were inflamed by
the proliferation of red tape hindering
population movements between the two
countries. These inequalities and the
demoralization and despair that reigned
in those regions were the underlying
causes of the desperate act committed
by the man viewed as the first martyr and
the initiator of the Jasmine Revolution.

The obstacles inherent in the model were
heightened as of 2008 due to the global
crisis, whose shock waves hit Tunisia
hard. Economic growth dropped strongly
in 2009 and even more sharply in 2010.
Exports also dropped considerably, es-
pecially exports to the EU, which contin-
ued to be Tunisia’s main trade partner.

The year 2010 dawned in a Tunisia in the
midst of crisis. The political authorities
were increasingly cut off from society and
answered its demands with growing re-
pression. At the same time, the wildest
innuendo and rumours were spread re-
garding the power struggles between the
different clans surrounding the President.
There was a rise in corruption and dis-
plays of Mafioso fortunes, which only
reinforced the rejection and feelings of
indignation among the people. The sti-
fling of the media and the even more ag-
gressive and repressive control of
cyber-society were unprecedented and
contributed to a heavy and uncomfort-
able atmosphere throughout 2010. The
climate was explosive and steeped in un-
precedented violence, which broke out
inexplicably and uncontrollably at every
major popular gathering, notably during
football matches. This detrimental atmos-
phere was heightened by the economic
crisis that weighed heavily on Tunisia’s
economy and was the cause of increased
unemployment and inequalities. The
times were dismal in late 2010 and the at-
mosphere was sullen. The zeitgeist was
strangely reminiscent of the latter days
of the regime of the ‘father of the nation’,
prior to the advent of the Ben Ali regime
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in 1987. With one notable difference: this
time, the failure of the second attempt at
reforming the authoritarian regime did not
lead to a new beginning, but rather a genu-
ine popular revolution. It was the point
of departure of the Jasmine Revolution.

The Challenges of the Tunisian
Revolution

In this context of great anger and tremen-
dous disenchantment, Mohamed Bouazizi
committed an act of desperation which
would become the founding act of the
popular revolution in Tunisia. His act
would serve as a catalyst for a broad so-
cial movement that would topple an au-
thoritarian regime that had made
repression its only response to the so-
cial movement and political opposition.
Initially, it was a movement of the disad-
vantaged, the unemployed and the hope-
less. These outcasts, many of whom had
been jobless degree-holders for some
time, were at the heart of the revolts, both
in the inland regions and the major social
protests in various regions, from Gafsa
to Kasserine, and from Kef to Jendouba.
These social movements escaped the
grasp of the traditional political parties
and made rioting and insurrection their
chief means of political action. These
choices were sparked by the closing off
of the legal political space and reduced
opportunities for expression and nego-
tiation. The authoritarian regime re-
sponded to social movements with
repression. Retribution, punishment and
occasionally grotesque propaganda, as
during the festivities of the year of youth,
formed most of its interaction with the
social movements. And yet the move-
ments did not weaken and their impact
only grew, notably with the establishment
of support committees in the various re-
gions during revolts in the mining basin.

Another major force that was strongly
mobilized and played an essential role in
the Tunisian revolution was cyber-dissi-
dence. The development of new tech-
nologies and the Internet in Tunisia led
to the rapid emergence of a community
of bloggers and cyber-dissidents who
escaped repression by the authorities and
their totalitarian methods that no longer
fit with the new political production
modes. A Web 2.0 civil society was
formed and its mobilization capacity far
exceeded that of the political parties and
traditional civil society organizations.
These new forms of mobilization took
advantage of the digital revolution to join

in the fight for democracy and reject au-
thoritarianism, nepotism and corruption.
This new opposition was very different
from the traditional modern oppositions,
in that it diverged from the Leninist image
of a headquarters preparing for political
revolution. It was a more diffuse, secret
opposition that proved impossible to si-
lence. It had also broken away from the
old patterns of democratic centralism typi-
cal of the communist parties and advo-
cated a new political culture marked by
the absence of a charismatic leader and
considerable decentralization and dissemi-
nation of its forms of political organization.

It should also be noted that this Web 2.0
civil society advocated a new political
culture marked by pluralism and diver-
sity, distancing itself from the major ideo-
logical schemas and tales of a better world
inherited from modernity. The new, liber-
tarian political culture subverted the clas-
sical patterns and above all the models
of closed societies and closed projects.
The new cyber-dissidence, where democ-
racy and freedom became essential val-
ues, marked the advent of a new political
culture. This new political culture was
probably why the Islamist parties and the
far-leftist parties calling for total revolu-
tion experienced difficulties in taking on
a major role, hence their marginalization
since the beginning of the events and in
all the social movements that began since
the revolts in the mining basin in 2008.
The Web 2.0 opposition played an im-
portant role in strong mobilization by
denouncing repression and by produc-
ing new discourses contradicting the
hegemonic one, thereby successfully
breaking the monopoly on narratives and
discourse heretofore held by the authori-
tarian regimes. From this standpoint, the
Tunisian revolution and its Egyptian
counterpart became the first post-mod-
ern revolutions.

The role of the radical opposition forces
in the revolution should also be men-
tioned. Despite repression, they never
lost hope for a major political change that
would spell the end of authoritarianism.
They included opposition parties, civil
society institutions and especially the
main labour congress which, it should be
recalled, was the initiator of the demonstra-
tions of 13 and 14 January. However, as we
have already pointed out, the parties’ con-
tribution did not attain the same scope
as that of the social movements. It should
be noted that the parties, particularly
those that refused to join the government,

were subjected to merciless repression
and saw the space available to them for
political action shrink alarmingly.

The convergence of these different forms
of mobilization was the source of a revo-
lution without precedent in the contem-
porary history of Tunisia. The revolution
tolled the death knell for an authoritarian
regime whose growing isolation was ac-
companied by rising despotism. The re-
gime had reduced political space
considerably and made its despot the
only actor allowed to play a political role.
The system also established corruption
and nepotism as foundations for the ex-
ercise of power. In recent years, authori-
tarianism, despotism and nepotism had
become the essential characteristics of
the regime, and they were the crux of the
ever-growing divisions between the re-
gime and society. The revolts in the min-
ing basin and other mobilizations in the
inland regions, such as the mobilization
of civil society, including the Human
Rights League and independent associa-
tions, such as associations of lawyers,
journalists and judges, were unable to
halt the regime’s downward spiral into
authoritarian abuse. It took the desper-
ate act of Mohamed Bouazizi to convince
the social movements, cyber-dissidence,
political opposition and society as a
whole to go beyond the point of no re-
turn and begin the revolution that would
ultimately topple the authoritarian regime
and become the point of departure for a
genuine democratic spring in the Arab
world which, in turn, would bring the
Egyptian government to its knees.

The importance of this revolution lies in
the fact that it managed to overcome the
reign of fear that had been imposed by
an authoritarian regime over the whole
of society. The police and information
services had been developed until they
were able to permeate the whole social
fabric. Above all, they managed to con-
vince the public that they were every-
where and that ‘big brother’ was
watching them at all times. And beware
to those who sought to challenge the
established order collectively or individu-
ally! Such people were subjected to fierce
repression, as in the case of the Islamist
movement and certain personalities such
as the lawyer Mohamed Abbou, Moncef
Marzouki, or the journalist Taoufik Ben
Brik, and many other personalities.
Henceforth, people only spoke in whis-
pers. Rather than speak out, they mum-
bled. Rather than voicing their opinions
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clearly, they suggested them half-
heartedly. But these attitudes and fears
were the sources of an unprecedented
feeling of shame throughout the social
body. People were ashamed of submit-
ting to despotism. In the face of this de-
feat at the hands of the authoritarian
system, shamefulness prevailed. The feel-
ing of dishonour dominated an elite that
had deserted civic life and the political
sphere and sought refuge in the private
sphere, thereby escaping the wrath of the
regime. Thus, the public sphere was given
up to despotism, incivility, vulgarity and
sometimes gratuitous violence, which al-
lowed the social body to escape from the
leaden weight of repression. The revolu-
tion was an important moment in recent
history to the extent that it enabled the
social body to overcome its fear and re-
cover its dignity.

The Tunisian revolution and the fall of
the Egyptian dictatorship were also cru-
cial moments to the extent that they made
it possible to overcome the Orientalist
prophecies that tut-tutted on the theme
of the ‘Arab exception’ and the supposed
incapacity of the Arab world to cast off
its myths and the dream of a return to the
glory days of Medina. Of course, it should
be noted that the events of the second
half of the last century had backed up
their claims. The Arab world remained si-
lent during the three great democratic
revolutions since the fall of the southern
European dictatorships in the 1970s, in
Latin America in the 1980s and in the
1990s in the former ‘peoples’ democra-
cies’ and in Africa. Throughout those
times of democratic joy and euphoria,
Arabs remained faithful to their national-
isms, which grew increasingly authoritar-

ian and closed the doors to the winds of
freedom. Their deafness to the siren calls
of democracy was the cause of the ex-
pansions and theses on the Arab excep-
tion and the lack of democrats in a region
still steeped in mythology and submis-
sion to divinities, and its resulting inca-
pacity to free the individual. But these
revolutions showed that the Arab excep-
tion did not exist and that the region, like
others, only sought to join the universal
movement of liberty and reason.

Since victory and the departure of the
former President on 14 January, Tunisia
has been confronted with the challenges
of building a new and open democratic
regime. These are of two types: short-
term challenges, and medium- and long-
term challenges. Over the short term, it
seems to us that the Tunisian revolution
is faced with three major concerns. The
first is linked to the explosion of sectoral
demands that the authoritarian regime
had managed to contain and which are
now mushrooming and require solutions.
However, while addressing these de-
mands is important, it is obvious that
they could threaten already delicate eco-
nomic equilibriums. The second type of
challenge involves security. It is linked
to the dismantling of the former security
apparatus that relied on the old Mafioso
clans and the difficulties of reconstruc-
tion. The security issue should be
counted among the priorities of the new
government to ensure a return to normal
living conditions and forestall those nos-
talgic for the old regime from glorifying
it as a defender of law and order. The
third type of challenge is linked to the
difficulties of running the country’s in-
stitutions. It should be noted that these

difficulties are due in part to resistance
by the former party in power and in part
to ‘casting errors’ in the appointment of
certain officials. From this standpoint, it
is necessary to ensure that all appoint-
ments are the subject of a broad consen-
sus and that they are entrusted to respected
personalities who can succeed in re-estab-
lishing the legitimacy of the institutions.

The medium-term and long-term chal-
lenges are also considerable. On this level,
three major issues should be highlighted.
The first involves political reforms and
the establishment of a new democratic
regime. A committee of high-level experts
and jurists presided over by Professor
Yadh Ben Achour has undertaken reflec-
tion to increase Tunisia’s grounding in
freedom and economic modernity. The
second challenge is economic in nature
and concerns the definition of a new
model for development that will ensure a
real transition to an economy based on
knowledge and new technologies. This
model will require a break with the eco-
nomic policies of the past, which, con-
trary to those set in place in the emerging
countries, lacked ambition and scope.
Finally, the last major issue is the emer-
gence of a new political elite and a lead-
ership capable of making way for social
change and democratic revolution.

The popular revolution in Tunisia has
been an important moment of euphoria,
freedom and liberation from the authori-
tarianism that was at the heart of the na-
tionalist project. It is crucial for this new
era of freedom to be embodied in new
democratic institutions and a new, in-
clusive, development project that will al-
low Tunisia to join the ranks of the new
emerging countries.
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