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Preface


WRITING OR COMMENTING on current or recent events in the Middle East is a hazardous business. The fluidity of the moment and the different possible outcomes of a particular course of events, frequently resting on the whim of individuals, often make predicting anything an exercise in futility—or a book risking being partially outdated before it is even published. Who would have guessed that a twenty-something fruit vendor in Tunisia, by setting himself on fire in late 2010 in abject frustration and anger at his lot in life, would unleash a torrent of protest that has rewritten the landscape of the Middle East? Sometimes, however, such is the importance of a series of events that they demand coverage and examination in the short term. This is the case with the so-called Arab Spring, which engulfed the region—and riveted the world—beginning in late 2010. Although the ultimate impact of the uprisings of the Arab Spring may not become truly apparent for a generation, attempting to understand the origins of the uprisings, the actual course of events in particular countries directly and indirectly hit by the Arab Spring, and the regional and international responses is necessary in order to acquire a level of comprehension that will allow us to track and give meaning to all this history and politics in the making.


Of course, as more time goes by, our ability to update events and our understanding of them grows. Hence the value of the second edition of this volume, which resulted in major revisions of all the chapters (often from scratch) as well as a brand-new chapter on Iraq. Even the volume’s subtitle has been altered to reflect the fluidity of events, from “Change and Resistance in the Middle East” to “The Hope and Reality of the Uprisings.” This change reflects the continued, and often increased, instability and conflict in the region, which have dashed the initial hopes of many for greater freedom and prosperity. The reality of what lies ahead for the region is now better understood, even if this reality is far from what was anticipated in 2011 and even though much uncertainty remains.


We selected the countries and topics to be examined. We are, as always, mindful of page count—and thus of the price of a book—in order to make this volume affordable. We are very happy with the final tally of authors, topics, and pages. We believe that it was necessary to paint a broad picture of the Middle East in order to account for the interplay between actors and states at the domestic, regional, and international levels. As such, we have chapters on Arab countries that gave rise to the term “Arab Spring” as well as chapters examining regional and international players that have become deeply involved in the Arab uprisings and/or have been deeply affected by it. This volume is intended to introduce and explain events for the interested general public as well as students and scholars of the Middle East in a way that will help them understand how all of this came about and what might happen in the near-and long-term future of the region and beyond. This book should act as an in-depth introduction to the Arab uprisings and/or a supplementary reader for courses on modern Middle East history, politics, and international relations.


THE ORGANIZATION AND CONTENT OF THE BOOK


The book is divided into two main sections. Julia Clancy-Smith (Tunisia), Jeannie L. Sowers and Bruce K. Rutherford (Egypt), Karim Mezran and Laurentina Cizza (Libya), and David W. Lesch (Syria) begin Part I by examining the Arab countries hit most dramatically by the Arab Spring. These chapters appear in the order in which the protests occurred. Although the political upheavals in these states shared some important characteristics, the causes and courses of the uprisings as well as regime responses and actions by external actors were different, with some ending fairly cleanly (at least at first) with the removal of the authoritarian leader and others continuing with the dictatorial regime tenaciously fighting back to remain in power.


These four case studies are followed by chapters by Steve A. Yetiv, Curtis R. Ryan, and Ibrahim Al-Marashi, who analyze developments in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Iraq, respectively. The central focus of these chapters is to explore why these countries, at least for the present time, have been able to escape large-scale revolutionary pressures. Comprehending variations in outcomes in those states that witnessed massive uprisings, as well as why some countries have not experienced such protests, is critical to both prediction and prescription. Almost all analysts and policymakers were caught off guard by the Arab Spring. Correctly understanding the sources, successes, and failures of these protests will not only reduce the likelihood of similar surprises in the future but also, perhaps, help to shape outcomes toward desired ends.


Part II explores the policies of non-Arab states that have major interests at stake in the uprisings. Narges Bajoghli and Arang Keshavarzian (Iran), Mark L. Haas (Turkey), Ilan Peleg (Israel), Robert O. Freedman (Russia), and Jeremy Pressman (United States) examine the threats and opportunities that the Arab Spring protests created for these outside powers as well as these states’ responses to the revolts. All five of these countries sometimes supported and sometimes opposed particular uprisings, though the dominant tendency in favor of revolution or reaction varied considerably among them. The chapters in this section highlight how the Arab demonstrations affected the material and ideological interests of the non-Arab powers and how the latter tried to protect and even advance both sets of interests in the wake of the protests. Like the first half of the book, the second is preceded by an introductory chapter that summarizes key issues and patterns. James L. Gelvin concludes the volume with an analysis of some of the common themes of the Arab Spring as well as an examination of some of the myths about and common misinterpretations of these uprisings.
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A Note on the Text


ONE OF THE CHALLENGES of compiling an edited volume is ensuring stylistic and spelling consistency among chapters written by different contributors. In particular, many authors have used their own systems of transliteration. We generally retained each author’s style except for names, places, and terms that appear throughout the text. In these cases, we selected one variation of spelling, which is often the more recognizable version rather than a strict transliteration: for example, Assad rather than Asad; Hussein rather than Husayn; and Gadafi rather than Qadhdhafi, Kaddafi, Qaddafi, or numerous other transliterations of the name of the former Libyan leader.


Also, as is the case with every other region on earth, Middle East history, politics, and even geography are subject to many different interpretations depending upon who is doing the talking or writing. As such, wars, events, and places are often referred to in sometimes drastically different ways. Even the term “Arab Spring,” as pointed out in the Part I introduction and in several other chapters, is not at all universally accepted and is something of a misnomer. As a historical example, the 1973 Arab-Israeli War (the most neutral and objective of all appellations for the event) has been called the October War, the Ramadan War, the War of Liberation, and the Yom Kippur War. In the few cases such as this one, authors sometimes employ one particular term; however, the reader should be aware that oftentimes there are other references as well that have meaning to different populations, and for the most part these variations have been pointed out by the authors and/or editors.









PART I


Uprisings in the Arab World: Tyranny, Anarchy, and (Perhaps) Democracy
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MARK L. HAAS AND DAVID W. LESCH


THE SO-CALLED ARAB SPRING unexpectedly erupted in late 2010 and early 2011. It was characterized in the beginning by huge and largely peaceful popular protests in a number of Arab countries against long-standing entrenched regimes. It began in Tunisia, where a young man trying to eke out a living as a street vendor set himself on fire as an act of defiance against the government. His action was borne of frustration and disillusionment over the socioeconomic malaise and political repression in his country. Little did he know that he would light a fire across the region. Shortly thereafter, mass protests pushed the Tunisian president, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, out of office.


In neighboring Egypt, suffering from many of the same systemic maladies, throngs of protesters gathered at Tahrir Square in the center of Cairo, eventually forcing President Husni Mubarak from power. Similar events transpired in Yemen, where President Ali Abdullah Saleh fled the country in June 2011 in response to popular pressure, leaving Vice President Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi as acting president. Protests sprang up elsewhere in the Arab world from the Persian Gulf to North Africa, most spectacularly leading to the death of Libyan President Muammar al-Gadafi following a campaign of armed popular resistance supported militarily by NATO and the Arab League. Then the regime in Syria, which many had thought would weather the storm of the Arab Spring, began to encounter mass protests. The regime, however, unleashed a brutal crackdown against the opposition, displaying a resiliency that confounded the prognostications that it, too, would soon fall. As a result of these contending forces, Syria has been plunged into a savage five-year civil war that continues at the time of this writing.


All the while, certain countries in and outside the Middle East, such as Iran, Israel, Turkey, the United States, and Russia, have a significant stake in what the Arab Spring means in terms of their own interests and objectives. They continue to look on in fascination and confusion as to how to respond to the tremendous changes occurring before their eyes. These countries have frequently responded to events by military intervention, either directly using force or actively supporting groups that are engaged in armed combat.


Debates in both academic and policymaking circles about the meaning, consequences, and likely outcomes of the mass protests abound. Indeed, the very name “Arab Spring” is controversial. As a number of the contributors to this volume point out, this term is something of a misnomer. Ask the Syrian protesters in Syria fighting against a brutal crackdown ordered by a repressive regime in the spring of 2011 or 2012 if they feel that they are in an “Arab Spring.” You will likely get laughed at or punched in the mouth. However, we employ the term in the title of this volume primarily for recognition purposes because, rightly or wrongly, most of what this volume addresses—the protests, their origins, and the repercussions—is frequently known by that name.


Beyond the matter of labeling, the events beginning in 2010 have created a host of questions that have major implications for regional and global politics. Were the uprisings a spontaneous combustion caused by the unique confluence of factors that produced a “perfect storm” of dissatisfaction and dissent? Or were there important historical antecedents, of which the Arab Spring is only the latest, albeit most dramatic, manifestation? Or both? Will the Arab Spring eventually usher in a period of democratic development and prosperity? Or will authoritarian leaders, many of whom have successfully fought back against protesters, continue to remain in power? Has the Arab Spring cleared the road for Islamist parties, long suppressed across the region, to take and maintain power, at least in some places? If so, what will this mean for domestic and international politics?


The mass demonstrations throughout the Arab world that began in 2010 took most analysts by surprise. The Middle East and North Africa were an important exception to what prominent political scientist Samuel Huntington labeled the “third wave” of democratization that swept across much of Eastern Europe, Latin America, and Asia after the end of the cold war.1 Analysts consistently ranked the Arab states as the least free in the world, and few in 2010 were predicting that popular pressures for democratization would be sufficiently powerful to change this situation.


Soviet leader Leon Trotsky reportedly asserted that revolution is impossible until it is inevitable.2 The logic underlying this statement applies to the Arab Spring protests. In retrospect, it is clear that there were very powerful forces pushing people across the Arab world to revolt and that some authoritarian governments had feet of clay: They were not nearly as invulnerable to popular pressures for change as widely believed.3 A particularly important source of protest is the fact that states in the Middle East and North Africa have more “youth bulges”—a disproportionate number of young people in a particular state—than any other region in the world. Throughout the entire Middle East and North Africa, roughly one of every three people is between the ages of ten and twenty-four.4 Youth bulges were particularly pronounced in those countries that experienced the most widespread and powerful demonstrations during the Arab Spring. In Tunisia in 2010, more than 42 percent of the population was under twenty-five. This number was 48 percent in Libya, 51 percent in Egypt, and 57 percent in Syria.5


Youth bulges, as numerous studies have documented, frequently create highly combustible social and political environments. Large numbers of young people are much more likely than other demographic cohorts to act on their grievances in an attempt to rectify them, even if such action requires large-scale protests and even violence.6 Arab youth before the Arab Spring began certainly had pressing grievances against their governments, including the systematic denial of basic rights, massive governmental corruption, extreme levels of unemployment, widespread poverty, and steady increases in the cost of living (including food prices). There was also a general hopelessness that none of these conditions would improve without major pressure for political and economic change. Youth bulges and widespread dissatisfaction with the status quo, combined with the socioeconomic challenges created by the 2008 global financial crisis, were critical to the origins of the protests and their spread throughout the Arab world. Many of the authors in the first part of this volume, who concentrate on the Arab countries that were most dramatically affected by the protests, examine these shared grievances as key conditions that led to the demonstrations.


These commonalities help explain why the protests spread throughout much of the Arab world. They do not account, though, for major variations in both the intensity of the demonstrations and the success in achieving their objectives. Explaining these variations based on analyses of key national differences among Arab countries is another core goal of the chapters in Part I. Some protests, such as those in Jordan, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia (the last of which were minor), sought to push the government to adopt various political and economic reforms, whereas demonstrations in other countries—including those in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Syria—sought to overthrow existing authoritarian governments. Perceived legitimacy of existing rulers was obviously a central factor that led to popular preferences for reform over revolution. As Steve Yetiv points out in Chapter 5, Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah was one of the most popular leaders in the Arab world. Support for King Abdullah of Jordan has also remained strong, as Curtis Ryan argues in Chapter 6. Although many Iraqis perceive their government to be highly ineffective, the fact that Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, who is one of the most revered figures in Iraq, continues to support reform and changes in leadership within the existing political system and not revolution helps explain the lack of support for the latter, at least among the Shia population (see Ibrahim Al-Marashi’s analysis in Chapter 7). By contrast, in states where rulers’ legitimacy was low due to widespread views of corruption and profligacy—including Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya (see Chapters 1, 2, and 3 by Julia Clancy-Smith, Jeannie L. Sowers and Bruce K. Rutherford, and Karim Mezran and Laurentina Cizza, respectively)—protesters were much more likely to push for revolutionary over reformist objectives.


The timing and temperament of the protests have also played major roles in shaping preferences for reform over revolution. The entire world has witnessed the turmoil, the floods of refugees, and the mass killings that have plagued both Libya after Gadafi’s ouster in September 2011 and Syria as various groups pushed for the overthrow of the Bashar al-Assad regime in the spring of that same year (on the latter, see the analysis by David Lesch in Chapter 4). The overthrow or attempted overthrow of existing governments has also allowed for the empowerment of radical, brutal Islamist groups, particularly the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). The more revolutionary forces and outcomes in the Middle East are associated with chaos and violence, the more likely it is that the legitimacy of existing governments will be enhanced.


Authoritarian leaders are well aware of this relationship. Dictators in the Arab world have long used the fear of the rise of radical groups to power as a tactic designed to increase their popular support. The intense violence that has accompanied the weakening of autocrats in Syria and Libya has reduced the pressure for revolution in those countries that remained quiet in the early months of the Arab Spring, as the chapters on Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Iraq, and Iran all document. While the early successes of the Arab uprisings originally inspired people in other countries—hence the spread of the demonstrations throughout the region—the highly negative outcomes, especially in Libya and Syria, that resulted from the protests have since created powerful disincentives against revolution in other states. If the metaphor of a wave captures part of the early dynamics of the Arab Spring (see James Gelvin’s concluding chapter), time has revealed that descriptions of a “double” or “reverse” wave are actually more apt. This alternative image captures the tension between revolution and reaction, referring to both the spread of the protests due to the initial successes of the demonstrations and the increasing disincentives against revolution that followed due to revulsion created by large-scale violence in some of the revolutionized states.


In addition to variation in the political objectives of the protesters (reform versus revolution), there have also been major differences in outcomes. Some protesters have been much more successful in achieving their goals than others. Tunisian, Egyptian, and Yemeni protesters were able to topple their governments, or at least force out current leaders; Libyan rebels did so only with significant foreign military aid; demonstrators in Bahrain and Syria have thus far been unsuccessful in their efforts; and protests in Saudi Arabia barely got off the ground. A number of factors account for these differences, and the chapters in this volume highlight the most important. When a state’s military largely comprises ethnic, religious, and/or kinship minorities (Assad’s government and military, for example, are dominated by the minority Alawite sect, and many in the Saudi military are members of the royal family), there is an increased likelihood that military personnel will remain loyal to the regime, even if this loyalty requires firing on fellow citizens engaged in political protests. Minority groups will fear that the creation of a more democratic regime will result in their ouster from power or even their persecution. These fears create powerful incentives to do whatever it takes to remain in positions of influence.


Large revenue streams that are controlled by the government, such as that created by Saudi Arabia’s massive oil wealth, further tip the balance in favor of the political status quo. Oil wealth in fact provides multiple barriers to change (see Chapter 5). These resources not only allow a government to maintain patronage systems (including for the military) to help ensure loyalty and assuage some popular grievances but also increase its ability to adopt activist foreign policies against revolutionary groups outside the state, while reducing the likelihood that oil-dependent countries will push hard for the oil exporter to adopt major domestic changes. As long as repressive governments are able to continue vast financial support systems, and especially when their militaries remain willing to brutally crush dissent, it will be very difficult for revolutionary forces to achieve their objectives.


Conversely, when governments do not control large resource-based wealth that can be used to maintain patronage systems and buy off protesters (as in Syria, Egypt, and Yemen), or when states possess professional militaries whose leaders and personnel are drawn from the dominant ethnic and religious groups in a society (as in Tunisia and Egypt), revolutionary forces are advantaged. In the latter scenario, militaries can reasonably anticipate that they will remain in power even after a regime change. The incentives for militaries to support current governments to the bitter end against popular protests are, as a result, much lower in these instances.7


Even in those cases in which protesters are able to topple dictatorial governments, however, the creation of stable democratic regimes in their place is far from guaranteed. The same factors that spur protests in the first place are likely to work against such political transitions. Youth bulges and high levels of youth unemployment will continue to create highly unstable and violence-prone environments. Moreover, the pernicious effects of authoritarianism, even after the dictator has been overthrown, are likely to continue to plague new governments. Authoritarian regimes that crushed independent sources of power, thereby preventing the creation of a thriving civil society; inhibited widespread respect for democratic principles and political pluralism; and prevented the creation of democratic institutions and leaders often greatly handicap future efforts at state building, sometimes for generations. One 2005 study found that of sixty-seven countries trying to transition from authoritarian regimes, roughly only half were judged to be “free” a generation after the transition began.8


The evolution of events in the Middle East and North Africa indicates that skepticism about the political future of the region is unfortunately warranted. Indeed, the course of the Arab Spring has demonstrated the accuracy of what political scientists sometimes refer to as a “tyranny-anarchy loop.”9 This term refers to the tendency for many societies to fluctuate between the opposing political outcomes of tyranny and anarchy while finding it very difficult to exit the cycle and establish stable democracies.


The origins of this loop are rooted in the fact that the overthrow of dictatorial regimes, while obviously beneficial in key respects, also has potential major costs if overwhelming governmental power is necessary to maintain order among opposing societal groups. The more divided a society, the more governmental power must be exerted to prevent these divisions from devolving into violence. Many countries in the Middle East and North Africa are riven by fierce ethnic (e.g., Kurds versus Arabs), religious (e.g., Sunni versus Shia Muslims), and ideological (e.g., various types of Islamists, liberals, and secular authoritarians) divisions. As authoritarian regimes weaken or are overthrown, these disputes are much more free to turn violent. Overthrowing tyrannies in these conditions is more likely to result in anarchy and widespread civil conflict than in democracy. At the time of this writing, this tendency is most powerfully on display in Syria. The weakening of Assad’s regime has allowed sectarian and ideological animosities to explode. Thus, the civil war in Syria is much more than a product of the Syrian people struggling to liberate themselves from a dictator. It is also a struggle both between Syria’s Sunni Muslim majority and the minority Alawite Muslim sect (to which Assad belongs), who fear repression and reprisals if they lose their position of political dominance, and among extremist Islamists, moderate Islamists, and secular groups, all of which are part of the opposition.


In further support of the analytic value of the tyranny-anarchy loop is the fact that all four of the countries that ousted a dictator in 2011 (Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen) either suffered or are currently suffering from the effects of anarchy created by weak governments and powerful societal divisions. Yemen at the time of this writing is in civil war, divided between forces loyal to the government, separatists in the southern part of the country, rival radical Islamist groups (including al-Qaeda affiliates and factions loyal to ISIS), and Houthi militias (a Shia sect).10 Libya, too, is racked by armed hostilities involving multiple enemies, including conflict between two competing governments (one democratically elected, the other controlled by the Muslim Brotherhood) as well as militants loyal to ISIS who have carried out a series of executions, beheadings, and amputations.11 Frequent mass political protests both for and against the Muslim Brotherhood–led government in Egypt (which began governing in June 2012) helped pave the way for a military coup in July 2013. Egypt under the subsequent government led by Abdel Fattah el-Sisi (a former general) has in some ways become even more repressive than it was during Mubarak’s reign.12 As is often the case, the tyranny-anarchy loop has come full circle in Egypt.


Only in Tunisia has the tyranny-anarchy cycle appeared to have stopped on democracy, though the situation remains fragile. In 2015, Tunisia was listed as a free country by Freedom House, a nonpartisan democracy-advocacy group. This was the first such designation of an Arab country by the organization in over forty years. Freedom House justified the classification based on Tunisia’s “adoption of a progressive constitution, governance improvements under a consensus-based caretaker administration, and the holding of free and fair parliamentary and presidential elections, all with a high degree of transparency.”13


Only time will tell whether Tunisia will maintain its democracy or, if it does, whether it will serve as a model or an exception to the region. Understanding the forces that have led to the remarkable era of the Arab Spring—at once full of hope and despair—and how Arab and non-Arab states have responded to it is, however, the first step in accurately predicting the region’s likely political trajectory. It is to precisely these fundamental objectives that this volume is dedicated.
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Lessons from a Small Place: The Dignity Revolutions in Tunisia, North Africa, and the Globe
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JULIA CLANCY-SMITH


            The Norwegian Nobel Committee has decided that the Nobel Peace Prize for 2015 is to be awarded to the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet for its decisive contribution to the building of a pluralistic democracy in Tunisia in the wake of the Jasmine Revolution of 2011. The Quartet was formed in the summer of 2013 when the democratization process was in danger of collapsing as a result of political assassinations and widespread social unrest. It established an alternative, peaceful political process at a time when the country was on the brink of civil war. It was thus instrumental in enabling Tunisia, in the space of a few years, to establish a constitutional system of government guaranteeing fundamental rights for the entire population, irrespective of gender, political conviction or religious belief.1


PRELUDES


ON DECEMBER 17, 2010, a young man, Mohamed Bouazizi, who scrambled to earn a living as a street vendor in the town of Sidi Bou Zid, set himself on fire. While his exact motivations remain contested, this desperate gesture focused instantaneous national and international attention on the miserable plight of youth as well as the relentless oppression of the citizenry. Severely burned, he eventually died on January 4, 2011. The spatial coordinates of what transpired in Bouazizi’s hometown are key to the geography and ethnography of the revolutions in gestation.2 Local teachers in Sidi Bou Zid transported him to the capital for treatment in the country’s only burn center. Zine El Abidine Ben Ali’s decision a few days later to ostentatiously visit the terminally injured young man at his hospital bedside, with hyped fanfare on state-muzzled TV and in newspapers, proved fatal to the president-for-life. This calculated act laid bare the deplorable political tone-deafness of autocracy in its terminal stages. The despot was himself absurdly on display, although he failed to realize it because he had long been seduced by his own power. Images of this cruel attempt at self-promotion flooded cell phones, Facebook pages, and other digital communication across the nation and the Tunisian diaspora. The national army, a conscript citizen military that differs greatly from that of Egypt, allowed massive, largely nonviolent street protests to unfold and continue.3


On January 14, 2011, Ben Ali and his entourage fled the country, at first seeking refuge in France and Italy, then finding welcome in Saudi Arabia, an irony given the ex-president’s flagrantly licentious lifestyle and repression of various expressions of Islam. Thus came the fall of Tunisia’s second dictator.4


Mohamed Bouazizi’s sacrificial self-immolation in December 2010 and the regime’s cynical response provided one of many triggers for heightened and expanded collective nationwide action. But his was not the first case of suicide; nor were the interior town and province of Sidi Bou Zid, from which Bouazizi hailed, unique.5 For years, citizens in villages and towns in that area had protested land and water seizures, environmental degradation, lack of a genuine voice in local or national policies, and corruption. A number of young people had killed themselves before 2010 due to a pervasive sense of hopelessness generated by unemployment, poverty, and grim life prospects. Indeed, the fact that a “culture of suicide” had developed utterly shocked Tunisian society.6 In a cruel irony, the United Nations declared 2010–2011 the “Year of Youth,” and in October 2010, the World Bank report on Tunisia “gushed with enthusiasm for the country’s economic performance.”7 But by early 2011, Tunisia, Arab nations, their youth, and the world had a hero as well as a martyr to global authoritarianism: Mohamed Bouazizi.8


This chapter proposes a longue durée approach to the Tunisian Dignity Revolutions.9 It employs the plural because evidence suggests that complex short- and long-term social movements converged to produce uprisings, resulting in radical transformation. Insistence on the deep past stems from my historical training. But history also offers an antidote to the “presentism” of policy literature and media coverage—the tendency to seek causation and meaning in very recent time.10 Moreover, many political analysts were caught off guard by the revolutions, which raises questions about their theoretical frames and assumptions. In searching for causation or etiology, the flagrant injustices, state lawlessness, and moral outrages of Ben Ali’s presidency undoubtedly incubated individual and collective grievances that coagulated over time from protests into mass civic action. For the historian, however, the story is more complicated. Many of the processes nurturing discontent and breeding revolution boasted longer historical pedigrees, predating the rule of Habib Bourguiba (1956–1987) and Ben Ali (1987–2011).


In addition, this chapter adopts a trans-Maghrib perspective. Algeria and Morocco are frequently relegated to the status of sidebars in scholarly, and especially popular, studies of the Arab Spring movements. Ceaseless, indeed daily, protests in these two countries have not been deemed sufficiently combustive to stoke the kinds of collective resistance leading to genuine change. But there is much to question here, and, moreover, the political purchase of older transregional connections remains significant. Not only have conventional borders between and among North African states recently become ever more porous and ungovernable, but recognized frontiers—territorial, legal, and other—have ominously collapsed in places.


A critical issue is the historical relationship between the fall of empire, decolonization, and the six decades from 1956 until 2011 of single-party rule under Bourguiba and Ben Ali. One fundamental argument advanced here is that decolonization did not unfold according to the neat, linear political and geostrategic paradigms conventionally proposed—or imagined—by theorists. Indeed, decolonization has yet to become a reality in much of the formerly colonized world. In a directly related topic, I argue that “small” places allow glimpses of imperceptible tectonic shifts transpiring on scales far beyond the “national” level. Methodologically, I posit that scholarly fields of vision need to capture transnational, weblike forces that convey both continuities and ruptures from the past and that “national” histories have always been constructed in transnational contexts.11


Three interrelated clusters of problems are examined: first, institutions and traditions of collective action or protest; second, Islam, women, and education; and finally, food security, the agrarian sector and interior, and the environment. The conclusion appraises the global repercussions of the Tunisian revolutions as well as new and alarming targets for violence. Not discussed in detail here is the critical role of social media and digital communications, which has been treated at length by many scholars.12


The next section investigates the recent democratic movements in relationship to traditions of militant action directed against different kinds of states, stretching back not only to the collapse of France’s North African Empire, 1956–1962, but also to the colonial and precolonial periods. How did older movements shape the terrain of collective action today? Let’s start in the contemporary era.


TRADITIONS, TARGETS, AND SYMBOLS


“Get lost,” “Get out” (irhal), “Game over,” chanted tens of thousands of people in Tunis and across the country as they waved signs in Arabic and a number of other languages.13 Images of the jubilant crowds demonstrated social diversity—old, young, men, women, people from the countryside or bidonvilles, tony urbanites, and women in Islamic apparel. The photos of protesters brandishing baguettes in early January 2011 could easily have been misinterpreted by uninformed foreign media at the time to signal that economic grievances and household security were principally at stake. However, Tunisians quickly dispelled that myth-in-the-making. The baguettes meant quite the opposite—that they could not be “bought off,” as the Ben Ali government had hoped (along with international financial institutions, such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund), by empty promises of a middle-class existence, sorely undermined by years of stupendous venality that filled foreign bank coffers. Tunisians were prepared to “subsist on bread and water alone,” but they could no longer live under the regime.14 Did the fact that Bouazizi was a food vendor resonate with rallying protesters—thus, the baguettes? Or had demonstrators accessed leaked US Embassy cables dispatched from Tunis to Washington, D.C., in 2009 that were published in early December 2010 by the British Daily Mail and instantly circulated widely in digital formats across the world? These came to be known as TunisLeaks.


In one cable entitled “Mafia family,” dated June 2009, the US ambassador to Tunisia, Robert F. Godec, characterized the Tunisian president and his in-laws, the Trabelsis, as “The Family,” comparing them to the Mafia due to their stranglehold on the economy and monopoly of the means of violence.15 Godec also described the lavish dinner parties hosted by Ben Ali family members at their sumptuous Mediterranean palaces. What kinds of culinary delights were served to their guests? “The menu included perhaps a dozen dishes, including fish, steak, turkey, octopus, and fish couscous. The quantity was sufficient for a very large number of guests.” The main meal over, the guests were “served ice cream and frozen yoghurt . . . brought in by plane from Saint Tropez,” probably in one of Ben Ali’s private jets.16 In conclusion, the US ambassador observed, “As for the dinner itself, it was similar to what one might experience in a Gulf country, and out of the ordinary for Tunisians.” The cable concluded prophetically: “The opulence with which El Materi and Nesrine [the president’s in-laws] live and their behavior make clear why they and other members of Ben Ali’s family are disliked and even hated by some Tunisians. The excesses of the Ben Ali family are growing.”17


The cables only confirmed what Tunisians already knew through raging rumor and informal news exchanges. But another message broke through—that the US ambassador, and perhaps Washington, D.C., no longer regarded Ben Ali as a close ally but rather as a liability. The extent to which the leaked cables triggered more and larger protests will surely be subject to scholarly debate for years to come. Godec’s diplomatic missives bring us to the all-important matter of Mediterranean palaces as symbols, targets, and evidence of corruption.


As soon as Ben Ali, formerly minister of the interior, claimed the presidency in 1987 under murky and contested circumstances, he ordered the construction of a super-Walmart-sized palace on the Mediterranean adjacent to the chic village of Sidi Bou Said, a main tourist attraction. It soon assumed the guise of a luxurious, if garish, citadel and stronghold. Then the Trabelsi clan set about seizing through illegal mechanisms prime real estate in the capital city region and along the coast; these properties had previously either held the status of mulk al-dawla (state lands) or were privately owned by Tunisian families. More luxury palaces with infinity pools, splendid views, and rare antiques went up. In 2007, Leila Trabelsi (the president’s wife) purchased a palace on the marina in Hammamet measuring more than 3,000 square meters for the absurdly small sum of €50. In effect these structures represented highly visible, concrete expressions of the elaboration of a murderous police state and its architecture of subjugation, humiliation, and expropriation. The critical transnational link between Ben Ali’s seaside land grabs and real estate trends worldwide during the boom years from the 1990s to 2008 was that high-end property around the Mediterranean rim, for example in Spain and Sardinia, was also subject to escalating illegal corporate seizures.18


After Ben Ali and his entourage took flight in January 2011, throngs surged to the presidential villas, which were sacked, burned, and photographed with cell phones. The looted palaces were transformed into political shrines, or pilgrimage sites, where crowds, indeed families with their children, assembled to meditate on and celebrate the fall of the dictator. Numerous other buildings, monuments, and symbols have been desacralized, desecrated, or recommemorated as the revolutionaries have invested spaces with novel meanings and uses. At the far end of the Avenue Bourguiba in downtown Tunis, the clock tower hailing Ben Ali’s 1987 coup was partially dismantled; it now bears the name of the martyr-hero Bouazizi.19


After the fall of Ben Ali, a functioning interim government, in a series of such bodies, was successfully formed in late January 2011. The Tunisian minister of justice at that time, Lazhar Karoui Chebbi, a lawyer, initiated criminal investigations into the financial holdings of the Ben Ali clan. Foreign banks were served notice of legal action. Switzerland agreed to freeze toxic assets, and international arrest warrants were issued. Between June and July 2011, civilian courts convicted Ben Ali and Leila Trabelsi, in absentia, of money laundering; embezzlement of public funds; and smuggling of arms, narcotics, and archaeological objects; they were sentenced to many years in prison. In two military trials, Ben Ali received life sentences, once again in absentia, for the premeditated deaths of protesters from across the country during 2010. Saudi Arabia, the “land of fallen tyrants,” where Ben Ali languishes today in perpetual exile, refused Tunisia’s request to extradite the former president. According to the rumor mill in Tunisia, the ex-president arrived in Jeddah, not bearing gifts but transporting one and a half tons of gold.20


In contrast to the second president, Tunisia’s first postcolonial leader, Habib Bourguiba (ca. 1903–2000), died in rather modest social circumstances, owning only a few meager possessions. A visit to a monument erected in his memory in Bourguiba’s hometown of Munastir demonstrates that, unlike Ben Ali, he did not regard Tunisia’s wealth and resources as his personal property or fief. And after his government was bloodlessly overthrown in November 1987, the dethroned president lived out the rest of his life in a villa donated by a supporter. From 2000 until the 2010–2011 uprisings, Bourguiba’s mausoleum functioned as both a national museum and a discreet shrine for discontented citizens. The structures built during the Ben Ali years tell a rather different story. They yielded proof of astonishing depravity, stoked collective fury, and ultimately furnished potent targets and symbols for prodemocratic mobilization. Nevertheless, by the time of his ouster in 1987, Bourguiba, father of the nation, had assumed the mantle of the autocrat, which sparked organized resistance to the “Supreme Combatant” himself during the 1970s and 1980s.21 In order to understand how this transpired, we must examine the power of two organizations that possessed sufficient legitimacy and appeal to challenge the power of the state: unions and political Islamists.


In contrast to the other three Maghribi countries, Tunisia’s labor activism has deep roots. Organized urban workers had opposed unpopular Protectorate policies in mass strikes even before World War I, notably on the Tunis tramways, which employed both Italian and Tunisian workers.22 By 1919, the main French labor union in Tunisia admitted “natives,” but only at an inferior rank. In a breakaway move, the Confédération Générale des Travailleurs Tunisiens was formed in 1924, making it the second-oldest labor union in all of Africa. Its formation and mass base fueled the nationalist movement, or Neo-Dustur Party, whose leader by the interwar period was Habib Bourguiba. By the 1930s, an indigenous industrial labor force had matured in the interior’s mining zones, notably in the phosphate-rich Gafsa region. There a local theater of protest crystallized in which militant workers communicated anti-French messages to the populace through staged plays and satirical productions—the Facebooks of the day.23


World War II exerted a tremendous, and as yet largely unacknowledged, impact upon Tunisia. In 1946, Farhat Hached established the new Union Générale Tunisienne du Travail (UGTT), which played a key role in breaking free from France; he served as its first secretary general. The threat that Hached and the UGTT posed to France’s rule in the Maghrib is underscored by his untimely death. In December 1952, French intelligence operatives assassinated Hached at his home in a Tunis suburb in retaliation for his strategy of internationalizing Tunisia’s cause through cooperation with international trade unions, such as the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions and the Word Federation of Trade Unions.24 Indeed, in 1952, he had participated in meetings held in San Francisco of the AFL and CIO, which backed the Tunisian nationalist movement. As the Algerian uprisings of 1954 turned into full-scale revolution, Tunisian nationalists capitalized upon mounting disorders across the borders and in France to push for full independence.


Some scholars argue that the 1864 revolt and largely tribal opposition to France’s invasion between 1881 and 1883 represented the last time in modern Tunisian history that the south and border areas engaged in concerted political action—until the twenty-first century. But this argument is historically inaccurate. Between 1955 and 1956, guerrilla fighters (fallaqa) from the interior fought hard against France in order to represent the interests of the people there. In a revealing countermove undercutting these same anticolonial forces, Bourguiba, who was negotiating the terms of Tunisia’s liberation from France, enlisted the colonial army and police, then preparing to repatriate to France, to quash the rebellion.25


Thus, at independence, trade unionism already constituted an esteemed and institutionalized mode of sociopolitical action. Moreover, various strands of unionism combined with feminism, both Islamic and secular, figure in the history of collective protest and resistance. By World War II, several women’s organizations existed. Bachira Ben M’Rad, whose father was a leading nationalist, established the Muslim Union of Tunisian Women. Nabiha ben Milad and Gladys Adda cofounded the Union of Women of Tunisia (UFT), which recruited female members from families adhering to the Tunisian branches of the Communist and Socialist Parties. The Muslim Union’s objectives were to provide educated women access to teaching posts and to organize girls’ clubs, including a girls’ section of the Scouts. The UFT campaigned to ameliorate conditions for North African workers and soldiers in Europe and to address wartime shortages of foodstuffs in Tunisia, which was utterly ravaged by Allied-Axis bombardments and military campaigns. After 1945, the UFT pressed for clinics to redress the colonial regime’s neglect of women’s health and for education. France’s civilizing mission meant that nearly nine-tenths of Tunisian women were unlettered at independence.26


From 1956 until now, relations between Tunisia’s unions and the state have generally mirrored not only the national economy’s boom-and-bust cycles but also trans-Maghribi and international political and economic trends. During the global crises of the mid-1970s, sparked by oil embargoes after the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, unionized workers’ grievances mounted in Tunisia. UGTT members chafed under the growing autocracy of Bourguiba’s single party—the Parti Socialiste Dusturien (Dustur Socialist Party, or PSD).27 In January 1978, the UGTT and its leadership openly broke with the self-appointed president-for-life and his inner circle after the regime sought to handpick union leaders. Countrywide strikers voiced unequivocal demands for pluralism, democracy, and social equality. On “Black Thursday” (January 26, 1978), demonstrations across Tunisia turned into fierce clashes; once again, worker militancy in the phosphate mining zones of Gafsa was pivotal. Violent state measures snuffed out those movements. Habib Achour, the respected head of the UGTT, was imprisoned, along with countless other activists.28 The unions, particularly their top-level leadership, have also suffered intimidation and manipulation. Like Bourguiba, Ben Ali sought to co-opt the unions’ executive officers.


It should be noted that the UGTT has grown into a federation, or super-umbrella organization, that represents unions of engineers, physicians, women, health care professionals, postal employees, university teachers and professors, and workers in the commercial and artisanal sectors. Its nationwide federated structure and grassroots socioeconomic sinews meant that the UGTT, long under the thumb of a single-party system, represented one of only two organizations with sufficient mass-populist legitimacy to oppose, or at least manage, the damage inflicted upon civil society by the state. The other was the Islamic party, known today as al-Nahda.


WOMEN, ISLAM, AND EDUCATION


From a comparative historical perspective, women’s status fundamentally distinguishes Tunisia from other Maghribi nations. With the recent revolutions, women and religion—different understandings of the family, gender norms, secularization, Islam, and what it means to be Muslim in Tunisia—came to the foreground during intense, and at times tense, debates among citizens over the new constitution and the organization of the first truly democratic elections. But these crucial questions, which go to the very heart of society, belief, faith, ethics, morals, and identities, were not new by any means.29


Under Bourguiba, several programs directly affecting women’s status—education and family planning—had made strides, although these had much older histories. The first North African woman to earn a medical degree was Tawhida ben Shaykh (1909–2010), who graduated from the Paris School of Medicine in 1936 with a specialty in pediatrics. Upon her return to Tunis, she was denied a physician’s position in European colonial hospitals but opened one of the country’s first private women’s clinics during the interwar period.30 Despite insistent calls from Tunisian Jews and Muslims for expanded schooling from the late nineteenth century on, the French Protectorate for political reasons was parsimonious in funding native children’s education, especially for girls. After 1956, the nationalist elite (Bourguiba held a French law degree) stressed modern schooling for girls and boys and adult literacy. In 1991, universal education for all children became compulsory by law. Spectacular results had already been achieved relative to other Arab or African nations: 85 percent of school-age boys were enrolled and 70 percent of girls. By the 1990s, the World Bank estimated that a majority of Tunisians regarded themselves as middle class, largely due to free public education. But modern schooling ironically created inevitable discontents. For university graduates, employment consonant with degrees proved elusive, and institutions in the capital city and on the coast were almost always better endowed than those in the interior. Thus began the fuite de cerveau, or brain drain, that scattered highly educated and skilled Tunisians across the world.


As collective hopes for true democracy were dashed, society concluded an implicit Faustian pact with Bourguiba, a bargain seen elsewhere in the world. In exchange for middle-class existence and consumer culture achieved mainly through education, open dissent was generally muted on a daily basis. In return, the Bourguiba regime refrained from interference in the national baccalaureate examinations scheduled annually in early summer. These exams, indispensable for university admission, were the Tunisian version of an educational Ramadan. For weeks, all eyes were glued to this “bac” process, which was fair and honest for the most part, although social class played a considerable role, as it does everywhere. Results were published with great fanfare in Arabic and French newspapers, often with photos of the winning students, and jubilant families threw parties. The losers got another crack at university exams the next year. But the Ben Ali regime gradually, if furtively, began corrupting the selection process, creating an enormous sense of grievance and moral outrage. In effect, families were blackmailed, obliged to collaborate, in order to assure their children’s future. This factor is rarely, if at all, mentioned in analyses of the Dignity Revolutions.31


Among Bourguiba’s principal boasts was that he had liberated women through not only education but also radical legal reforms.32 With France’s departure came a second watershed—the August 1956 promulgation of the Code of Personal Status (CPS), the most progressive family law code in the Middle East and North Africa, with the exception of Turkey. According to Mounira Charrad, the CPS “placed the country at the forefront of the Arab world in regard to women’s rights.”33 It abolished polygamy and repudiation, instituted judicial divorce, and declared legal equality of the sexes; it was continuously amended and became more comprehensive in following decades. Nevertheless, the initial motivations for, and social responses to, the CPS were extremely complicated. Significantly, after this new legislation, Bourguiba immediately established the National Union of Tunisian Women (l’Union Nationale de la Femme Tunisienne), “merging” other existing women’s associations with it; the union was paired with the single party, the Neo-Dustur. State feminism was launched, enduring for much of Bourguiba’s presidency. Only during the 1980s did a new generation of women’s rights advocates, including Muslim feminists, dare critique the Women’s Union as a stark manifestation of state patriarchalism.


Bourguiba and Ben Ali managed women’s emancipation as a political hedge fund against national and above all international accusations of human rights abuses.34 Both presidents were masters of disseminating messages about modernity as evidenced by the relatively (and undeniably) better status of the country’s women: “Every foreign guest, each diplomatic delegation or international meeting in Tunisia was provided with ample documentation regarding female rights and progress.”35 (It should be noted that the French Protectorate, as it sought to promote a positive image of colonialism, had manipulated the condition of women and girls through public support for the newly created School for Muslim Girls in Tunis after 1900.36)


Bourguiba declared August 13 a national holiday to mark the passage of the reformed family law code, proclaiming that the CPS enshrined the “Tunisian personality.” But not all citizens agreed—then and now—above all, the Islamist movements. Scholars generally sort political Islam, that is, religious organizations militating for states grounded in their interpretation of Islam, into three ideological categories: (1) so-called hard-liners, whose conservatism is most glaring in the related realms of law, religion, and women; (2) pragmatic conservatives, who also insist upon Islamic law as the basis for legitimacy but who nevertheless favor modern economic systems and citizen engagement; and (3) liberal Islamists, who interpret sacred law as permitting democracy, pluralism, and women and minority rights, but within limits.37 Proponents of all three of these socioreligious and political positions have been present in Tunisia, but the third type, liberal Islamists, has been in the majority—for historical reasons.38


As with women’s status, Bourguiba and Ben Ali manipulated international opinion about Islamists, cultivating alarm about the specter of radical Islam to justify denying citizens a voice and a vote. Throughout the 1990s, the second president warned repeatedly of the dangers looming across the western border. These were Algeria’s “dark years” of near civil war that pitted members and sympathizers of the Islamic Salvation Front (Front Islamique du Salut, or FIS) against the postcolonial government and security forces. Sparked by contested, and tainted, elections in Algeria, that conflict was constantly evoked by Tunisian ruling elites to quell legitimate opposition. Finally, Bourguiba and Ben Ali staged Tunisia’s allegedly “unique Mediterranean identity” for European consumers as a way of not talking about Islam and Muslims on Europe’s southern frontiers.


Strong religiously based opposition to the CPS existed from 1956 on. Indeed, one could argue that the solidification of Islamic or Islamist opposition in Tunisia and elsewhere was the fruit of the fundamentally contentious “woman question.” In 1981, Rachid al-Ghannouchi (1941– ) and Abdelfattah Mourou cofounded the Islamic Tendency Movement (Harakat al-Ittijah al-Islami), which demanded, among other things, an equitable allocation of resources; a multiparty system; and institutionalized support for Islam in public, the law, education, and daily life. They pledged nonviolent action to achieve these goals but were equivocal from the start about the nature and degree of women’s emancipation. Due to repression by the Bourguiba regime after 1984, the party was reorganized to operate clandestinely as well as publicly. Seeking legal recognition, it assumed its current name, Hizb al-Nahdah (“Renaissance Party,” also known as Ennahda or al-Nahda) in 1989. By then Ghannouchi, who had been imprisoned and tortured by the Bourguiba regime, was in exile in Europe (from 1988 until 2011). The party remained illegal throughout the Ben Ali administration.39 Significantly, in 1985, the Islamist Tendency Movement called for a national referendum on the PSC, equating it with state-enforced secularization. Moreover, Muslim groups have persistently argued that the PSC not only violated Islamic principles, notably the religious-sanctioned existence of different, though complementary, spheres for man and woman, but also promoted female equality in the job force, thereby depriving men of employment.40


After Ben Ali was forced out, the al-Nahdah Party gained legal recognition and the right to enter candidates in forthcoming elections. Over one hundred parties presented candidate lists for the October 23, 2011, elections for the 217-member National Constituent Assembly (NCA), authorized to appoint an interim cabinet and draft a new constitution. An array of international bodies provided expertise on democratic process. The American Bar Association’s Rule of Law Initiative held in-country training sessions for hundreds of Tunisian lawyers during the summer of 2011, addressing issues such as best practices for election law, procedures, monitoring, and resolving disputed votes.41


In May 2011, Tunisia passed a “parity law” emulating French legislation that required political parties to ensure that at least 50 percent of their candidates were female. Some 5,000 women stood for the NCA. Al-Nahda marshaled superior organizational and mobilizing skills and endorsed the parity law as a tactical move; it ran the largest number of female candidates.42 The party won 90 seats, a clear majority, and sent the largest bloc of female lawmakers to the assembly. Figures for voter turnout remain disputed; some sources claim nearly 70 percent while others advance lower numbers, such as 53 percent of the eligible electorate. Complicating democratic process was that tens of thousands of Tunisians in the diaspora had been given the right to vote, but hastily organizing eligible voter rolls and stations in distant places, such as North America, posed daunting logistical problems.


Once again, the disparity between major cities and interior towns became patent on election day, Sunday, October 23, 2011. In Kasserine, the international media captured an image of, and message from, a group of women, most of whom wore head scarves. “We are from the south, and we want to vote,” they declared. But no one had informed them that they had to first register to cast a ballot; they were turned away from the polling station housed in a local school. Debates raged until 2014 about the place of women’s rights and religion in the new constitution. These frequently disrupted institutions of learning. Confrontations between secular and Islamist students and faculty plagued public education; incidents at the University of Tunis’s Manouba campus, the largest in the system, bear witness to this.43 As enshrined in the 1956 PSC, Tunisian feminism has been largely urban, middle-class, and secular, but democracy requires listening to dissenting voices, desires, and worldviews.


Following the largely nonviolent October 2012 elections, a severe crisis marked 2013 after the murders of two leading members of the Popular Front Coalition, allegedly by Islamists. Chokri Belaïd was assassinated in Tunis on February 6, 2013; daily protests were held at the Ministry of the Interior to demand justice. On July 25, 2013 (Tunisian Independence Day), Mohamed Brahmi, an opposition member of the NCA, was gunned down in the streets of the capital. Brahmi’s slaying was absurdly incongruous; a leftist, he represented Sidi Bou Zid, where it had all begun. In that town, a furious crowd torched al-Nahda’s local headquarters, and the UGTT called a nationwide strike.44 In response, coalition opposition parties demanded the resignation of the Islamist-led government and dissolution of the NCA, but al-Nahda clung to its electoral legitimacy, refusing to relinquish power. At this momentous juncture, the UGTT put forth an initiative to resolve the tense stalemate, which was greatly influenced by events across the Middle East and above all in Egypt.


There, President Husni Mubarak had been toppled in 2011 by mass demonstrations that had been directly sparked by Tunisia’s ease in ousting its own dictator. Elections in 2012 had brought the Muslim Brotherhood under Muhammed Morsi to power. But by June 2013, millions of Egyptians in Cairo’s streets called for Morsi’s resignation on the first anniversary of his election due to mounting violence, social chaos, and economic disarray. If the Tunisian example inspired Egyptians to overthrow a long-ensconced, US-backed military regime, if only temporarily, then Egypt helped break the impasse in Tunis.


A national coalition known as the “Quartet,” composed of al-Nahda and other party leaders and representatives of the UGTT; the Tunisian Union of Industry, Commerce, and Handicrafts (which represents employers); the Bar Association; and the Human Rights League, convened to hammer out a “consensual road map.” This three-pronged document advocated preserving the NCA, forming a nonpolitical government, and setting dates for general elections. On January 26, 2014, the first democratic constitution was adopted, despite almost insurmountable obstacles and near failures.45 At the same time, in June 2014, Moncef Marzouki, president of the NCA, and Mustapha Ben Jaafar, prime minister, announced the newly established Truth and Dignity Commission (TDC), again setting a precedent. The declaration came during the international conference organized by the Tunisian Ministry of Justice, Human Rights, and Transitional Justice in collaboration with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and the International Centre for Transitional Justice (ICTJ). Tellingly, this commission, whose armature includes both judicial and nonjudicial mechanisms, has been gathering evidence on human rights violations committed by the Tunisian state since 1956. Victims would be afforded compensation and rehabilitation.46


One of the most awful truths to emerge from the TDC hearings regards women’s brutalization under Ben Ali. At least 12,000 individuals came forward with documentation on torture and extrajudicial incarceration, the vast majority of them men. “But what has surprised even long-time human rights activists is the number of women starting to tell stories of extreme cruelty, sexual violence, and rape.”47 Women as truth-bearers about sexual-political crimes are particularly fraught for societies that place the highest moral value on female virtue but shame and shun women (and their families) who are victimized by such crimes. As the journalist and rights activist Sihem Bensedrine stated in May 2015, “We had this paradox. . . . Ben Ali did a lot of feminization but there were massive violations against women, especially rape, more than we thought.”48 This newfound audacity by some women to discuss sexual assault and humiliation in public might be compared to the deafening silence among Algerians for decades after the war for independence (1954–1962); rape had been systematically employed as a “weapon of mass destruction.” Only recently has the heavy silence about Algerian women’s afflictions at the hands of French military, police, and civilian authorities been broken. It is appalling to realize that torture methods employed systematically by Ben Ali’s secret police were identical to those used by the United States at Bagram air base, the notorious Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, and Guantanamo Bay—waterboarding, electric shocks to the genitals, crippling psychological abuse, rape, and other horrors. In fact, these practices were being deployed at the very same time.


Tunisia has a long, if precarious—and nonlinear—history of constitution-making. In 1861, the first Dustur (constitution) in the Arab world was proclaimed just prior to the 1864 rebellion. A century and a half ago, that constitution proved stillborn in the midst of a rebellion where intersecting national and transnational forces converged. But the 1861 constitution was again invoked during the Dignity Revolutions. Most significantly, the Nobel Committee awarded the 2015 Peace Prize to Tunisia for the consensual processes resulting in the 2014 constitution. For the first time, this document contained explicit provisions guaranteeing state protection for the environment, which is the subject to which I turn next.


FOOD SECURITY, WATER, AND THE ENVIRONMENT


            Why, if the colonial tree produced bitter fruit, has the tree of national independence provided us only with stunted and shriveled crops?49


The current malaise of the agricultural sector and the North African interior has deep historical roots. Moreover, precedents for collective action symbolized and concretized by the notion of food security go far back to the precolonial and colonial eras. Since the nineteenth century, North Africa’s economies have been progressively integrated into world market forces, frequently at a disadvantage. Due to the growing clout of transnational finance, imperialism, and modern communications, the Mediterranean rim became firmly enmeshed in European-controlled trans-sea and transatlantic/global circuits.50 A pattern can be detected—autocratic regimes, whether colonial or postcolonial, almost always neglect rural peoples and the subsistence agrarian sectors.51 As Habib Ayeb and Roy Bush bluntly state, “Here lies a paradox. Small farmers in Egypt and Tunisia are among the most productive and clever in the world. . . . In Tunisia’s arid southeast, particularly in the Gabes region, farmers demonstrate immense skill and knowledge.”52


From 1964 until 1973, small-farmer agriculture in Tunisia was badly bruised by ill-conceived collectivization programs imposed by the minister of planning, Ahmad Ben Salah. By then, farm exports largely to European markets did not cover even 50 percent of the cost of imported food. After 1974, state planners abandoned socialized agriculture for free-market strategies. By the early 1980s, food insecurity had increased to intolerable levels in the interior. Windfall oil revenues dropped off, and Tunisia, an agrarian-based economy, was beset by poor harvests due to unfavorable climatic conditions. In the same period, fortress Europe began shutting its doors more tightly against North Africans of any educational background or social class searching for a secure livelihood through expatriation. Government and public debt ballooned. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank dictated austerity measures in 1983, pressing for termination of state subsidies on basic foodstuffs in exchange for loans. And a hitherto unthinkable event occurred: Bourguiba’s car was stoned in a symbolic act “indicative of the depth of frustration and rage among the poorest and most afflicted Tunisians.”53


When late in December of 1983 the government doubled the price of bread and other staples, it came as no surprise that a series of disturbances erupted throughout the country. The peoples of the south and interior were the first to rebel; unrest rapidly spread to northern provinces and coastal cities. Peasants, youths, seasonal agricultural laborers, and the unemployed were joined by students who declared a national solidarity strike. The police were overwhelmed; a state of emergency was declared, and the army mobilized to put down the revolt. The resulting repression was nothing short of draconian. It revealed that the social pact among Bourguiba, the state-controlled single party (the PSD), and citizens that had been concluded long before independence in 1956 was unraveling. The food subsidies were restored, but the agribusinesses and large landowners thrived. During the 1980s, the Islamist party became politically active, campaigning for the underprivileged. In the aftermath of the 1983–1984 rebellion, Ben Ali was reappointed director-general of national security.54 Characterizing the events of 1984 as “bread riots” is not only a misleading label but also an intellectually bankrupt notion. It downgrades the socioideological and moral content of civic mass action to a story only about food.


Today, 80 percent of national production is concentrated in cities from Bizerte to Sfax. The provinces of the southwest and center-west, home to 40 percent of the total population of more than 10 million, claim only 20 percent of GDP. Nonetheless, Tunisians have enjoyed relatively secure access to food in comparison with much of Africa or the Middle East. Meat, poultry, eggs, and milk products have been available, at least in coastal cities, towns, and villages. Indeed, in fossil-fuel-rich Algeria, families crossed the borders regularly to shop for food in Tunisia due to shortages at home. But even before the recent crash, a small can of tuna, fished from the waters off the Cap Bon, had become pricey, even by American standards, because the country’s high-quality tuna was exported to Japan. Food subsidies remained in place for bread, oil, and couscous so critical to urban populations living beyond the margins of rising middle-class prosperity and, above all, to rural households. Then came 2008, the twenty-first century’s version of the Great Depression.55 Under- and unemployment grievously affected specific regions, notably the interior, and specific social demographics. Impoverished young men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five were deprived of income adequate for them to marry and establish households—in other words, masculinity was a critical issue. By the eve of the revolutions, the visibility and audibility of the economic and cultural rift between the disadvantaged interior and the urban, cosmopolitan coast could no longer be concealed, much less denied.


Water is an increasingly scarce resource worldwide but especially in the Maghrib, where the Great Sahara is expanding steadily and rapidly northward. After 1987, the regime embarked on a pillage-cum-privatization campaign with substantial backing from foreign corporations. Targeted for expropriation were aquifers in the Sidi Bou Zid governorate, where farmers depended upon food processing and citrus export to Europe. “Irrigation is 100 percent dependent upon groundwater, coming from springs in oases and wells in the steppe. Small farmers in this region eked out an existence until the early 1990s, when investors undermined them by drilling more wells for their large-scale irrigation schemes.”56 The Ben Ali clan organized the Hayet Water Company and constructed a pipeline extracting the governorate’s “blue gold” for distribution to the large industrial city of Sfax. This fanned social anger because local growers had to buy their own water back from Hayet.57 This scheme lined the already well-lined pockets of the regime and its cronies and threatened the agrarian economy on which social relations depend. The ultimate irony—and a cruel one at that—was the company name, Hayet, which in Arabic means “life”; its slick branding smacks of Madison Avenue–type marketing devices. Moreover, “the main centers of water consumption are situated within the coastal region, while water resources are mainly located in the North and in the interior of the country.”58 But there was nothing Tunisian about the water grab—global companies such as Eaux Canada, Vivendi, Suez, and Bechtel have been privatizing water for decades.


Two of the greatest ecological threats to the sustainability of the entire Mediterranean Sea—fossil fuels and/or industrial waste, and tourism—have converged upon Tunisia with great force. The Gulf of Gabes, a dumping ground for toxic phosphate-processing chemicals, has become an ecological disaster zone. Local people there refer to the Gulf as “the shore of death” because of its unprecedented outbreaks of environmentally induced illnesses, disappearance of species, and habitat destruction.59 One alarming consequence of the recent upheavals is that industrial pollution has soared. “‘In our country, there’s no control at all,’ says Mohammed, an environmental activist with Kulna Tunis, tossing the empty blue and red shell casings to the ochre sand. ‘The el-hbara birds and el-ghzel are being hunted wildly; it is a catastrophe.’ [Tourist] Companies are taking advantage of Tunisia’s weak central authority and deteriorating economy by bringing in hunters to illegally poach gazelles and birds for profit.”60


The centrality of environmental issues distinguishes current activism from past mobilization. In the same way that the practices and grammar of international human rights carved out a limited space for dissent under Tunisia’s two dictators, so the discourse of the environment offers a language for claiming rights. Now the degradation of habitats can be publicly debated—it is enshrined in the 2014 constitution. Algeria’s ruling party has been profoundly shaken by events in Tunisia, particularly in view of the persistence of decades-old Berber autonomy movements.61 But local Algerians have taken heart from their neighbor to the east, particularly in the realm of environmental political action and the current “shale rush.” At Ain Salah in the Sahara, peaceful protests against a pilot project in fracking shale for gas have been ongoing and spread to northern Algeria. The methods involved in this pilot program are prohibited today in France for environmental reasons.62 Yet the postcolonial corporate collaboration between SONATRACH (the state-owned gas and oil company) and France Total not only endures but also brings us back in time—to when European and US empires employed overseas territories and peoples as experimental testing grounds. Perhaps in Algeria, “the country of perpetual protest,” the fossil-fuel party will come to an end. One of the major grievances among demonstrators is that fracking, as we know from the United States, wastes huge amounts of water and pollutes drinking sources.


Tunisia’s enormous tourist industry infrastructure has deeply distinguished it from Libya and Algeria for decades. By the 1980s, high-end as well as mass international tourism, mainly from Europe, had taken off, furnishing much-needed hard currency and employment but fueling socioreligious and cultural discontents.63 The extraordinary expansion of Tunisia’s middle class—among the largest in the Arab world—was intimately tied to international tourism as well as to worker remittances, the country’s phosphate industry, and relocation of light manufacturing from Europe to Tunisia to exploit local laborers. But global investment capitalism cum tour industry has sinister dimensions—it siphons off large quantities of water and responds instantaneously to political or economic crises. The 2008 bust and the revolutions have severely depressed the tourist industry, which suffered a calamitous drop after 2011. But tourism is not just about “a room with a view,” and a direct connection can be established between the tourist industry revenues and the apparatus of the Ben Ali police state.


The Bardo Museum in Tunis, once a palace for the precolonial dynasty, boasts some of the most splendid artifacts from North Africa and the Mediterranean area in the world. It has been a prime international attraction since the colonial period. On March 18, 2015, gunmen stormed the museum in Tunis; British, Japanese, French, Italian, and Colombian tourists and a Tunisian were among the twenty-four dead. Two Tunisians and one Algerian, members of the Okba Ibn Nafa Brigade, a jihadist group that had previously attacked security forces, were held responsible. It is thought that the gunmen had been trained in Libya.64 On March 29, thousands of Tunisians and foreign visitors demonstrated in the streets in solidarity against violence.


This was not the first nor the last time that tourists were targeted. In October 2013, a suicide bomber detonated explosives on a beach in the resort of Sousse, killing himself. Tragically, on June 27, 2015, Islamic State operatives murdered some thirty-nine tourists, mainly vacationers from the United Kingdom. The police killed one of the perpetrators, Seifeddine Rezgui, a student at Kairouan University. In 2014, tourism provided employment to about 400,000 people and constituted at least 7 percent of GDP. Currently, hotel rooms are empty and hotel managers wonder whether to shut their doors.65 Tourism as a political target mimics a series of extremist attacks on luxury hotels in Cairo and elsewhere in Egypt. In January 2013, the Semiramis Intercontinental near Tahrir Square suffered six assaults. This is not new to Egypt but goes back to the early 1990s.66


CONCLUSION: TRANSBORDER REPERCUSSIONS AND GLOBAL AFTERSHOCKS


A recent assessment of Tunisia as “small, peripheral, and docile” and “an island of comparative tranquility because it barely casts a shadow beyond its borders” seems not only historically specious but also simply wrongheaded.67 People, groups, and organizations across the globe have tracked the fortunes of the Dignity Revolutions. In 2011, Chinese prodemocracy organizers embraced the notion of a “Jasmine Revolution,” the name some used for the uprisings in Tunisia. Labor’s newly energized leadership role explains why the World Social Forum (WSF) convened in Tunis in March 2013, the first time in an Arab country. Some 50,000 visitors from 128 countries gathered for seminars, workshops, concerts, and marches. Organized in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2001, the WSF initially focused on Latin American struggles against authoritarian regimes allied with the IMF and other transnational entities. A decade later, the Tunisian revolutions resonated with the WSF’s expanded objectives.


Climate change was the principal theme for 2013, but austerity economics, public and social indebtedness, and human dignity were on the table as well. Predictably, women’s legal rights, religion, and freedom of expression proved especially controversial. Local civil society activists hoped that the WSF would boost social demand for democracy as the Tunisian secular left wing understands it. In March 2015, the biannual WSF met again in Tunis—the second time in a row. During the five-day event, 70,000 delegates from more than 4,000 organizations representing 120 countries debated climate justice, immigration, media freedom, women’s rights, refugees, energy, and divestment. That two WSF meetings took place there drew world attention to the country’s part in gestating the Occupy Wall Street movements.68 Kalle Lasn, “leader” of the leaderless Occupy Wall Street movement, stated during an interview, “Back in the summer of 2011 we were all talking about what we were going to do . . . and we were all inspired by what happened in Tunisia and thought that America was ripe for this type of rage.”69


By the new millennium, the EU regarded North Africa as “Europe’s dangerous southern Mediterranean frontier” due to massive clandestine immigration. The magnitude of the fallout from the first Arab uprisings was front-page news in 2016 as hundreds of thousands of refugees from Syria and elsewhere beat at the doors of Western Europe. But the first mass transborder movements were thousands of Libyans who fled to Tunisia (and Egypt) after the virtual destruction of Muammar Gaddafi’s state by October 20, 2011. During that period, the Tunisia–Lampedusa crossing for refugees seeking a haven in Europe has become not only a global human trafficking highway but also a passageway to a watery grave.70 The future for Tunisia and its new constitution is perilous because of the very mass uprisings that they inspired elsewhere. In Libya, the absence of a state has not only triggered refugee flows and human smuggling but also accelerated the circulation of weaponry and fighters across fungible North African borders. Older patterns in the geography of armed resistance have reasserted themselves. The bled al-siba, historically situated in the inaccessible terrain of the Chaambi Mountains on the Algerian-Tunisian borderlands, currently shelter Islamist rebels in ways similar to the past.71 Thus, the issues of borders, radical or violent militant action, and targets are critical.


This leads to a question: What is specifically Arab about the Arab Spring? The phenomenon of transnational North Africans residing permanently outside the Maghrib is historically quite old and predates independence from France. Indeed, many in the diaspora across the world are French (or Canadian or American, etc.) citizens. These communities have maintained close ties with family and fellow citizens “back home” who suffered under repressive regimes; they furnish forbidden news, information, and new ideas. Functioning as “political offshore” communities, the expatriates as makers of revolution have not yet drawn the scholarly attention they deserve.


This chapter’s intent has been less to search for definitive triggers and causalities of mass protest and radical social change than to troll the past for long-term, tectonic transformations as well as manifest or semiconcealed continuities and ruptures. Some of the causes for the ongoing upheavals are not necessarily new to our already deeply troubled century. The youth bulge, globalization, and the novel social media, so critical for ideological consciousness, communication, and mobilization, provoked and facilitated collective protest in earlier periods. Globalization, the unequal incorporation of economies and state structures into transnational, transregional structures, was well under way by the twentieth century. Finally, I argue here that in contrast to Morocco, Algeria, and Egypt, Tunisia does not have a “minority problem,” whether defined as ethnic or religious. However, before the Dignity Revolutions, the “interior” functioned as an internal or domestic “other,” although the newly seated National Assembly in Tunis seeks to change this.72


Two final questions arise. First, why did women, the environment, and youth as clusters of interrelated issues—about what the future holds—fail to attract serious scholarly attention in Middle East and North African studies until very recently?73 Indeed, the current Moroccan sultan, Muhammad VI, is playing the “woman game,” as did Bourguiba and Ben Ali in years past, to quell permanent unrest and persuade international audiences of his democratic intentions.74 Second, did decolonization really happen?


Small places and states can prove as intellectually provocative as the big players such as Egypt, and now Syria. Tunisia provides critical lessons on multiple scales—from the intertidal to the intergalactic—for thinking about and formulating theories of collective action and more. As noted by the Nobel Committee, the challenges that lie ahead are enormous.
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