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Abstract 

Although Tunisia has been celebrated as the unique success story of the Arab 

Spring, its emergent democracy has failed to resolve the structural inequalities that 

caused the 2011 revolution, or meaningfully include marginal subjects within its 

address. This dissertation documents the life-worlds of those left behind in Tunisia’s 

democratic transition by tracking the precarious labor of smuggling by youth in the 

Western-Central interior. For unemployed youth living in the shadow of 

underdevelopment, smuggling offers a rare avenue of insertion into productive life, 

where the border serves as a natural resource for generating value through arbitrage.  

Disappointed by the revolution’s implicit promise of structural change, many young 

Tunisians now use these routes of economic survival to join up with jihadist militias 

abroad. Through 18 months of ethnographic fieldwork in Kasserine, an impoverished 

province on Tunisia’s Algerian frontier, I examine how smuggling practice generates a 

landscape of ambivalent belonging to the nation, a “Shadow Zone” that elicits desire for 

the state, as well as the material means to evade it.  I show how cross-border movement 

refracts the meaning of social justice for local actors, including petty smugglers and 

informal laborers who work the border economy, Tunisian families whose sons have 

been recruited to militias in Libya, Syria, and Iraq, and unemployed youth and civil 

society groups who militate for equitable development.   
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1. Introduction  

What are the roots of self-immolation as a political tactic in Tunisia?  This 

question occupied my thoughts in the summer of 2011, as I embarked on a research trip 

to the major sites of Tunisia’s Dignity Revolution. Just six months prior, a street vendor 

named Muhammad Bouazizi had set himself on fire outside the town hall of Sidi 

Bouzid, triggering an uprising that rapidly spread throughout Tunisia, toppling the 

autocratic regime of Zine al-Abideen Ben Ali in matter of just 29 days.  Bouazizi’s 

apotheosis as a secular martyr rendered his suicide a singular historical event, and yet 

media outlets reported that similar cases of self-immolation had occurred in Tunisia 

earlier that year, suggesting that his death was part of a larger social phenomenon.1  I 

wondered, then, in a nation whose identity is steeped in ideologies pragmatism and 

moderation (Zemni 2016), how did Tunisians understand the outbreak of such extreme 

acts of self-violence?   

A compelling answer emerged unexpectedly, during an afternoon discussion 

with a couple of high school teachers in the southern city of Gafsa.  It was one week into 

Ramadan, and although my hosts were fasting, they welcomed me generously in their 

                                                      

1 For scholarly analyses of Bouazizi’s elevation as a Revolutionary martyr, as well as the 

ambivalence of his reception as such among national publics, see (Bargu 2016; DeGeorges 2013; 

Halverson et. al. 2017; Mittermaier 2015; Rozen 2015; Sumaiala and Korpiola 2017).  Mehdi 

Mabrouk (2011), on the other hand, discusses how a “culture of suicide” emerged in Tunisia as a 

response to the fragilization of the social tissue provoked by economic liberalization under Ben 

Ali.   
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sitting room with a plate of cookies and Turkish coffee.  An English instructor, the 

husband dominated the conversation at first, addressing me in fluent English while his 

wife sat quietly by his side.  At a certain point, however, he excused himself from the 

room.  Rising from the couch, he said of his wife: “You know Nada was visiting her 

family in Kasserine during the revolution.  She experienced the events from a different 

point of view. You could learn a lot from her perspective.” 

Nada was raised in Thala, a city in Kasserine governorate, which is situated in a 

mountainous environment near the Algerian border.  The highest Tunisian city in 

elevation, Thala is also the coldest, a place where the winter season often brings freezing 

temperatures and snowfall.  Thala had long been a center of learning and culture on 

Tunisia’s Western-Central steppe.  Yet following national independence, the city was 

systematically marginalized in punishment for its support for the Yusufist Rebellion, a 

fratricidal battle that pitted a Western-oriented vision of the nation against a more 

conservative Pan-Arab allegiance.  While the southern leader Saleh Ben Yusuf was 

driven from the country and eventually assassinated in exile, his Francophile rival 

Habib Bourguiba went on to become the nation’s founding father (Perkins 2004).  As she 

bitterly recounted her hometown’s decline into obscurity, Nada said: “You know, what 

happened to Bouazizi has been going on in Thala for years.”  Young men had been 

committing suicide, but no one had taken notice. 
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 In the Western borderlands of Tunisia—in cities like Thala, Kassserine, Kef, and 

Feriana—poverty pushes young men to make a dangerous living though smuggling.  

Embarking for the Algerian border, they return with truck-loads of gasoline, subsidized 

by the Algerian state at a staggering discount, and sell it at artisanal roadside kiosks in 

Tunisia for up to a 300% profit.  “Although this trade is illegal,” Nada explained, “the 

state (al-ḥākim) turns a blind eye because it cannot provide these young men with work.”  

From a certain point of view, this laisse-faire attitude toward illegality could be seen as 

mutually beneficial, offering a way for young men to earn money amid biting 

unemployment, while alleviating pressure on the state to create jobs in an era of 

structural adjustment.  Yet smuggling is not simply a job like any other.  As a form of 

informal labor that is performed in the absence of legal cover, smuggling work is 

precarious by definition, exposing its practitioners to a host of bodily risks (Standing 

2011).  According to Nada, smugglers had been known to be shot by police, or killed in 

accidents while attempting to evade them.  For those who work in gasoline and live in 

or around its storage spaces, the combustive nature of the material itself is agentive 

(Bennett 2010), presenting a potentially lethal danger.  Nada described how one of her 

cousins, hard on his luck and suffering from kidney disease, had used smuggled 

gasoline as a cheap alternative to natural gas to heat his home, and perished in a fatal 

explosion.  Her narrative reflected a deep resentment for the state, whose presence in 

Kasserine she perceived as a cold surveillance apparatus:  aware of the pernicious effects 
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of the informal economy, and yet filled with contemptuous and willful neglect.  “The 

state (al-ḥākim) knows who has gasoline in their house, but they never intervene.  In fact, 

it is quite the contrary—they encourage this phenomenon!” 2      

“Imagine a young man from Kasserine,” she continued, the anger rising in her 

voice.  “What do you suppose he should do?  He has no job.  His pockets are empty.  If 

he wants to smoke, he has to bum a cigarette; to have a cup of tea he has to wait for a 

friend to invite him.  He feels that he is not a man!  So, he goes out and shuuuuuuuuut!  

Lights himself on fire.  Another young man studies hard, he finishes his degree.  He gets 

his master’s degree, or a doctorate, but still he cannot find work.  So shuuuuuuuuut!  He 

lights himself on fire.  This is the result of frustration, desperation.  Go to Thala and 

you’ll see—it’s truly a miserable situation.” 

In recounting this story, it is not my intention to reveal some hidden “truth” 

about Muhammad Bouazizi’s revolutionary act.  Indeed, there are details here that 

would seriously inconvenience such a reading.3  What Nada’s narrative reveals instead, 

                                                      

2 The term “al-ḥākim” is used in Tunisian dialect to refer to both the state and the police as 

custodians of the state. 
3 Bouazizi was not a smuggler, but an itinerant vegetable vendor, and the accelerant he used to 

set his body alight was paint thinner, rather than gasoline.  The best analyses of Muhammad 

Bouazizi’s self-immolation humbly refrain from posthumously ascribing motives to the act, since 

he left no message behind to explain his action.  Left uncaptioned, we receive Bouazizi’s image as 

a “speechless emissary” that tells us only that the event took place, but leaves us ignorant of its 

meaning for the protagonist (Barthes 1982; Malkki 1996).  In writings about Bouazizi, he tends to 

function as a Rorschach blot—a surface that reflects the commenter’s political orientations.  Thus, 

for Peruvian economist Hernando De Soto, who has pushed for the formalization of informal 

businesses, Bouazizi is a “repressed entrepreneur,” deprived of his livelihood by corruption and 
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is that the incandescent body of the self-immolator—a material assemblage of accelerant, 

masculinity, socio-economic precariousness, and humiliation—has a specific resonance 

on Tunisia’s Western-Central steppe, the rugged borderland where the nation’s 

sovereign territory abuts the Algerian frontier.  Starting from the self-immolator as an 

initial coordinate, Nada’s narrative reveals Tunisia’s connection to a transnational 

shadow economy, where Algerian gasoline circulates as the lifeblood that sustains 

young men excluded from formal labor markets.  Although borderland communities 

rely on the illicit gains from smuggling to ensure their daily survival, they nonetheless 

read its material tokens as powerful signs of their exclusion from national prosperity, 

shaping the frontier terrain as a landscape of abandonment (Povinelli 2011).  Whatever 

violence gasoline might cause in its material circulations in the borderlands, it always 

points back to the state as a moral indictment of its neglect.  

Landscapes are not simply “natural” spaces that can be taken as given; they are 

polyvalent social texts, encoded with meanings whose interpretation is contingent on 

the positionality of the interpreter (Duncan 1988, Winchester, Kong, and Dunn 2003).  

Through her reading of the landscape, Nada describes Kasserine Province as a Shadow 

                                                      

bureaucratic red tape (2011).  Moroccan novelist Tahar Ben Jelloun reveals a more bourgeois 

sensibility in his novella Par le Feu, by making the fictional Bouazizi figure “Mohamad” an 

unemployed university graduate (2011).  It is in this same spirit that I understand Nada’s 

comments on self-immolation.  In lieu of a factual truth, she sheds light on a structure of feeling 

in Tunisia’s Center-West.     
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Zone:  a “hidden geography” (Rajaram and Grundy-Warr 2007, xix) whose insurgent 

history has marked it out for decline, cut off from the prosperity promised by the 

developmental state.  In the days of intifada that followed Bouazizi’s self-immolation, 

cities throughout the Tunisian interior rose up powerfully to protest their exclusion from 

job markets and development goods concentrated heavily on the coast (Clancy-Smith 

2014).  The uprising expressed a desire to be governed otherwise; to be enmeshed in 

state welfare provision, rather than empty surveillance and control.   

The revolution inaugurated a new sense of futurity for the Tunisian interior; a 

time of vigilance, anticipation, and hope for a new social contract capable of enfolding 

its denizens into the fullness of dignified citizenship.  But, what happens if this 

sacrificial bid for dignity produces no change for places like Kasserine?4  Short of a 

second revolution, what tactical moves are left to demand the state’s recognition and 

care?  And, while waiting for the state to finally make good on its promise of inclusion, 

what resources are generated by marginalization itself, allowing youth in the Shadow 

Zone to endure in the meantime? 

This dissertation performs an ethnography of political transition—a tumultuous 

time of transit from authoritarianism to democratic rule.  Yet, despite the strongly 

                                                      

4 Ilana Feldman poses a similar question, albeit in the different context of humanitarian workers 

confronted with the persistent misery found in Palestinian refugee camps: “Protracted conditions 

pose the problem of purpose most acutely: What do you do when nothing you can do seems 

likely to have much effect?” (2015, 429). 
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mobile connotations of the word “transition,” the people and places I describe have 

experienced this period as one of impasse.  Lauren Berlant uses “impasse” to refer to an 

unbound, improvisational period following a disturbance or loss, which unsettles a 

prior mode of inhabiting ordinary life (2011).  Although an impasse may feel like getting 

nowhere, it demands constant movement, activities that “produce impacts and events, 

but one does not know where they are leading” (2011, 199).  This dissertation tracks the 

endurance strategies used by marginal Tunisian youth as they seek to master the 

uncertain political terrain opened up by the rupture of revolution.  Seeking dignity 

through public sector employment, youth draw on new institutions and visibilities in 

public space to make demands on the state.  The fact that they do so in a time of 

renewed austerity pushes them to engage in a politics of endurance, where the only 

victory one can hope to achieve is sheer survival (Feldman 2015, Povinelli 2011).  By 

tracking smugglers, protestors, filmmakers, and unemployed youth, I chart how a new 

gestural repertoire for inhabiting the transition is being developed out of older forms in 

the nation’s margins.  As Anna Tsing reminds us, margins as “zones of unpredictability 

at the edges of discursive stability, where contradictory discourses overlap, or where 

discrepant kinds of meaning-making converge” (1994, 279).  In charting emergent claims 

on citizenship and social justice, I am therefore also mindful of lines of flight, where 

forms of livelihood seeking are transformed, becoming something unexpected, perilous 

and new.   
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Transition à Deux Vitesses 

If you follow news coverage of Tunisia in the wake of the “Dignity Revolution,” 

two distinct narratives will readily come into focus.  According to the first, Tunisia 

shines as the success story of the Arab Spring, the only revolutionary state to have 

avoided the brutal crackdowns, retrenched authoritarianism and internecine wars that 

have devastated other Arab countries in the wake of their own pro-democracy 

movements.  Certainly, Tunisia’s trajectory of success has been beset by its share of 

dangers.  In July 2013, the nation was paralyzed by political crisis when a wave of 

violence, marked by the assassination of two outspoken leftist politicians, provoked 

doubts about whether the transitional government could deliver security for all 

Tunisians under Ennahda party leadership.5  Whereas a similar crisis in Egypt resulted 

in a coup d’état that unseated Muslim Brotherhood President Mohamed Morsi amid the 

massacre of his aggrieved supporters at Rabaa al-Adawiya Square, Ennahda wisely 

sought to preserve the integrity of Tunisia’s nascent democratic institutions by 

relinquishing power to a technocratic caretaker government by 2014.  Once back on 

                                                      

5 In elections held in October 2011, Ennahda won a preponderance of seats in the Constituent 

Assembly, a body charged with rewriting the constitution, electing a president, and forming a 

caretaker government. Ennahda ruled with a coalition known as the Troika, which included the 

social democratic party Ettakatol and the populist Congress for the Republic, the party of interim 

President Moncef Marzouki.  The politicians in question are Chokri Belaid and Mohamad 

Brahmi, who were killed in the street by gunmen outside their homes within five months of one 

another.   
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track, Tunisia ratified a progressive new constitution, conducted presidential and 

parliamentary elections, and peacefully transferred power to President Béji Caïd Essebsi 

of the Nida Tunis party.  The following year, in October 2015, the Tunisian National 

Dialogue Quartet was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, in recognition of its role in 

resolving the political crisis of 2013.6          

Against this sanguine narrative, in which milestones of political transition are 

met in a pre-determined, linear movement from authoritarianism to democracy, a 

cluster of untimely stories emerge from the margins, striking a note of discord.  On each 

anniversary of the revolution, international journalists travel to the “jihāt” (regions) of 

Tunisia’s hinterlands and return with troubling reports of stasis.  The conditions of 

poverty, corruption, unemployment, and sentiments of injustice that served as kindling 

for revolution in 2011 have remained in place, seemingly undisturbed by the passage of 

time.  There have been punctual moments when this combustive structure of feeling 

erupts into a new event, and the jihāt rise up again, composing scenes that are eerily 

reminiscent of the revolution itself. 7  Police stations are burned down, barricades are 

                                                      

6 The Quartet includes the Tunisian General Labor Union (UGTT), the Tunisian Confederation of 

Industry, Trade, and Handicrafts (UTICA), the Tunisian Human Rights League, and the Tunisian 

Order of Lawyers.  
7 Such moments include the suicide of Ridha Yahyaoui in front of the governor’s building in 

Kasserine in January 2016, after discovering he had been cheated out of a public sector job he had 

been promised.  A similar uprising took place in January 2018, after subsidies on consumer 

products were rolled back, in fulfilment of loan conditions imposed by the IMF. 
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thrown up in the roads, and protesters stream into the streets defying tear gas, curfew, 

and arrest.  Are these renewed uprisings also scenes of democratic transition?  Without 

discrediting one of these narratives as illusion in the face of the other’s “reality,” how 

can we account for this bifurcated experience of a democratic transition that proceeds at 

“deux vitesses?”8 

This temporal difference is symptomatic of a geographical rift in the Tunisian 

national territory, which has crafted the interior as the eclipsed “other” of the hegemonic 

spaces of the Mediterranean coast (Clancy-Smith 2014).  The longevity of Tunisian 

dictatorship was due, in part, to its success in marketing Tunisia’s exceptionalism 

among Arab states: a middle-class nation, religiously moderate, with a strong tradition 

of state feminism and cultural affinities for Europe.9  The international community did 

its part to keep up these appearances, praising the development record of “a country 

that works” (Geyer 2003), a “bon élève” of the World Bank (Hibou 1999) whose embrace 

of economic liberalization would lead organically to democratic reform (Powel and 

Sadiki 2010).  The revolution shattered this tidy consensus with the resurgence of 

                                                      

8 “Two speeds.” Tunisia’s uneven national development is often referred to as “developpement à 

deux vitesses.”  
9 On the persistent appeal of discourses on Tunisian exceptionalism in the present democratic era, 

see Camau 2018.  The scholarship of Beatrice Hibou has been particularly meticulous in 

deconstructing the ideological function of Tunisian national myths, including the myth of 

reformism (2009), and the infamous “economic miracle” (2011).   
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“surplus subjects” who had been rendered invisible, cast out, and entirely without part 

in the prior political order (Rancière 2004).10 

 

Figure 1: Sit-in encampment outside the Ministry of Career Training and Employment 

in Tunis: “Kasserine wants effective decisions, not empty promises.” (Photo by the 

author). 

The ambition of this dissertation is to tell the story of Tunisia’s democratic 

transition from the heterotopic vantage point of the nation’s social and geographical 

margins (Foucault 1986, Stewart 1996).  I focus here on the lives of young people, 

national subjects caught at the intersection of generational and geographical structures 

                                                      

10 See also Parvan 2017. 
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of social exclusion that traverse the Tunisian body politic.  My account is 

ethnographically anchored in Kasserine, an impoverished province situated in the 

borderlands of Tunisia’s Western-Central plateau.  Distinguished as a “Martyr Region” 

for sustaining the greatest loss of any Tunisian governorate during the revolution, 

Kasserine has also been recognized as Tunisia’s the most underdeveloped region.11  

Abandoned by the postcolonial development state, livelihoods here have long been 

supported through precarious circular labor migrations, such as smuggling and 

commerce à la valise. Faced with renewed socio-economic exclusions following the 

euphoria of revolution, young Tunisians have used these routes of economic survival to 

drop out of the nation altogether, migrating clandestinely to Europe, or joining jihadi 

militias abroad.  

In this dissertation, I adopt a “multi-perspectival” approach to borders (Rajaram 

and Gundy-Warr 2007, Rumford 2012), to illuminate how practices of cross-border 

mobility refract the meaning of justice for precarious youth in the time of democratic 

transition.  As a means of survival, smuggling is viewed as both a regional right, as well 

as an index and causal factor in Kasserine’s marginalization.  I also examine how 

                                                      

11 See report by the Ministère Tunisien pour le Développement Régional et la Planification 

(MRRP) and Institut Tunisien de la Compétitivité et des Etudes Quantitatives, Indicateur de 

développement régional, Etude comparative en terme de développement régional de la Tunisie, juillet 2012.  

https://www.fichier-pdf.fr/2013/03/23/tunisie-indicateur-developpement-regional/tunisie-

indicateur-developpement-regional.pdf. 
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practices like smuggling craft marginal places like Kasserine into “Shadow Zones” of 

exclusion, generating both desire for the state, as well as the material means to evade it.   

What is a Shadow Zone? 

The 2011 Revolution emerged from discontent in the nation’s interior, where 

citizens demanded redress for economic marginalization with slogans of “work, 

freedom, and national dignity.”  The international press called the uprising the “Jasmine 

Revolution,” after the fragrant flower that blossoms in Tunisia’s chic seaside resorts.  

Geographer Habib Ayeb has argued that “Alfa Revolution” is a more appropriate 

sobriquet, in honor of the wild, coarse grass that grows prodigiously on the Western-

Central steppe (Ayeb 2011).  This distinction is more than merely symbolic, but critically 

orients our vision toward a particular interpretation of events.  According to Ayeb, the 

revolution was not accomplished by a unified national subject (“the Tunisian people”) 

but had its origins in a geographical rift of socio-economic inequality, produced by a 

deep historical process of uneven development.12  At the risk of simplifying the complex  

forces of the Tunisian revolution, one could say that the nation’s hard-scrabble “Halfa 

grass” hinterlands had risen up against the privileged “jasmine” enclaves of the coast 

(Ayeb 2011).13 

                                                      

12 For theories of uneven development, see Harvey (2006) and Smith (1991). 
13 Indeed, the looting and pillaging of the opulent villas of the Ben Ali-Trabulsi family clan, 

located in exclusive districts all along the Tunisian coast, appears to literalize this geographical 

mapping of the uprising.  See Clancy-Smith (2014). 
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Many names could be ascribed to this geography of discontent.  Borderlands, 

frontier, margins, hinterlands, jihāt, interior; each word communicates a different tenor 

of subaltern belonging.14  The production of this geography of dispossession has been a 

discontinuous, having roots in processes of state formation under Ottoman and French 

colonial rule, where the terminology and geographic location of center and periphery 

have shifted over time.    

Pre-modern Tunis was a garrison state with little power over its periphery.15   

While it ruled over sedentary populations in the North, the nomadic tribes of the South 

and Western Steppe were autonomous.16  In the nineteenth century, the defensive 

modernization of the Husayni dynasty pushed the state to expand territorial control in 

order to extract taxes and recruit soldiers for a standing army.  Processes of rural 

pauperization that began under the Husayni period intensified under the French 

protectorate, as real estate market reforms empowered the colonists to capture the most 

fertile land.  Despite efforts to stabilize interior populations as seasonal agricultural 

labor for French colonial farms, the mass migration of a rural “under-proletariat” 

                                                      

14 As Julia Clancy-Smith observes, Tunisia’s marginalized “interior” comprises most of the 

national territory, and therefore using the interior as an analytic category risks reducing its rich 

diversity to a “caricature” (2014, 5). 
15 Except where otherwise indicated, my account here is based on Lisa Anderson’s The State and 

Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya, 1830-1980 (Anderson 1986).   
16 For an excellent overview of historically shifting border concepts in the Maghreb, see Ben 

Slimane 2010. 
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contributed to the appearance of shantytowns (gourbivilles) in the Tunis periphery in the 

1930s (Liauzu 1976).  To prevent crime and disease, these dangerous “floating” 

populations were periodically rounded up by the army and forcibly sent back to their 

regions of origin (Liauzu 1976).  Many of these peripheries are socially denigrated even 

today, viewed as enclaves of internal migrants whose rural lifeways have ruined the 

traditionally aristocratic, urbane character of Tunis.  

At the time of independence, the center of power shifted from the aristocratic 

families of Tunis, to the petit-bourgeois of the Sahel, birthplace of first president Habib 

Bourguiba.  Bourguiba’s life-long obsession with national unity has been ascribed to the 

trauma of the Yusufist rebellion, a fratricidal struggle provoked by the ouster of 

Bourguiba’s rival, Saleh Ben Yusef, from the Neo-Destour party on the eve of 

independence.  This conflict had a strongly regionalist dimension, as the fellagha of the 

economically-depressed south and west fought as Ben Yusuf’s fiercest partisans; 

Bourguiba had to enlist French military assistance to finally put the rebellion down 

(Perkins 2004).  While unifying Tunisia under his highly personalized rule, Bourguiba’s 

discourse construed the south as the nation’s perpetually anti-modern other (Bras 2004).  

Tribal, superstitious, insalubrious, fractious, and lazy, these regions were cast in the 

unbridgeable twilight zone of the historical past, ever-solicitous of the state’s 

enlightenment to catch up with modernity (Fabian 1983, Bras 2004).   
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In the neoliberal era of president Ben Ali (1987-2011), the idea of a Tunisian 

economic miracle produced consent for a secular, technocratic dictatorship in an 

arrangement that political scientist Beatrice Hibou describes as a “security pact” (2011).  

Yet this myth of economic success excluded vast populations from the middle-class 

prosperity that Ben Ali had promised.  A bifurcated state development strategy 

promoted the capital and Sahel regions as hubs for foreign investment, while the 

hinterlands were bypassed as extraneous territories, exploited for resource extraction 

and cheap migratory labor.  Despite paying lip-service to “durable development” to 

appease international lending institutions, by 1997 national development money was 

invested almost exclusively in Tunis, as the primary pole of the nation’s insertion into 

the global economy (Bennasr 2012).   

 I borrow the concept of the “Shadow Zone” (zones d’ombre / manāṭiq al-ẓill) from 

the discourse of the National Solidarity Fund, a state charity program initiated by Ben 

Ali in 1992.  The Fund’s mission was to “eradicate the shadow” of under-development, 

attenuating the pernicious effects of structural adjustment, without running afoul of 

neoliberal economic principles.  Although funds were raised through nominally 

“voluntary” contributions from private citizens and businesses, in truth his money was 

obtained coercively, and non-compliance bore the threat of social exclusion (Tsourapas 

2013).  The President often distributed funds himself, during heavily-mediatized, 

“surprise” visits to rural areas and working-class urban peripheries (Zamiti 1996).  In 
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scholarly analysis of the National Solidarity Fund (Tsourapas 2013, Zamiti 1996, Hibou 

2011) there is consensus that the program failed in its welfare vocation, but operated 

instead to produce a personalized spectacle of President Ben Ali’s power, projecting the 

aura of a benevolent dictatorship to middle class Tunisians.  Today, the Fund has 

become a notorious example of Ben Ali era corruption, since the program functioned as 

a “form of private taxation,” to finance the president’s clandestine activities (Tsourapas 

2013).    

It is no coincidence that the National Solidary Fund was instituted at the very 

moment when all pretense of equitable development as a heuristic goal was dropped 

from Tunisia’s National Development Plans.  In this sense, the Shadow Zone marks a 

zone of exception within the national space (Agamben 2005).  Included as objects of 

(false) charity, these Shadow Zones were materially excluded from the wider 

distribution of national wealth.  Of course, Tunisia’s much anticipated take-off as a 

“Mediterranean Tiger” was the pretext for such extreme concentrations of wealth in a 

sliver of coastal territory.  Hamza Meddeb argues that in the late 1990s a subtle shift 

took place in governance discourse, whereby Tunisia’s reputation was no longer based 

on development, but rather its capacity to obtain international loans and repay its 

sovereign debt (2010).  Neferti X. M. Tadiar has described how such colonized relations 

to global capital produces vast, nation-bound populations who exist as “surplus life:”  
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The life-times of surplus people at the disposal of a state and its crony 

economic elites can thus function as monetized assets used to leverage 

the latter’s position in playing the global financial markets.  Such 

disposable life-times constitute the liquid reserves that the state risks in 

its bid for foreign investments….Put another way, the seemingly limitless 

resource that is the future (as part of the seemingly limitlessness of life 

itself) is in actuality the lives of people whose own futures are offered up 

as exchange values extractable in the present (Tadiar 2013, 29-30).      
 

One of the ways that Tadiar mentions in which populations become “surplused” 

is “through ‘cuts’ in the national budget, social services, and so on” (2013, 27).  In other 

words, this takes place through the precarization of society, through which national 

elites mortgage the future of territorially-bound populations in order to capture global 

flows of capital.  As elsewhere in the MENA region, the 1980s and 1990s in Tunisia were 

marked by a form of precarity particular to the global south, as the effects of 

privatization and structural adjustment dramatically increased poverty and 

unemployment (Longuenesse, Catusse, and Destremau 2005).  In this process, young 

people in particular were locked out of labor markets, and now faced a period of 

“waithood” in which adult accomplishments, such as marriage and financial 

independence, are indefinitely delayed (Honwana 2012).  Caught in a temporal impasse 

without clear vistas for the future, many Tunisian youth experience a life without 

tangible qualities, suffering an acute boredom described as “suffocation” (ikhtināq) in the 

local idiom.  These effects are then compounded for youth located in the interior regions, 

who are placed at the intersection of geographical and generational structures of 

exclusion.  In Kasserine, for example, which has underperforming education facilities 
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and an unemployment rate of 25% for diploma holders, many young people no longer 

see education as a viable path to prosperity.   

In Kasserine, poverty and a lack of local life chances has made movement 

necessary for survival, fueling a powerful trend of out-migration to the capital and 

coastal cities.  Labor here may therefore be descried as “footloose” (Breman 1996).  At 

the same time, as precarity in Tunisia became a generalized condition, forms of informal 

labor proliferated which often drew the downwardly mobile to the nation’s 

geographical margins, playing the border through schemas of arbitrage to eke out 

marginal gains (Guyer 2004).  Post-revolutionary estimates place the informal economy 

at nearly 40% of Tunisia’s GDP, engaging vast numbers of the population in what 

Meddeb describes as a “course à el khoubza,” an all-consuming race for daily bread 

which holds subalterns subordinate through sovereign control over time, as they 

ceaselessly scramble in order to pay their bills at the end of the month (Meddeb 2011, 

2012, Ramsay 2017).17 

Thus, long after the National Solidarity Fund had been thoroughly discredited, 

the form of its relation to the nation as a realm of exception endures.  The “Shadow 

Zone” designation created a lasting stigmatization for inhabitants as both needy and 

benighted, subjects of a pre-modern temporality out of synch with the state’s 

                                                      

17 For an insightful discussion of “informal labor” and its place in discourses of precarity in the 

global south, see Han 2018. 
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enlightened modernity (Bras 2004).  It is worth noting, however, that the phrase 

“Shadow Zone” (zone d’ombre) has a wider circulation, quite apart from its 

terminological function in the National Solidarity Fund discourse.  As an idiomatic 

phrase in French, “zone d’ombre” refers to a grey area, an ethically or epistemologically 

murky realm where definitional contours are impossible to discern.  By adopting the 

“Shadow Zone” concept to designate Tunisia’s spaces of underdevelopment, I point to 

how recipient regions were exploited by the illiberal state to create the illusion of 

benevolence.  I also use this term to refer to spaces of illegibility in the margins of the 

state (Das and Poole 2004), where relations among legality, the production of violence, 

corruption, and livelihood seeking become hazy and undecidable.  In this same spirit, it 

also names the subterranean reassertion of older forms and figures of authoritarian rule 

under the new democratic dispensation.    

The Meanings of Movement in the Shadows 

The revolution opened up radical new possibilities for mobility in the 

Mediterranean basin, rendering Tunisia a “revolutionized space of migration” (Garelli 

and Tazzioli 2017).  The Tunisian security services were quite literally defeated by the 

revolutionary uprisings, permitting some 28,000 people to migrate clandestinely to 

Europe in the resulting security breach.  Scholars and activists have celebrated this 

movement as part of the revolution’s liberating impulse, a victory for the “autonomy of 

migration” against the Ben Ali regime, which had been tasked by the European Union 
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with policing the Mediterranean border (Heller and Pezzani 2017).  Yet freedom is not 

the only meaning that movement attains in this revolutionized space.” For some, 

movement has clearly signaled a loss of livelihood.  The demise of the Gaddafi regime, 

for example, triggered massive population flows over the border into Tunisia—

including the exodus of some 40,000 Tunisian workers, shutting down Libya as the 

second destination country for Tunisian labor migrants (Boubakri 2015).  Or, to take 

another troubling migratory trend:  what should be said about the “autonomy” 

exercised by Tunisian youth, who have travelled by the thousands to the eastern 

Mediterranean in order to wage jihad?  Is this also an exercise of freedom—to exit a 

tyrannous state for the dream of righteous utopia?  Or, if we understand labor and 

violence as interchangeable modes of generalized production under late capitalism 

(Hoffman 2011), might these jihadi migrations represent the extension of longer-

standing itineraries of economic survival? 

In Kasserine, hope that the community’s revolutionary sacrifice as a “Region of 

Martyrs” would be compensated by a development dividend in the post-revolutionary 

period were dashed by renewed austerity measures and deepening conditions of 

economic crisis. In lieu of development, Tunisia’s land borders have continued to serve 

the denizens of Kasserine as a “natural resource” for generating value through arbitrage 

(Scheele 2012). The hydrocarbon economies of Libya and Algeria provide their citizens 

generous subsidies on gasoline, offering enterprising Tunisians a vital means of 
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accumulation. Smuggling has long presented a “margin of maneuver” to mitigate 

unemployment in the Tunisian borderlands (Meddeb 2011), a zone of strategic neglect 

that allows communities to survive despite inadequate public investment. Smuggling 

alleviates household budgets by bringing affordable products to market and mitigates 

the strain of “wageless life” for unemployed youth (Denning 2010). Despite this, little 

consensus exists on the moral valence of smuggling, and many consider the practice 

irredeemably entangled in webs of corruption. Forms of such corruption have ranged 

from the rent-seeking behavior of border guards and police, to the former Presidential 

family’s monopoly on the most lucrative, illicit commodities.  Smuggling therefore 

crystalizes ambivalent sentiments about justice in Kasserine, as residents describe Kuntra 

as a regional right, a sign of endemic marginalization, and an escape from extractive 

relations of colonialism with the central state.  

In this dissertation, I frame the movement of smuggling as a technique of 

endurance, exercised by young Tunisians who creatively re-claim the border as an 

instrument of economic justice.18  Rather than simply accepting the immobility imposed 

upon them by precarity and remaining incarcerated in their underdeveloped region, 

marginalized Tunisian youth have chosen instead to throw their precarity into play 

(Garelli and Tazzioli 2017), using their social invisibility to capitalize on their exposure 

                                                      

18 For other contexts where illegal smuggling labor is understood as an act of justice, see Galemba 

2012; MacGaffey and Bazenguissa-Ganga 2000. 
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to risk, thereby generating marginal gains (Guyer 2004).  Another central argument of 

this dissertation is that any evaluation of Tunisia’s political transition must account for 

the ways that poverty enmeshes the nation in wider regional circuits of violence.  The 

itineraries of circular migration, like smuggling and commerce à la valise, have given 

Tunisians a disposition towards movement in their struggle to survive.  Through the 

theme of endurance, I examine the ambivalence of marginalized young Tunisians 

toward national belonging in the post-revolutionary period.  Although they are lured 

through a relation of “cruel optimism” into waiting for the fullness of citizenship’s 

promise, those itineraries of movement that youth use to survive in the meantime offer 

perilous new possibilities on the horizon.   

 My research shows how young Tunisians creatively re-claim the border as an 

instrument of economic justice.19  Rather than simply accepting the immobility imposed 

upon them by precarity, marginalized Tunisian youth have chosen to throw their 

precarity into play, using their social invisibility to capitalize on risk, thereby generating 

marginal gains (Guyer 2004).  It also demonstrates that any evaluation of Tunisia’s 

political transition must account for the ways that poverty enmeshes the nation in wider 

regional circuits of violence.    

                                                      

19 For other contexts where illegal smuggling labor is understood as an act of justice, see Galemba 

2012; MacGaffey and Bazenguissa-Ganga 2000.  
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Method 

This dissertation is the result of 18-months of multi-sited research in Tunisia to 

illuminate life in the Shadow Zone under democratic transition.  Ethnographically 

speaking, it is anchored in the borderland of Tunisia’s Western-Central plateau, where I 

focus on Kasserine governorate as the archetypical Martyr Province, Victim-Region and 

Shadow Zone.  Yet, the very factors that made smuggling in Kasserine a compelling 

object of study also generated formidable barriers to ethnographic research.  Not only 

was the security situation in Kasserine uncertain in 2014, but the crack-down on 

smuggling in relation to weapons-trafficking and terrorism made smugglers 

understandably reluctant to speak with me.   

 For these and other reasons, I was a commuter-researcher in Kasserine, staying 

at a local hotel for several days or weeks at a time, rather than maintaining a steady 

residence.  I established a home base in the al-Qasr neighborhood in Gafsa, where a 

friend generously arranged for me to stay in his father’s household.  Fictional kinship 

with a local family presented several advantages to me as an ethnographer.  Life with a 

family enmeshed me intimately into the social fabric of the Tunisian south, and 

neutralized the moral danger I might have represented, for some, as an unmarried 

woman living alone.  It also gave me unparalleled insight into the hopes and aspirations 

of ordinary Tunisians.  In the Fatah household, there were seven adult children, with 

ages ranging from early twenties to early forties.  I lived with the three youngest—two 
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unmarried, unemployed daughters and one son, a taxi-driver, patiently building a house 

on his parent’s housh [yard] in anticipation of his wedding in September 2014.  Most of 

the remaining children were married and settled with their families in al-Qasr, but often 

stopped by their parents’ house to drop their kids off for babysitting, or to catch a meal.  

Family eating practices in modest Tunisian milieus, where several people eat pasta or 

couscous from the same communal bowl, makes it easy to accommodate extra mouths 

that drop in unexpectedly.  I am indebted to the Fatah family, and other friends in al-

Qasr, for feeding and caring for me like kin over the course of my fieldwork in Tunisia.  

Many of my insights into smuggling practice and precarity in the south stem from 

observations, acquaintances, and interviews in al-Qasr. 

Felicitous timing and ethnographic detours played a decisive role in accessing 

smugglers at a time when it was dangerous for them to talk.  2014 was an inauspicious 

time for fieldwork in Kasserine, particularly in the autumn months, as security was 

intensified during the presidential campaign season.  Even NGOs were suspicious of my 

presence, asking for ID and interrogating my affiliations and credentials before granting 

interviews, which were often formulaic and unilluminating.  I had better luck accessing 

Kassernois—including smugglers—at moments when they were participating in forms 

of political claims-making.  In this respect, events like the inauguration of the Truth and 

Dignity Commission’s (IVD) local branch in Kasserine, or the on-going sit-ins by 

unemployed persons in 2016, were fruitful moments for gathering interviews, as 
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participants saw in me an opportunity to amplify their grievances.  Networking from 

there, I was able to gain access to other kinds of information and social groups.  Other 

unexpected connections arrived through side-projects, such as my work on filmmaking 

and representation.  An invitation from Hichem Ben Ammar to attend the film festival 

“Douz Doc Days” in 2014 introduced me to a group of talented young documentary 

filmmakers.  Not only did my conversations with them become the basis of a chapter in 

this dissertation (Youth Crisis and Representation), but networking with filmmakers 

opened up unanticipated avenues of research.  The first prize winner for short films, 

Youssef Ben Ammar, presented a devastating portrait of two parents in the wake of their 

son’s departure for jihad, entitled Condemnés à l’éspoir (“Condemned to Hope”).  It was 

Youssef who put me in touch with Muhammad Iqbal, the founder of the Rescue 

Association for Tunisians Trapped Abroad (RATTA), which became the focus of chapter 

3 (Kinship with the Vanished). 

Finally, while any ethnographic project is haunted by missed opportunities and 

roads not taken, I felt the thrill of being in the right place at the right time when 

something momentous emerged in August 2015.  The youth campaign Manich Msamah 

began at the tail end of the major period of my fieldwork, yet I was fortunate enough to 

attend “Round One” of their protracted battle against the Project Law on Financial and 

Economic Reconciliation.  When I returned to the field in summer 2016 during “Round 

Two” of this struggle, I found the group had consolidated their identity, became more 
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innovative, and commanded the street more deftly than any other political organization 

active in Tunisia at that moment.  With creativity, humor, and uncommon optimism, 

Manish Msamah struck at the heart of a legacy of corruption that had gone largely 

unchallenged in Tunisia since 2011.  Although it was ultimately unsuccessful in its bid to 

defeat Essebsi’s counter-revolutionary law, Manish Msamah demonstrates the power of 

refusal as a resource for political hope in Tunisia’s democratic transition, disturbing the 

reconsolidation of consensus around authoritarian norms and the return of old regime 

figures to positions of power and influence.          

Throughout the dissertation, I use pseudonyms in order to protect my 

interlocutors’ identity.  Exceptions to this rule have been made, however, for public 

figures whose names are already in the public domain.   

 



 

 

28 

2. Getting by in the Shadow Zone 

Kasserine governorate is situated on the arid Western-Central plateau, where the 

sovereign territory of Tunisia abuts the Algerian border.  Its name, in Arabic, means “the 

two palaces” (al-Qasrayn), in reference to the ancient cities of Sufetla and Cillium, whose 

ruins now stand outside Sbeitla and Kasserine, the largest urban centers in the province 

today.  Kasserine contains the densest concentration of Roman ruins in Tunisia, though 

with the exception of the magnificently excavated site of Sufetla, most sites are relatively 

unmarked.  The remains of ancient temples and bathhouses stand inscrutably in the tall 

desert grasses, silently gesturing to a time-centuries ago, when Kasserine was the heart 

of imperial Roman North Africa.  The climate was different then, supporting great 

groves of olive trees, as testified by the olive oil presses archeologists have discovered 

among the ruins (Sehili 2009).  Although olive cultivation continues today, Kasserine’s 

sandy-limestone soil is dominated by halfa, a hardy grass that grows in thick clumps 

which, if left undisturbed, grows nearly as tall as an adult human, rendering the land 

nearly impenetrable to travelers of an earlier era (Monchicourt 1906).  “True” halfa is 

used in the manufacture of fine paper for bank notes or cigarettes; during harvesting 

season, rural women descend onto the state-owned domains to collect halfa fibers, 

selling it by the kilo for a pittance, just as they have since colonial times (Pelotier 2013, 

Charmetant and Louis 1950).      
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In Kasserine city, the modest downtown grid aligns with a colonial railroad 

station that once connected Kasserine to the coastal city of Sousse.  In front of the tracks 

stands a series of murals, depicting mythic scenes of the nation’s prehistory.  The first 

panel depicts hunter-gatherers, confronting wild beasts with spears; but these 

protagonists give way to Roman soldiers in their habitat of capitols and triumphal 

arches.  Yet these too are overcome by turban-clad horsemen, who conquer North Africa 

for Islam.  A final scene depicts the triumph of industrial modernity, symbolized by the 

giant smoke-stacks of the halfa paper factory installed here by the French but expanded 

by President Bourguiba following independence.  Directly in front of the mural stand 

two giant concrete medallions.  The first commemorates the founding of Kasserine 

municipality with the image of an eagle, its wings outstretched over the mountain.  The 

second shows a hand clasping the number seven, with doves soaring around the 

pronouncement: “Dedicated to the glory of Tunisia, November 7, [19]87.”  This is known 

as “Le Changement,” when Prime Minster Zine al-Abideen Ben Ali overthrew Habib 

Bourguiba, replacing him as Tunisia’s ruling autocrat for a period of twenty-three years.   

During the revolutionary uprisings of winter, 2010-11, this medallion was 

wrenched from its moorings and shattered on the ground.  It now lies face-down on the 

tiled platform, surrounded by expressions of thanks spray-painted onto the ground.  

These joyous missives were left by the “Freedom Caravan” that traveled to Kasserine 

from the capital in a jubilant show of citizen solidarity following the defeat of President 
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Ben Ali.  It was an outpouring of love, gratitude and compassion from a capital city 

seeking to reconnect with its estranged periphery—a long forgotten population to whom 

they owed a blood debt for having liberated them from dictatorship.  While the heartfelt 

messages remain, business as usual has now resumed, and the platform is crowded over 

with the male patrons of beldī cafes.  Clustered around plastic garden tables chatting, 

playing cards, and smoking cigarettes, they pass the time, calling to mind a popular 

Tunisian saying:  whoever says coffeehouse says unemployment (Collins 2008).  

The Tunisian landscape abounds in traces of alternative paths to modernity, 

promised to the nation at various stages of development, in unfinished projects visibly 

juxtaposed in out-of-the-way places like Kasserine. The ambitious markers of colonial 

modernity, such as the Kasserine train station, remain visible under the superimposed 

signs of postcolonial trajectories of modernity, only to be etched over again by the 

nation’s most recent upheaval.  In its uneven development, Tunisia has been fashioned 

as front-stage and back-stage (Goffman 1959), in which the glossy modernity of the 

capital city and coast are foregrounded as Tunisia’s shop window to the world.  In these 

areas favored for state and foreign investment, there is a placid unfurling of 

development, a promise slowly being realized as the relentless forward march of the 

modernizing state.  Yet such mythopoetic versions of the nation’s history get scrambled 

in the heterotopic spaces of the interior, wrought by a socio-economic abandonment that 

has been wielded as a means of disciplining the national population.  In this chapter, I 
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introduce Kasserine governorate as a space of “imperial ruins,” focusing on the ways the 

region’s incomplete integration into the project of national development becomes 

manifest in “ruined landscapes and through the social ruination of people’s lives” 

(Stoler 2008:194).1  The form of ruination I am concerned with are the lives of 

unemployed youth, heroes of the 2011 revolution, whose idleness has de-coupled them 

from national regimes of subjectivity formation.  Abandoned in the roll-back of Fordist 

aspirations of full employment, Tunisian youth turn to the border, earning a living off 

the re-sale of smuggled products.  I examine how smuggling labor crafts Kasserine into 

a “Shadow Zone” of exclusion for denizens of the region, generating desire for the state, 

as well as the material means to evade it.   

From the time of independence, Tunisia’s state development strategy has 

focused on human capital, given the nation’s relative poverty in mineral wealth.  Yet in 

the years preceding the revolution, higher education no longer reliably functioned as a 

mechanism of social mobility (Gherib 2011).  While national rates of unemployment rose 

appreciably in the new millennium, it was university diploma holders who suffered the 

most.  In 2012, the unemployment rate for diploma holders was 24.5% in Kasserine, 

compared to a rate of 17.6% nationally (GIZ 2015).  As a consequence of the region’s 

poverty, underperforming education facilities, and lack of incentives for pursuing 

                                                      

1 For further reflection on the theme of ruins see Stoler 2016; for a different reflection on living 

relations with the built environment see Gordillo 2014. 
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higher education, kids frequently drop out of school.  The dearth of job opportunities in 

Kasserine has made mobility necessary for survival.  Kasserine has registered a negative 

rate of population growth since the 1990s, dropping from 2.6% to 0.64% in the ten-year 

period from 1994 to 2004, indicating a powerful trend of outmigration (GIZ 2015).  Those 

who complete their baccalaureate degrees and wish to attend university must leave 

home for another province, often to Sousse or Tunis.  Many abandon their studies when 

they can no longer support the financial strain of living independently from their 

familial households.  Other Kassernois head to the affluent Sahel, seeking seasonal work 

in tourism, or day labor at cafes and construction sites, supporting their families from 

afar with funds saved from their meager pay.  A common dream for Kasserine youth is 

to leave Tunisia altogether, embarking on clandestine migration (harga) to Europe, or 

cultivating relationships with foreign women online, in hopes that marriage will lead to 

a foreign visa.2  In the city of Kasserine, coffee shops bearing names like Baltimore 

symbolize the success of native sons who immigrated abroad and made their fortune, 

while graffiti images of Tupac Shakur attest to a popular desire to belong to what 

Ferguson refers to as the “New World Society” (2002).  For those who call Kasserine 

home, movement is the key to both distant dreams and survival.   

                                                      

2 For anthropological accounts of mobility through marriage and romantic relationships in other 

national contexts, see Brennan 2004 and Cole 2010.  For a filmic account of such relationships in 

Tunisia, see Nouri Bouzid’s 1992 film Bezness. 
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Kasserine:  A Storehouse of Treasure 

It is almost sundown on Friday evening; the shadows of eucalyptus trees lining 

the highway begin to grow long.  My young friend Walid does not have a car, so he 

invited some friends to drive us out to Thelepte, a ruined Roman city situated just a few 

kilometers outside of Feriana, the second largest city in Kasserine governorate.  Laid out 

before the chalk-white limestone slopes of the mountain rising steeply to the East, 

Feriana feels like a border-town, a final urban outpost before the mountainous passage 

to Algeria.  Walid stops on the way to grab snacks at a roadside hanout (corner store)—

cold bottles of Fanta, a powdery bag of Turkish delight, and several off-brand ‘Algerian’ 

Twix bars.  He carries the loot in a plastic grocery bag and divvies them out as we amble 

our way among the ruins.  We park the car under a stand of eucalyptus trees on the side 

of the highway, cross over the train tracks and toward a field of wild grass, scattered 

with flesh-colored stone, its rosy hue deepens in the setting sun.  Beyond this plain sewn 

with traces of Thelept, a slight depression in the landscape reveals a beautiful vista of 

the Western horizon, where the Algerian border lies beyond the southern tail of the 

Mount Chaambi massif.  As we cross the tracks, the boys laugh and warn me not to 

interact with anyone we encounter on the rocks.  In the Tunisian south, where drinking 

is frowned upon as form of moral pollution, and it is practiced almost exclusively by 

men in seedy bars.  On evenings like this, some men drive out to the city’s periphery to 
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get drunk in peace, as the heat breaks and the wind rustles through the eucalyptus 

leaves.  

Thelept was once an august city, but there is not much to see here now—just 

some eroded foundations offering the barest indication of settlement.  My companions 

fiddle with a smart-phone equipped with Google maps to indicate the outlines of the 

city, and try to impress me with their dubious knowledge of local archeology.  As an 

anthropologist interested in regional marginalization, I often find myself out at such 

sites, invited by local persons I have contacted for interviews on smuggling practice or 

local development.  Perhaps identifying myself as an “anthropologist” causes confusion, 

or maybe it is a reflex to treat outsiders as tourists, more interested in a dead “Western” 

civilization than the ruins of the present. It does not matter much, since today’s agenda 

is simply to hang out and experience the dead-time of unemployment, for once, as 

leisure.3  We play with our cameras, taking turns striking heroic poses in the sunset, and 

make a game of leaping from stone to stone.  

  

                                                      

3 See Jeffrey 2010 and O’Neill 2014 for boredom and the experience of time during 

unemployment. 
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Figure 2: Wandering the ruins of Thelepte. (Photo by the author). 

“Kasserine is full of treasure,” Walid remarks as we traverse the rocky plain.  The 

statement is true enough: some two-thirds of Tunisia’s Roman heritage is located in 

Kasserine.  But Walid isn’t referring to national patrimony—he does not use the word 

āthār, which would signify a vestige of the past.  He speaks of kunūz, meaning buried 

treasure.  The Roman princes of old were buried with their possessions, Walid said.  

They left caches filled with ancient gold hidden deep in the earth.  He told me the story 

of local pauper who had stumbled upon gold, then used it as seed-money found a 

successful construction company.  One of our companions laughed:  today, the police 

would throw that pauper in jail for looting!  He asked if I had noticed the cenotaph, 
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crowned with an arched niche, near the governor’s building (wilāya) in Kasserine.  There 

was once a rooster with dazzling diamond eyes displayed in the niche, but the French 

unmoored from its perch, and carried off for display in some European museum.   

These stories are almost certainly apocryphal.4  I recount them here to show how 

a layered history of depredations could be read into the landscape, even in moments of 

casual storytelling.  Kasserine holds the dubious distinction of being Tunisia’s most 

underdeveloped governorate.  Yet despite its dismal performance, Kassernois 

emphasize that their region abounds in “richness”—abundant natural resources that 

should be a source of prosperity for its inhabitants.  Ordinary people recited to me a 

litany of Kasserine’s natural advantages: minerals like marble, limestone, white sand, 

clay and gypsum in the rocky earth.  The nature sanctuary at Mount Chaambi and the 

region’s many hot springs could bring much-needed diversification to Tunisia’s 

outdated tourist infrastructure.  Yet most of this value was either untapped or purely 

extractive, generating jobs in the industrial zones of greater Tunis, rather than here in 

Kasserine.  Subterranean water and natural gas lines service Europe and the Tunisian 

Sahel, enhancing the sense that the local population was being bypassed.  An 

agricultural province, Kasserine’s water supplies are piped East to the industrial city of 

                                                      

4 National treasures were usurped by the Presidential family, however. Roman capitals and other 

archeological elements were found in the opulent villas of Ben Ali and his in-laws, the Trabulsei 

family, after they were sacked in the days of revolution (Kirkpatrick 2011). 
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Sfax, even as Kasserine households experienced frequent interruptions in service (Sana 

2016).  The pearl of Kasserine’s own industrial infrastructure, the Société National de 

Cellulose et de Papier Alfa, is a relic of the import substitution industrialization era of 

the 1950s.  Today, the factory dumps dangerous quantities of chlorine and mercury into 

the water sources (Sana 2016).  After the revolution, there was a keen sense that 

Kasserine was full of unrealized potential.  It lacked only the transformative presence of 

the state, to harness that value and bring it into relation with a massively inoperative 

workforce. 

Province of Martyrs 

Kasserine played a pivotal role in the 2011 revolution, making the region a 

national memory site as a “foyer” of revolution, alongside Redeyef and Sidi Bouzid.  It 

was here that the state’s response to the uprising became methodically homicidal.  Over 

the course of a single weekend, Kasserine suffered 21 deaths and 624 wounded 

(Bouderbala Report 2012).  Despite concerted efforts by the Ben Ali regime to depict the 

protestors as criminals and terrorists, the massacre in Kasserine marked a decisive 

turning point in an uprising that had, up until that point, been mostly confined to the 

interior.  On January 12, the national worker’s union (UGTT) announced a general strike 

for Sfax, Tunisia’s second largest city, in response to the bloodshed in Kasserine.  This 

action irrevocably nationalized the protest movement.  Two days later, on January 14, 

President Ben Ali fled the country with his family in the face of a national strike. 
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This is not the place to exhaustively narrate the revolution in Kasserine.  It is 

nevertheless important to understand its impact on those who live here—their sense of 

insecurity and social suffering.  Kassernois are proud of the role they played in 

liberating Tunisia from dictatorship, yet the revolution painfully confirmed that human 

life here is more disposable than elsewhere in the Republic.  Moreover, its advent 

ushered in a longer period of instability, in which violence was banalized as a fact of 

everyday life.  In conversations about the revolution, Kassernois often spoke as if it were 

not an event, but a property of the land and its people.  They boasted that they carried 

the blood of the Frechich, a tribe indigenous to the Western Steppe that staged several 

historical rebellions against the oppressive central state.5  An apocryphal statement 

about Kasserine attributed to President Habib Bourguiba captured how control over the 

means of subsistence could be used as a disciplinary technique: “Neither starve them, 

nor let them be satiated.” Yet, whereas earlier rebellions had demanded regional 

autonomy—freedom from excessive taxation or colonial rule—the so-called Dignity 

Revolution expressed a desire precisely for the state, and a fuller inclusion for the region 

in the republic’s welfare and benevolence.    

                                                      

5 These began with the 1864 revolt of Ali Ben Ghedhahem, who led an armed resistance against 

the excessive taxation of Prime Minister Mustapha Khadnazar.  Then, in 1906, Amor ben Othman 

led a second uprising, resisting the proletarianization of indigenous Tunisians on French colonial 

farms.  The region then took up arms for Saleh Ben Yusuf, the losing party in a fratricidal conflict 

on the eve of national independence.  Finally, Kasserine participated powerfully in the 1984 

Bread Riots, after subsidies were lifted at the behest of the IMF, resulting in a deadly crackdown.   
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The protests in Kasserine governorate began in Thala on January 3, led by high 

school students, the members of the Unemployed Graduate’s Union (UCD) and the 

lumpen unemployed.  Following intense street confrontations, police called in 

reinforcements from neighboring provinces and laid siege to the city.  Police harassed 

the population like an occupying army, breaking down doors to apprehend protesters in 

the midst of bitter winter cold (Salmon 2016).  On January 7, the self-immolation of an 

unemployed man in Kasserine city set off a wave of “night protests” in the poorest 

neighborhoods.  In Hayy Ennour, protestors laid waste to a police station and burned 

two RDC party headquarters to the ground.  Mustafa Aloui recalls: “the sight that 

evening of fires blazing in every corner of Kasserine was incredible.  It was as though 

Kasserine’s youth opted for a collective act of suicide, burning themselves in their own 

city” (Aloui 2012, 56).  The brazen attacks on the material symbols of the state and the 

RCD party set the stage for a violent shift in police response to the uprising (Salmon 

2016).         

On the evening of Saturday, January 8, lethal force was unleashed on protestors 

in a deliberate and pre-meditated fashion.  Witnesses reported that a specially-trained 

team of snipers were transported into the city; stationed on the rooftops, they opened 

fire on the protestors, taking close-range kill shots directed at the head and the chest.  

Many of these deaths took place at the Mongela round-about in Hay Ezzuhour, where 

snipers took provocative actions to incite anger among the crowd.  This included 
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bombarding a traditional bathhouse (hammam) with teargas while women and children 

were bathing, resulting in the asphyxiation death of a six-month old baby (Aloui 2012).  

Snipers took aim not only at active protesters, but young men collecting the bodies of 

fallen comrades, or walking in funeral corteges as communities tried to bury their dead.  

The provincial hospital in Kasserine, ill-equipped and under-funded, was inundated 

with the dead and wounded, and the staff did triage as if in a war-zone.  

 

Figure 3: Ruins of the revolution: the Meubletex building along the highway into 

Kasserine. (Photo by the author). 

In the immediate wake of revolution, the inhabitants of Kasserine expected that 

their sacrifice as a “Region of Martyrs” would be rewarded with a development 

dividend that would bring new vitality to the region.  Due to a convergence of factors, 

however, none of this actually came to pass.  Firstly, the revolution sent the Tunisian 

national economy into free-fall, causing an intense trend of stagflation, worker lay-offs, 
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and increased unemployment numbers.  New loans provide by the IMF made it 

impossible for Tunisia to stray from failed neoliberal policies of economic austerity.  In 

Kasserine, a Ben Ali-era workfare program (chantiers) was expanded to stabilize the 

region, creating 18,000 unskilled jobs for the less-than-subsistence wage of 250 TD per 

month.  There were reports of trafficking in workfare positions, where foremen offered 

job assignments in exchange for a cut of the money, or packed the rolls with fictitious 

names to collect the salary for themselves (Bryne 2012).  Other rumors claimed the 

positions themselves were fictitious, that chantier workers stayed home and collected 

their check, since there was no real work to occupy them.  The program provided 

immediate relief to families living in acute poverty, yet many worried it would become a 

permanent burden on the public budget, diverting funds from a long list of 

development projects that could have a more lasting impact.   

Meanwhile, Kasserine’s symbolic capital as a Province of Martyrs was 

progressively whittled away through an emergent association with terrorism.  

Beginning in 2013, Kasserine became the theater of armed confrontations between 

security agents and footloose Islamist militants, emanating from the collapsed state in 

Libya, who crossed the Algerian border and took cover in the mountains.  After months 

of rumors, government officials announced the existence of al-Qaida training camps on 

the grounds of Mount Chaambi, a mountain massif at the foot of Kasserine city that 

stretches West over the Algerian border.  A particularly gruesome attack on July 29, 2013 
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thrust the troubles at Chaambi to the forefront of the national imagination.  Militants 

ambushed a group of soldiers on patrol, killing eight men and leaving three bodies 

mutilated with slashed throats.  Declaring the mountain a closed military zone, the army 

began aerial bombardments to flush the militants out of their places of concealment. 

To understand the impact that these events had on Tunisians, we must bear in 

mind the nation’s emplacement in a volatile Post-Arab Spring regional context.  Whereas 

Tunisia had long portrayed itself as an exceptional point of stability in the Middle East 

and North Africa, the transnational effects of the Arab Spring now reverberated against 

the nation’s frontiers in frighteningly unpredictable ways.  This regional 

reterritorialization produced a scalar whiplash, as Tunisians could no longer predict 

how events in Libya, Egypt, or Iraq might now redound upon them.  Of more 

immediate importance for the author, the specter of violence complicated my research in 

Kasserine.  The security situation was often opaque to me and my interlocutors, 

rendering the social tissue of Kasserine into a jumpy nervous system (Das and Poole 

2004, Taussig 1997).6   

 

                                                      

6 See also Aretxaga 2005. 
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Figure 4: A child's rendering of violence on Jebel Chaambi, as seen on the nightly 

news. (Photo by the author). 

One night around 1 am, I had turned in for the night at a local hotel, when a 

message appeared in my Facebook feed:  Shots fired in Hay Ezzuhour.  The status was 

posted by Rachid Oueslati, a citizen-journalist who wrote for the regional news page Jaw 

Gassarnois (“Kasserine atmosphere”).7  Rachid had gone to the courthouse that day to 

cover the trial of a young man charged with burning down a police station during the 

January uprising.  Such trials were contentious, and activists denounced them for 

criminalizing legitimate acts of revolution.  That day, police officers burst into the 

courtroom in mid-session, aggressing a number of persons present including Rachid and 

a defense lawyer.  They smashed Rachid’s camera and confiscated it; when he went to 

                                                      

7 A pseudonym has been used here to protect his identity. 
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the hospital later he was found to have a concussion.  Rachid had texted me earlier that 

evening to say he had gone to Sidi Bouzid to perform a CAT scan, since the 

underfunded regional hospital in Kasserine did not have the equipment to do so.  I was 

therefore surprised that Rachid was already back in town reporting.  Perhaps he had 

been mistaken, and it was merely the sound of fireworks, shot off by revelers after a 

soccer match? 

The following morning, I verified the information online and found that yes, 

there had been an attack on the home of Tunisia’s Minister of the Interior, Lotfi Ben 

Jeddou.  As a leading protagonist in Tunisia’s war on terror, Ben Jeddou had been the 

subject of death threats and, although he did not reside there, his house in Kasserine had 

been under armed guard.  That night, a group of gunmen descended on the city in a 

pick-up truck; using Kalashnikov rifles, they fired on the army guardsmen, killing four 

men before making their escape.  I had an appointment that morning with a friend from 

Hay Ezzuhour, where the attack had taken place.  Naturally, I asked if he knew 

anything about it.  “Of course,” Adel responded, somewhat taken aback by the question.  

After the massacres of January 2011, the people of Hay Ezzuhour knew quite well what 

gunfire sounds like.  When he heard the shots, Adel went out into the streets and found 

himself in the company of a crowd of neighbors, many of whom were headed off in the 

direction of the gunfire.  Upon arrival, these men in simple t-shirts chased the gunmen’s 

car, shouting and throwing rocks after the fleeing vehicle.  They offered comfort and aid 
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to the four guardsmen who lay dying in the street, slaking the thirst of one of the slain 

men who had begged for water before he died. 

Adel and I spent much of that morning sitting in his car with the radio on, 

listening to hear when funeral services for one of the guards, a Kasserine native, would 

be held.  The cemetery is located on high ground on the outskirts of the city, where the 

road rises in the direction of Jebel Chaambi.  As we travelled, the whole city seemed to 

be out on the road headed to the funeral to honor the fallen soldier, creating an 

incredible affluence in the street.  Vehicles overwhelmed the city’s main artery, driving 

in one direction down both lanes of the road, with motorbikes making their way 

precariously down the center lane.  Many groups were walking too, or seated in the 

backs of pick-up trucks, like an enormous wedding procession.  I remarked to Adel that 

it was going to rain—the sky had the brilliant look of an on-coming Tunisian rainstorm, 

lemon yellow with purple clouds rolling in.  No more than a minute later, the rain 

began, building with amazing speed, until it was hail pounding down against the cars, 

scattering our ranks in our progress toward the cemetery.  Adel veered off the road and 

tried to shelter his windshield under a bank of bushes, and instructed me to press my 

palms against the glass to keep it from shattering.  We stayed that way for several 

minutes, insulated against the brutal onslaught of falling hail, until the sky cleared and 

we were able to resume driving.  As I covered my head for the funeral, Adel warned me 

not to come too close to the gravesite, but to hang back with the women once we 
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descended from the car.  He was concerned that I might be too conspicuous in these 

jumpy times, when the presence of a foreigner might provoke a dangerous 

misunderstanding.  A sharp wind coursed through the graveyard, and I kept having to 

re-tuck my headscarf as it fell loose and whipped about my neck.  The pall-bearers 

approached from over a hill, bearing the shrouded body high on a plain mattress before 

laying it to rest.  Then there was a burst of gunfire, to honor the fallen soldiers.  This 

spooked the crowd and many went rushing back to their cars, while others jumped 

backward one step and hesitated, waiting to see if gunmen were indeed attacking the 

funeral.      

Events like these plunged Kasserine into an atmosphere of grief, cynicism, 

disappointment, deception, and paranoia.  No one seemed to know who was camped 

out on Jebel Chaambi, or how they could persist there, after more than a year of aerial 

bombardments of the mountain.  Who was feeding them?  Who gave them water to 

survive?  Many speculated that the battle of Jebel Chaambi was nothing more than a 

“cinema,” a smoke-screen to conceal the settling of old scores between factions of the 

security services.  Such stories of “false beards,” deceit, and dissimulation recalled the 

Algerian anti-terrorism campaign of the 1990s, where the army was rumored to have 

dressed up as Islamists to carry out massacres of civilian populations.  The very real 

attack on the Minister of the Interior’s house only raised further questions.  For several 

months it had been common knowledge that Ben Jeddou was under threat, but his 
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house was located just a few blocks away from the National Guard headquarters in 

Kasserine.  Why had it taken security forces nearly an hour to respond to the attack, 

whereas the simple inhabitants of Hay Ezzuhour had arrived on the scene within 

minutes?  No one from the Ben Jeddou family was harmed, but enlisted soldiers from 

modest families, most of them still in their twenties, were slain in the street.  Many felt 

that a hidden hand was conspiring against the governorate itself, at the very moment 

when Kasserine stood poised to be materially and symbolically re-folded into the 

nation’s embrace.  Once a province of martyrs, Kasserine was becoming a synonym for 

terrorism in Tunisia.    

 Reports on the earliest incidents in what became known as the “Battle of Mount 

Chaambi” are vague regarding the identity of the gunmen.  Identified by police 

representatives as “bearded men,” this euphemism suggests their belonging to Jihadi-

Salafi groups.  Yet given the trajectory of their circulation, they could just as easily 

belong to a contraband trafficking network, engaging in gunfire to avoid arrest and 

capture of their merchandise (Le Monde 2012).  According to a November 2013 report 

issued by International Crisis Group, Tunisia was falling prey to a trend of “Islamo-

gangsterism,” through which a Jihadi-Salafi persona was becoming intertwined with 

lucrative forms of clandestine trafficking (ICG 2013).8  The report, however, casts doubt 

                                                      

8 Louis Martinez describes a similar phenomenon for Algiers during the 1990s; see Martinez 2000. 
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upon the sincerity of “Islam” in this configuration, noting that the lifestyles of known 

smugglers, or kenatri as they are called in Tunisia, are not particularly compatible with 

Salafi practices of pious discipline (Meijer 2009, Wiktorowicz 2005).  According to this 

report, in the impoverished neighborhoods where informal markets thrive, not only in 

the border-zones of the Northwest, but in the urban peripheries of the capital, “the 

external signs of piety (beard, Salafi clothing) are sometimes used as a pretext to claim a 

share of the most lucrative trafficking” (ICG 2013:31).  Weapons, zaṭla (hashish), off-

brand ‘Algerian’ cigarettes—traffic in all of these products was said to be entangled in 

some form of Salafi-inflected criminality.  Reports such as these gave impetus to new 

border security measures implemented by the Tunisian state to disrupt weapons 

trafficking from Algeria and Libya.  This included the installation of security 

infrastructures, such as the 200 km wall of “sand banks and water-filled trenches” on the 

Libyan border between Dhiba and Ras Ajdir, completed in early 2016 (2016).  
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Figure 5: The mountain: Jebel Chaambi. (Photo by the author).  

The trouble with these measures, however, is that not all forms of cross-border 

traffic are equally illicit, dangerous, or criminal (Galemba 2012, Scheele 2012, Abraham 

and Van Schendel 2005).  In places like Kasserine, where local provisions for 

employment and social welfare are wholly inadequate to the population, smuggling is a 

matter of survival for abandoned communities.9  Households rely on smuggling to 

provide everyday consumer products at prices that they can afford.  Young men who 

fail to find their place in a restrictive labor market can make money by entering 

smuggling networks through family and neighborhood friends.  As a way of life in 

                                                      

9 See also Bourgois 1995; although this volume deals with trade in illicit drugs, it also shows how 

a community’s history of marginalization makes engagement in illegal activity necessary for 

survival while also, paradoxically, destroying that community. 
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Kasserine, smuggling is understood by everyone as a major facet of regional 

marginalization—although not everyone agrees on the moral valence of kuntra, whether 

it should be understood as marginalization’s cause or effect.  For some, smuggling is an 

enduring sign of the endemic corruption that perpetuates Kasserine’s marginalization, 

rather than a source of its alleviation.  For others, marginalization is produced by 

relations of internal colonialism with the central state, where material abandonment had 

been systematically deployed as a means of disciplining a fractious and unruly province 

(Povinelli 2011).  Depending on one’s positionality, smuggling could also be understood 

as a regional right, a marginal form of accumulation that ensures the survival of the 

community in the shadow of underdevelopment.  The activity of smuggling is therefore 

one that gathers together a series of contradictions and ambivalent feelings of 

belongings to the nation, refracting the sense of social justice for Kassernois during 

Tunisia’s democratic transition.10   

Geographies of Smuggling 

Jamel has taken me to his family’s hanout in Hayy Ezzuhour, a hole-in-the-wall 

corner store that sells household necessities: couscous, pasta, yogurt, bottled water, 

washing powder, cartons of juice and milk, perhaps newspapers or cigarettes.  This 

                                                      

10 While the senses of contradiction I discuss below are inflected by the historical juncture of the 

democratic transition, the bundle of contradictions and ambivalent allegiances represented by 

kuntra have a much longer history.  See Larguèche 2002.  For a related account of “refracted” 

opinions on perilous transnational circulations (small arms trade) see Hultin 2015. 
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particular hanout specializes in produce, and there are racks of tomatoes, peppers, 

onions, carrots, and halved pumpkins that stand in plastic crates on the sidewalk in 

front of the shop.  Picking up a package of President cheese—the kind that comes in a 

cardboard wheel, divided up into foil-wrapped wedges—Jamel points out the 

discolored blue of the label.  This is a tell-tale sign that this packet is counterfeit, made in 

Algeria.  Being a knock-off, this cheese may not taste as nice as the real thing, but it is 

cheaper.  Jamel comments, “These days, Tunisians don’t look for quality, they look for 

value.” 

In his opening essay to The Social Life of Things, Arjun Appadurai argues that 

“what creates the link between exchange and value is politics, broadly construed” (1986: 

3).  Although Tunisia’s welfare policies have changed throughout history, they have 

long included subsidies on essential consumer goods, such as couscous, bread, or 

pasta.11  Created by Beylical decree in 1945 to stabilize food prices during a period of 

global inflation in the wake of World War II, the Caisse Générale de Compensation 

(CGC) reflects the state’s theory of the market as a “site of jurisdiction,” where justice 

can be assured by fixing the “just price” (Foucault, et al. 2008:31).  Today, many 

economists argue that consumer subsidies are an inefficient form of welfare that benefits 

the middle class over the truly poor, and advocate instead for a move towards direct 

                                                      

11 For a comprehensive history of the welfare state in Tunisia, see Guelmami 1996. 
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cash transfers.12  Yet, any attempt to lift these subsidies at the behest of free-market 

institutions like the IMF have historically provoked mass protests.  The most tragic 

example of such revolts in Tunisian history were the Bread Riots of winter 1983-4, which 

were subdued with lethal force, killing over 100 protesters.  In fact, in 2011, the 

beleaguered Ben Ali had promised to increase consumer subsidies in his final televised 

address, a last-ditch effort to appease the protests that would soon unseat him from 

power.  Although the gesture arrived too late to change the course of the revolution, 

consumer subsidies were increased on January 14, 2011, and products like low-fat milk, 

sugar, and tomato paste were added to the products covered by the CGC.   

Tunisia’s neighbors, Libya and Algeria, offer consumer subsidies as well.  But 

these are revolutionary states with massive hydrocarbon economies, whose welfare 

systems are designed to redistribute wealth generated from oil and gas rents.  In 

addition to subsidies on consumer goods, they offer their citizens a substantially 

reduced price on gasoline itself, which can be several times lower than the market rate in 

other countries.  In Algeria, where gasoline prices are the third lowest in the world, the 

price of gasoline at the pump was 0.28 USD in 2016, versus 0.71 USD in Tunisia.  They 

often say that gasoline in Algeria is bātil, or free of charge (Scheele 2012:104). Tunisia 

subsidizes gasoline, but at a much lower rate than either Libya or Algeria. It is the 

                                                      

12 See for example Ferguson 2015. 
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differential in gasoline prices on either side of the border that makes the practice of 

arbitrage profitable, creating the margin of difference between products subsidized in 

one state and not the other (Guyer 2004).  In this sense, gasoline is the Ur-commodity 

that sustains a massive parallel economy, covering much of Saharan region including 

the Maghreb and West Africa (Scheele 20012, Brachet 2012).  In a place like Kasserine, 

where wide-spread unemployment makes opportunities for insertion into productive 

life scarce, the border itself becomes a precious “natural” resource, allowing denizens of 

the borderland to make a living through arbitrage (Scheele 2012:115).13 

It may be helpful to think of the borderland not as a territory defined merely by 

its adjacency to border, a caesura dividing one domain of national sovereignty from 

another, but rather as social process (Zartman 2010) and milieu of circulation.14  In this 

borderland region, the signs of smuggling are embedded in the landscape:  in the 

informal boutiques that abound in the poorer neighborhoods like Hay Ennour or 

Ezzuhour; at the weekly souk, where most of the products are brought in from Algeria; 

in the powerful “D-Max” trucks that are so popular in the city, favored for their ability 

                                                      

13 See also Feyissa and Höhne 2010. 
14 This particular border separating Tunisia from Algeria is not very “deep,” using the 

terminology of Zartman.  In other words, the border can be “merely a political imposition, resting 

lightly on an undifferentiated population that largely ignores the attempt to separate their 

sameness” (Zartman 2010, 6).  It was established by the French as an assertion of modern 

sovereignty in colonial North Africa.  For details on this historical process see Blais 2011 and 

Cutler 2017. 
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to outpace police vehicles; and in the commercial buildings owned by kuntra bosses, 

who invest in construction, restaurants, and other local enterprises as a method of 

laundering their earnings.  If, as Marx suggests, the wealth of a society may be 

represented as “an immense collection of commodities” (Marx, Engels, and Tucker 1972, 

302-3) then as the Tunisian Fordist state recedes, and the expectation of public sector 

employment is no longer possible for most, then life for many Kassernois is made 

possible through the largesse of the Algerian state.  Many people in Kasserine 

understand smuggling as a sign of their marginalization, a “social hieroglyph” whose 

meaning calls their Tunisian citizenship into question (Marx, Engels, and Tucker 1972).  

In this mountainous region, which shares strong cultural, kinship, and religious ties 

with Algeria, it is not uncommon to find roadside venders flying the Algerian flag.  The 

expression is polyvalent, at once an expression of cultural affinity, a sign of welcome to 

Algerian tourists who pass through on their way to the Sahel beach resorts, and a 

declaration of the bankruptcy of Tunisian citizenship in a region long abandoned by the 

state.     

The dusty outskirts of Kasserine city are lined with artisanal stations where 

diesel fuel and gasoline are sold by the jerry can.  At night, they beckon to passing 

motorists with the soft orange glow of make-shift lamps, crafted from a jerry can cut in 

half and upended over a lightbulb.  When a driver stops to fill up, gas is administered 

through a funnel covered in cloth to catch impurities.  The containers used to store 
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smuggled gasoline were originally dedicated to some other material.  The gasoline that 

is “pumped” into your gas tank may contain cooking oil and other impurities that ruin 

your engine over time.  Even so, some drivers find that its cheaper to change out their 

engine every few years than it is to buy gasoline at the kiosk (station).  As we stop to 

refuel at an artisanal station on the road from Sfax to Kasserine, I ask my louage 

(minibus) driver if the road-side gasoline damages his vehicle.  He answers in the 

affirmative:  the minibus he is currently driving is eight years old, but he has to swap 

out the engine every two years due to damage caused by smuggled gasoline.  The “new” 

transplant engines are lightly used items sent down from France.  To avoid paying 

import duties, someone must drive the “new” engines down from Europe to Tunisia, 

where they are swapped out for an exhausted engine that is on its last legs.  The driver 

then returns North with the used-up engine and repeats the cycle.  Purchasing knock-off 

Algerian products means entering into a logic of disposability.  These products degrade 

more quickly than name brand products, requiring premature replacement, or degrade 

your body over time when you develop a habit of consuming them.  My Tunisian 

friends hesitated to purchase the cheap “Algerian” Marlboros available at most corner 

stores.  They were considered too harsh and filled with suspect chemicals; it was better 

to opt for a Tunisian brand like Mars or Krystal instead.   

Abraham and Van Schendel (2005) caution researchers against adopting the 

optics of the state when approaching shadow economies and illegal cross-border 
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commodity flows.  They draw a distinction between the binary legal / illegal, which is a 

regulatory category defined by the state, and licit / illicit, which index the “social 

perceptions of activities defined as criminal” (Abraham and Van Schendel 2005:18).  

Frequently, these categories do not coincide.  That is because the borderland is a space 

“formed by the intersection of multiple competing authorities”—not only the legal 

authority of the sovereign states on either side of the border, but also the moral 

authority of the community that relies on contraband for its survival (2005, 23).  A third 

competing authority may be the structure of outlaw networks that organize the 

movement of contraband goods.  Abraham and Van Schendel write that in the 

borderland, the (il)licit reigns: activities that are “legally banned but socially sanctioned 

and protected” (2005, 22).  This picture is further complicated by the fact that these 

competing authorizing systems often become mutually imbricated through practices on 

the ground (Andreas 2009).  As a consequence, visibility becomes a defining problem for 

borderlands:  

This indeterminacy of vision makes the borderland only partly legible at best, 

producing great anxiety among state elites.  What cannot be seen must be 

imagined, and what can be seen might only be the tip of the iceberg.  The state’s 

astigmatic view of the borderland produces a paranoid field of view, reinforcing 

the ongoing process of securitization. (Abraham 2005:23).   

 

Yet problems of legibility do not concern the state alone.  While citizens may not 

require the synoptic vision of a territory to which the state aspires (Scott 1998), they still 

need to know where the lines of force lie, and have a reasonable expectation that their 
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livelihood seeking will not expose them to lethal violence.  Without placing too sharp an 

emphasis on the revolution as a radical break, separating a “before” and “after” as two 

distinct eras of governance (Bono et al. 2015), the revolution nonetheless destabilized 

relatively settled regimes of border governance, injecting a dangerous uncertainty into 

the play of regional forces.  A constellation of factors precipitated by the Arab Spring, 

most notably the defeat of the Tunisian security forces and the collapse of the Gaddafi 

regime, made Tunisia’s land borders objects of paranoia and insecurity.  This was true 

for the state, which feared an influx of weapons and militants emanating from Libya, as 

well as local communities and contraband practitioners.  While some contraband 

practitioners made a fortune in the immediate period of post-revolution, they all 

subsequently fell subject to new modes of control.   

Tunisia’s most important vector of overland trafficking traverses the Jaffara 

Plain, where Tunisian national territory meets Libya.  Known as al-khatt, (the path), this 

itinerary connects the border crossing at Ras Ajidir to the Tunisian entrepôt city Ben 

Guerdane, and runs as far north as El Jem (Meddeb 2011).  Economic relations across the 

Libyan border were historically organized by tribal affiliation, through cooperation 

between the Tunisian Touazine tribe and their Libyan counterparts, the Nouayel.  Since 

the development of the Libyan oil industry in the 1960s, the Libya has supported 

thousands of Tunisian households through remittances and informal trade, yet these 

jobs have always been vulnerable to political turbulence, which resulted in border 
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closures for much of the 1970s and 80s.  When the Arab Maghreb Union treaty opened 

the frontier again in 1989, cross-border exchange experienced a renaissance, 

transforming the Southern borderlands into “an immense informal open-air market” 

(Boubakri 2000).  Under revolutionary socialism, private commerce in Libya was 

abolished in the 1970s, and the state became the nation’s sole commercial importer and 

distributer.  This encouraged the growth of trafficking networks that bring subsidized 

Libyan goods to Tunisia, where they are sold in “Libyan souks” found throughout the 

Tunisian south (Boubakri 2000).  The scope and profitability of such trade expanded 

with the 1992 UN embargo on Libya.  Specializing in informal money changing services 

along the border, the Touazine financed trafficking cartels and created a conduit for 

Libyan elites to participate in the global economy (Kartas 2013).  Though illegal, the 

shadow economy on the Libyan border was tolerated, and even encouraged, by the Ben 

Ali regime, as means of survival for the underdeveloped region of Medenine.  Moreover, 

the state developed methods for regulating access to clandestine markets, including tacit 

agreements with the tribal cartels, and exacting bribes from petty players along the 

roadways of al-khatt (Meddeb 2011, Kartas 2013).  Hamza Meddeb relates that the RCD 

even issued permits for their clients to work al-khatt, allowing the bearer to profit by 

organizing protected shopping trips to Tripoli or Ben Guerdane (Meddeb 2011).  These 

methods allowed the state to prohibit the entry of serious contraband, such as drugs or 

weapons, and to reproduce clientelist relations within the trafficking networks.  
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Cross-border traffic on the Algerian border, however, is far less institutionalized.  

Whereas the majority of informal trade from Libya passes through official border posts, 

products passing through an official crossing accounts for only 2% of trade on the 

Algerian border (Ayadi 2013).  Instead, it takes place in small settlements scattered out 

along the Northwestern border (Ayadi 2013).  Most of the smugglers with whom I spoke 

reported that they never physically crossed the border into Algeria to transport goods.  

Instead, a Tunisian buyer enters Algeria to select the goods he desires.  The goods are 

then taken to a village that straddles the border itself.  They are stored there in a 

household until a Tunisian transporter picks them up—often a member of the same 

family.  The driver either takes the goods to a warehouse or distributes them at local 

points of sale (Ayadi 2013).   

According to my interlocutors, working as a smuggler before 2011 was both 

more difficult and more lucrative.  Difficult because trafficking required belonging to a 

human infrastructure of clientelism (Simone 2004), where access was controlled by state 

agents and tribal cartels.15  More lucrative because access was not open to everyone.  

Border policing, however, was completely disorganized by the revolution.  For a time, 

cross-border trade was democratized, so that anyone with a vehicle and a modest capital 

amount could participate.  Yet wide-spread participation also reduced profits for 

                                                      

15 Although these infrastructures were far more developed on the more lucrative Libyan border.   
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individual practitioners.16  Moreover, the revolution introduced new patterns of rent-

seeking among police in Kasserine governorate.  In the earlier dispensation, 

apprehension by the police could mean jail time, or the confiscation of your vehicle and 

merchandise, but after 2011, the police became more brazen in demanding bribes.  All of 

this whittled away at the hard-won earnings a smuggler could bring in with each run.  

One smuggler with whom I spoke summed up the situation as follows: “When the 

revolution happened, we expected things would improve, but everything stayed at the 

same level.  Security increased, and profits declined.  The road conditions got worse.  

Now, when you go to work, you must be prepared for anything: you might get shot or 

have an accident on the road.  These days, you find a lot of university graduates driving.  

This wasn’t the case before.”   

Gender and the Moral Economy of Smuggling 

I first began to make inquiries about smuggling during a fieldwork trip in 

summer 2012.  The question provoked a range of bemused reactions among my 

interlocutors.  It was Ramadan, and these conversations often took place in a family 

setting or among women, reclining together on foam mattresses to drink a cup of strong 

coffee or tea after the iftar meal.  Revealing my research interest in tahrīb—or kuntra as it 

is locally known—set my female companions laughing.  But once their laughter 

                                                      

16 For another wonderful ethnographic account of these changes see Meddeb 2015. 
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subsided, they often conspired to put me in touch with a friend, neighbor, or cousin 

involved in cross-border trafficking, sometimes immediately making a phone call to set 

up an interview.  During our strolls through the neighborhood, making the rounds to 

other families for a post-iftar visit, I distinctly remember the frowning disapproval of an 

older gentleman, the father of one of my female friends.  Upon hearing the theme of my 

research, he said sternly: “You’re a good girl.  You shouldn’t be studying bad things.” 

I believe the hilarity and discomfort elicited by these early inquiries were 

occasioned by the gendered boundary I would have to cross to access the masculine 

domain of smuggling.  This is not to say that all those who engage in cross-border traffic 

are men, but culturally speaking it is a masculine activity, imbued with the outlaw 

romanticism of men who make their living from risk.  This explains the gentleman 

patriarch’s disapproval, but also the women’s delight.  Gendered norms are more 

strictly policed in the Tunisian interior than they are in the capital city or coast, and just 

like anywhere in the world, women here had the capacity to be both the most ruthless 

enforcers of gendered norms, but also sometimes worked together to help each other 

bend the rules.  

The world of smuggling on the Western frontier is governed by moral 

sensibilities, whereby a range of work modalities are characterized by varying degrees 

of illicitness, speeds, organization, and gender associations (Scheele 2012).  A 2013 Work 

Bank report defines informal cross-border trade as “the flow of goods that are 
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unreported or incorrectly reported by the country’s customs authorities (Ayadi 2013:3).  

This term encompasses goods that pass through official border crossings with falsified 

customs declarations, as well as smuggling proper, which is understood as the cross-

border transport of goods “without the knowledge of customs authorities” (Ayadi 

2013:3).  Much of the work that falls in the former category is performed by petty 

merchants and suitcase traders (commerçants de valise), whom theorists have 

characterized as the “ants” of transnational trade (Meddeb 2012, Tarrius 2002).  While 

smuggling (kuntra) is a more illicit, masculine domain, women perform much of the 

labor comprised by the former category. 

In al-Qāsr, a popular neighborhood in Gafsa, I was introduced to Mabrouka, 

who runs a hole-in-the wall boutique on the road leading up from the center of town.  

Mabrouka is a housewife in her mid-forties, who wears gold-rimmed glasses and smiles 

easily.  Her most loyal patrons seem to be small children on the arms of their parents, 

who inquire after the popsicles stored in a blue Nestle icebox outside the boutique.  

Whenever I visit, she offers me an ice cream and we sit in the shade, watching motorists 

pass on the dusty road outside.  Beneath her kind exterior, however, Mabrouka is a 

hustler at heart.  One of her first instincts upon meeting me was to try to set me up with 

her son—a baby-faced police officer who is fifteen years my junior.  Marriage to foreign 

visitors is a well-known mobility strategy for young Tunisian men, who are willing to 
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accept a considerably older marriage partner in exchange for citizenship in Europe, the 

US, or Canada. 

In her tiny boutique, Mabrouka sells women’s clothing, baby care items, and 

kitchenware (m‘aoun), mostly commodities made in China and transported into Tunisia 

from either Libya or Algeria.  Mabrouka’s shopping itineraries include the Algerian 

border city of Tebessa, and Constantine further north, which she refers to as “petit 

Paris,” as well as the “Libyan souks” found all over South-Eastern Tunisia.  It is rare for 

a woman to drive her own vehicle, and Mabrouka always hires the same chauffeur, a 

young man named Naajah.  Naajah used to practice kuntra independently, on his own 

account, using a vehicle he purchased in Libya to transport the merchandise.  After 

some lean years, however, Naajah sold his vehicle and used the money to pay a human 

smuggler to take him to Europe over the Mediterranean Sea.  When the trip proved 

unsuccessful, Naajah returned to Gafsa and found work as a chauffeur for a woman 

entrepreneur, a friend of Mabrouka’s who has invested in several vehicles.  Recently 

married and now the father of an infant, Naajah faces a mountain of expenses to keep 

his young daughter in diapers.  Each week, he strives to maximize the number of long, 

over-night shopping trips he takes with clients, since most of his profits as a chauffeur 

are owed to the vehicle owner.  
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Figure 6: Naajah's truck. (Photo by the author).   

To organize a shopping trip, Naajah must sell places in his vehicle totaling at 

least 150 TD (about 75 USD).  Since it is cheaper to go in a big group, Mabrouka usually 

travels with her best friend Bouthayna.  For a woman, travelling with a girlfriend is 

useful, as it can stave off rumors of sexual impropriety during an overnight trip with a 

man who is not a relative (Manry 2007).  To take best advantage of the market’s working 

hours, the group leaves Gafsa at night, and then sleeps in the cab once they reach the 

destination city, around 1 AM.  Having accompanied Mabrouka and Bouthayna on a 

shopping trip to Qasr Hilal, I was amazed by the uncomfortable intimacy of sleeping 

with four other passengers in the cab of a pick-up truck, the three of us women packed 
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shoulder to shoulder while the whole of the vehicle filled with the unbearable racket of 

Nājah’s snoring.  This did make it easier, however, to exit the vehicle around 5 AM, just 

as the sun was rising and the market stalls began to stir for business that day.   

While you can find small boutiques like Mabrouka’s in working-class 

neighborhoods all over Tunisia, often housed in a spare room or the entryway of a 

woman’s home, it much rarer to find a woman working independently in the domain of 

kuntra.  To be a smuggler, one must possess the quality of rajūla, or masculinity, which is 

not the same as being biologically male.  To be a rajul (a man), one must be honorable, 

independent, and know how to handle oneself (Ghannam 2013)—qualities that are 

clearly not the province of men alone.  It is essentially an honor category, which 

structures a gendered matrix of hierarchical relations in Arab societies (Abu-Lughod 

1986).  One smuggler told me about a woman in Thelept who entered smuggling when 

her husband died in a traffic accident.  She had kids to take care of, and there were 

several installments left to pay the leasing company before their truck would be paid 

off.17  She therefore took the wheel and began working in her husband’s place.  When I 

asked what my interlocutor thought about this situation, he just shrugged and said: 

“Normal.  Rajul.”  Meaning that this woman shouldered her responsibility and did what 

                                                      

17 The leasing company also behaves as a mechanism of dispossession, which vectors hard earned 

but illegal gains toward companies with legal cover.  See Meddeb 2015. 
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had to be done to care for her family.  He added, however: “It isn’t good, though, for a 

woman to work in a field of risk.” 

This exception merely proves the rule.  The domain of smuggling exposes 

practitioners to risks and sensations considered inappropriate for women.  Many of the 

younger smugglers I knew were drinkers; some made a habit of drinking on the job, to 

steel their nerves on a trip to the border.  In Tunis and the coastal tourist cities, there are 

plenty of up-scale clubs where women can drink comfortably.  In Kasserine and much of 

the interior, however, there is no fully socially-acceptable form of drinking, particularly 

not for women.  As an American woman unattached to any local household, I made a 

rule early on not to go for drinks with anyone while staying in Gafsa or Kasserine, to 

avoid damaging my reputation.  With time, however, I occasionally broke this rule to 

hang out with smugglers who were otherwise inaccessible.   

One particular evening, I attended a heavy-drinking session at Star Club, a bar 

located in an abandoned-looking hotel outside of Thelept.  The waiter delivered the 

beers to our table unceremoniously in nine-bottle crates, while I strained to follow my 

companions’ words over the din.  The evening ended with the explosive sound of a bar 

glass smashing into a wall behind us, as a fight broke between two patrons over a petty 

insult.  Half the bar jumped up, and several men guided the stumbling combatants, who 

were shouting a profusion of slurred words and tears, out into the parking lot.  Some 

individuals got up from our table, eager to join the fight.  One of my companions—a 
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drug dealer in Milan who was back home visiting his family in Tunisia—chuckled and 

old me not to worry: he considered getting into a brawl to be half the fun of drinking.  

Later that night, driving home, I received an unanticipated complement from the driver 

of the car.  When we were stopped at a police checkpoint at a round-about just outside 

of Kasserine, the officer peered curiously through the driver’s-side window to where I 

sat in the backseat of the truck, puzzling over my foreign face which stood out in the 

Tunisian hinterland.  My smuggler friend chastised the police officer for staring: “What 

are you looking at?” he said rudely.  “That’s not a woman.  She’s a rajul.” 

We Eat Off of Risk 

The theme of risk always arises in conversations with smugglers, to the degree 

that the concept is almost synonymous with the practice of kuntra itself.  The notion of 

risque, which Tunisians express in French, even during conversations in Arabic, bears a 

striking resemblance to the Arabic work rizq, which contains meanings of livelihood or 

sustenance that are religious in nature.  This association of these twin concepts of risque 

and rizq also communicates the ways in which making a profit in smuggling is based on 

chance.  On each voyage, there is the possibility of falling prey to disaster—of having an 

accident, or being overtaxed by bribes, so that the day’s earnings dwindle out to 

nothing.   

In smuggling worlds, a moral economy separates small-scale, survival-oriented 

practitioners from larger cartel operations.  These powerful businesses are governed by 
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wholesale bosses who employ a network of drivers and lookouts who work for a wage 

(ICG 2013).  The names of some of these bosses were well-known to Kasserine residents, 

who could easily point to the buildings and businesses in town purchased to launder 

smuggling profits.  Most of my conversations with smugglers, however, were with 

young, marginal men who worked independently on their own account, or as drivers 

for larger cartels.  They entered smuggling labor at a young age through family or 

neighborhood networks.   

 I met Mehdi through friends at a sit-in outside the Ministry of Employment in 

Tunis.  At 26, Mehdi is into clean living—he neither drinks nor smokes—but spends his 

leisure time practicing Taekwondo at a neighborhood club.  Though young, Mehdi has 

already been working in contra for ten years.  Growing up in Hay Ezzuhour, he was 

surrounded by brothers, cousins, and neighborhood friends (oulēd al-ḥouma) who were 

involved in smuggling, and it was easy for Mehdi to make pocket money loading goods 

while he was in high school.  After completing his baccalaureate, Mehdi attended 

university in Kairouan, but he encountered what he called ẓurūf (adverse life conditions) 

that forced him to drop out of school.  Since that time, Mehdi had sought out a plurality 

of paths to economic viability—some of which, like illegal migration (ḥarga) and protests 

for public sector employment—were intimately linked to the revolution.  When the line 

of flight represented by these initiatives ended in defeat, Mehdi always fell back on 

smuggling.  “Tunis is a poor country,” Mehdi told me, “it cannot provide for us all.  
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Kuntra is the only thing that can provide a livelihood to all of Kasserine.” Mehdi’s career 

trajectory was typical for a marginal actor—starting off as a porter, before later obtaining 

a car of his own: “When I was young, I started out loading the merchandise.  We used to 

ride to the Algerian border, and then distribute it everywhere—Kasserine, Kairouan, 

and Tunis.  We took whatever merchandise was available, and our earnings varied 

depending on the products we took.” 

Mehdi qualifies himself as a small smuggler, which was not simply a 

commentary on the scale of his trade, but a moral distinction that he felt was important 

in the age of smuggling’s supposed entanglement with terrorism, weapons trafficking, 

and drugs.  On trips to Algeria, Mehdi carries foodstuffs like tomatoes and ḥalāwa 

shāmīya (a sweet nut paste), and on his return he brings gasoline, iron rebar for 

construction, crackers, lentils, chickpeas, or makeup.  Although any kuntra practice is 

illegal, the provision of gasoline and foodstuffs were seen as morally acceptable, having 

a positive impact on the community by providing affordable basic necessities.  However, 

small practitioners are also limited to ordinary household items because they lack the 

capital to bring in more lucrative goods.  Mehdi, for example, generally worked with a 

capital of 3,000 TD each trip, while bringing in a risker, more lucrative product like 

cigarettes required at least 20,000 TD.       

Truly illicit, dangerous materials, such as weapons, vodka, zaṭla (hashish) and 

pharmaceuticals required more capital and connections than small players like Mehdi 
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could muster.  Moreover, familiar with places in his neighborhood where alcohol and 

zaṭla were openly sold on the street, Mehdi found the idea of trafficking in such 

commodities to be morally repugnant.  Whereas neighborhoods such as Hay Ezzuhour 

were demonized in the press as “factories of jihad,” Mehdi assured me that it was 

businessmen from the richer provinces of the Sahel who profited from the illegal trade 

in drugs and weapons.  He said: “Take alcohol, for instance.  When hard alcohol is 

brought in from Algeria, it all goes to touristic areas, where there is a big demand for 

liquor.  So how does that work?  The big smugglers are employed by hotel owners, who 

call the police and ask them to open the road so their merchandise can pass through.  

Whenever they need a particular product, they call up a big smuggler, and the 

businessman opens the road for him.”  

 

Figure 7: In Hay Ezzuhour. (Photo by the author). 
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Mehdi was highly critical of the bribery system, which heavily taxed the profits 

of small-scale actors. “In the winter, we can pay up to 200 TD in bribes per night.  You 

end up paying each police officer 20 TD.  If each patrol (daurīya) has 3-4 people, it adds 

up quickly!  Sometimes I don’t earn anything because I have to pay it back out in bribes.  

Yet, when a cartel boss has to move merchandise, you ask yourself:  where is the state?  

Everyone disappears!” 

From his vantage point as a smuggler, Mehdi criticized the uneven application of 

the state’s regulatory power as an indictment of the entire political system, which had 

hardly been reformed seven years after the revolution.  Invoking kinship idioms, Mehdi 

described the nation as a family, where the father’s behavior sets the tone: “If the father 

of a family is correct, if he looks after his kids, then everyone is well-behaved.  The state 

is like that.  If the president is clean, then the whole state will be clean.  In our country, 

the president, the ministers, and the parliament are all thieves.”  In such a situation, 

subalterns within the state hierarchy are not free to act according to their conscience 

because access to livelihood is used as a disciplinary mechanism to ensure compliance 

(Meddeb 2012, 2011).  “Who do you think allows weapons to enter?” Mehdi continued.  

“Is it we who have nothing?  My neighbor who has 5,000 TD?  No, it has to be someone 

very high up in the state.  The average customs officer is honorable (sharīf), he does not 

want to ruin his country.  If he stops a car filled with ammunition, he will seize the 

driver’s car, his papers, everything.  But the owner of the car will call a higher-ranking 
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officer, who will tell him to let the merchandise pass.  If he doesn’t do it, he will have 

him transferred to another province, and replaced by someone more easily corrupted.  

In order to eat, he feeds the other with him.  This is how drugs and weapons enter this 

country.”    

Sons of the Border  

Mehdi portrayed the wealthy cartel bosses as outsiders to the province, profiting 

from the moral corruption of the country by moving drugs, weapons, and liquor.  Local 

members of the cartels, however, had a different view of things.  That rowdy evening in 

Thelepte, I had gone to the Star Club to meet a liquor smuggler from Feriana.  My friend 

Walid told me to catch a louage and hurry down to meet “the whole gang.”  My 

companions around table took great pleasure in boasting to me about their clandestine 

activities, some in advanced states of drunkenness so that they were slurring their 

words.  Taha alone seemed composed and guarded, asking me several times why I was 

collecting information before he would answer any questions.   

Taha’s story seemed to fit the “son of the border” model of frontier legend.  He 

told me he began to practice smuggling in 2007, during a period of family crisis.  Taha’s 

family had owned some pasture near Telepte, abutting the border with Algeria; they 

raised sheep and cultivated olives, apples, peaches, and apricots.  After a death in the 

family, however, there was a dispute over inheritance.  Taha’s paternal uncle killed 

someone in the midst of this fight.  Though Taha told me his father had not been present 
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at the scene of the crime, he was sentenced to 12 years in prison, while the uncle was 

given 22 years.  Taha was 18 years old at that time, but he suddenly found himself 

responsible for the wellbeing of some 30 people in his extended family.  Smuggling was 

a métier ready to hand; like Mehdi, Taha worked with family and neighbors until he 

could learn the business for himself.  After two months, he purchased his own car 

through a leasing company in Gafsa, selling his mother’s and his brother’s wife’s gold in 

order to make the down payment of 20,000 TD.  He was then able to make 1,000 – 1,500 

TD per month bringing in gas, cigarettes, and rugs (klīm and zarbīya).  At this time, Taha 

said there was no need to pay out bribes to police officers—you could travel from one 

mountain to the next without anyone seeing you.  After 5 years of work, Taha managed 

to pay off his vehicle; his father and uncle were also released from prison at the time of 

the revolution.    

Taha presented himself as a businessman whose work contributed to the 

development of the region, and complained that his projects were often blocked by the 

local administration.  Pulling out his wallet, he showed me his membership card for the 

“Association of Businessmen in Kasserine.”  He now owned a brick factory in Feriana 

and claimed to have quit smuggling work a long time back.  Yet Walid whispered that 

Taha was in fact working in alcohol, one of the most lucrative and clandestine products 

in contraband.  Initially, I suspected that Walid had exaggerated the scope of his friend’s 

outlaw activities.  Taha couldn’t have been over 28 years old, and yet Walid said that he 
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owned Star Club, the establishment where we were drinking, in addition to 3 other bars 

in Kasserine.  As the evening wore on, however, I became more convinced that Walid 

was telling the truth.  Shortly after the brawl broke out in the bar, Taha instructed us to 

collect our affairs while he went to settle the bill.  Moments later, the lights went off, and 

the place was closed down and cleared of patrons—apparently at Taha’s command.  Out 

in the parking lot, Taha showed us to his vehicle:  a beautiful 4-door D-Max truck, 

gleaming white with a hard-cover over the payload, and touch-screen control panel—an 

incredibly luxurious vehicle that seemed wildly out of step with the modest means of 

most people in Kasserine.  As he drove Walid and I back to Kasserine city, Taha invited 

us to continue on with him to Sbeitla, where he planned to attend the wedding of a 

relative of a known kuntra boss, a businessman and politician who would later became 

embroiled in money laundering charges under Prime Minister Youssef Chahed’s “war” 

on corruption.  If Taha did belong to a smuggling cartel, this would explain why he 

could get away with behaving so rudely to the police officer at the roundabout.  His 

work in kuntra would require working agreements with law enforcement personnel 

located far higher up the chain of command than any officer manning a road-side 

checkpoint.   

Impasse 

In his writing on Egyptian youth in the era of revolution, Samuli Schielke 

describes how lives are lived through the negotiation of “complex realities and grand 
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schemes” (2015, 4).  These grand schemes are larger-than-life projects, impossible ideals 

to which one’s life inevitably falls short, but they still structure young people’s lives by 

serving as models toward which they can strive: the moral discipline of religious revival, 

dreams of immigration to Europe, the promise of romantic love, and fulfilling the 

revolutionary ideals of living democracy.  As a young man from Tunisia’s revolutionary 

generation, Mehdi’s life trajectory was similarly shaped by the violence, opportunities, 

and ideals created by the revolution itself.   

 

Figure 8: Friends at a Kasserine cafe. (Photo by the author).  

Mehdi had been at home in Hay Ezzuhour, the epicenter of contestation in 

Kasserine, during the revolutionary massacre.  Extending his palm out toward me 

during our interview, he showed me the scar where a bullet had passed through his 

hand. “During the revolution,” he said, “I saw a lot of friends die right in front of my 
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eyes. Most of the shots fired were fatal, deliberately targeting the head or the heart.  I 

was lucky.  It’s very rare to find someone with a bullet in his hand.”  Mehdi had tried 

later to collect compensation for his injury as one of the wounded of the revolution, but 

was disqualified because he did not have a medical certificate to certify his claims.  

Upon returning to university in Kairouan, Mehdi frequently participated in political 

actions with the Union of Unemployed Graduates, attending sit-ins to demand 

expanded work opportunities in the public sector.  With time, however, Mehdi grew 

exhausted of such endurance politics, and decided that he would try instead to 

immigrate to Europe.  The temporary retreat of the security apparatus in 2011 opened a 

breach in Tunisia’s policing of Europe’s southern borders.  This resulted in a massive 

wave of departures over the Mediterranean Sea, in which tens of thousands of Tunisians 

participated (Boubakri and Potot 2013).  Departing from Djerba with a group of perhaps 

eighty persons in a small fishing vessel (felluca), Mehdi managed to arrive safely in 

Lampadeusa.  Once on the island, however, he was stopped by the Italian authorities 

and deported back to Tunisia.  Mehdi struck me as a sober young man, not given over to 

exaggeration, so I was surprised by the cavalier tone he used to describe this episode—

as if had been a tourist, excited to take a boat excursion for the first time.  When I 

pointed out how risky and potentially lethal this trip may have been, Mehdi shrugged in 

response: “When you immigrate death is before your eyes.  In fact, you expect to die 
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before you expect to survive.  But the same is true in smuggling.  You take your soul in 

your hand and go forward.”   

This dimension of risk, the chance encounter with violence, had become an 

unavoidable part of everyday life in Kasserine.  From the senseless deaths of young men 

killed during the revolution, to the threat of bodily harm through the work of 

smuggling, these served only to concretize the overarching structural violence of 

marginalization in Kasserine.  The slow violence (Nixon 2011) of being locked out of 

work, stuck in place, headed nowhere could be placed in a continuum with these other, 

harder forms of violence, wrought by the weaponized landscapes of smuggling 

itineraries on the Western steppe, or the Mediterranean sea (De León 2015).  For young 

men like Mehdi, precarious labor in Kasserine is an impasse, a holding pattern from 

which there is no real possibility for advancement (Berlant 2011).  When I asked Mehdi 

about his ambitions in life, he replied: “There is no exit for me.  I have to keep working, 

since this is my only available source of income.  In Kasserine, there’s no other option—

except perhaps illegal immigration.  Its either one or the other.” 

These days, the other avenue available to young men from Hay Ezzuhour is to 

join up with the terrorist groups that have occupied the mountains.  Mehdi knew several 

young men from his neighborhood who had chosen this path.  In Mehdi’s estimation, 

this phenomenon has little to do with religion, but is motivated by misery, a situation in 

which people no longer felt that their lives had dignity and value.  “When someone in 
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our community becomes a terrorist, we do not call him a terrorist because we know why 

he left.  He left because he was needy, tired, and destroyed by the state,” he explained.  

“The ones I know, who have gone to the mountains, they come from simple families.  

They don’t have enough to feed their kids or offer them an education.  Families where 

either the mother or father has died.  I also know those who finished their studies, who 

searched for work but the state had no positions open for them.  When they come to 

demand work, they are either sent to prison or hit with a nightstick (matraque).  After 

this, he decides to destroy his life, because he has no value in the eyes of the state.”  



 

 

79 

3. Kasserine, Région-Victime 

The conference room at the Majestic Hotel was well-appointed on June 16, 2015.  

Folks in business attire chatted in the hallways, or sat scattered in rows of plush seats, 

waiting for the event to begin.  Many people in attendance were members of Kasserine 

civil society, who had woken up before dawn to catch the bus to attend the morning 

meeting in Tunis.  Behind banquet tables laden with coffee stood two booths for 

instantaneous translation—not so much for the Tunisian audience, but for the panelists, 

who included European experts in international law.  As I sat waiting, a smartly-dressed 

woman inquired if I were with the international press and offered me a headset for 

translation (I politely declined).     

We were assembled to mark an occasion that was being billed as an historic 

event.  Earlier that morning, representatives from Lawyers Without Borders (ASF) and 

their local partner, the Tunisian Forum for Economic and Social Rights (FTDES), met at 

the offices of Tunisia’s Truth and Dignity Commission (TDC) to submit a victim file on 

behalf of Kasserine governorate.  The Truth and Dignity Commission is constitutionally-

mandated institution of transitional justice, charged with reviewing abuses committed 

by the authoritarian state.  Its mandate spans from shortly before independence in 1955, 

until the end of the Ennahda-led Troika government in 2013.  Since its offices were 

opened to the public in 2015, the TDC had received more than 13,000 claims from 

individuals and corporate persons.  The Kasserine dossier, however, was the first to 

invoke Article 10 of the Organic law on Transitional Justice, which states that a victim 
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may include “any region that was marginalized or suffered systematic exclusion” at the 

hands of the state.  Those filing the case claimed that Kasserine’s uneven development, 

which consigned its inhabitants to socio-economic marginalization, was not a “natural” 

fact produced by an unfavorable climate, or the normal workings of capitalism, but a 

process systematically organized by state policies.  The plaintiffs claimed that the state 

must be held accountable for Kasserine’s underdevelopment, and provide some form of 

redress.  

The project to constitute Kasserine as a “Victim Region” was conceived as a 

means of connecting the politics of development to transitional justice.  The dossier’s 

lead author, Lawyers Without Borders, was working in Tunisia on a mission of 

institutional reinforcement during the transitional justice process.  As they reviewed the 

law, the organization’s legal experts were drawn to the notion that a region could be 

considered a victim.  “What does that mean?” they asked themselves.  Since there was 

nothing, not even in the TDC’s own by-laws, that established a definition of this class of 

victim, the dossier would develop legal tools to assist the TDC in carrying out this part 

of their mandate.  Before any claims could be mobilized, a robust, legal understanding 

would have to be developed for several key terms:  Region, systematic exclusion, and 

marginalization. 

Region:  It turns out that Tunisian law contains no prior reference to “Region” 

(mantaqa) as a political entity.  However, the term “regional council” does exist, and 
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corresponds to the governing bodies that oversee each governorate (wilāya).  ASF 

therefore concluded that a governorate would qualify as a “region.”     

Systematic exclusion:  The key word here is “systematic” (mumanhaj).  Catherine 

Denis, one of the legal experts at ASF, explained: “We are not talking about an exclusion 

that can be explained by the region’s climate, or its geography. Rather, it stems from a 

process that is organized, institutionalized, and structured, and that in the end we must 

fight against, redress, and correct.”   

The ASF team needed to show that exclusion was a policy outcome, rather than 

the normal consequence of a development policy inadvertently skewed towards the 

coast.  How could this be achieved?  When I spoke with the lawyers who worked on the 

dossier following the meeting at the Majestic Hotel, they explained that there was a 

“disconnect” between statements made by the Ben Ali regime regarding the need for 

development and their actions.  “When you look at the speeches given by Ben Ali, he 

says repeatedly ‘we must develop these regions.’  And yet, when you look at the state 

development plans, they do not correspond with this goal.  This disconnect establishes 

evidence of an intention that continues over time.  You can see that they were aware of 

this widening gulf [of uneven development] but took no measures to close it.”     

Marginalization:  ASF stressed repeatedly that marginalization must be proven 

on a purely objective basis: “This is not just about sentiment—that a certain region has 

been disfavored in relation to another.  No—it is about establishing objectively that a 

certain region, at a certain historical moment, underwent discrimination and could not 
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access services or rights.”  For Kassarnois whose lives are impacted by marginalization, 

this word conjures up a stock of painful memories, feelings, and historical references—

an affective excess that ASF insisted has no legal efficacy. They therefore based their case 

on development indicators and statistics, which would allow them to cut through a 

morass of competing regional histories, life experiences, and local sentiments to gauge 

the concrete material effects of state neglect.   

After the legal experts finished narrating the technical details of the dossier, an 

economist member of the FTDES rose to explain the socio-economic factors that had 

contributed to Kasserine’s marginalization.  He made clear that justice for Kasserine and 

other underdeveloped regions need not come at the expense of the Sahel, reversing the 

distribution of wealth to favor the interior instead.  Rather, the dossier was submitted in 

a spirit of reconciliation, to overcome the “spoils mentality” (‘aqliya al-ghanīma) that 

reigned in the Tunisian south.  I was struck by the phrase “spoils mentality,” which I 

understood as reference to social movements that targeted resource extraction 

infrastructure in the south.  Sometimes referred to as economic terrorism by the Tunisian 

state, these were movements that targeted the infrastructure of Gafsa’s phosphate mines, 

or the foreign-owned oil drilling operations in places like Kerkennah, Tataouine, and 

Kebili, demanding jobs and development.  In these communities, the poor endure a slow 

violence (Nixon 2011), bearing the ecological damage of resource extraction, while 

sharing minimally in the wealth generated from the minerals extracted from their soil.  

Driven by bitter proprietary sentiments that mineral wealth should belong to local 
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communities first, these movements block the transport routes that vector raw materials 

to port cities for export.  The economist hoped that the Victim Region dossiers would 

become a force of national unity, bringing an end to festering resentments between the 

regions.   

Tunisia’s new constitution, ratified in January 2014, clearly enshrined the ideals 

of the revolution, and yet the nation’s economic policy remained at odds with those 

ideals.  “This dossier is an invitation to re-examine these decisions,” Bedoui stated in 

summation. “This requires that we go beyond words, to take decisions and specific 

measures.”      

The South is the South 

Nouri Sadok represented the Truth and Dignity Commission at the press 

conference.37  Rising before the audience, he endorsed the Kasserine dossier with 

enthusiasm, expressing his hope that it would empower the underdeveloped regions in 

their quest for justice.    

And yet, when I met him two weeks later at the Tunis headquarters of the TDC, 

Sadok’s enthusiasm for the Kasserine dossier had perceptibly diminished.  Six months 

had passed since the Commission had begun accepting files from victims, yet the Tunis 

headquarters remained its only functioning office, as the inauguration of regional 

                                                      

37 I use a pseudonym here. 
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bureaus in Sfax, Sidi Bouzid, Gafsa, and Kasserine had been delayed.  Ironically, this in 

itself constituted a form of regional marginalization, as anyone wishing to access the 

Truth and Dignity Commission would have to travel to Tunis.   

I had scheduled this interview to find out how the TDC would process the 

region-victim file for Kasserine—what kind of reparations might be considered an 

appropriate form of redress?  Although I understood that addressing deep structures of 

uneven development would not be easy, I was taken aback by Sadok’s skepticism.  He 

remarked that although ASF had proposed definitions for key concepts in Tunisia’s 

Transitional Justice law, it was ultimately up to the TDC to establish its own definitions.  

“The Kasserine dossier is like a legal case argued before a judge.  The onus is on the 

lawyer to prove that his case has merit.”  The TDC would recruit experts to establish 

criteria of reparation and definitions for notions like marginalization.  Once these facts 

were established, the case would be passed on to the Committee on Compensation.  The 

commission’s final judgement would take the form of recommendations for the state. 

I asked Sadok if he believed the TDC was the proper institution to address 

uneven development in Tunisia, and once again was surprised by the candor of his 

reply. “It can contribute to the battle, but honestly it’s not the role of the TDC,” he said. 

“Some people have this idea that we can make the South into a paradise.  But the South 

is the South.  It is like that the world over.  The South is the Sahara, even due to its 

natural climate, it is difficult to develop!  We try to avoid inequity, but it isn’t easy to 
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install hotels, entertainment, and infrastructure in these places.  Sincerely, neither 

Bourguiba nor Ben Ali are responsible for that.” 

I pushed him on this point, since his answer contradicted the very principles of 

the Kasserine filing that he had praised just two weeks prior.  At the Majestic Hotel 

press conference, the plaintiffs made clear that regional inequalities were bound up in 

patterns of nepotism, cronyism, and corruption that had a distinctly regional dimension.  

They stressed that this was not the “natural” result of a harsh climate, or unavoidable 

processes of capitalist development.  “But you are an expert specialized in combatting 

corruption,” I insisted.  “Is there no proof that regionalism has played a role in 

corruption?” 

“Yes,” Sadok replied.  “But sincerely that has been exaggerated.” 

“So, this cannot be concretized into a serious demand?” 

“No.  People claim that Bourguiba has done this or that, but frankly it’s difficult 

to prove.  I can show you investors who have mounted projects in those regions, but 

they did not succeed because they say the people there do not want to work.  There are a 

lot of theses and anti-theses as to why this is so.  Even the state has tried to make 

projects there work and they failed for various reasons:  weather, climate, or because 

people did not want to work.  Perhaps they did not want to take up agricultural labor, or 

work in ‘petit métiers.’  I have heard some investors talk about that.” 

The conversation was discouraging.  Earlier that week, when I spoke with the 

young lawyers at ASF who had worked on the Kasserine dossier, they had seemed so 
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hopeful about its capacity to pressure the state into assuming its obligations toward the 

interior regions.  Given its power to access state archives and recruit the experts it 

requires to perform research, they imagined that the TDC would produce a detailed 

narrative of how regional marginalization had taken place in Tunisia.  But the longer 

Sadok and I spoke, the more these hopes appeared unwarranted. 

“Each case must be evaluated on a scientific basis,” he continued.  “Scientifically 

speaking, it’s difficult to say that any of these regions were victims.  Otherwise every 

region will claim to be a victim.  Sfax is a victim of pollution.  It lost its beaches, it lost its 

sea [to industrial waste], so it is a ‘Région-Victime.’  Monastir was favored by 

Bourguiba, but later on it was sidelined by Ben Ali.38  So, is Monastir a victim?  And 

what about Sousse—was there a political will to designate Sousse as the pearl of the 

coast?  What is certain is that, for the interior regions, development was inequitable.  But 

after that, you have to prove it!  You have to think of a new way of distributing 

development goods in this country.  You need employment.  There are many victims of 

what is currently taking place, and not all can be addressed through the ‘Région-

Victime’ model.  The internal migrants (nazūḥa) are one example.”   

                                                      

38 Monastir is the birthplace of Tunisia’s first President, Habib Bourguiba.  It was transformed 

from a small town to a major Tunisian city during his presidency.   
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“In all honesty, the TDC is expected to carry out an enormous task.  You can’t 

mess around with these cases.  Even the Région-Victime dossier, it’s an anguish!  It’s just 

not very simple.  The essential thing, in my opinion, is to establish the truth.” 

Now, establishing the truth is central to TDC’s mandate.  However, in the 

context of this conversation, Sadok’s refuge in the truth gave me some pause.  The 

Kasserine dossier was conceived as a way to insist on the political urgency of regional 

development.  This question had been repeatedly pushed to the backburner after the 

revolution as the Tunisian political class attended to other issues.  As the economist had 

stated so eloquently in his closing remarks at the Majestic Hotel, tackling the issue of 

uneven development would require more than words, or symbolic gestures.  Aspiring 

for the truth seemed a way of lowering expectations, admitting defeat when it comes to 

substantive change.  

At a certain point during our interview, Sadok was summoned for a meeting 

with the president of the TDC, Sihem Ben Sedrine.  I therefore thanked him for his time 

and rose to leave the office.  As he walked me down the hallway, Sadok related one last 

anecdote, from a conversation he had with a friend, a retired law professor.  This friend 

had insisted that a region, legally speaking, could not be considered a victim. “It’s an 

utter fiction” the friend had exclaimed, shaking his head.  Although the law on 

Transitional Justice explicitly included “regions” in its definition of victims, it seemed 

clear from our conversation that Sadok agreed with his friend.  In accepting the statute 
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of Region-Victim, the Truth and Dignity Commission had entered the realm of legal 

fiction.    

From Shadow Zone to Région-Victime 

Tahmīsh, or marginalization, was one of the key words of the revolution.  In its 

aftermath, voices emerged from every corner of Tunisia to claim this word for their 

particular community.  The expectation that marginalized regions would be 

compensated by the state in the form of jobs programs pitted regions against one 

another, as they jockeyed for position as most deserving of redress.  This explains why 

objectivity was essential for rendering the Région-Victime file effective.  During the 

press conference, the legal experts at ASF stressed repeatedly that they had established 

Kasserine’s marginalization on a scientific basis, relying on development indicators that 

could compared with the nation as a whole.   

After the expert presentation, the floor was opened to questions from the 

audience, many of whom were from Kasserine.  As each question was put to the panel 

of experts, audience members voiced their support for the dossier, and yet their 

comments diverged from the objectivity standards that ASF had so carefully established.  

One of the ASF experts became visibly frustrated with the audience, stating in a stern 

tone: “The law can only account for concepts that are defined and framed juridically.  

We cannot handle all cases, or all people with disadvantages, or those with just a little 

bit less development.  This is about objectively comparing different situations and fitting 
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them within a particular framework.”  Despite her frustrations, statistical objectivity was 

brushed aside in favor of sentiment, historical memories, and lived experience, reflecting 

a spectrum of popular theories on Kasserine’s economic exclusion. 

One questioner opined: “We know that Bourguiba was against certain regions 

because they supported Ben Youssef.  They were subsequently labeled as Yusufist and 

excluded on that basis.  In my opinion, there has been a political punishment that 

continues until today.  We require deep, historical studies to confirm whether these 

regions were intentionally marginalized or not.  This is particularly true of Thala.” 

Another voice chimed in: “The economic decisions that sent us on the path to 

globalization have set us against one another in competition.  Often, it the decision-

makers who concentrate wealth in their own hands.  These people who are implicated in 

corruption—and hopefully one day they will be exposed—we want to know if these 

sharks had any role in regional marginalization.” 

An environmental activist, who had toured the deeply neglected Mt. Chaambi 

national park shortly after the revolution, raised the issue of environmental impacts as 

an unaddressed aspect of marginalization: “Will the concept of Région-Victime include 

all of the harm inflicted on Kasserine—including pollution levels, the damage that has 

been done to the environment?  The dangers of consuming polluted water used in 

agriculture, for instance.  Or the birds that have migrated away, vanished from the area 

due to pollution?  Mt. Chaambi is supposed to be an animal sanctuary, but has now 
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become a hideout for militants, and is repeatedly bombarded by the army.  Can this 

dossier can change any of this?”    

Certain observers slipped into shades of conspiracy theory, that shadowy powers 

are manipulating Kasserine in order to keep it from thriving: “In the chaos of revolution, 

when no one ruled Tunisia at all, there was no terrorism.  Families used to visit Jebel 

Chaambi and there was nothing there.  Then, suddenly in 2012, the terrorists appear.  As 

an activist from Kasserine, I can tell you that one of the biggest causes of contraband and 

terrorism stems from the fact that the local ruling power and the barons of contraband 

are at war with the state.  They are the ones responsible for marginalizing the 

governorate.”   

One final poignant comment utterly changed the tone of conversation.  It came 

from a seated woman who spoke with a calm, unassuming demeanor: “I would like to 

raise the question of Kasserine’s ‘brand image,’” she said.  “Marginalization itself is an 

aberration.  It is not a normal state.  I would like to ask how long this adjective will cling 

to Kasserine and its inhabitants?  We feel pain each time it is pronounced.  We would 

like to know: how long this will go on?”  

**** 

Touched by her provocation, I sought this woman out for an interview following 

the press conference.  Her name was Olfa, and although she was a native of Kasserine, 

she was spending Ramadan with family in Tunis.  We met a few days later to share a 
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coffee after iftar.  I asked Olfa if she could elaborate on the sentiments she had expressed 

at the press conference.   

“Being a ‘victim’ is not happy for anyone,” she began.  “Even if it addresses a 

real situation, the status of victim will not add value to the region.  I am wary of 

stereotypes.  A long association with victimhood can have a negative impact on people’s 

mentality.” 

Long before the revolution, the Tunisian Northwest had been identified as a 

“Shadow Zone,” (Zone d’Ombre / Mantaqa al-thill).  The terminology comes from Ben 

Ali’s celebrated state-led charity program, the National Solidarity Fund—also known as 

Caisse 26/26, for the postal account where citizens could make “voluntary” 

contributions. Initiated in 1992 at the President’s behest, the National Solidarity Fund 

was conceived to push back the “shadow” of underdevelopment from the benighted 

enclaves of the rural interior and the poorer urban quarters.  Projects were announced 

with great fanfare, to amplify the personal power of President Ben Ali, who touted the 

National Solidarity Fund as proof of the state’s benevolence in an age of neoliberal 

reform.  It was essentially a “black box,” where funds were allocated at the President’s 

discretion.  Today, the 26/26 now figures among the most notorious symbols of Ben Ali’s 

corruption.  Khalil Zamiti, one of the few social scientists to have done fieldwork on the 

26/26, characterized the program as a “permanent telethon” that aggrandized the 

President’s benevolent image, while donating materials that were largely useless to 
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beneficiaries (1996).  In this sense, the program exploited these regions’ poverty as a 

means of lending the dictatorship a charitable veneer.       

For Olfa, identifying Kasserine as a “victim region” evoked an unsettling 

resemblance to the National Solidarity Fund’s lexicon. “Before 2011, the regime referred 

to Kasserine as a “Shadow Zone.”  Everyone trafficked in this term.  This proves that 

Ben Ali was well aware that marginalization was a problem, but development funds 

were more propaganda than actual work to improve the region—and now we have the 

data to prove it.  But as a consequence, the notion of “marginalization” has been 

irreversibly linked to Kasserine.  It’s even difficult to say “Kasserine” without also 

uttering “disadvantaged region.” 

As Olfa continued, she recounted with sadness how Kasserine had failed to 

benefit from the historic moment of the revolution.  “There was no attempt to capitalize 

on the role we played, at any level.  I believe that afterwards, Kasserine was 

systematically denigrated.  The families of the martyrs were mistreated.  The 

wounded—we don’t even speak of them—it is as if they committed a crime and not a 

revolution!  As a result, Kasserine finds itself more neglected today than ever before.  

Today, perhaps to revenge themselves against those currently in power, people say that 

they regret Ben Ali’s ouster.  It isn’t true, but they say it as a provocation.  Because after 

the revolution, the situation deteriorated.  All we see is endless corruption. This 

momentous event that was the revolution has become a minor event.  No, it’s worse 

than that—it is as if there had been a catastrophe.” 
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“Kasserine is a region that lacks so much,” Olfa continued. “Our governors never 

worked for the prosperity of the region; they were there to execute the orders of the 

ruling family and the World Bank, which has nothing to do with developing Tunisian 

society.  They were in power to enrich themselves and their oligarchy.  Imagine, at the 

head of this country we didn’t even have a dictator worthy of the name!  We have now 

inherited a system of corruption, malfeasance, and special favors (passe-droits) from Ben 

Ali.” 

  Olfa did not imagine that designating Kasserine as a “Région-Victime” could do 

much to counter this accumulation of structural violence.  “To give reparations for the 

transgressions of the past—which are not even past—how can they possibly be 

compensated?” she asked.  What the Truth and Dignity Commission could do, however, 

was make the state formally apologize to the populations of Kasserine, Gafsa, and Sidi 

Bouzid.  But correcting the damage of the past would require a total reorganization of 

the national economy.  “I would like to say something,” Olfa said, “even if it seems 

anachronistic.  But what Tunisia needs—and Kasserine in particular—is a welfare state 

(état providence).  The state must support the population as it navigates a crisis that is 

deep, ancient, structural, and traumatic.  If we use the idiom of social psychology, the 

population of Kasserine is traumatized.  By so many years of crisis, corruption, 

contraband, disease, poor education, and by so many years of misery.” 
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Truth and Dignity Come to Kasserine 

It seemed that the value of the “Région-Victime” dossier would be mostly 

symbolic.  It held interest for the international transitional justice community for its 

contribution to the stock of legal concepts for recognizing economic harms inflicted 

under authoritarian regimes.  However, after my conversations with Lawyers Without 

Borders and the Truth and Dignity Commission, it seemed very unlikely that this 

dossier could bring material change to Kasserine.  Perhaps this was why, beyond the 

rarified circle of Kasserine civil society, many Kassarnois appeared unaware that a 

dossier had been submitted for their region.  For them, any remaining hope for change 

had long been dashed in a series of crushing disappointments:  the trials of those 

responsible for murdering protestors during the 2011 uprising, the on-going humiliation 

of the revolutionary martyrs and their families, and the insecurity brought on by 

terrorist violence around Jebel Chaambi.  The only persons I met with a continued 

investment in the Truth and Dignity Commission were those who had filed individual 

claims for grievances against the prior regime.   

The regional bureau of the Truth and Dignity Commission opened in Kasserine 

on September 11, 2015, in a non-descript office building off the city’s main drag, Habib 

Bourguiba street.  Members of the Truth and Dignity Commission, including its 

President, Sihem Ben Sedrine, travelled from Tunis to open offices in Sfax, Sidi Bouzid, 

Kasserine, and Gafsa in a single day—a Herculean task that required them to cover 

much of the national territory.  As a consequence, their stop-over in Kasserine was 
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necessarily brief.  After the elevator deposited me several floors up at the TDC’s 

headquarters, it was difficult to navigate my way through the office, which was clearly 

not designed to receive such a crowd of people.  As a symbolic gesture to encourage 

local participation in the transitional justice process, the TDC had invited victims with 

“exemplary cases” to submit their dossiers on opening day.  Many of those in 

attendance were “exemplary victims” or representatives of local victims’ groups for 

political parties such as Ennahda, or victims of large-scale state violence during events 

such as the 1984 Bread Riots.  Chatting in groups and enjoying refreshments, the 

attendees quieted down as Ms. Ben Sedrine entered the room with her colleagues.  

Positioning themselves in a semi-circle before the crowd, they took up a microphone and 

opened up the proceedings.  

Since the time of its appointment under the Ennahda-led Constituent Assembly, 

the Truth and Dignity Commission had been dogged by rumors and disinformation.  

Many of these rumors attached themselves to the person of Ben Sedrine, who was said 

to be authoritarian and corrupted in favor of Ennahda; others concerned the integrity of 

the Commission’s budgetary management.  Such rumors were encouraged by the 

outright hostility of President Béji Caïd Essebsi toward the Transitional Justice process, 

supported by powerful media outlets close to the state and the Nida Tunis party.  In her 

brief comments in Kasserine, Ben Sedrine urged local citizens to take ownership of the 

transitional justice process carried out in its name, asking them to ignore the slander and 

lies targeting the TDC.  “Today you can assist us in helping your region reclaim its 
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rights,” she stated.  “The country has been liberated.  You have freed it.  Please don’t 

listen to the words of those regions that wish to blow up this process—what they are 

saying is not true.  You must become a vigilant eye watching over this process, a vigilant 

eye over the results of the revolution that you have carried out.  Do not let anyone insult 

it or stand in the way of accomplishing its goals.” 

During the opening ceremony, I found myself standing next to a tall, slender 

woman wearing an elegant yellow dress and black lace cardigan, perhaps fifty years of 

age.  She introduced herself as Nadia and told me she had been invited to submit her 

dossier today as one of the exemplary victims.  After the opening speech, I asked her if 

she might have time to share her story with me—which turns out to have been a rather 

infamous local case of dispossession.  Nadia eagerly agreed.  We hailed a taxi outside 

the TDC headquarters, and headed off to a café where we could talk more expansively.    

Nadia told me she came from a respectable family, and her father was an 

employee in the regional administration.  In 1991, Nadia’s father helped her to start a 

handicrafts company, specialized in traditional wool carpets made by women in the 

region.  The company employed 300 women directly, but took in the production of 

many more.  Merchants with distribution and supply permits sold the carpets in the 

touristic areas of Djerba, Sousse, and Hammamet.   

In 1998, a rival company was founded in Kasserine, whose owner happened to 

be married to a close friend of the President’s wife, Layla Ben Ali.  Using their proximity 

to the Presidential family, this company arranged with the regional government to 



 

 

97 

establish a monopoly over public calls for tenders for handicraft work in Kasserine. In a 

total of 84 consecutive calls for tenders, this company always came out on top, while 

Nadia’s company was excluded from the list.  As a result, Nadia’s company went 

bankrupt, and the 1,500 women she had employed at that time lost their jobs.  Facing 40 

years in prison, Nadia was forced to sell all her assets and property to pay off her debts 

and investors, leaving her destitute.  She took the case to court, and though the process 

was long, the judge eventually ruled in her favor, stating that she was entitled to 

compensation.  Despite the favorable judgement, however, Nadia cannot find a judge to 

enforce it today.  For thirteen years now, the case has been tied up in court.  Nadia relies 

on family and friends to cover her daily living expenses.   

Nadia believes that the reason her case has been blocked is that the perpetrators 

still hold considerable power and influence.  “These people have millions,” Nadia said, 

“and most of the implicated bureaucrats are still working in the administration.  In 

addition, the office of the examining magistrate (qadhī al-tahqīq) has been changed five 

times since the revolution.  This is a complicated, national case, and each time a judge 

understands it, they replace him with another judge.”   

I asked Nadia if she had confidence that the TDC could deliver justice where the 

courts had failed.  “Not really,” she replied.  “To be honest, I don’t have confidence in 

anyone, neither the Commission nor the court system.”  She was filing a dossier with the 

TDC not because of any faith in the institution, but simply to be exhaustive: “I have to 

knock on every door.” 
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This phrase captures the sentiments of many who filed claims at the TDC.  While 

the Commission’s official statements often stressed the symbolic importance of their 

mission, most of the persons with whom I spoke about their victim file were interested 

in material compensation.  In addition to compensation awarded after evaluation of a 

particular dossier, the Commission was also empowered to offer emergency relief to 

plaintiffs in need.  This might take the form of medical treatment, the provision of 

medications or medical mattresses—even small sums of money to help victims survive if 

necessary.  A representative would be sent the victim’s domicile and complete a survey 

to determine whether they have access to running water, electricity, a toilet, and take 

note of the major appliances they have in their possession.  Then they would offer 

compensation to make life more comfortable while their dossier is being processed.  In 

this sense, the TDC represented for victims an interface of minimal state welfare.39  A 

young friend of mine, who worked at the TDC office in Kasserine, giggled as she told 

me about a persistent client who hailed from Hay Ennour.  The TDC had promised this 

man a refrigerator as a form of early relief.  Impatient to receive the receive this prize—

which would substantially improve his standard of living, particularly at the height of 

summer—he frequently appeared at the office to make inquiries and complain.  During 

his last visit, he loudly harangued the staff, shouting: “Look at all of you, sitting so 

                                                      

39 For another instance in which victimhood becomes a form of citizenship, allowing access to 

minimal welfare at a time of receding public commitments, see Petryna 2002. 
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comfortably in your air-conditioned offices.  While you are sitting pretty, you cannot 

imagine the heat and misery I am suffering through!”  My friend confided that she had 

begun dreading this man’s visits.   

When the period for receiving dossiers came to a close in June 2016, Kasserine 

figured among the regions with the highest participation in the TDC, submitting a total 

of 5,826 dossiers, or 1.33 dossiers per 100 inhabitants (Ben Hamadi 2016).  And yet, there 

was much local skepticism about the effectiveness of the TDC as an institution.  Given 

that they opened several months later than the Tunis headquarters, the regional offices 

lagged behind in processing dossiers.  For example, when the Kasserine office began 

listening sessions on victims’ files in September 2016, the Tunis office had already 

moved onto this phase several months prior.  As a consequence, there was a wide-

spread rumor in Kasserine that Tunis was the only bureau of the TDC that was truly 

working—if you submitted a file to the Kasserine office, they simply threw it into the 

trash.  One interlocutor told me she found a whole cache of TDC documents discarded 

in the rubbish clogging a sewage ravine in Hay Ennour.    

 As I interacted with Kassernois who had participated in the TDC, I was 

constantly mindful that I, too, might be perceived as another “door” on which to knock 

in pursuit of justice.  Sitting at the café with Nadia, I repeatedly emphasized that I was a 

PhD student writing a book on transitional justice in Tunisia, with no ties to the US 

government or international NGOs.  Despite efforts to manage her expectations, she 

always referred to me as a ḥuqūqīya (human rights activist).  No matter how many times 
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I corrected her, she shot me dismissive look that said: never mind—you may prove to 

have value in ways we cannot predict.   

 Nadia asked me if I wished to speak with other victims from Kasserine, and 

when I said yes, she got on her phone and began making calls.  We were soon joined at 

the table by four older men, eager to tell their story of dispossession for my audio-

recorder.  These men had been drivers for a regional bus company administered by the 

Ministry of Transport.  After working there for twenty years, one division of the 

company was privatized under suspicious circumstances and operated without any 

legal foundation.  When this division later declared bankruptcy, its employees found 

themselves out of a job and robbed of their pensions.  Now past the age of retirement, 

each was struggling to survive in whatever way possible.  One of the men was driving a 

taxi for 300 DT / month.  Another sold “Algerian” cigarettes, smuggled in from over the 

border.  He buys the cigarettes from a middle man and sells them at a “beldi” café, 

earning 8-15 TD per day, just enough to cover coffee and a sandwich.   

For plaintiffs like Nadia and these men, stripped of their livelihoods by a 

complex network of corruption embedded in local administration, establishing the truth 

about their victimization will not bring any satisfaction.  They are looking instead for 

compensation, to bring immediate relief from the poverty and insecurity such 

victimization has introduced into their lives.  Even as they submitted dossiers to the 

TDC, both Nadia and the cheated ex-employees of the Regional Transportation 

Company expressed skepticism that this institution would be capable of delivering 
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justice.  They asked if I could help them bring their cases before the International 

Criminal Court.  If we set aside for a moment their misunderstanding about what sorts 

of cases are admissible at the ICC, this desire reveals a keen sense of the continued 

poverty of Tunisian citizenship for denizens of the Shadow Zones—a conviction that 

justice can only be secured in bypassing the nation and addressing demands to the 

international community.    

Self-Harm and the Politics of Endurance 

Most denizens of Kasserine, however, do not have an actionable case to present 

before the TDC.  Living in the shadow of underdevelopment, they are merely victims of 

structural violence, generated by decades of policy decisions that crafted their region as 

a geography of abandonment.  Unlike direct acts of political violence, which leaves a 

visible trace on the body, structural violence is generally invisible, working its harm 

through the diffuse, accumulated effects of poverty, discrimination, and social 

inequality (Fassin 2011).  Though its causes may be minutely dispersed, the cumulative 

effect of structural violence is a diminished existence; its injurious effect on the body 

“similar to the violence of a stabbing or a shooting” (Holmes: 43). 

Like so many young people in the Tunisian interior, youth in Kasserine 

desperately need secure, productive employment.  This was why they had risen up, 

wagering their lives in the 2011 revolution.  Now that revolution had been achieved, 

they found themselves no closer to that promise of dignity through stable employment.  
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Securing work means entering social adulthood, exiting the interminable impasse of 

“waithood” (Honwana 2012) that Tunisian youth experience as a “suffocating” 

purgatory, a species of waking death (Khosravi 2017).  Looking beyond individual 

aspirations, however, unemployment is a social burden carried by families, who rely on 

precious few breadwinners to ensure the household’s survival.  The kind of informal 

work available in Kasserine are often jobs that erode the body’s strength and capacity 

over time.  When injury or illness strikes the family breadwinner, it becomes urgent that 

one of the children step in to take their place.  It is common in Kasserine for young 

persons to drop out of school to support younger siblings, compromising their limited 

chances for social mobility through education.  Having a salaried position in a 

government administration, even at the lowest level of remuneration, is a highly coveted 

prize, offering stability and benefits that the irregular, under-the-table (without contract) 

arrangements that dominate the private sector cannot provide.40   

Regrettably, early missteps in Tunisia’s democratic transition led to the 

politicization of public sector recruitment as form of reparation for violations of the past.  

Specifically, Decree-No. 1 of February 19, 2011—the general amnesty law (al-‘afū al-‘am) 

that liberated political prisoners condemned after 1989—established a reparations 

                                                      

40 This obsession with public sector work is one of the peculiar features of precarity in Tunisia.  A 

public sector job is often referred to as a “nail in the wall” (musmār fī al-hit), conveying the image 

of security and fixity—an acquired asset.  For a discussion of welfare states in the MENA region, 

and their subsequent forms of precarity, see Longuenesse, Catusse, and Destremau 2005. 
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scheme that promised ex-prisoners recruitment into public sector employment.  The 

predominance of Islamists in this victims’ class aroused suspicions that Ennahda was 

using public sector recruitment as a political spoils to reward its partisans (Andrieu 

2016).  This perception persisted despite the fact that many beneficiaries of the General 

Amnesty—Islamists and leftists alike—never received the symbolic or material 

recognition they were promised (Mullin and Patel 2016).  In the meantime, members of 

the political opposition who had been blacklisted from public sector recruitment under 

the Ben Ali regime, began to discover they were still under blacklist several years into 

the transition.  In 2015, this group, known as al-mafrūzeen ‘amneean (those excluded for 

reasons of security), began to use hunger strikes to force state officials into negotiations 

to resolve their irregular status.  Despite repeated promises to absorb them into the 

public sector, the government failed to make good on its word. Many speculated that the 

majority of the mafrūzeen’s affiliation with the Popular Front, the major leftist party 

opposition to Nida Tunis, accounted for the state’s bad faith in this matter (Nabli 2017).   

With public sector employment instrumentalized as a form of reparations, 

“social cases” of families in dire straits would have to compete for limited available 

posts with classified victims under transitional justice.  In his ethnographic study of 

provincial governance in Tunisia during the Ennahda-led Troika government (2011-

2013), Hamza Meddeb describes the dilemma of local delegates who serve as the state’s 

interface with the public, tasked with fielding constituent demands for jobs and social 

assistance (2015).  Under the ancien régime, clientelist links between the RCD party and 
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Tunisian businessmen were a powerful tool for delegates to locate jobs for critical social 

cases.  Unfortunately, no such relationships existed under the Troika, headed by political 

neophytes who had spent the Ben Ali years either in jail or in exile.  With a minimal 

margin of maneuver at their disposal, delegates employed waiting as a weak form of 

governmentality, appeasing unruly constituents with stop-gap measures, lest they rise 

up and overthrow their delegates with cries of “degage!” 

This gridlock between desperate constituents and embattled provincial officials 

highlights the continued relevance of what Banu Bargu has termed the “weaponization 

of the body” in struggles for survival in the Tunisian interior (2014).  For those who have 

nothing, neither the social connections nor bribe money to access dignified employment, 

bare life itself can be wielded to make a political claim, through forms of public protest 

that foreground acts of self-harm.  In the Tunisian context, the revolution itself testifies 

to the efficacy of such techniques.  Through his self-immolation in the forgotten interior 

town of Sidi Bouzid, an insignificant, humiliated itinerant vendor set the Arab Spring in 

motion, a momentous event of undeniable world-historical significance (Bargu 2016).  

Bargu writes that Bouazizi’s self-destruction became a catalyst for revolution because it 

resonated with latent desires already embedded in the people: “the desire to refuse 

domination, to reject the status of disposability, and to change the precarious conditions 

of existence” (2016: 34).  My point here is that the ensuing revolution was not produced 

through an apolitical mechanism of “immediation,” in which images of corporal 

evisceration moves the spectator to sympathy and action on the basis of a shared, 
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universal humanity (Allen 2009).  As Lori Allen’s work on human rights claims for 

Palestinians reminds us, the sight of the body in pain can have no purchase without a 

receptive audience whose political disposition permits them to endorse its claims.  

Following the revolution, public incidents of suicide and self-harm so proliferated in 

Tunisia that they no longer had much purchase or impact.  Hearts were hardened, and 

the public grew to resent such displays as selfish impositions, even emotional blackmail, 

on an embattled state struggling to recover from economic and political crisis. 

The remainder of this chapter looks at strategies of endurance and self-

destruction as a mode claims-making with diminished returns for unemployed Tunisian 

youth.  I do so through the account of a protracted sit-in by youth from Kasserine, 

maintained on the sidewalk in front of the Ministry of Employment in Tunis for seven 

months.  Much like the 2011 revolution, this sit-in had tragic origins, sparked by the 

suicide-protest of 28-year-old Ridha Yahyaoui on January 16, 2016.  Having participated 

in a sit-in at the governor’s building (wilāya) in Kasserine in 2014, Ridha was among a 

group of diplômés-chômeurs who had been promised public sector recruitment to end the 

sit-in.  Eleven months later, as his friends were invited to the governor’s office to sign 

their job contracts, Ridha discovered that his name had been barred from the list, 

stripping him of the job he was promised.  Devasted, Ridha climbed a utility pole in 

front of the wilāya and threatened to commit suicide.  He died by electrocution later that 

night, having touched a live wire in the winter rain (Chennaoui 2016; Gall 2016).     
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Revolution Redux 

News of Yahyaoui’s death was received with rage in the city of Kasserine.  

Hundreds of protestors took to the streets, clashing with police and barricading the 

roads with burning tires.  Over the course of the week, demonstrations quickly spread to 

the neighboring regions of Gafsa, Sidi Bouzid, then the popular quarters of Tunis and 

eventually downtown, in a geographical pattern that eerily recalled the 2011 uprising.  

These satellite protests began to quiet down after a curfew was implemented nation-

wide, yet the protesters remained in Kasserine, maintaining their sit-in at the governor’s 

complex (wilāya) and at municipality buildings (mu’atamadīya) across the province.  

Aware of their vulnerability to accusations of terrorism, the protesters struggled to calm 

the unruly elements among them.  Nevertheless, some stitched their mouths shut in a 

“savage” hunger strike; others climbed to the roof of the wilāya and threatened to jump. 

Standing in solidarity with each other despite the bitter cold and police repression, they 

demanded jobs and affirmative action for their region.   

Catching up with a group of women from the sit-in in July 2016, I asked them to 

describe how they had joined this endurance struggle that would consume their lives for 

the better part of a year.  

 Radhia came from a family of girls, supported by their father who worked in 

construction.  After her father was diagnosed with kidney disease, he required surgery 

and could no longer sustain such strenuous labor.  Saddled with a mountain of medical 

expenses, Radhia quit her MA program in Business English and returned to Kasserine to 
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support her parents and a younger, unmarried sister.  Because of her father’s illness, 

Radhia should have been considered a “social case” (ḥalla ijtim‘aiya) with priority for 

state assistance.  Yet all this occurred just after the revolution, when local government 

was inundated with applications for workfare schemas designed to stabilize the interior 

provinces following the uprisings.  “Normally, they should have taken me immediately, 

because of my situation” Radhia said.  “But when I went to sign up for the ḥaḍa’ir 

(workfare program) they told me no, it’s impossible.  So, I went to the office of regional 

training, thinking even if they don’t hire me, they’ll still offer me some compensation 

(t‘awēḍ).  When I got there, they wouldn’t even talk to me.  They said there was 

nothing.” 

Frustrated in her bid to solicit assistance from the state, Radhia resolved to work 

in the private sector.  Her first job was at a supermarket in Kasserine, hired without 

formal contract.  “The legal work day in Tunisia is eight hours long, but they had me 

working from 7 am to 9 or 10 at night.  They made me do all kinds of things: cashier, 

stock manager, cleaning lady, whatever.”  Her pay never surpassed 300 TD/month, and 

any money missing from the register at the end of the day was docked from her 

paycheck.  After working there for over a year, Radhia thought she might do better in 

Tunis.  “I got fed up in Kasserine because the work is beneath my diploma.  My father 

wore himself out working in the sun, in the rain and everything to provide for my 

education.  After all that, it’s not acceptable for me to be exploited this way.” 
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In Tunis, Radhia found that “you need connections to accomplish the simplest 

thing.”  She was prepared to accept any job, even outside of her specialization. Each 

time she complained how tasks expanded endlessly beyond her job description.  “I 

worked in a medical center as a receptionist…but I also had to do massage.  And clean 

the machines.  And if the plants need watering, I am the one sent outside to do it.  Then I 

was hired to teach English in a training center, but they made me do “administrative 

hours.”  Even if I don’t teach any classes, I have to come in to work the reception or 

clean the classrooms.  I worked at a restaurant, as a security guard, and a lot of other 

things besides.  I did anything just to cover the rent and send a little money back home.”   

Unable to save beyond her rent and utility bills, Radhia grew weary and missed 

her family.  She decided then to quit and return to Kasserine to clear her head.  She had 

planned to stay there for only a few weeks, but then Kasserine erupted into chaos.  “I 

heard about the sit-in—all these folks had gone to the wilāya to present their dossiers, 

and I decided to join them.  So, on January 19, 2016, I went from the misery of work, to 

the misery of the sit-in.”  

It took tremendous bravery for a young woman like Radhia to make the trip to 

the wilāya complex.  “There was tear gas and burning tires everywhere in the streets.  

The taxis had vanished, even the roads were closed.  I tied a scarf around my face to 

protect against the gas, and I headed on foot to the wilāya.  For a little over a month, I 

spent every day there.  When I returned home at night, others would take my place.  We 

worked together that way, in shifts.”   
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Some of the other girls, however, had stayed nights at the wilāya.  Miriam was a 

35-year-old law school graduate, unmarried and unemployed since her graduation in 

2006.  Her father, a widower, recently died, and Miriam became responsible for caring 

for her younger sister.  Like Radhia, she sought assistance from the Office of 

Employment after the revolution, but was fortunate to gain admittance to a workfare 

program, which offered university students 200 TD/month for volunteer work at an 

association.  It was incredibly difficult, however, to run a household on such limited 

means—she and her sister were living hand to mouth.  Miriam had known Ridha 

Yahyaoui personally and joined the sit-in immediately upon hearing news of his death.  

Describing the sit-in at the wilāya, Miriam said: “The situation was catastrophic.  People 

were packed in.  There was only one toilet for both boys and girls.  You slept on a chair 

and table, like this [she folded her arms on the table and put her head down], with only your 

purse for a pillow.”  By the end of the month, Miriam had lost hearing in one of her ears, 

and had to undergo surgery.  “That was due to the cold—you know what Kasserine is 

like in the winter.”      

After a month and a half, the governor invited a delegation of protestors from 

each mu’atamadīya to negotiate an end to the sit-in.  This meeting, however, concluded 

without reaching any agreement.  Reasoning that only the central government had the 

power to provide them with a solution, a group of protestors decided to travel to Tunis, 

to resume their sit-in before the Ministry of Employment.   
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Strangers in the Capital City 

We are at the end of our ropes.  There are only three choices before us:  either we commit 

suicide, we go to prison, or they give us work. 

The sidewalk outside the Ministry of Employment in Tunis is not a comfortable 

place for pedestrians.  Night or day, this stretch of road is often congested with traffic, 

the drivers honking at each other in useless impatience.  Like other sit-ins, the protestors 

here have drawn on existing spatial elements to carve out a temporary shelter and 

advertise their presence to the public.  Tents have been erected on the sidewalk, using 

klim rugs or heavy winter blankets fastened with rope to the iron security grill that 

covers the ground-level windows of the Ministry of Employment.  These deep-set 

windows provide shelf space where protestors store their belongings—a gas camping 

stove, leftover food, and various cooking elements.  Beneath the tents and stacked in 

multi-colored piles on the side of the building, are foam mattresses, blankets, and 

pillows to lend the protestors minimal comfort.  An iron chain that separates the 

sidewalk from the busy Avenue Ouled Hafouz doubles as a clothes line, after the sit-

inners have washed their laundry in nearby Belvedere Park.  A giant banner hung next 

to an ATM addresses an international audience in English: “Kasserine: we just need 

job.”  Clustered around the banner are handwritten signs bearing slogans in French and 

Arabic.  These run a gamut of emotions, showcasing anger, regional pride, rights 

discourse, and hope:  
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Beware of my hunger, and of my anger 

Ignoring us will only increase our freedom and resolve  

Our money has gone to Panama, while the unemployed are left here to die. 

I am still alive.  I believe that one day I will find the path that leads to myself, to my 

dream, to what I want. 

I first arrived at the sit-in in July, during a follow-up field research trip.  As an 

outside observer, there seemed to be a temporal gap between the engaged political 

sentiments expressed in these posters, and the weary bodies assembled on the 

pavement.  Protestors passed the time playing cards, smoking cigarettes, taking long 

walks like tourists in the city.  My visits to the encampment were often punctuated by 

insults shouted from the windows of passing cars: “Barra, raowaḥ!” (go back home!).   

Despite this overall vibe of hostility, there were nevertheless occasional gestures 

of solidarity.  One afternoon, as I was leaving the encampment, setting out on a stroll 

with a couple of sit-inners, a pedestrian suddenly stopped short and looked at us with 

an expression of shock: “You’re still here?!”  the man exclaimed.  “Yā Rassūl Allah!!  Just 

think of all the money—the loans, the international assistance—the incredible flow of 

money that has been funneled into Tunisia since 2011.  Where did it all go?  Just imagine 

how the members of government have lined their pockets.”  He stood staring into space 

for a moment, then muttered formulaically: “Rabbina ya’ounik” (may God help you).   

Participating in the sit-in means embracing a condition of temporary 

homelessness.  Strategies had to be made to cover basic needs of survival: to access food 
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and water, keep clean, and shelter from the elements.  Early on, a kind man who worked 

at the Agil gas station one block away offered his bathroom to the sit-inners to wash up 

and use the toilet.  Using toiletries purchased from their pooled resources, sit-inners 

could go to the gas station to take showers.  In the open green space of Belvedere Park, 

they did their laundry in a bucket, hanging the clothes out to dry on an iron chain 

guard-rail on the sidewalk in front of their tents.  The daily rhythms and parameters of 

the sit-in, however, depend on gender in important ways.  Many of the men, who were 

used to working as day laborers—indeed, for many it was the only work they had ever 

known—covered their expenses by wandering into the city and seeking work as house 

painters or waiters at sh’abī cafes, putting in a day’s labor and taking their pay in the 

evening.  These forms of work, however, are largely unavailable to women.  Combined 

with gendered norms for occupying public space, this meant that women could not 

participate in the sit-in without the support of friends and relatives in Tunis.  The 

Ministry of Employment is located across the street from the Mechtel Hotel, which 

serves alcohol and hosts live cabaret music at night.  If a drunk person, emerging from 

the hotel at night, insulted one of the women, codes of masculinity would require that 

the male protestors intervene.  The women told me they elected to spend the night with 

friends or relatives to protect their male comrades from getting hurt in unnecessary 

brawls.  Women who did not have such a support system were unable to persevere and 

returned to Kasserine.    
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The Night Pharmacy 

We sit-inners are 35 young people from the governorate of Kasserine.  Our demands are 

not frivolous—if you examine the details of each participant’s personal story, you will see that we 

are social cases who merit the care of the state.  There are those among us whose father has died 

and can no longer support them; there are people with chronic illness in the family.  There are 

people with children at home, but who face such intolerable economic conditions that they are 

willing to leave them behind to stay at the sit-in for these long months.  We have nothing but the 

face of God (wajhat rabbī). 

Since arriving here in February we have endured harsh physical conditions.  Last month 

was Ramadan, and we remained on the street, exposed to sun and shehelī (sand winds) as we 

completed our fast.  At the end of the day, we broke our fast on whatever we could.  As difficult as 

Ramadan was, living on the street in winter was far worse.  When the rains came, we had 

nowhere to take shelter.  The water penetrated our coats and saturated our beds and belongings.  

Despite all this physical suffering, our mental state is even more painful.  This is the worst part of 

the sit-in.  No one has shown us sympathy.   

Those who work for the state have no decency (lā dīn lā milla lihum).  The Minister of 

Employment enters and exits the building without even glancing our way.  The contempt (hogra) 

we receive from representatives of state is incomprehensible, something that boggles the mind.  

When you see them on TV acting so pious—what God are you talking about when someone is 

starving?  Are we citizens of Tunis, or Niger?          
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It wasn’t true that the state had simply ignored the Kasserine sit-in.  It was 

liability, and state representatives tried to lure them away with promises, always short 

of permanent employment.  One week after Eid al-Fitr, the Minister of Employment sent 

an emissary to the sit-in, requesting a meeting with two representatives, one man and 

one woman.  This was a departure from his earlier attitude of ignoring their presence on 

the sidewalk, and periodically sending the police to dismantle their shelters.  At the 

meeting, the Minister of Employment told them frankly that no public sector work was 

available.  Everything was blocked up.  Recruitment was off the table.  But perhaps the 

state could offer small loans to each participant to help them start a small business.  

These kinds of market solutions were favored by the Tunisian government, but 

unpopular among unemployed persons because the small businesses rarely succeeded.  

Most recipients used the microloans as consumer credit, to cover large life expenses such 

as a wedding (Meddeb 2015).  More importantly, the protestors felt insulted by the 

Minister’s cavalier attitude.  Given that many held university diplomas, and insisted on 

dignified employment on that basis, the Minister commented that education in Tunisia 

is only intended to impart culture (tathqīf); it does not constitute a guarantee of 

employment for anyone.  Moreover, when the representatives pointed out that some of 

the protesters were approaching age forty, and therefore risked growing old in their 

unemployment, the Minister joked that 37 years old is still young (shāb).  Their concern, 

however, was about youth as an administrative category: at the age of forty, one is 
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disqualified from entry-level recruitment into the public sector.  It was vital to secure a 

position before getting locked out definitively.   

The protesters emerged from this meeting in a mood of despair.  The months of 

painful exposure to hogra were taking their toll, irrupting in irritability and petty 

quarrels among the protesters.  Then, a few days later, one of the young men attempted 

suicide.  Majd was a 23-year-old high school drop-out from Hay Karma in Kasserine, 

who had worked occasionally in construction or unloaded smuggled goods from trucks 

in his neighborhood.  Majd strongly suspected that the Minister of Employment had not 

been honest during the meeting—he could have offered them jobs, but simply refused 

out of contempt.  Feeling defeated, Majd wandered off from the sit-in to a night-

pharmacy in Bab al-Assal, where he purchased rat poison.  He looked with despair at 

the older members of the sit-in, nearly 40 years old and still waiting to enter the 

workforce.  “I could see my future before me—one day I will end up like them.  So, I 

decided death is better.”  Majd took solace in the idea that, like Bouazizi, his death might 

help his friends to secure their rights.     

Like any suicide, there is a degree of inscrutability that clouds Majd’s 

motivations (Chachoua 2013).41  His mother and friends both said that Majd was 

sensitive and reserved; he took things hard and tended to bottle up his feelings.  

However, this was not the first time that Majd had committed an act of self-harm to 

                                                      

41 For further analysis of suicide and precarity, see Allison 2013. 
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advance the cause of the sit-in.  Several months earlier, Majd and another young man 

named Youssef had sought an audience with the Minister of Employment.  They 

presented their ID cards at the front desk, but the receptionist called the police to have 

them removed.  Youssef told me that young men from the Western steppe often carry 

razor blades in the summer.  When the head aches, or grows swollen from stress or the 

sun, they use the blade to make small incisions on the forehead, to let out some blood to 

release the pressure.  When the police arrived to apprehend them, Majd and Youssef 

used the blades to strike deeply into their chests, spilling a lot of blood and creating a 

scene of generalized chaos.  “When the police arrived, they insulted and hit us,” Youssef 

said.  “Of course, we cannot hit back.  So, we decided to do harm to ourselves.”  

Emergency medics arrived on the scene, but the young men refused to receive their care.  

These extreme acts had something of an impact, however.  The media showed up to 

cover the incident, and several members of parliament arranged to meet with the young 

men.  Likewise, the day after Majd’s suicide attempt, Radhia Nasrawi and other 

representatives from the Tunisian Organization Against Torture showed up to visit the 

sit-in, bringing warm, boxed lunches from a restaurant to distribute to everyone 

present.42  At this meeting, Radhia listened intently to the sit-inners’ distress, and urged 

                                                      

42 Radhia Nasroui is a lawyer and widely respected human rights activist.  No stranger to tactics 

of self-harm and endurance herself, she famously went on hunger strike in 2002 to protest the 

imprisonment of her husband Hamma Hammami, who was head of the Communist Worker’s 

Party, and the harassment of her family.  She did so again in 2003, citing surveillance and 

harassment of her family life and work, sustaining the strike for 57 days.   
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them to use her Organization’s headquarters to give a press conference.  “Don’t commit 

suicide,” she counseled.  “It won’t accomplish anything.”   

Majd’s friends had discovered him late at night, unresponsive with foam issuing 

from his mouth.  They rushed him to al-Rabita hospital and contacted his parents in 

Kasserine.  Majd’s parents travelled to Tunis early the next morning with his 2-year-old 

sister, Ayah; upon arrival, they proceeded straight to al-Rabita hospital to visit their son.  

After visiting hours, they remained in the waiting room until closing time, unable to 

afford a night’s stay in a hotel.  Majd’s companions found them later, sitting under a 

stand of palm trees in the garden in front of the hospital.  They coaxed them to come 

back to the sit-in, where they would be fed and provided a soft mattress to sleep on.  

When I arrived at the sit-in the next day, I found Ayah laughing at play with some 

plastic toys while the sit-inners watched after; her child-sized clothes had been washed 

and hung out to dry on the iron chain barrier that separated the sidewalk from the road.  

Her parents, exhausted from travel and the emotional reunion with their son, hung back 

by the Ministry of Employment—the father lounged on a mattress, while his wife sat 

silently on an adjacent chair.  I was apprehensive about approaching them—I did not 

wish to intrude on their worries and sorrow.  But a woman from the encampment urged 

me to do an interview:  Don’t worry, she said.  They wish to tell their story. 

Majd’s father rose briefly to shake my hand, then returned to the mattress to 

stretch himself out.  His mother, Hadda, greeted me warmly with several kisses on the 

cheeks.  She had a strong and kind face, browned from exposure to the sun, which on 
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this hot day was covered with a fine layer of sweat.  At several points in her narrative, 

she was overcome with emotion and I felt certain she would begin to cry.  Instead, she 

merely paused and passed a hand over her face, in a gesture of grief and exhaustion.   

Majd was the eldest son of five children who live in a two-room home in Hay al-

Karma.  With two younger brothers in high school, Hadda described how the family 

struggled to cover school expenses.  While public school is free and compulsory in 

Tunisia, the cost of clothing and supplies presents a significant burden to families.  

Moreover, these days, to succeed in their studies, students must pay for private tutoring, 

beyond school hours.  At fifteen, Majd began working as a house painter.  The job 

involved hauling heavy loads and was hard on his adolescent body.  “When they begin 

to work at 15 years old, they cannot manage—their bodies cannot take it,” Hadda said.  

Just before his baccalaureate year, Majd dropped out of school to contribute to school 

expenses for his younger brothers, Haythem and Aymen.  Work as a day laborer, 

however, is inconsistent—there are long, dry periods of idle time between gigs.  Despite 

Majd’s contributions to the household budget, his younger brother Haythem, now 16, 

has also begun to take on day labor.  Hadda fears that her younger sons will drop out of 

school, following Majd into a life of poverty.  

“The youth of today want to live,” Hadda told me.  “They want to dress well, 

they want to have their own room to relax.  But we are poor, we cannot provide that for 

them.  The youth of today are not like our generation.  They are no longer satisfied to 

live in poor conditions, to go to bed hungry.  They refuse to accept that they cannot 
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wash their hair because we can’t afford shampoo; they have to be clean.  We accepted 

those conditions, but they do not.  They are only satisfied with a good life (‘aycha 

behiya).”  

Throughout our conversation, Hadda described her family as “tired.”  Tired here 

indicates an acute state of exhaustion—a body worn down and pushed to a breaking 

point.  Hadda’s husband, a former day laborer himself, suffered an accident and has not 

worked in 10 years.  With her husband inactive, Hadda began working in agriculture.  

She described how, pregnant with Ayah, she would go to the fields to harvest olives in 

winter, or stoop to dig in the blinding summer heat: “I have to do it so that my sons can 

live.”  This drive to provide her sons with the lifestyle they expect and desire has 

exacted a terrible toll on Hadda’s body.  She was recently diagnosed with cataracts, 

which are aggravated by working in the powerful sun.  Without treatment, the pressure 

in her eyes will mount and she risks going blind.  Each injection for her eyes, however, 

costs 300 TD.  She often foregoes her cataracts injections in order to spend the money on 

her children.   

 ‘Aycha Behiya 

I had a chance to spend time with Majd after his discharge from the hospital.  We 

hung out at his house in Kasserine, and he showed me around his favorite haunts in the 

city.  Arts of “revolution,” were heavily promoted in Kasserine after 2011, as 

development agencies like USAID saw graffiti, breakdancing, and rap music as tools to 
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stabilize the youth population.  Global youth culture projects received generous funding 

to counter the rise in Islamist activism during the critical period of the National 

Constituent Assembly elections.43  On a walking tour of Kasserine, Majd showed me 

where he and his friends had executed murals during The Streets Festival in 2013, when 

internationally-recognized graffiti artists were invited to lead workshops for local youth.  

Majd was a fan of rap music and hip hop; his Facebook page revealed the energy he 

invested in self-fashioning.  In online albums, he imagined himself participating in the 

urban life portrayed in music videos, wearing blinged-out sunglasses and a hardened 

facial expression, sometimes with handguns.  Other times he photoshopped himself into 

iconic sites of global tourism—in front of the Eiffel Tower, or in Cairo on the banks of 

the Nile.   

The question of the good life strikes me as central to problem of dignity for 

Tunisian youth, caught in a situation of unmitigated wageless life (Denning 2010).  At 

his mother’s house, Majid had access to the minimum required to sustain bare life.  Yet it 

is the “supplements”—athletic shoes, gym classes, shampoo, stylish clothes—that 

rendered his existence in Kasserine minimally bearable.  There is real pathos, then, in the 

balance sheet of labor and life in the household economy.  Majid has a close relationship 

with his mother.  On his forearm, a tattoo identifies him as “Hadda’s Wolf” in Gothic 

                                                      

43 Some of these projects continue today, under the US State Department’s “Countering Violent 

Extremism” initiative. 



 

 

121 

letters, expressing his bond with her.  Yet Majd knows that Hadda comes closer to 

blindness each time she departs to work in the fields.  In providing for her sons, Hadda’s 

own life was being diminished.        
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4. Kinship with the Vanished 

The scene begins in a domestic interior, where a finely crafted desk stands 

beneath an open window.  Displayed prominently on the desk is a family portrait 

featuring three generations of respectable folk gathered in downtown Tunis.  Daylight 

streams in through a gauzy curtain that flutters gently in the breeze.  Suddenly, a gust of 

wind from the open window sews chaos into this placid scene.  The family portrait 

pitches forward precariously—but the moment passes quickly.  A woman now moves 

into view; she fastens the window shut and steadies the photo, brushing away a bit of 

dust from the frame before exiting the room.  Yet the wind outside proves insistent.  As 

dramatic music plays, the window bursts back open and the wind, rifling recklessly 

through the pages of a leather-bound Qur’an, tips the portrait over and sends it 

smashing to the ground.  While the camera pans over shattered glass, a voice-over 

cautions: “We don’t realize the danger until its already too late.  Just like the terrorism 

here in our country, which draws closer every day.  Terrorism doesn’t only exist abroad.  

One day, it may enter our houses.”  Zooming in again on the photograph, we see that 

the image has changed.  Where the loving family once gathered, there is a single child, 

orphaned and forlorn.  In the background, Tunis resembles a warzone, reduced to 

smoldering ruins.  The scene then cuts to black, revealing a message in stark white text: 

“Terrorism is not who we are.”44  

This public service announcement, broadcast to Tunisian television audiences in 

2014, assigns the family a critical security role in Tunisia’s domestic war on terror.  As 
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the nation’s basic social unit, the family constitutes the first line of defense against the 

threat of radical Islam.  It is up to each family to protect the nation by surveilling their 

kin, ensuring that no one is seduced by dangerous “outside” ideas.  Yet there is 

something uncanny about the outside threat, represented here as a force of nature that 

slips surreptitiously into domestic life and begins to wreak havoc.  Despite the assertion 

that “terrorism is not who we are,” the very need for such a publicity campaign belies 

this categorical assurance.  

What happens when a Tunisian family confronts the knowledge that their child 

has become a soldier for transnational jihad?  After the 2011 pro-democracy uprising in 

Syria transmogrified into regional war, an estimated 3,000 to 6,000 Tunisians have 

travelled to the Eastern Mediterranean to join jihadi militias, making Tunisia the largest 

exporter per capita of foreign combatants to the conflict. While the state and its 

televisual representations have excised the jihadi from the Tunisian national family, 

such a clean break is unavailable to the kin that foreign combatants leave behind.  In the 

mainstream public imaginary, the jihadi figure violates the symbolic kinship of nation, 

religion, and humanity, quitting national soil to engage in fratricidal violence against 

fellow Muslims.  Kin to combatants thus become paradoxical victims of jihad, suffering 

the agonizing loss of a son, while falling under suspicion for failing to prevent his 
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religious deviancy.45  Like a phantom limb, foreign combatants exert a powerful 

affective hold on their families, leaving a painful complex of longing and shame in the 

place of their absence. 

Anthropologists have long viewed kinship as more than mere biological descent, 

documenting the diverse ways that kin are made beyond heterosexual reproduction 

(Carsten 2004; Franklin and McKinnon 2001; Haraway 2016; Strathern 1992).  Michael 

Lambek proposes a performative model, whereby kinship is enacted through intentional 

acts that carry ethical consequences, such as calling someone by a kin-term or 

recognizing the paternity of a child (Lambek 2013).  In the following pages, I build on 

this insight to examine the politics of kin-work performed by the families of Tunisian 

combatants lost at war in the Eastern Mediterranean.  Kinship relations are characterized 

by “diffuse, enduring solidarity” (Schneider 1980), feelings that are neither natural nor 

given, but require the steady work of time, attention, and care (Weston 1997).  Following 

Micaela di Leonardo (1987), I use kin-work to refer to a form of affective labor that 

sustains relations of care for sons engaged in jihad, and seeks to pressure a resistant state 

into facilitating their repatriation.  My discussion is based on relationships with families 

of foreign combatants cultivated during fieldwork in Tunisia from 2014-2016, as well as 

                                                      

45 Although Tunisian women have joined jihadi militias, my focus on young men reflects the data 

collected during my fieldwork.  All of the families I worked with had lost sons to jihad, rather 

than daughters.   
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participant observation of their advocacy work with a Tunisian NGO, the Rescue 

Association for Tunisians Trapped Abroad (RATTA).46   

In a hostile public sphere where the jihadi denotes a monstrous form of life (Puar 

2007), any political advocacy for foreign combatants requires first recovering their 

humanity.  In its political register, kin-work comprises public acts that refold the 

combatant into the family’s relational bonds, making visible how the loss of kin leaves 

families vulnerable to catastrophe.  By mobilizing sentiments of loss, families make 

moral claims for state assistance (Chatterjee 2004), despite their sons’ embrace of a jihad 

project that existentially threatens the nation.  Kin-work, however, cannot be fully 

circumscribed by any political instrumentality.  The work of caring for kin caught up in 

transnational circuits of violence thrusts families into a liminal zone between absence 

and presence, life and death, intimacy and strangeness.  The analysis of kin-work must 

therefore attend to the ways that transnational violence reconfigures kinship itself, as 

families manage the ontological uncertainty that absence introduces into their intimate 

lives (Stevenson 2014).       

Tunisianité and the Unruly Subject 

In her writings on the ethics of mourning under the global war on terror, Judith 

Butler describes how representational regimes govern how lives are perceived as human 

                                                      

46 With the exception of Muhammad Iqbal Ben Rejeb, RATTA’s director and therefore a public 

figure, my informants’ names have been changed to protect their anonymity.   
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(2006; 2010).  The destruction of civilizational enemies is enabled by “frames of war” that 

designate certain lives as worthy of being lived, whereas others do not register as having 

been lives at all (Butler 2006; Butler 2010).  While the geographical distances inherent to 

wars of global scale facilitate the uneven distribution of security that Butler describes, 

markers of difference, such as race, religion, or class, can structure bio-political 

hierarchies among more intimate populations.   

The public service announcement with which this essay began enacts such a 

biopolitical framing through its representation of the Tunisian family who merits rescue 

from terror. Visual cues identify them as the embodiment of a hegemonic national 

identity known as Tunisianité, which is religiously tolerant, culturally Francophile, 

educated, middle class, and moderate in its expression of Islam (Zemni 2016). 

Engendered by modernizing reforms promulgated by first president Habib Bourguiba, 

the nuclear family was a key technology for crafting Tunisianité, used to subjugate extra-

national allegiances of tribe and religion to state power (Charrad 2001).  These qualities 

underwrite a narrative of Tunisia’s liberal-secular exceptionalism among Arab nations, 

which has been central to both its postcolonial identity and national security rationale. 

During 55 years of authoritarian rule, President Bourguiba and his successor Zine el-

Abidine Ben Ali repeatedly invoked the need to preserve Tunisia’s unique moderation 

to justify state violence, eradicating political Islam and brutally disciplining all but the 

most benign and state-sanctioned forms of religious expression (Hibou 2011).          
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The 2011 revolution radically decentered the hegemony of Tunisianité by 

foregrounding marginal actors as the primary agents of history (Bayat 2015).  Unruly 

subjects—particularly unemployed youth—emerged as national heroes for confronting 

the lethal force of police in their neighborhoods during the uprising (Allal 2011; Aloui 

2012).  Once mobilized, Tunisian youth did not return to their houses following Ben 

Ali’s ouster, but engaged in a flurry of civic, cultural, and charitable projects, reflecting a 

desire to protect “their” revolution and shape the democracy to come.  Not all of these 

projects have been liberal in nature (Marks 2013). During a period of interim governance 

(2011-2013) overseen by Islamist party Ennahda, questions of religious identity sharply 

polarized the populace into secular and Islamist camps (Zeghal 2013).47  By their own 

account, Ennahda mismanaged an increasingly militant wave of Salafi violence by 

approaching it with paternalistic leniency (International Crisis Group 2013).  

Sympathizing with Salafi activists as “our sons,” Ennahda’s use of kinship idioms 

signaled their desire to re-orient the national family towards a transnational community 

of believers (umma).  However, this brief experiment in Islamist governance was sharply 

closed in 2013 with the assassination of two leftist parliamentarians by members of Salafi 

group Anṣār al-Sharī‘a, sparking protests that forced Ennahda into a negotiated step-

                                                      

47 In October 2011 elections, Ennahda won a preponderance of seats in the Constituent Assembly, 

a body charged with rewriting the constitution, electing a president, and forming a caretaker 

government.  Ennahda ruled with a coalition known as “the Troika,” which included social 

democratic party Ettakatol, and populist Congress for the Republic, the party of interim President 

Moncef Marzouki. 
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down from power.  The 2014 election of secularist President Beji Caid Essebsi 

reterritorialized Tunisia into the ideological coordinates of Tunisianité under an 

ascendant war on terror.  Even Ennahda moved to distance itself from transnational 

Islamist currents as dangerous and inauthentic importations into the Tunisian national 

context (Cavatorta and Merone 2015).            

Ambient fears provoked by post-revolutionary upheavals in religious identity 

and the nation-state form have hardened mainstream Tunisian opinions against legal 

protections for terrorism suspects.  Proposed reforms to Tunisia’s 2003 Counterterrorism 

Law, which would bring this artifact of dictatorship into conformity with international 

human rights norms, became an incitement to discourse that excised terrorists from the 

category of the human.  Statements such as “we cannot afford to respect human rights 

for terrorists” became relatively banal during my fieldwork; or, on the fate of Tunisian 

militants fighting in Syria: “Just let them die there.  They are no longer welcome in 

Tunisia.”  My purpose in raising the question of humanity for foreign combatants is not 

to argue simplistically that “all lives matter.”  However, as Paul Amar observes, the 

terrorist and jihadi are figures generated by security discourses as “problems to be 

solved;” they are “not actually recognizable as social formations and cannot speak on 

their own terms as autonomous subjects” (2011: 40).  It is therefore critical to ask what 

Tunisian youth believe themselves to be doing when they embark on the ethical project 

of jihad (Devji 2008).  This is a different task than identifying any ideology motivating 
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jihadism in Tunisia, since it demands that we apprehend the precariousness of these 

young men’s existence from within their life-worlds (Butler 2004).     

Elizabeth Povinelli remarks, in her work on state recognition for indigenous land 

claims in Australia, that “some people are foreclosed from entering the human realm in 

order that a nation can be made more human(e)” (2002: 234).  While the notion of 

Tunisianité establishes religious tolerance as an innate quality of the Tunisian 

personality, certain religious subjects must nevertheless be eliminated to persevere the 

nation’s moderate cultural character (Handler 1988).  In deciding the boundary of who 

will and will not belong to the national family, the state remains the ultimate arbiter.  

Given that citizenship in post-authoritarian Tunisia remains weak (Jayal 2013), the 

violence of such exclusion will likely be enacted not through the revocation of 

citizenship, but through indifference and “benign neglect” (Herzfeld 1993).  When the 

state responds by doing nothing, Tunisian combatants are exposed to death as part of 

the normal course of war.          

The family however, is more than just a metaphor for the body politic, held 

together by nationalist ideology.  While the modern, nuclear family may largely be an 

effect of kinship’s partial subsumption by the state, kinship itself has an excessive 

quality which “cannot be rationalized…[or] reduced to an effect of biopolitics” (Lambek 

2013: 256).  Perhaps the most powerful name for the excess ascribed to kinship is love 

(Lambek 2013), a word that “indicates the affective site where choice and compulsion 

are blurred” (Povinelli 2002: 229). Thus, even if the foreign combatant has chosen 
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another loyalty over the nation, those kin-members bonded to him by love cannot 

simply abandon him.  For them, the loss of a son is tantamount to the destruction of the 

family, both as a genealogical principle and as a nexus of intimate attachment. Tunisia’s 

post-revolutionary Constitution, adopted in January 2014, maintains that “the family is 

the nucleus of society and the state shall protect it” (Tunisian Const. art. VII).  This 

pastoral commitment offers a potential counter-weight to security imperatives that 

would abandon foreign combatants outside of citizenship’s protective scope.  Kinship 

therefore opens up a strategic breach from “the other side of legality” where moral 

claims for foreign combatants can be made on behalf of their families (Chatterjee 2004: 

56).  

Performing Kin-Bonds in Public 

On the last Sunday of November 2014, the Rescue Association for Tunisians 

Trapped Abroad (RATTA) staged a demonstration outside the Municipal Theatre in 

Tunis.  Having travelled to the capital from all over the country to attend the event, 

families assembled on the theater stairs bearing photographs of their loved ones—

mostly official portraits of young men ensconced in wooden or gilt frames.  A banner 

spanning the scene communicated a simple message to passers-by: “Ḥissū binā.”  Feel for 

us.   

Polls would open the following morning for Tunisia’s first democratic 

presidential election, however the eve of the election had been declared a day of 
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mandatory silence on the campaign trail.  RATTA seized on this opportunity to raise 

awareness about the plight of Tunisian citizens “trapped” in the Eastern Mediterranean.  

In early 2012, as the Assad regime brutally cracked down on Arab Spring protestors 

rather than yield to democratic reform, Tunisian interim President Moncef Marzouki cut 

diplomatic ties with Syria in solidarity with the embattled revolution.  As a consequence 

of this principled stance, Tunisians no longer had recourse to state assistance in locating 

kin who went missing in Syria.  Under the Marzouki presidency, which drew its own 

legitimacy from revolution, RATTA’s entreaties to state officials to end to the diplomatic 

ban were met with either silence or derision. The Sunday protestors implored the 

electoral victor to restore diplomatic relations with Syria as the first step toward 

reuniting their families.  

But who were the Tunisians trapped abroad, and how had they come to be 

stranded in war-torn Syria?  Although Muhammad Iqbal Ben Rejeb, RATTA’s founder 

and director, maintained that many were haplessly ensnared, having moved to Syria for 

work or marriage prior to the Arab Spring, a cursory survey of the rally revealed that 

they were mostly young men whom the law referred to as “foreign combatants.” If these 

missing men were truly “trapped,” their willing departure for Syria to wage jihad made 

it difficult to construe them as victims who now merited state assistance. Pedestrians 

who paused to gawk at the demonstration from the sidelines used less delicate 

terminology:  they called them terrorists (īrhābīīn), and some complained, loudly and 
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bitterly, that RATTA was traitorous to support them while Tunisian soldiers were killed 

in the war on terror.48 

Due to the importance of the upcoming election as a milestone in Tunisia’s 

democratic transition, the international press presence at the rally was thick.  While 

some families lingered on the stairs, cradling picture frames in their laps or silently 

holding them aloft, others sought out the journalists directly, tearfully addressing the 

television cameras.  Milling among the demonstrators, I observed the following 

exchange between an Arab journalist and a mother from Medenine province: 

Journalist:  Tomorrow, elections will be held in Tunisia.  A lot of people are 

looking for work.  As a mother, what are you looking for? 

Mother:  My message for the new government is simple: bring back our sons.  

Beyond that, I ask for nothing, not for work or anything else.  I don’t have any blood left 

in my veins, I don’t have any love left except for my son.  I swear to God he was the only 

one in everything.  Bring back my son, even if there is no work, at least let him sleep.  

Even if he is sick, or handicapped, or anything else is wrong with him. The important 

                                                      

48 Many of these passers-by referred to violence near Jebel Chaambi in Kasserine province.  Since 

late 2012, this mountainous region on the Algerian border had been the scene of deadly 

confrontations with the ‘Uqbah Ibn Nāfi‘ Brigade, an affiliate of al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb 

(AQIM).  On July 29, 2013, militants ambushed and killed eight soldiers on patrol, three of whom 

were left mutilated with slashed throats, making Jebel Chaambi synonymous with terrorism at 

the time of my fieldwork.  State security forces were the main target of terrorist violence in 

Tunisia until 2015, when major attacks on tourists were carried out in Sousse and Bardo.    
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thing is my son, that’s all, that he listens to me and to God.  If they did anything wrong, 

forgive them.  They did something wrong, but for our sake, forgive them.   

This mother’s appeal to state assistance is not framed as a legal-juridical right to 

due process on national soil, but addresses a higher moral reason rooted in the kinship 

relation.  Her message expresses the violence that jihad enacts upon the family, as a 

misguided adventure that disfigures the family’s nuclear form.  As a metaphor for 

biological kinship, her reference to blood evokes the substantive bond that ties a mother 

to her son, as well as the expenditures of pain and exhaustion provoked when their 

natural connection is severed (Schneider 1980).  Yet blood symbolism also circulates in 

nationalist discourse to evoke the moral sense of the nation as family (Herzfeld 1993), 

begging the question:  who has a greater claim, kinship or the nation?  While nation-

states use a variety of techniques to invest the family with national sentiments, here the 

specter of a son’s loss creates a direct conflict between national and kin obligations 

(Abu-Lughod 2005; Mankekar 1999).  The mother’s appeal therefore takes the form of a 

bargain:  in exchange for return, she renounces aspirational life for her son beyond the 

home.  Emptied now of fugitive desires, she portrays her household as the ideal unit of 

governmentality, asking the nation-as-family to “forgive” transgressions without 

recourse to a court of law.  The state should return her son not because he is blameless, 

but because acting otherwise would abandon his mother to immeasurable pain.    
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The Efficacy of Familial Sentiments 

Muhammad Iqbal is a former boxer.  His hands, which lay politely folded in his 

lap during our interview in a Tunis hotel lobby, had dark callouses at the knuckles, 

permanent traces from impacts in the ring.  “In boxing,” he tells me, “you either knock 

out your opponent, or you get knocked out.  You hit, you hit, and you hit again.  Only 

cowards throw in the towel.”  As the director of RATTA, Iqbal’s advocacy strategy for 

families is rooted in persistence and a belief in the power of emotional spectacle.  He 

founded RATTA in 2013 after his brother, Aziz, ran away from home to join Jubhat al-

Nuṣra in Syria.  Incredibly, Iqbal managed to secure safe passage for Aziz back to 

Tunisia, and this success has made him a figure of hope for the other RATTA families.        

Aziz’s disappearance was particularly alarming because he has a disability that 

requires him to use a wheelchair.  A second-year university student majoring in 

computer science, Aziz told his family over the phone that he was recruited to wage 

“computer science jihad” (jihad informatique) because he was a genius in the field.  Iqbal 

did not find this narrative credible: “My brother is not a computer genius—he’s a 

student who hasn’t completed his studies.”  Given Aziz’s physical limitations, Iqbal was 

filled with a dreadful premonition that his brother would be sent on a suicide mission.  

At the time of Aziz’s disappearance, their father’s advanced age and diabetes meant that 

Iqbal was the man of the house.  His devastated mother therefore looked to him to 

recover her last-born child: “When Aziz left home, I watched my mother enter a state of 
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mourning.  It was as if she were begging me for help.  I had never experienced this 

before in my life.”   

This instance of transferable affect became a foundational moment for Iqbal, 

grounding his faith in the power of kin-sentiments to stir hearts into action.  Unlike 

humanitarian strategies of “immediation” where the body is used to express a universal 

humanity for the suffering subject (Allen 2009; Malkki 1996), Iqbal’s work draws its 

emotive power from local understandings of gendered family relations.  In the 

patriarchal Muslim family, the relationship between mothers and sons is particularly 

affectionate, especially in working class environments where women have limited access 

to public space (White 2004).49  Iqbal therefore prefers to showcase maternal sentiment, 

foregrounding the mother as the archetypical figure of kin-suffering at demonstrations. 

“When a mother loses her son, the other family members feel ashamed.  The husband 

can always go to a café to get out of the house, but the mother cannot.  When a mother 

no longer wants to be involved in the world, it moves everyone around her.”   

After an ill-conceived trip to Libya to intercept Aziz in Tripoli, Iqbal resolved to 

take the scandal of his brother’s recruitment story to the media.  Thanks to an 

atmosphere of moral panic over youth conversions to violent extremism, he quickly 

                                                      

49 White’s ethnography focuses on kinship relations among working-class Turkish families.  

While I do not wish to suggest that Muslim families around the Mediterranean conform to any 

particular type, the intra-family relationships that White describes ring true to my understanding 

of Tunisian family dynamics.        
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secured an invitation to appear on a popular political talk show.  During his television 

appearance, Iqbal displayed images of Aziz and denounced Jubhat al-Nuṣra for 

exploiting his disability.  Invoking the pathos of his mother’s pain, Iqbal began to cry 

openly, and the profusion of tears from this large, masculine persona elicited a powerful 

sympathy from the audience.  Contemporary Tunisian television viewers have 

developed a taste for such melodramatic scenes, due to the popularity of reality 

programming focused on family crisis.  Acting as a masculine conduit for maternal 

despair, Iqbal’s tears achieved their evocative force by simultaneously transgressing and 

reinforcing normative expectations of gender performance.   

Shortly after his television appearance, which was broadcast in Syria via satellite, 

Jubhat al-Nuṣra contacted Iqbal through an intermediary.  They claimed that they could 

longer adequately care for Aziz and sought to repatriate him.  Although Iqbal places 

little stock in Jubhat al-Nuṣra’s capacity for concern, he believes that his media 

appearance forced a change of fortune by damaging the militia’s reputation among 

potential recruits: “Seeing a handicapped person, that makes you feel bad.  It gives a bad 

image to their revolution.”  He surmises, moreover, that the dissemination of Aziz’s 

image liquidated his use-value as a soldier for the militia.  Likening Jubhat al-Nuṣra to 

the mafia, Iqbal remarked that Aziz had become a “card already played” (waraqa 

maḥrūqa), a former asset now rendered a liability for the organization.   

Based on this experience, Iqbal believes that mobilizing emotion is the only way 

to pressure the state into honoring its constitutional obligation to protect the family. 
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While the transitional government may resist normalizing relations with the Assad 

regime, the Tunisian public’s compassion could still be mobilized to induce a policy 

change.  In the meantime, RATTA functions as a surrogate kinship structure for the 

families of foreign combatants.  Given that “each of [them] has either lost someone or 

has someone in prison,” its members are bonded through a common pain that is difficult 

for outsiders to understand.  During public appearances, Iqbal always wears a t-shirt 

emblazoned with his personal telephone number, extending a life-line to families 

longing to exit the isolating shame of their own domestic tragedies.   

United in love for sons whose participation in jihad categorizes them as enemies 

of the state, RATTA requires an alternate principle to constitute itself as a moral 

community worthy of the state’s pastoral care (Chatterjee 2004).  Collective suffering 

provides such as principle. However, in order to render that pain legible to a national 

public, families are solicited to perform according to normative scripts that shore up the 

state’s position as guarantor of their well-being and protection (Taylor 1997).  For those 

who privately blame the state itself for their sons’ disappearance, such performances 

inevitably enact their own forms of epistemic violence. 

Lines of Flight from Filial Piety 

After the revolution obliterated the state’s monopoly on religion, Tunisia’s 

formerly outlawed Salafi movement experienced a remarkable efflorescence.  Salafism is 

a transnational counter-public that seeks to recover an original, authentic Islam through 
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the methodical cultivation of “new identities and alternative norms” (Hirschkind 2006; 

Wiktorowicz 2005: 211).  Far from a monolith, the Salafi movement contains significant 

ideological fractures and diversity, many of which are reproduced in the Tunisian Salafi 

scene (Meijer 2009).  Scholars disagree on whether contemporary ISIS-style jihadism 

truly constitutes a form of Salafism, due to the former’s comparatively shallow textual 

engagement and apparent disinterest in orthopraxy.  Nevertheless, they share an 

overlapping “matrix” of ideological commitments and can therefore co-exist within the 

same spaces and communities (Roy 2017).  When jihadism began to take root in certain 

mosques and neighborhood gathering places in Tunisia, many pious-minded parents 

were unaware of the risks these emergent publics might pose for their children (Ben 

Ammar 2014).  The precipitous nature of their sons’ conversions and subsequent 

disappearances fostered a paranoid atmosphere among parents that was ripe for 

conspiratorial thinking.       

As the RATTA rally drew to a close, I lingered among a cluster of demonstrators 

at the foot of the theatre stairs.  Withdrawn now from the television cameras, in the 

intimate company of fellow kin to foreign combatants, they discretely exchanged details 

of their disappearance stories: 

Woman:  To tell the truth, the day he left his eyes were totally green.  I asked him: 

are you high?  He said of course not!  Can I attend the mosque when I’m high?  I swear 

to God his eyes were green. 
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Man: The day he left we had a fight.  My son was never violent like that—he 

used to respect me!  He would come to me saying: father, kiss me.  How could this 

happen to someone who always sought his father’s kiss? 

Woman:  My son never used to lie, but he started lying to me at that time.  It was 

like he was playing the same record that they plant into everyone else. 

The man speaking here was Faisal, an older father in his late sixties from the 

Tunis suburb of Radès.  Though genteel in comportment, Faisal spoke with an 

undercurrent of intensity that could be unsettling, particularly when we discussed his 

son Muhammad.  Whereas the other RATTA parents often engaged in complex 

rationalizations to shield their sons from guilt, Faisal stood out for his candor about 

Muhammad’s radicalization.  At the time of my fieldwork, Muhammad was working as 

a security guard in a stable district of the Islamic State.  He had regular access to Skype 

and frequently called home to his family in Tunisia.   

According to Faisal, Muhammad had been “normal” before his religious turn.  In 

fact, he was super-normal, possessing talent and good looks that made him a model of 

heteronormative masculinity.  A professional athlete on the second-tier team of a 

popular Tunisian soccer club, Muhammad’s odyssey into Salafism began after a work 

stint in Libya.  Faisal described Salafism as a contagion that Muhammad contracted 

abroad.  He complained that his son had been brainwashed, behaving as if under the 

influence of a powerful drug.  
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The literature on Islamic revival abounds in narratives of generational struggle, 

where religion becomes the grounds for rebellion against parental authority 

(Khosrokhavar 1997; Rozario 2011; Fadil 2017).  Yet for contemporary Tunisian youth, 

any desire for rebellion in the religious domain must be situated in the context of 

modernity’s institutional erosion.  Pervasive conditions of economic precarity have 

progressively gutted middle-class securities, undermining the prestige of social figures 

associated with postcolonial modernity, such as the teacher or civil servant (Meddeb 

2012).  Reliable mechanisms of social mobility have broken down for the younger 

generation, as evidenced by the swollen ranks of unemployed university graduates 

(chômeurs diplômés).  These crisis symptoms have contributed to the unmooring of 

subjectivity among Tunisian youth, who feel they no longer have any purchase on the 

good life modernity promised (Mbembe and Roitman 1995; Piot 2010).    

While Faisal understood Muhammad’s religious conversion as a crisis of filial 

piety, he located the problem outside the home, blaming authority figures for failing to 

enmesh his son in proper relations of care.  A retired public-school teacher, Faisal 

strongly identified with the normative ideal of Tunisianité.  He lamented the degradation 

of the school system as a key institution for the reproduction of national subjects: “These 

days there are even teachers who say bad words (kalām zāyid) in front of the students.  

How is that possible?”  Faisal’s son never thrived in the classroom, but his talent for 

soccer provided an escape.  Yet as a professional player, disappointment whittled away 

at Muhammad’s love for the game.  Underpaid and passed over for promotion, he told 



 

 

141 

his father: “The rottenest thing I ever did was play soccer.  Those who are responsible, 

who are supposed to be mentors, are not on the right level.” 

Faisal never suggested he might have played a role in Muhammad’s 

disappearance, yet his narrative revealed a profound discord in the father-son relation.  

Tunisian sons are expected to treat their fathers with respect; as a consequence, the 

relationship between them is often formal and distant (White 2004).  Yet Faisal seemed 

to over-identify with his son’s masculinity, revealing an uncomfortable intimacy that 

surfaced in comments about Muhammad’s sexuality.  In Tunisia today, where the 

“Islamist/secularist debate” revolves around “bodily practices” (Zeghal 2013), the 

performance of modern-secular subjectivity encourages the flouting of religious 

injunctions governing bodily pleasures.50  Thus, while describing Muhammad as 

“modern,” Faisal took pains to assure me that his son had been sexually active. “You 

understand?”  he emphasized with a meaningful look. “Normal.  You could not say he 

was gay.”  Such unsolicited comments to a foreign, female researcher suggest Faisal’s 

interpellation by a global discourse on the “monstrous” sexuality of the jihadi, depicted 

at once as homosexual and hyper-heterosexual (Puar and Rai 2002; Puar 2007).  Such 

representations have only proliferated with sensationalistic media coverage of the 

Islamic State.  Faisal mobilized sexuality to establish the “truth” of Muhammad’s 

                                                      

50 I have in mind the consumption of alcohol, opting out of the Ramadan fast, and engaging in 

sexual intercourse before marriage.   
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subjectivity (Foucault 1988), and yet his appeals to normalcy raised the possibility of 

obtrusive paternal control. 

Jihadi conversion cultures in Tunisia have employed a range of disciplinary 

practices to produce combatant subjects.  Muhammad was initiated through zamaktel, a 

hybrid martial art that combines physical and spiritual training (Sellami and Haj Salem 

2016).51  Shortly after his return from Libya, Muhammad began attending classes outside 

the stadium in the affluent El Menzah suburbs, led by a martial-arts expert known 

simply as “The Master.”  Each session included a spiritual audit, where trainees were 

interrogated about their prayer practice and sent home if found wanting. Though 

unconventional, Muhammad’s athletic performance improved under The Master’s 

tutelage, and Faisal grew confident that his son would “make a great leap in soccer” that 

year.  Instead, one evening Muhammad demanded his passport and quit his father’s 

home.  Connecting first with al-Qaida encampments on Tunisia’s western frontier, 

Muhammad crossed into Algeria on foot.  He then caught a plane for Istanbul en route 

to the Islamic State territories in Syria.   

Prior to his departure, Muhammad used his emergent pious sensibilities to 

challenge his father’s authority on religious grounds.  Whereas Faisal considers himself 

a devout Muslim, Muhammad made a point of competing with him in the regularity of 

                                                      

51 Zamaktel is a martial arts form created by Tunisian trainer Sheikh Moncef al-Werghi.  The name 

is formed from the Arabic words for time (zaman), place (makan), and combat (qītal), which 

constitute the “three essential elements” of its practice.  See Sellami and Haj Salem 2016, 133-4.    



 

 

143 

his prayer.  More troublingly, when footage of ISIS’s righteous atrocities began to 

circulate online, Muhammad showed the videos to his father, saying: “they are better 

Muslims than you.”  Faisal countered by denouncing Muhammad’s behavior as un-

Islamic, citing its violation of the Prophet’s enjoinment to “please one’s parents” (riḍā’ al-

wālidayn).  He supported this claim with a hadith, which stated that when a young man 

sought to enlist during the wars of Islamic conquest, the Prophet Muhammad would ask 

the prospective recruit if he had his parents’ permission.  If the answer was no, the 

Prophet refused his service, suggesting instead that he perform jihad in the service of his 

parents (fī sabīl al-wālidayn)—remaining with them and assuring their maintenance into 

old age.  Faisal argued that in choosing jihad over deference to his father, Muhammad 

violated genealogical principles that are central to Islam. 

Faisal tells me that he has disowned Muhammad over his affiliation with the 

Islamic State.  The charismatic “modern” athlete whom Faisal recognizes as his son has 

become a distant militant whose beard stretches down to mid-chest.  Yet unlike other 

combatants whose lives in Syria are virtually unknown, Muhammad has remained in 

close contact with his family in Tunisia via Skype.  Faisal refuses to come to the 

computer, leaving his wife and daughter to soothe Muhammad’s anxiety during late 

night calls that stretch on for hours.  Nevertheless, I imagine that Faisal hovers just 

within earshot during these conversations, since he has carefully filed away the smallest 

details of Muhammad’s life abroad.  The Islamic State has perhaps not proved the 

religious utopia of Muhammad’s dreams; his work as a security guard is tedious and he 
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suffers from terrible insomnia.  Although he tells his family he can never return to 

Tunisia, Faisal hopes that Muhammad is secretly biding his time, waiting for the 

opportune moment to escape.      

In embracing jihadism, Muhammad traces a line of flight from genealogical 

filiation, rejecting his father’s authority and refusing to pay him deference (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987).  Yet, his phone calls home attest to his continued investment in family.  

While the relationship with his father has reached an impasse, female kin provide 

Muhammad with a lateral connection back home, one that does not require him to 

occupy a subaltern position.  Women’s kin-work thus presents Muhammad with a 

margin of maneuver, where he can renegotiate the terms of his relationship to family.           

For Faisal, however, his commitment to Tunisianité makes it impossible to 

assimilate the new Muhammad into his notion of family.  This is particularly so because 

the Tunisianité to which Faisal belongs is deeply residual, undercut by the erosion of 

institutions that provided its material base (Williams 1977).  The Ennahda party’s 

ascension to head Tunisia’s transitional government was for Faisal an unfathomable, 

even personal betrayal of national ideals.  He therefore imagined scenarios for 

confronting Ennadha with responsibility for his loss.  “I’d like to show them a series of 

pictures,” illustrating the arc of his son’s development since childhood.  Each image 

would be captioned with Muhammad’s age and family name, representing patrilineal 

descent and an unfurling promise for the future.  The final photograph, however, would 

portray Muhammad as he appears today: clad in military fatigues, his face obscured by 
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a thick beard.  The caption would read “YOUR son,” (ībnkum) in clear reference to 

statements made by Ennahda embracing the Salafists as spiritual kin.  With its televisual 

sensibility, Faisal’s fantasy reads as the uncanny double of the antiterrorism campaign—

only now, Ennadha is cast as the outside danger that exposes the family to calamity.  

Enduring attachment to Tunisianité cannot be reconciled with love for a jihadi son.  For 

Faisal, kin-work has therefore largely retreated into the domain of fantasy.   

The Missing Son as a Spectral Presence 

In addition to explicitly political performances of kinship addressed to the state, 

the domain of kin-work encompasses a quieter labor of sustaining hope and waiting in 

the meantime.  Each time they attend a rally or stage a media event, RATTA families 

orient their thoughts toward an indeterminate future when reunion with their sons will 

have been accomplished (Bloch 1986; Miyazaki and Swedberg 2017).  For most families, 

a son’s departure for jihad represents a journey into obscurity, where critical knowledge 

of life or death cannot be obtained or hangs on inconclusive information.  Caring for 

absent kin in the face of uncertainty demands an unflagging work of remembrance, to 

render the loved one present amid ordinary life concerns.  In the slippage between 

remembrance and mourning, I recognize what Lisa Stevenson theorizes as “living 

mournfully:” an ambivalent mode of habitation that “[refuses] the radical separation of 

life and death” (2014: 15).  Rather than metabolizing loss so that the subject can grieve 
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and move on, mournful living allows the subject to live “beside” the lost object of 

affection, resisting the embrace of death as a welcome form of closure.     

I exchanged phone numbers with Thoraya at the margins of RATTA’s November 

demonstration.  Wearing a black headscarf and ‘abaya, Thoraya had a calm demeanor as 

she recounted her son’s disappearance for the press.  Unlike many of the other 

demonstrators who hung back on the theatre stairs, she betrayed no shy ambivalence or 

shame about publicly airing her family tragedy.  One week later, Thoraya called me up, 

asking when I would come to visit her at her home in Ettadhamen.   

Ettadhamen is a working-class suburb of Tunis whose name has become 

synonymous with a litany of urban troubles.  On the first of many visits, Thoraya 

welcomed me at my taxi door with what seemed like excessive caution.  Under cover of 

winter rain, she led me by the hand through a series of dense, residential alleyways until 

we reached the gate of her modest home.  Through my friendship with Thoraya, I would 

learn to recognize signs of her absent son Bilal embedded throughout the house. A 

pastry chef by trade, Bilal’s curiosity drove him to study all manner of crafts.  His 

mother boasted that he picked up new skills by watching the neighbors work on home 

improvement projects: “He could work with electricity, with water, he knew how to 

mount pipes.  He could do everything, mashallah.”  The walls and ceiling of the sitting 

room were molded with a jazzy stucco pattern that Bilal had designed, presided over by 

his portrait stationed high above the sofa.  Outside in the foyer stood a cascade of plants, 

living testimony to the green thumb that Thoraya shares with her son.     
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Although we went over the story many times, the question of what motivated 

Bilal’s passage into Syria remains mysterious to me, and his communications since the 

time he left Ettadhamen were too scant to provide an answer.  As far as his mother 

knew, Bilal never participated in the Salafi youth culture that had grown so popular in 

Ettadhamen following the revolution.  He was employed, engaged to be married, and 

was building an apartment on the roof of his mother’s house where the couple would 

live after the wedding.  To all appearances, Bilal stood within striking distance of 

achieving the modest dreams of young men from his social milieu: to get married, have 

kids, and own an apartment.   

Yet one afternoon, Bilal returned late from Friday prayers.  When his mother 

scolded him for causing her worry, he informed her that he planned to leave for Libya to 

augment savings for his wedding. This would not have been the first time that Bilal had 

gone to Libya in search of work, but by 2013 the country was destabilized by civil war.  

Thoraya advised her son to be patient and continue steadily saving at home.  Yet the 

following morning, Bilal rose early and departed by bus for the Libyan border crossing 

at Ras Ajdir.  Ever the responsible son, he checked in frequently with his mother as the 

bus made its way south, but these phone calls were cut off abruptly after he crossed into 

Libyan territory.  There ensued five days of silence, after which Bilal called home again.  

The message was brief but devastating: “Mother, I’m in Syria.  Please forgive me.  God 

willing, I’ll return.”  
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Genealogies of Mobility 

On the face of it, for such Tunisian travelers, the voyage to Syria appears as a 

leap in the dark, an unfamiliar and suicidal trip from which return is far from 

guaranteed.  Yet as I grew to know Thoraya better, it emerged that her family had a 

multi-generational history of travel along this same route, in search of improved life 

chances.  As a child, Thoraya spent 10 years in rural Libya where her father was 

employed as the manager of an industrial farm.  She recalls Libya fondly as a simpler, 

more pious, and more generous society than her native Tunisia.  Her father, however, 

did not wish for her to marry a Libyan or establish permanent roots there, so at his 

behest she married a Tunisian man and settled down in Ettadhamin.  Yet even after 

more than 20 years of residence in the suburbs, her mental geography is not at all 

oriented towards Tunis, the central state’s economic and administrative center.  In fact, 

on the one occasion we agreed to meet up together in Tunis, I was surprised at how 

completely lost she appeared, unable to locate me at a major downtown landmark.  

Though I teased my friend, one should not take her disorientation for insularity; rather, 

Thoraya’s cosmopolitanism functions through the subterranean logic of globalization 

from below (Tarrius 2002).   

Like so many other poor Tunisians, Thoraya maintained her ties to Libya 

through commerce à la valise, working a popular circuit of transnational commerce known 

in Tunisia as al-Khat (the line).  From its initial status as a limited, local phenomenon in 

the Tunisian south, where products subsidized by the Libyan state were resold in 
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Tunisia for a profit, the phenomenon exploded after the embargo against Libya was 

lifted in 1999, turning Tripoli port into a vector for cheap Asian commodities arriving 

via shipping container (Boubakri 2000; Meddeb 2011).  Working al-Khat, Tunisian 

smugglers and other petty traders distribute Libyan goods through the national 

territory, where they are openly sold throughout the south at “Libyan souks,” and in the 

heart of Tunis in informal markets and private household boutiques. Aside from a few 

major players whose connections with border officials allow them to buy in bulk and 

still pass customs, al-Khat is an economy of attrition, sustained by the energies of petty 

entrepreneurs forced to take frequent trips to turn a profit (Meddeb 2011).  To 

economize on hotel expenses, Thoraya always took the night bus from Tunis and arrived 

in Tripoli the next morning, waking up just as the market stalls and boutiques began to 

open for the day. She later expanded her repertoire of trade itineraries to Istanbul, when 

a wealthier business woman, impressed by Thoraya’s ability to negotiate prices and 

carry heavy loads without tiring, offered her a salary of 400 TD / month to transport 

goods on her behalf.  This relationship, however, turned sour when her informal salary 

was gradually reduced to 200 TD / month, and Thoraya began to feel exploited.  Though 

she no longer works in commerce à la valise, Thoraya often remarked on her desire to get 

back into the game, but she would need a capital of at least 1,000 TD—comments which 

I understood as a veiled request for a loan.  

As for Thoraya’s son Bilel, he dropped out of school at age 15 and went to work 

at a high-end patisserie with branches in the exclusive districts of Tunis.  Given that 
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unemployment rates in Tunisia are particularly high among university degree holders, it 

was perhaps a savvy decision for Bilel to pursue on-the-job vocational training at a 

recognized patisserie chain, which awarded him a certificate (shahada) that would make 

him marketable elsewhere.  During his two years of employment at the patisserie, Bilel 

worked directly under the head pastry chef, and was responsible for executing wedding 

cakes and other high-stakes projects.  Although Bilel’s workload increased progressively 

with his skill-level, his salary had flat-lined definitively at 400 TD / month.  His 

manager, meanwhile, earned more than 4 times that amount and lived comfortably in 

the seaside suburb of La Marsa.  The fact that the manager frequently returned home 

early, leaving Bilel to labor late into the evening to complete an order by himself, filled 

Bilel with an acute sense of injustice.  He finally approached his boss for a raise, and 

when it was not forthcoming, he decided to strike out on his own. At first, he planned to 

open his own patisserie in his family’s home in Ettadhamin, but in spite of an auspicious 

beginning the local micro-finance provider ultimately rejected his request for a loan. It 

was then that Bilel decided to try his luck in Libya. 

Bilel was 17 at the time, a young man with his whole life ahead of him.  His aunt, 

who still resided in Libya, encouraged Thoraya to send her son abroad to build himself a 

nest egg.  Through his aunt’s connections, he landed a job as the manager of an 

enormous banquet hall at a Libyan hotel.  Work here constituted a significant increase in 

responsibility, and before arrival he signed a contract stating he would be paid 700 TD / 

month.  Unfortunately, his boss broke the terms of this contract almost immediately, 
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stating categorically that Bilel would only receive 400 TD/ month—the same salary he 

had been earning at his old job back in Tunisia  

The hotel was run by a cosmopolitan migrant staff—primarily other Arabs, as 

well as workers from sub-Saharan Africa.  As Thoraya described it to me, recruitment 

and retention methods closely resembled the exploitative kafala system operative in the 

Gulf states.  In addition to the withholding of identity papers, worker loyalty was 

assured by the overt threat of violence.  The owner’s son patrolled the hotel perimeter 

with a firearm to prevent employees from leaving the grounds. Bilel resolved to keep his 

head down and simply do his job, but a traumatic incident ultimately rendered his work 

situation intolerable. An Egyptian colleague, who worked to send remittances to his 

wife and three children back home, was not permitted to visit his family during his three 

years of employment.  Despairing of ever getting out, this man hung himself from the 

light fixture in his bedroom ceiling.  Following this suicide, Bilel panicked, and he 

appealed to the Tunisian Consulate to intervene with the hotel manager to secure his 

passport.  The passport was thus returned, but only after a humiliating scene in which 

the hotel owner slapped Bilel and sent him away without pay.  He might have been 

stranded there, had a sympathetic secretary not slipped him 200 TD to purchase a meal 

and a bus ticket home.    

Looking at Bilel’s story from the historical distance of three generations, the 

territory between Tunisia and Libya reads like a palimpsest where transnational routes 

of work have been traced and re-traced over the same terrain.  Examining the fortunes of 
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each successive generation, from the Fordist stability of his grandfather’s salaried work 

at the industrial farm, to the marginal gains of Thoraya’s exhausting circular migrations, 

and finally to Bilel’s expulsion from his workplace without pay, it becomes clear that 

transnational mobility had begun delivering diminishing returns.  Bilel’s unanticipated 

journey to Syria appears within this narrative as part of a new regime of precarious 

migration where novel, unpredictable outcomes are made possible by older routes of 

mobility.   

Ambiguities of Remembrance 

There are common themes that reoccur in almost every disappearance story I 

collected.  Perhaps the most salient is the anguished dialogue of remote 

communications, in which a mobile phone becomes the final thread tying a family to 

their missing son.  During these rare phone calls, the family scrutinizes each detail, such 

as voice tone, long pauses or sighs, in an attempt to read the hidden transcript of 

motivations, emotional state, and well-being in the distant conflict zone. The fact that 

these communications are punctuated by long periods of silence, each silence haunted 

by the possibility that it may now last forever, enhances the value of each phone call as 

mines for precious information.  Most families could tell me the number of days 

intervening between one phone call and the next, or how much money they spent in 

phone credit to be reconnected when a call was dropped.   
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Bilal’s subsequent communications revealed that he was being pulled deeper 

into the Syrian conflict. One evening, he told his mother that he was being sent away on 

a training mission and had to relinquish his phone for security reasons.  Whereas, 

during earlier conversations Bilal had appeared to speak at ease, that day Thoraya 

sensed that her son was somehow constrained—perhaps he was under surveillance and 

could not reveal much information?  She spent the next two days heartsick that she had 

no means to verify his safety.  On the third day, her daughter received a brief phone call 

from Syria, delivering the news that Bilal had died a martyr. 

Jihadi proselyting in Tunisia has been concentrated in the urban peripheries of 

Tunis and the larger coastal cities.  These neighborhoods were informally settled by 

rural migrants in the 1970s, drawn by employment in the expanding food processing 

and textile manufacturing sectors (Sellami and Haj Salem 2016).  High unemployment, 

social marginalization and uneasy relations with the police have rendered these areas 

receptive to Salafi messaging (Lamloum 2015).  At the time of Bilal’s disappearance in 

early 2013, Ettadhamen was host to a flourishing Salafi counter-public.  Although police 

crackdowns had sent jihad recruitment networks underground prior to my first visit, 

Thoraya told me that neighborhood youth once challenged one another to embark on 

the trip to Syria.  When news of a martyrdom reached Ettadhamen, the family often 

celebrated the occasion: “They bring a sheikh to lecture about jihad and praise the young 

martyr over a loudspeaker.  They offer dinner to people in the street—it’s just like a 

wedding.”  Local youth communicated with militias in the Eastern Mediterranean via 
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social media and were fluent in the codes that govern how martyrdoms are announced 

online.  Typically, a photograph of the martyred body is posted to Facebook to establish 

the cause of death, while a passport or ID card confirms the martyr’s identity.   

When Bilal was killed, however, his death left no digital trace.  Neighborhood 

youth exchanged conflicting narratives regarding Bilal’s demise: one claimed that he 

had been crushed in an aerial bombardment, while another held that a sniper had shot 

him while he performed his prayers. The absence of documentary evidence left a wedge 

of doubt in Thoraya’s mind, and she adamantly refuses to accept that Bilal is deceased.  

Nevertheless, on the day that she heard the news, Thoraya went into mourning by 

donning the black headscarf and ‘abaya.  She also stopped sleeping in the interior 

quarters of her home, laying out a foam mattress in the foyer and thus exposing herself 

to the biting winter cold.  In this intermediary space of the threshold (‘ataba), Thoraya 

keeps a nightly vigil, holding herself ready to welcome Bilal on the day that he returns.     

Thoraya’s contradictory reaction to the news of Bilal’s death illuminates the 

liminal position in which kin-work places the families of foreign combatants.  In his 

analysis of rites of passage, Victor Turner describes liminality as a position of transit 

from one well-defined social role to another.  Having “a physical but not social ‘reality’” 

the neophyte’s existence is fraught with contradiction and ambiguity (1979: 237).  In 

donning the black of mourning, Thoraya marks a change of social state and recognizes 

loss—if not as death exactly, then at least as a disappearance.  But if this mode of 

remembrance occupies a space of transit, it is potentially endless, lacking in any well-
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defined terminus.  Moreover, as a visible sign of mourning, Thoraya’s sartorial practices 

have estranged her from her neighbors in Ettadhamen, members of a counter-public for 

whom Bilal’s death is a martyrdom worthy of celebration.  Such neighbors ridicule 

Thoraya for her stubborn insistence that Bilal is still alive (while their sons are dead), just 

as they resent her activism and eagerness to court the media with Bilal’s story.  Thoraya 

maintains a distant and uneasy acquaintance with such neighbors, preferring to greet 

them from afar and otherwise keep to herself.   

I visited Thoraya frequently during the fasting month of Ramadan. As she 

prepared the elaborate Iftar meal, the house was warmly animated by visits from her 

two daughters, who lived nearby with their families.  A third daughter, Lobna, had 

moved back in with her mother following a divorce, and Lobna’s sunny six-year-old son 

shuttled between the house and the alley where he played with friends.  One evening, 

just before Iftar, silence fell upon the dining room as we waited for sundown.  Suddenly, 

Thoraya broke out in gentle sobs where she sat at the table.  Lobna wandered out from 

the kitchen and wrapped Thoraya in her embrace; wiping tears from her face, she gently 

scolded her mother: “Come on now—cut it out!”  Smiling weakly, Thoraya said: “If Bilal 

were here now, the house would not be so silent.  He was always coming and going, 

which made the house feel so lively and animated.”  It was Thoraya’s second Ramadan 

without her son. 

Although phone contact with Syria has fallen silent for now, Thoraya tells me 

that Bilal continues to send her messages, signs of both life and his persistent attachment 
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to family.  The night she heard the news of his death, as she slept outside in the foyer, 

Thoraya received the first of several visits from her son in dreams.  It is the living Bilal 

who comes to her—he never arrives as a sign of death—and Thoraya holds fast to such 

dreams as proof that Bilal is still physically present in this world.  Through the exchange 

of loving gestures, Thoraya makes use of the dream-space to verify her son’s bodily 

integrity.  “He comes to me and says:  Mother, hug me—and so I do.  I swear that he is 

fine.  He kisses my hands and my forehead” in a gesture of love and respect.   

In Islamic cosmologies, the dream-space is not a purely imaginal realm animated 

by psychical energies from the unconscious; rather, it constitutes an intermediary space 

“between the spiritual and the material, between the visible and the invisible, [and] 

between God and humans” (Mittermaier 2007: 231).  Known as “the isthmus” (barzakh), 

dreams unfold in a zone that mediates between multiple worlds, of which the natural 

world is but one, allowing for contact and knowledge exchange between living persons 

and unseen entities, including spirits of the living and the dead (el-Aswad 2010; Schielke 

2012).  Unlike the Freudian paradigm, in which the son’s appearance would be 

interpreted as the nocturnal fulfillment of his mother’s wish, popular Muslim 

understandings of the dream permit contact between mother and son, and the dream 

content may therefore be considered veridical.  The dream suggests that Bilal is not 

dead, but merely occluded, absent for an undetermined interval from the time-space of 

Ettadhamen, but not without hope of return.  
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Dreams are not the only form of message that Thoraya receives from her son.  

There are other ways that Bilal disrupts the fabric of ordinary life to make his presence 

known.  “We have a tradition in Tunisia,” Thoraya told me, “when something stops you 

short like this:” she placed a hand on her chest and audibly caught her breath, making a 

soft grunt, like a stutter in respiration.  She described this affect of being struck by the 

remembrance of an absent loved one amid the stream of mundane activities—like 

washing the dishes or looking after the kids—as a sign that this loved one is thinking of 

you.  “We asked an Imam about it, and he said this message can only come from 

someone who is still alive—it cannot come from the dead.  When this feeling comes over 

me, I know it is a message from Bilal that has been relayed by God.”  While his three 

sisters also attest to receiving such other-worldly messages, they maintain that “it is 

different for mom.  She is constantly thinking about Bilal.”   

According to geographer Paul Harrison, the same openness to the world that 

renders us vulnerable to harm is also a pre-condition for experiencing the vitality of life 

(Harrison 2008). For Thoraya, the affective labor of kin-work is not only about instilling 

a particular feeling in others (Hardt 1999), but in holding herself open—remaining 

receptive to intensities that arrive from elsewhere and declining their raw sensations 

into kin-meanings.  Thoraya continues to offer Bilal her care by orienting her attention 

toward him, even as the nature of his absence remains indeterminate.  Donna Haraway 

reminds us that making kin is about making persons, though “not necessarily as 

individuals or as humans” (2016: 103).  In the face of catastrophe, Haraway calls our 
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attention to the task of building refuge, assembling “myriad temporalities and 

spatialities” to generate a place where something can nestle and be nurtured.  I find this 

an apt description of Thoraya’s kin-work for her son.  Assemblage works according to 

an additive logic; like the image, it “can capture uncertainty and contradiction without 

having to resolve it” (Stevenson: 10).  Gathering affects, intensities, dreams, artifacts, and 

other physical traces, Thoraya generates personhood for Bilel in the place of his absence.  

This mattering provides the basis for continuous narration, kindling an unbroken 

presence for Bilel in the refuge of kinship.   

Warda’s story 

Warda is a young working mother in her mid-thirties.  For our first interview 

together, Warda asked me to meet her in front of the Zephyr shopping mall in La Marsa, 

a pleasant, upscale seaside suburb of Tunis.  Warda arrived late, as she had to pick up 

her son from soccer practice; but here she was, wearing a summery linen dress, her 10-

year-old son clad in a t-shirt featuring his favorite wrestling star, John Cena.  Though I 

had suggested the meeting, Warda insisted on inviting me to a particular café 

overlooking the beach.  An old hand in the service industry, the manager and wait staff 

greeted Warda warmly as we entered the café; Warda explained that she felt the 

workers here were like family.  She boasted that her husband, an electrician, had 

designed the lighting here—soft and romantic with elegant touches of Tunisian 

handicraft in the fixtures.  Looking out from the second-story window, there was a clear 



 

 

159 

view of the Dar El-Marsa hotel where Warda worked as linens manager, illuminated by 

floodlights and gleaming platinum white atop the Marsa cornice.  

It seemed fitting that Warda would bring me to a place that showcased so many 

of her family’s professional achievements.  Work was a topic of pressing concern for 

Warda, as she spoke at length about her job as linens manager at Dar El-Marsa.  

Drawing on her long career in the tourism industry, she described how employees 

circulate from hotel to hotel every four years, because at five their contractual status 

changes to a long-term contract, and companies are legally required to pay benefits.  

That “familial” feeling among tourism industry insiders comes from the fact that 

workers tend to meet everyone else in the industry as they circulate endlessly among the 

different establishments.  As linens manager, Warda had finally secured the hard-won 

prize of social security and health care coverage for her family.   

Warda had been with Dar al-Marsa from the beginning, when it was nothing but 

a dusty construction site, and she had been brought in with her expertise to set up the 

linens department.  Nevertheless, her salary was well below what she estimates her 

work merits.  Warda explained that this downward pressure on salaries was caused by a 

vast reserve army of unemployed persons who migrate to Tunis from the interior 

provinces.  Impoverished, illiterate girls with nothing, from regions like Beja, Jendouba, 

come down to the capital desperate for a job would gladly work for a pittance.  Hotels 

regularly keep such a girl as an understudy, Warda explained, so if a manager becomes 

too demanding she could be readily replaced.  Warda’s fear of being undercut by an 



 

 

160 

unskilled worker from the interior echoes a wide-spread regionalist discourse on nazūḥa, 

the internal migration blamed for destroying the charm of Tunisia’s coastal cities with 

their uncouth rural practices.  Although she clearly sought to associate herself with the 

beaux quartiers of La Marsa, Warda is originally from Le Kram, a poorer neighborhood 

reputed for its informality and disorder.  Through her frequent use of French phrases 

and easy reference to European friendships and familial ties, Warda positions herself 

within a cosmopolitan ‘true’ Tunisia, a society of openness, compassion, and a basic love 

of life.  However, as a worker, Warda’s belonging to this middle class Tunisianite is 

constantly threatened by the mass of nazūḥa, asserting pressure from the nation’s 

geographical margins that threaten to re-assimilate her. 

Aspirations for upward mobility were the major motivating factor that pushed 

her younger brother, Jamel, to depart for Turkey.  Jamel had not had the same luck as 

his sister in finding remunerated work.  Aside from occasional jobs as a waiter, Jamel 

had been unemployed for 10 years.  At 31 years old, he was engaged to be married to an 

Italian Tunisian who was the daughter of his maternal uncle.  His fiancé, moreover, was 

now 5 months pregnant with his first child.  As if the pressure of providing for his 

nascent family were not enough, his father had died prematurely, making Jamel the man 

of the family.  This meant that the responsibility for financially supporting his aging 

mother fell squarely on his shoulders.  In his joblessness, Jamel was ashamed that he 

was not only unable to support his mother, but he had become a financial burden on the 

family.  To cope with his depression, Jamel began frequenting the local mosque in Le 
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Kram.  It was a friend from the mosque who approached Jamel with a solution to his 

hopeless situation, offering to arrange a job for him as a waiter in a 5-star hotel in 

Turkey.  The pay was much better than he could expect for similar work in Tunisia.  He 

would be housed at the hotel and his meals provided by the management, allowing him 

to put much of his salary towards savings.  “When this offer was made,” Warda 

explained, “it was as if a door were opening up to him.” 

Nevertheless, when Jamel first asked his older sister about the offer, she was 

reluctant to let him go.  Without Jamel, there would be no man in the family to look after 

his mother in Le Kram, a rough neighborhood where a masculine presence conferred 

security.  However, Jamel explained that the work year would be split into two six-

month periods, with a break when he could return to Tunisia to spend time with family.  

Further, after 10 years of unemployment he had no other means of entering the life of 

full, married adulthood that he so desired.  And so, when Jamel received his back pay 

for a stint of work with a former employer, he purchased a plane ticket to Istanbul, 

where he planned to check out his prospective employer, sign a contract, and return to 

Tunisia after 10 days. 

During his trip to Istanbul, Jamel checked in with his family often.  He described 

the hotel, the breakfast he was served there, the general atmosphere of the place, and on 

the other end of the line Warda could hear the reassuring ambient noises of the hotel 

lobby.  Everything was going according to plan, and Jamel called to report that the 

following day he would meet a man and sign the contract.  It was at that point that 
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Jamel abruptly dropped off his family’s radar. After a month of dreadful uncertainty, 

Warda received a phone call that confirmed her worst fears.  In a terse exchange, Jamel 

said: “My sister, forgive me.  Tell them I left on my own free will.  I didn’t do anything 

wrong.”   

In the aftermath of a disappearance, Tunisian families are faced with a serious 

dilemma, torn between desire for the state’s assistance in recovering their kin, and fear 

that declaration to the police will result in conviction on terrorism charges.  Warda’s 

unusual trust of the police was rooted in the conviction that her brother was the victim, 

that he had been preyed upon by extremist networks with a foothold in the mosque he 

attended in Le Kram.  She described her brother’s disappearance as a kidnapping:  lured 

in by the promise of work, Jamel isolated himself from his family at his own expense by 

travelling to Turkey, where he was then coerced across the border and into service with 

a militia.  

At the time of our final interview together in 2015, Warda told me that Jamel had 

escaped from the militants, and was hiding out on the Syrian border, waiting to be 

smuggled out through Turkey.  No longer under the militia’s surveillance, Jamel 

revealed further details about his life in Syria.  He claimed he had been taken to the 

mountains and made to train with other men who had been pressed into service.  Those 

who were unable to keep up, or convincingly demonstrate support for the militants’ 

ideology, were executed; Jamel told his sister that he had seen “Tunisians killed in front 

of my eyes.”  Nevertheless, he swore to Warda that he had not committed any acts 
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contrary to his conscience; rather he was employed in a hospital, something that Warda 

insisted was “good” work, and life-affirming.  

Like many Tunisian families, Warda hoped the police would perform a triage 

among returnees, separating the terrorists from the victims.  As she saw it, the 

“terrorists” should be classified as those who truly believe in jihad, like those young 

men from Bou Silsila who transplant their entire families to Syria to live as an Emir.  For 

those like her brother, it was not right that they spend extensive time in prison, as they 

had already suffered through untold psychological trauma in Syria.  Yet in naming that 

trauma, Warda slipped back seamlessly to the foreclosed work horizons in Tunisia, as if 

these two situations were indistinguishable.  “These people are exhausted,” she said.  

“Put them in a clinic or a hospital…even if you cannot release them right away, give 

them a home. Let them feel that they are productive members of society. People want to 

work.  They want to feel they are contributing, not that they are just sitting at home, 

consuming, like a cow.  This is not a life.”   

When I met Warda again in 2016, a year after our first encounter, she had 

momentous news to share:  her brother Jamel had returned to Tunisia.  He had been 

living in Raqqa, and with the assistance of a Syrian doctor who worked with him at the 

hospital, he was able to escape his captors and make his way north to the Turkish 

border.  From there, he was transported into Turkey by smugglers after his family paid 

them a significant sum of money, arranging the transfer through the family of Jamel’s 

finance in Italy who have access to hard currency.   
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As a consequence of his return, new details came to light about how Jamel had 

been lured to work in Syria.  Whereas previously Warda claimed that Jamel had 

received a job offer through the mosque, she now told me his recruiter was a neighbor 

who lived just opposite her mother’s house in Le Kram.  This man left for Syria in 2011, 

when the generalized defeat of the Tunisian security apparatus facilitated an 

unprecedented spike in illegal migration.  Since that time, this neighbor has worked as a 

militia recruiter.  Business has been quite lucrative, judging by the flow of remittances 

back to his home in Le Kram.  The visibly rising fortunes of his family itself functions as 

a powerful recruitment device in the neighborhood—once poor, everyone can see that 

they have become rich. Jamal would have seen in this friend a rare figure of local 

success, and perhaps hoped to follow his in his footsteps to his own Syrian Eldorado.  

Warda maintains that Jamal was innocent of any idea of working in Syria until the day 

his neighborhood friend drove him to his home in Raqqa, but there is certainly reason to 

question what Jamel knew when he boarded the plane to Turkey.        

The return, which Warda considers “miraculous,” has nonetheless been 

bittersweet.  Jamel was met by police at the airport, and is currently serving an 8-year 

prison sentence on terrorism charges.  This turn of events has been especially crushing 

for Warda, who, in dealing with the police had always been guided by two principles:  

faith in her brother’s basic innocence and the justice of the Tunisian state.  A photo of 

Jamel, which Warda received from a friend in Le Kram and immediately turned over to 

the police, played a key role in his conviction.  Posted to Facebook, Jamel posed with a 
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firearm in front of a luxurious villa. Warda read the photo as a token of blackmail 

exercised by the Islamic State, to smear her brother’s reputation as a murderer and 

thereby ensure that he could never return home.  The police, however, saw proof that 

Jamel had participated in warfare as a combatant.  Warda bitterly resented the fact that 

information she had provided voluntarily ended up contributing to an excessively 

punitive sentence for Jamel.  Other returnees, whose families remained silent, were 

released to live at home after a few short months in prison, albeit under surveillance.  

Moreover, when Warda visits Jamel, the prison guards themselves insult her as a 

shameless “informant” who sold out her own kin.  As a terrorism convict, Jamel receives 

the worst possible treatment in prison at the hands of state security employees, who 

understand themselves—correctly—to be the main targets of terrorist violence.  They are 

often transferred from one prison to the next without their families receiving 

notification; Warda complained that when she visits Jamel she is always the last 

admitted, no matter how early she arrives.  Besides these instances of petty vengeance 

[shamāta], and the mundane shared misery of overcrowded cells and unsanitary living 

conditions, Warda strongly suspects that her brother is also being subjected to torture in 

prison. 

After our conversation, as she walked me to the collective taxi stand in La Marsa, 

Warda paused to greet an old woman who was panhandling in front of a public park.  

Sweating in the sun with her hair tied up in a country kerchief, the woman was seated 

barefoot on the pavement, her swollen legs stretched out before her, clearly suffering 
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from a circulatory disorder.  Warda knew this woman well, as she had frequently given 

her alms in the early months of Jamel’s disappearance.  At that time, she never imagined 

her brother would return home alive, so Warda spent Ramadan preparing food for the 

needy, as Tunisians do when a loved one dies.  Warda told me later that this woman 

was a vielle jeune fille (spinster) without family to support her.  She lived in a shanty 

beyond Bou Silsila with sheets fixed over the windows, and it cost her considerable pain 

to commute to La Marsa to beg.  Meeting the old woman now, Warda stooped down to 

kiss her warmly on both cheeks.  Joking appreciatively that she had brought her good 

luck, Warda informed the woman that Jamel—the brother for whom they had 

performed du‘ā’ together—had miraculously returned to Tunisia, only to wind up in 

prison.  Placing a few coins on her plate, Warda requested new invocations to ensure 

Jamel’s speedy release.  

As we continued on our way, a cop passed by slowly in a 4x4 truck and Warda 

turned around abruptly.  “Just watch,” said Warda, gripping my arm, “he’s going to 

harass her, poor thing.  They want to keep up appearances for the rich folks who live 

here, but this woman has nothing to live on—where is she supposed to go?”  We 

stopped for a moment, and indeed the cop was now shouting from his cab, telling the 

woman to move along.  We doubled back towards the taxi stand, but then Warda 

hesitated: “no, I don’t trust this situation.”  Approaching the panhandler once again, we 

found the cop had disappeared, while the woman was slowly collecting her affairs from 

the pavement.  During this whole scene, Warda was incredibly agitated, trembling with 
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rage.  As she dropped me off at the taxi station, she said: “I cannot stop talking about the 

injustice I see in the world.  I feel that someday something truly bad might happen to 

me.  When that day comes, please find a way to help me.  Use your contacts, get in touch 

with human rights workers, but please find some way to help.”        

Conclusion 

Political transitions are fraught with peril and possibility, as foundational aspects 

of national life are subject to renegotiation.  Just as the Arab Spring disorganized 

Tunisia’s national borders and security regime, so too was the Tunisian personality 

decentered, opened up to formerly outlawed religious affiliations and transnational 

solidarities.  Caught at the confluence of these forces, the Tunisian family is asked to 

defend the nation’s integrity by maintaining its coherence as a social unit.   

In its political register, kin-work insists that this relationship be one of mutual 

obligation.  As the guardian of family welfare, the state must uphold its commitment to 

shelter the intimate domain of the family, despite the ideological changes wrought by 

political transition (Chatterjee 1993).  Even if these men’s actions mark them as enemies 

of the national family, as sons the state must still protect them in order to make good on 

its moral pledge.  Kin-sentiment therefore lies at the center of a political strategy to move 

the Tunisian state from intransigence and save the family from disintegration through 

transnational circuits of violence.  Performing kin-bonds in public, families claim 

humanity for their sons against an over-determined security matrix that casts them 
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outside of citizenship.  Insisting on the integrity of the household unit as a moral good, 

families shore up the state’s pastoral power by appealing for the recognition of kinship’s 

intimate bonds.   

In seeking assistance for their missing sons, the family finds its political efficacy 

in emotional performances that beseech the state for its care.  Exposing their pain in 

public, families mobilize powerful claims of both genealogy and intimacy as 

“semiautonomous” forms of attachment that are inextricably intertwined (Povinelli 

2002: 235).  Yet kinship exceeds any political instrumentality, imbued as it is with a 

“surfeit of meaning, feeling, and presence” (Lambek 2013: 255).  In its intimate register, 

kin-work appears as an aptitude for receptivity within a potentially shameful and 

world-destroying situation of loss.  At its most fundamental level, kin-work is a means 

of maintaining personhood for the absent son, assembling disparate materials to form a 

refuge to shelter his presence.  Just as “it matters which stories tell stories,” so this work 

of assemblage generates the matter from which new stories of kin can emerge (Haraway 

2016: 101).  In this sense, kin-work functions as a mode of affective survival for families, 

as well as an organizing principle for inhabiting the difficult ground of uncertainty.  

Beyond even hope for return, kin-work sustains familial investments of love into 

combatant lives.
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5. Youth Crisis and Representation 

In 2014 the Carthage Film Festival, Tunisia’s premiere showcase for Arab and 

African film, provoked a scandal of inadequacy.  Although it had been an exceptionally 

prolific year for Tunisian cinema, the selection committee entered only one Tunisian 

feature-length fiction into the official competition:  Jilani Saadi’s Bidoun 2.  With three 

feature films to his credit, Jilani Saadi is hardly a marginal figure in Tunisian cinema.  

Yet in producing Bidoun 2 he eschewed material and technical support from the Ministry 

of Culture, creating a film of minimal means in a resolutely amateur style.  A group of 

established Tunisian filmmakers boycotted the Carthage Film Festival in response, 

launching their own festival “en parallel” that showcased the many Tunisian films that 

the Carthage selections committee had overlooked.  In their view, by promoting the 

willful amateurism of Bidoun 2 at the expense of “professional” films produced within 

the national filmmaking establishment, the festival implicitly encouraged the 

elimination of state filmmaking subsidies and threatened to plunge the Tunisian film 

industry into financial peril.  Yet the boycotters were careful not to extend their critique 

to the film’s content; that job fell to the popular press, which panned Bidoun 2 for its 

alleged vulgarity and utter lack of narrative.  Indeed, the film’s very title seems to elicit 

such attacks:  in Tunisian dialect, “bidoun” connotes something empty or meaningless; 

to call a film “bidoun” suggests that it’s a ḥikāya fāghra (empty story): it simply isn’t 

worth watching (Ben Slimane 2014). 
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Might worthlessness, however, be valorized as an aesthetic resource in a time of 

political transition?  Robert Lang writes that the golden age of Tunisian cinema (1986-

2006) was driven by allegories of nation that portray the individual’s struggle against 

domination under a neo-patriarchal, postcolonial state (2014).  By undoing the structures 

of enduring dictatorship, the 2011 Dignity Revolution ushers in an uncharted political 

situation that cannot be adequately captured by older narrative strategies.  Comprised of 

an interlinking series of random events that resist climactic narrative structure as a form 

of cinematic sense-making, Bidoun 2 makes a case for the picaresque as the genre par 

excellence of political transition and anxiety.  

 Precarity is my Statute 

In a series of articles published online at the time of the 2014 Carthage Film 

Festival, documentary filmmaker Hichem Ben Ammar passionately states the position of 

the boycotting cineastes (2014a, 2014b).  The Festival was founded in 1966 by Tunisian 

filmmaker Taher Chariaa a pan-African cinematic exchange that would alternate 

biannually with the FESPACO festival in Ougadougu, Burkina Faso.  According to 

Chariaa’s founding vision, the Carthage Festival was grounded in Third Cinema 

principles of cultural nationalism, designed to counter Hollywood’s global hegemony by 

celebrating Arab and African national cinemas and fostering intellectual exchange 

between nations of the global south.  Ben Ammar reproaches the 2014 selections 

committee for betraying that vision by ceding to the capitalist logic of globalization. 
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Particularly grievous was the numerically poor representation of Tunisian film at the 

festival, sidelined in favor of global corporate productions.  Given the dismal state of 

Tunisian film distribution, caught between the dilapidation of cinema hall infrastructure 

and a roaring informal trade in pirated DVDs, the JCCs represents a unique showcase 

for Tunisian national production. While Ben Ammar does not identify Bidoun 2 nor Jilani 

Saadi by name, he reserves a special bit of ire for the dangers inherent in uplifting 

“radical experiments” as exemplary cinema (2104a).  Far from pushing back against 

tired filmic conventions, the valorization of maverick digital productions encourages 

cinema’s de-professionalization, opening the floodgates to any young person with a 

digital camera to attain the statute of cineaste.  Worse still, it launches an implicit attack 

on the system of public financing for cinema production.  Without public financing 

sources, Ben Ammar argues, Tunisian filmmakers are thrust into a situation of precarity, 

facing the difficult choice of either financing films themselves, or courting international 

grantors, who may force them to compromise their authenticity.  Ben Ammar calls for a 

coherent, collective vision to reinforce Tunisian national cinema, defending it against the 

dangers of globalization. 

The irony of Ben Ammar’s position, however, lies in the fact that freedom of 

expression has been the major gain achieved by the 2011 revolution.  For filmmakers, 

this was immediately felt in the geographically uneven, but unmistakable retreat of the 

security apparatus from policing public space, obviating the need to obtain a license 
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(rukhṣa) before filming.  In part, this explains the recent explosion of documentary 

filmmaking in Tunisia by a generation of previously unknown filmmakers.  

Documentary was a minor filmic genre in Tunisia prior to the revolution for much the 

same reasons that field-based social science was underdeveloped in the academe: the 

censorship regime was invested in curtailing public knowledge about Tunisian society 

beyond the confines of the Ministry of the Interior and their specialists in information 

collection, the mukhabarāt.  Follow the c ollapse of the Ben Ali regime, the street became a 

contested site that could be reclaimed for filmic production (Tripp 2013).  Anyone with a 

camera could employ documentary as an empirical method for discovering Tunisian 

society.   

Documentary production also represented a strategy for a new generation to 

bypass gate-keeping mechanisms in the Tunisian filmmaking industry that prevented 

those outside a clique of established directors from accessing resources to execute more 

ambitious fiction projects.  Tunisian filmmakers benefit from state financing, made 

available through a regime of subsidies that can be accessed at various phases of 

production (Martin 2007).  A fiction film requires outside investment to offset the 

myriad costs of creating a film—scriptwriting, actors’ fees, set construction, costuming, 

etc. Making a documentary can be a strategic decision for novice filmmakers to establish 
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their reputations.  If the film is a success, they can leverage that cultural capital to secure 

a pre-production grant from the Ministry of Culture for a second project.1 

In these contexts, what makes Bidoun 2 unique is director Jilani Saadi’s desire to 

make common-cause with young, outsider filmmakers by declining to work within the 

public establishment.  While this decision stemmed in part from aesthetic concerns, it 

was also based on a critique of power within national institutions of culture.  Following 

the Revolution there was an expectation that state-issued filmmaking permits would be 

eliminated as part of a general spirit of dismantling censorship and opening up the 

public sphere to freedom of expression.  Counter-intuitively, the filmmaking 

establishment fought—successfully—to retain the permit system.  How can this be 

explained?  According to Saadi, established filmmaking professionals—technicians, 

directors, and producers—led the drive to retain permits as a tool for maintaining 

control over the image-making industry.  As Saadi tells it, the permit system under the 

Ben Ali regime did not automatically stifle creativity and innovation in the ways we 

might imagine, but rather functioned in some sense as a guarantor of quality: “Scripts 

                                                      

1 My interviews with young Tunisian filmmakers yielded many rich examples of directors 

turning to documentary film to overcome material limitations as outsiders to the Ministry of 

Culture and its resources.  The most striking example is Hamza Ouni, director of El-Gort, a 

portrait of precarious labor in the hay industry in the town of Mhamdia, which had received 

many accolades on the international festival circuit since its 2014 release.  At a public debate in 

2015, Ouni bluntly stated that he has no interest in documentary as a genre.  He had written 

several screenplays, but was unable to produce them because failed to secure state funding.  He 

said that he hopes the success of El-Gort will allow him to direct a fiction film for his next project.   
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that were refused before, they were not accepted not because they were ‘forbidden’ but 

because they were of very poor quality, incompetent.”  The revolution sowed chaos in 

the Ministry of Culture, opening a breach of power into which other interested parties 

could easily step.  Under the Ennadha government, a weak Minister of Culture ceded 

decision-making power to the producers’ syndicate, resulting in an unprecedented 

number of projects green-lighted for production.  “In any country, you cannot give the 

producers’ syndicate the power to decide cultural policy, particularly at the level of 

scripts, because they are not necessarily concerned with aesthetic or cultural arguments, 

but their concern will be to maximize profits.”  In Saadi’s view, the sudden prolific 

output of the Tunisian film industry should not be taken as a sign of healthy vigor that 

supports new aesthetic risk-takers, but as a symptom of infilāt—an utter lack of control 

in which profit motive and nepotism drive cultural policy decisions.  “We practically 

have never had so many scripts [subsidies] awarded to people who do not deserve it—

and especially to very old people.”   

Moreover, the turbulence of the political scene, particularly the rise of morality 

policing in the domain of culture, makes reliance on state money a particularly perilous 

venture for artists in the democratic transition.  During our interview together, Saadi 

rebutted the argument of Ben Ammar, for whom the arte povera experimentalism of 

Bidoun 2 had “come to destroy all the struggles waged by the cineastes who came before 

in order to have access to a certain level of comfort.”  In Saadi’s view, such comfort, and 
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predictability in the financial mechanisms that govern cultural production had been 

subtended by the artificial stability afforded by dictatorship.  Under democratic 

conditions, that promise of stability for cultural workers is always undercut by the 

possibility of change in the ideological nature of the regime.  “What bothers them?” 

Saadi asked.  “The fact that I refused to ask the Ministry of Culture for authorization at a 

certain époque because the Minister of Culture had brought a formal complaint against 

artists?  So, how can I work tomorrow if Ennadha takes power?  What will I do if I don’t 

find the means?”  In other words, the mere existence of public subsidies does not resolve 

the problem of precarity for cultural workers when the state is party to struggles over 

public morality waged in the cultural domain.  There is no ground for cultural workers 

to stand aloof from the turbulence of national politics because political battles have a 

direct bearing on the material conditions of their work—particularly when the state 

holds the levers of work authorization and financing.  For Saadi, the artist’s 

vulnerability is unavoidable and should not be dissimulated for the sake of art, but 

confronted at every level of film production:  in the material means by which a film is 

made, in the kinds of stories one chooses to tell.  “Precarity is my statue:  what will I do 

to resist?  Obviously if I make a film...it’s not going to be a love story that takes place in a 
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castle.  I have to talk about the precarity in which we find ourselves.  We don’t know 

into what future we will tumble into.”2 

A Cinema without Citizenship 

Bidoun 2’s DIY sensibility emerged from public conversations among filmmakers 

at the 2011 Rencontres Cinématographiques de Bizerte, who were asked to reflect on the 

implications of the recent Dignity Revolution for Tunisian cinema. For participants at 

the Rencontres, the affective immediacy of the revolution’s digital self-fashioning had 

been thrown like a gauntlet in the face of conventional filmmakers, forcing them to 

rethink their craft.  “What are we going to do now that the revolution has passed us by 

and we see that we were not partners in it?” they asked, “That people went out into the 

street and they filmed things in a much more decisive way than we ever could.”  For 

Saadi, the first step in developing a mode of cinematic expression adequate to the digital 

imaginaries that now dominated political and cultural life was to withdraw from 

cumbersome state financed studio-production in favor of making experimental films he 

describes as “Bidoun.”  In modern standard Arabic, the word Bidoun is a preposition 

meaning “without.”  Saadi employs Bidoun to refer to an agile production style using a 

GoPro camera and pared down to the barest essentials.  These are films characterized by 

what they lack:  made “without authorization, without preparation, without anything 

                                                      

2 For further work on immaterial labor and precarity for cultural workers, see Gill and Pratt 2008, 

Neilson and Rossiter 2005, Standing 2011, Gorz 2010, and Pandian 2015. 
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except the camera, practically without budget, without state subsidies…without 

stopping traffic, without actors, and everything.” A “Bidoun” film embraces precarity as 

a principle of freedom and transforms material constraint into a creative resource for 

felicitous accident and collaboration.  It composes with elements ready-at-hand: drawing 

on passersby as extras and inserting itself into situations already in progress for mis-en-

scene.3  That is not to say that Saadi worked without a script for Bidoun 2, but that the 

director deliberately cedes a certain margin of control over the camera to allow for 

improvisation.  Much like the cell phone cameras that captured the digital scenes that 

fueled the revolution online, in Bidoun 2 the camera is clearly embedded in the action, 

strapped onto bikes, cars, or plunged underwater to offer an immanent perspective, 

never completely severed from the movement of the characters’ bodies or other objects 

in the diagetic world.  As for narrative, Saadi views it as a crutch: necessary to propel the 

action forward for the audience, but it should not foreclose the sensations the film might 

provoke by yoking them into the service of a character’s biography or plot line.  Rather, 

Saadi explicitly minimizes narrative in order to hold the filmic space open to a range of 

available sensations not easily bounded by identifiable emotions (sadness, happiness, 

                                                      

3 For example, to create a scene in which the female protagonist Aida crashes a wedding party to 

score an evening meal, the film team scoured Bizerte to find a real-live wedding already in 

progress, and then relied on the collaborative spirit of the revelers who allowed them to perform 

the scene in their midst. 



 

 

178 

anger and so on).  Instead, Bidoun 2 largely evokes feeling—and even character—in 

relation to physical situations:  movement, postures, composures, and de-composures.4 

Yet, the meanings of “bidoun” are not exhausted in the material conditions of the 

film’s making.  When presenting the film to theater audiences, Saadi makes clear that his 

use of “bidoun” also refers a class of stateless denizens of the Arab Gulf, and therefore 

Bidoun 2 declares itself a cinema lacking in citizenship.  Indeed, the question of 

citizenship—as both a charter of formal rights and obligations and as an affective 

condition—was one that loomed large for Tunisians in the summer of 2013 when Bidoun 

2 was written and produced.  Contentious debate over Tunisia’s religious identity had 

not only eclipsed major demands for employment and social justice that had driven the 

                                                      

4 This interest in opening a film up to the free play of affect is not unique to Bidoun 2, but can be 

read in earlier films in Saadi’s oeuvre, notably Tender is the Wolf (‘urs al-di’b).  Tender is the Wolf 

contains many of the compositional elements of Bidoun 2:  the centrality of revenge cycles, a 

troubling rape, and a certain propensity for peregrination.  In Tender is the Wolf, the main 

protagonist is severely beaten at the behest of a prostitute who had been gang raped earlier in the 

film by his group of friends, although he had been the only voice among them who protested the 

rape and refused to participate.  Beaten unconscious, stripped of his clothes, and tossed onto a 

garbage heap, the protagonist is picked up by a couple of garbage collectors, who resolve to haul 

him out to the hospital atop their trash chariots.  Travelling thusly through the city, he gradually 

regains consciousness, but in his disoriented state fails to recognize his position, in the midst of a 

brutal humiliation.  Rather, elements of the humiliation scene arrive to him disaggregated:  the 

evening breeze on his bare skin, an array of stars in the evening sky, the distinct smell of mint 

emanating up from the discarded herbs on the trash heap, so that the protagonist experiences 

them as pleasurable.  He imagines himself on the beach of Cape Verde, listening to cool tones of 

Cesaria Evora.  This moment is constructed as a parenthesis: an imaginative reprieve from the 

cycle of violence and humiliation that structure the film overall—suggesting that outside the 

slings and arrows of fortune suffered by the subject, the body itself remains open to its own 

pleasures by sheer virtue of being alive.  These pleasures ultimately exceed narrative—that is, 

they cannot be captured fully by the biographical situation in which the subject finds himself.    
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2011 uprising, but it threatened to derail Tunisia’s democratic transition altogether by 

perilously prolonging the time-frame for drafting the nation’s constitution.  Particularly 

frustrating to many secular-minded Tunisians was the way in which Ennahda’s majority 

presence in the assembly mandated the revision of questions they considered to be long-

settled, such as state’s relationship to Islam, or how the relationship between the sexes 

should be juridically framed in matters of citizenship.  This anxious period of political 

dithering was then violently punctuated by the assassination of Muhammad Brahimi in 

late July, sparking a protest movement calling for the immediate resignation of the 

Ennahda-led transitional government just weeks after the SCAF-sponsored Tamarrud 

campaign had toppled the Muslim Brotherhood’s rule in Egypt.   Bidoun 2 is thus 

haunted by the potential collapse of Tunisia’s democratic transition, and indeed, Saadi 

delayed work on the film in order to regain his mental composure in the wake of 

Brahimi’s death. 

Bidoun 2 is a road movie without destination that follows the peregrinations of 

Aida and Abdou, two young people adrift in the northern city of Bizerte.  In their 

homelessness, the protagonists are people without a place, endlessly roving on the 

margins of society and the outskirts of the city.  A scene of material attrition sets things 

in motion when Abdou is evicted from his apartment for failure to pay the rent.  With 

nothing left to lose, he camps his beat-up car outside the villa where his married lover, 

Salwa, lives with her family in bourgeois comfort.  The female protagonist, Aida, is 
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something of a supporting character and we therefore know less about her than Abdou.  

She appears to be a runaway, who has fled the security of middle-class home life and 

now squats in abandoned spaces on the street. The two meet by chance after Aida enters 

Abdou’s unlocked car one evening as she searches for a warm place to sleep.  Each 

unaware of the other’s presence, they spend the night sleeping side-by-side in the car.  

The following morning, however, Salwa has the vehicle towed to a hay field outside 

Bizerte in order to forestall a scandal among her neighbors.  Upon waking in this 

abandoned field, the two are thrown into a difficult and ambivalent alliance.  The major 

driving feature of the plot (to the extent that the film has a plot), is Abdou’s struggle to 

remain attached to Salwa; the gradual waning of that attachment; and his turbulent 

search for an alternative configuration of life.  Traumatic events occasionally punctuate 

the stream of events, extending the promise of a definitive shift in Aida and Abdou’s 

fortunes, but mostly one episode follows flatly upon the other without adding up to 

something conclusive. 

In their differently gendered circumstances, Abdou and Aida embody the peril 

and promise of youth in the shifting social field of Tunisia’s democratic transition.  In 

Abdou, we see an embattled masculinity undercut by biting conditions of 

unemployment, where for many, marriage has become materially unattainable but 

nevertheless persists as a hegemonic ideal.  His asymmetrical romance with Salwa 

brings him into a cruelly optimistic proximity to bourgeois domesticity, and yet within 
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this relation he resembles a precarious worker in a flexible sexual economy, remaining 

on call to satisfy Salwa’s desires but possessing no means to his own security.  The 

fleeting pleasure of their trysts rapidly gives way to crippling anxiety, as Abdou 

explains: “Usually when I leave her, I start to worry.  Will I see her again?  When?  Will 

she be able to?  Will we find a place to see each other?  If she says no, is it because she 

doesn’t want to, or can’t?”   

This crisis of masculinity is dramatized though the contrast between the 

passivity and flat affect of Abdou’s waiting in the car outside Salwa’s house, and the 

violent psychic life of revenge that Abdou plays out when he is alone with his thoughts.  

In the daylight hours, Abdou simply waits.  Salwa does not return his phone calls and 

text messages, nor does she betray any recognition when she passes him on the street.  

Her sole communication with Abdou is a patronizing gesture of care, as she sends a 

young boy to deliver plates of home-made food to his car—which Abdou politely 

accepts in an attitude of docile appreciation.  And yet when he’s alone, Abdou’s self-talk 

makes clear that he longs to precipitate an event that would decisively shatter the 

contingency of his existence—meaning he will either decisively master events, or perish 

in the attempt.  In his imaginary life, Abdou wavers between a desire to enact violence 

on others, and impulses toward self-violence.  In an evening scene, emboldened by 

alcohol, he strides recklessly through the lamp-lit streets of Bizerte challenging a host of 

imaginary adversaries in a show of masculine bravado.  He warns them that he has 
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changed, that Abdou the pushover is no more—and that, moreover, he will show them by 

cutting off heads, by ripping his enemies apart limb from limb.  Confrontation with the 

imaginary adversary gives Abdou an object where he can directly focus his rage, 

whereas the true sources of his frustrations are more ambient, diffuse, and therefore do 

not lend themselves to any clear-cut or satisfactory resolution.   

In its humiliating asymmetry, the relationship between Salwa and Abdou is 

characterized by ḥogra, a Maghrebi structure of relational feeling that means contempt, 

disdain, or lack of regard.  Nevertheless, despite the emasculating frustration that 

pervades their relationship, Abdou’s attachment to Salwa endures for lack of an 

alternate principle to organize his life.  After his eviction, Abdou salvages nothing from 

his apartment but a full-length mirror that he somewhat quixotically ties to the roof of 

his car, and it travels with him throughout the film in his errands within and beyond the 

city.  As a surface of reflection, the mirror could potentially provide an anchor of 

identity and self-recognition.  Instead, it serves as the emblem of abyss.  In its play on-

screen, the mirror sometimes appears as an empty white field reflecting the sky, possibly 

portending unbearable freedom from social attachment.  It later reads as a stark black 

field, as Abdou draws it over himself as the cover to a grave he has dug himself on the 

beach. 

Surprisingly, it is Abdou’s female fellow traveler Aida who challenges him to 

exit the realm of fantasy and enact revenge in the world.  As they sit in the car in the 
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abandoned field, mulling over the mystery of how they arrived there together, Aida 

discovers a note left by Salwa on the windshield, which reads:  Next time you park in front 

of my house, I’ll throw you into the sea.  Signed, your beloved who loves you still.  Visibly 

amused by Abdou’s fury at the humiliating note, Aida’s advice to him is simple:  you 

should fuck her.  Idiomatically speaking, its pretty clear what she means: Abdou should 

recover his dignity by getting back at Salwa; he should mess her up.  The viewer is 

shocked, then, to discover how literally the revenge unfolds.  In the scene that follows, 

Aida becomes an active accomplice to rape, duping Salwa into opening the door by 

posing as a delivery person, then holding her down as Abdou forces himself on her in 

the hallway of her home.  Perhaps the most jarring aspect of the rape lies in the 

juxtaposition between the traumatic nature of the act and the very ordinary way in 

which it unfolds.  It does not interrupt the rhythms and texture of everyday life, children 

outside continue their play, riding bikes in the street.  As they drive away from the rape 

scene, Aida encourages Abdou to understand the act as one of liberating violence, one 

that breaks the “magical charm” of Salwa’s hold over his affections.  Yet this fails to 

defeat Abdou’s ambivalence, and soon enough he has resumed his station, waiting in 

front of the house and texting desperate missives of love.  And just as before, a young 

boy arrives at the driver-side window bearing a plate full of sweets courtesy of Aunt 

Salwa.   
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In the picaresque mode of storytelling, the protagonist is often a marginal 

figure—a trickster, a petty criminal, a vagabond—who arrives as a perpetual stranger to 

a series of new circumstances.  In a similar fashion, Abdou and Aida move through 

cycles of revenge and counter-revenge.  These are often manifestly violent episodes:  

there is the rape, of course, and following that two street-toughs are sent by Salwa to 

attack Abdou with a knife.  Mortified and wounded, Abdou drives out to the beach and 

attempts suicide by drowning.  He survives but seems mystified as to how.  As one 

trauma follows another, they accumulate in such a way that the trace of each successive 

personal catastrophe no longer registers.  It is not merely that the characters forget the 

damage that has gone before, but in a real material sense, the filmic world itself forgets.  

Like a video game, the pieces and the players are incessantly re-set at zero. 

Following his failed suicide attempt, Abdou works to stabilize himself through 

therapeutic religious forms of bodily discipline. In a form of dhikr (remembrance), he 

chants the name of God while jogging through the woods or treading water in the sea.  

Here, Saadi’s representation of Abdou’s religious turn invokes the rise of Salafism as a 

popular youth culture, and yet he remains on the surface of things, avoiding caricature 

by refusing to psychologize Abdou or over-expose his interior through the contrivance 

of monologue.  Religion is deployed as a gestural repertoire, whose repetitive nature 

helps Abdou to find his sea-legs in a time of acute uncertainty.  Though calming, the 

film represents religious solace as a form of ambivalent transit for Abdou, associated 
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with the sea in which he had previously sought to drown himself, and in this way 

perhaps also adjacent to suicide. 

Aida, on the other hand, represents the more optimistic face of Tunisia’s 

revolutionary youth generation. Vagabondage for Aida appears to be a lifestyle choice, 

one that affords her freedoms of self-expression not available at home, where she was 

presumably expected to conform to restrictive norms of bourgeois femininity.  Despite 

her family’s attempts to lure her back with gifts of home-cooked meals, Aida prefers 

independence, even at the cost of “[remaining] the shame of the family.”  On the street, 

she is free to embrace masculine dress style and comportment, and to court danger by 

expressing herself through the poetry she spray-paints on the city walls.  Yet for all 

Aida’s street savvy and communicative talents, she lacks a receptive community in 

which to take root and flourish, and therefore her gestures are unreciprocated, awaiting 

a future community that has not yet come into being.  Even her loose association with 

Abdou is undercut by incessant reversals provoked by her wayward friend’s radical 

ambivalence, and his inability to shake free from the pull of self-destructive desire.  She 

is therefore largely abandoned to lonely pleasures:  the breeze on her face when cruising 

through the city on an evening bike ride, or the swirl of seaweed brushing past bare legs 

during a swim in the Mediterranean.   

Yet, despite these fragmentary moments of corporeal pleasures, Bidoun 2 

portrays the political affect of democratic transition not as the heroic time of revolution’s 
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triumph, but rather the time of impasse.  Lauren Berlant describes impasse as “a space of 

time lived without a narrative genre…a holding station that doesn’t hold securely but 

opens out into anxiety, that dogpaddling around a space whose contours remain 

obscure” (Berlant 2011: 199).  The subject enters a situation of impasse when the 

attachments that previously anchored life as a habitable structure have become 

unmoored, giving way to an emergent situation that requires a period of awkward 

gestural improvisation to master.  In Bidoun 2, ordinary impasse is held in ironic 

counterpoint with the impasse of national politics, as the bickering of political elites over 

the constitution plays as a leitmotif against the more mundane impasse in lives of Aida 

and Abdou.   

In one evocative street sequence, the protagonists separately cope with boredom 

by engaging in series of lateral pleasures, such as reading a comic book, masturbation, or 

listless drinking.  Meanwhile, on the soundtrack, a radio broadcasts the constituent 

assembly’s deliberations over Article 6, the most hotly contested article in the Tunisian 

constitution, which structures the state’s relationship to religion. This juxtaposition 

between the parliamentarians’ rhetoric and the protagonists’ marginal activities 

highlights the gap between the project of citizenship as a formal body of rights being 

forged in the constituent assembly, and continued deferral of citizenship as an affective 

condition for youth suffering from social exclusion.    
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Although Abdou and Aida’s partnership never resolves itself in romantic love, it 

does condense into friendship, and possibly freedom, as Aida finds companionship in 

Abdou, while her presence helps Abdou disengage from self-destruction.  However, this 

nascent freedom is circumscribed by the phantom remnants of the defunct dictatorial 

regime, which reveals itself though its symbols, surveillance apparatus and instrumental 

violence.  The film is bookended with the bizarre image of the ousted President Ben Ali, 

his hand over his breast pocket in a gesture of confidence and benevolence.  This official 

portrait, once ubiquitous in public space, has been flipped upside down and fixed to the 

back of fish tank, illuminated by the lurid glow of the aquarium’s florescent lights.  This 

scene is situated in the home of a cryptic figure I will refer to as “the mauve man”:  a 

silent older gentleman clad in goggles and a mauve bathrobe.  As the official color of the 

RCD, mauve unambiguously associates this man with Tunisia’s former ruling party.  

Stationed on the sidewalk as an eccentric informal vendor, this mauve man has a knack 

for turning up on the same streets as Aida and Abdou, suggesting that his benign 

presence belies the persistent threat of surveillance.  This impression is reinforced by the 

optic of the roving GoPro camera.  Generally apt at capturing the rush of movement 

from the protagonists’ perspective, at times it is mounted high on the wall in a still-

frame that mimics a closed-circuit security camera.  In a further twist on the theme of 

hidden control, the peripheral role of the mauve man is played by director Jilani Saadi, 

well-disguised under the reflective goggles and the considerable weight loss he 



 

 

188 

underwent for the part.  In the second half of the film, in a moment of ludic recklessness, 

Abdou hits the mauve man with his car as he speeds through the night with the 

headlights cut.  The aloof surveilling gaze now becomes a problematic body, as neither 

Aida nor Abdou can understand if the man that they hit—who nonetheless bears no 

trace of the impact—is dead or alive.  Moreover, the two disagree over how to deal with 

the body:  should it be abandoned on the road as a liability, or watched over carefully 

and nursed back to health?   

Film critic Insaf Machta reads this indecision over how to deal with the 

burdensome body of the RCD / film director as a sign of the uncertainty of youth  about 

how to properly engage with the nation’s political past. (2014).  Should it be sloughed off 

summarily, buried alive before the arrival of some form of retribution?  Or does some 

residue of parentage remain that must be respected, or even rehabilitated?  At Aida’s 

insistence, the hapless youth take the mauve man’s undead body to the sea—presented 

throughout the film as a primordial lieu of healing.  Plunging the mauve man into the 

water, the two youth animate his inert body in a movement of therapeutic play, 

simulating a diving action, passing him from one to the other in a series of twists, turns, 

pirouettes.  Machta reads this sequence as a declaration of cinema’s liberation from the 

director, as Saadi becomes a body among bodies to be manipulated on-screen.  Leaving 

aside for a moment this possibility of meta-commentary—a reading that I find 

convincing—I believe there is also an exploration here of the ambivalent nature of 
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freedom in post-revolution.  A freedom from constraint, to be sure, but one lacking an 

organizing principle to propel life forward politically.  For many, facing an unremitting 

period of unemployment, it is also freedom from emplacement in the constrictive / 

affirmative nexus of work, and consequently, a growing estrangement from social 

relations.  As for the mauve man, in the end he does return, comically, with a posse of 

his own thugs to exact his own revenge. 

At the film’s close, the camera returns briefly to the sea.  Blue-green-grey, the 

water reads warm as a stream of algae and plant debris flows past the immersed camera 

lens, coupled with the other-worldly sound of breathing from a scuba tank.  This image 

gradually fades back into the scene where the movie began:  the upended portrait of Ben 

Ali taped up to the lurid aquarium:  a neat bookend that contains all the intervening 

action within its glass walls.  Inverted, scrambled, and dissimulated, elements of the 

dictatorship’s apparatus of control remain a distinct presence in Bidoun 2—latent and 

inoperative for now, but available for re-composition under the auspices of democratic 

rule.  In this sense, the film suggests that transitional politics may be a red herring, 

creating the illusion of change while old regime figures rebrand themselves and 

reconsolidate their bases of power.  The word transition is strongly expressive of 

mobility, a transformative linear movement from dictatorial rule to self-determination.  

In his use of the picaresque, Jilani Saadi expresses his lack of confidence in the 

transformative capacities of transitional politics.  By honing in on the boredom, anxiety, 
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and contingency that fracture revolutionary myth making, Bidoun 2 confronts viewers 

with affects of social malaise that have only deepened in the wake of Ben Ali’s ouster.  It 

evokes a milieu where hopelessness and social precariousness continue to be the 

dominating refrains for Tunisians long after the heat and dust of revolutionary euphoria 

have settled. 

Revolution and Documentary Film 

Early Tunisian films are nationalist and anti-colonial in nature, produced 

exclusively by SATPEC (Société Anonyme Tunisienne de Production et d’Expansion 

Cinématographique), a production company set up by president Habib Bourguiba as a 

propaganda tool.  This state monopoly began to crack by the 1980s, which witnessed the 

rise of independent producers who nurtured oppositional voices.  This is the time that 

Robert Lang identifies as the “golden age” of Tunisian cinema, when Tunisian films 

garnered unprecedented audiences—both nationally and on the international festival 

circuit—due to their unique aesthetic point of view (2014).  Although each auteur was 

driven by their own personal artistic vision, they nonetheless stand together as a 

coherent movement due to certain commonly-shared features: their desire to depict the 

national situation, and their bold reclamation of the body as an expressive resource for 

Arab cinema.  Whereas earlier nationalist films imagined antagonistic forces coming 

from outside the nation in the form of an external colonizer, these films portray an 
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internal struggle in which both the forces of oppression and the impulse for liberation 

are warring within Tunisian society itself (Lang 2014).   

The “golden age” generation left an indelible mark on Tunisian cinema, and their 

films form the core of Tunisia’s national canon.  They cemented Tunisian cinema’s 

reputation for audacity, as a place where Arab cinema broke the conventions of 

Egyptian melodrama and shattered religious taboos in order to draw biting social 

critique.  This is particularly true of director Nouri Bouzid, an activist and poet who was 

jailed under Bourguiba for membership in the militant leftist movement known as 

“Perspectives,” whose films treat painful topics in a manner at once sensitive and 

unflinching.  In over a decade of filmmaking, Bouzid has examined homosexuality (Man 

of Ashes), male prostitution (Bezness), child domestic labor (Clay Dolls), the condition of 

women under enduring patriarchy (Bent Famillia), torture in prison (The Golden 

Horseshoes), and violent extremism (Making Of).5   

The gravitational pull of the “golden age” cohort is now being challenged by a 

rising generation of Tunisian filmmakers—many of whom nonetheless spent their 

formative years training in classrooms and on film crews with famous names among the 

                                                      

5In an essay On Inspiration, Bouzid remarks that in his films, “Pain becomes a kind of an ethic, 

because I am unveiling the hidden side of society and I don’t want people to walk out feeling ill.  

I want to help them understand this side.  So I share my pain with them, and as this pain is my 

pain too, I merge with them.  Generally, the image people have in their heads is one which has to 

be favorable, they can’t imagine anyone presenting an unfavorable image of themselves to them.  

So I almost rape them with my images so that they shan’t be raped elsewhere.”  (60).    
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golden agers.  For them, the scenes and scenarios of classic Tunisian film that were once 

so successful have become tired and formulaic.  The subject matter, aesthetic, and milieu 

that once indexed cultural authenticity now strikes audiences as phony and out of step 

with contemporary Tunisian society.  As one filmmaker described it: “The average 

spectator is fed up with something called ‘an Arab country.’  You have to be in the Arab 

quarter, to have a ḥoush ‘arabī (a traditional courtyard), you need a hammam—all of this 

should be present.  You need this kind of décor to succeed.”  Yet this formula has run its 

course.  “Even the Europeans are bored of this.  We give you money for a production 

and then it’s the same story that gets repeated.  So, they add a new element: intégrisme 

(Islamic extremism).  We’ll bring in a character who is Salafi in order to sell the film.  

No!  That’s not cinema.”  There is a refusal, then, to trade in marketable stereotypes at 

the expense of grappling with contemporary social issues confronting Tunisian society.    

It is not my intention to fetishize the revolution as a neat causal factor motivating 

change in cultural production.  Many of the young directors, projects, and ways of doing 

I catalogue below were already in progress before 2011.  Nevertheless, I identify the 

following as core aspects of Tunisia’s emergent post-revolutionary film aesthetic: 

1. An inclusive geography for portraying Tunisian society.  Whereas earlier 

periods have fetishized certain locations as authentically Tunisian and worthy of 

depiction, these newer films seek out less photogenic places, the “Shadow Zones” of 

depressed interior and the rougher suburbs of the capital.  These films are often 
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ethnographic in nature, even if they have a certain fictional element.  Moreover, the 

directors themselves often hail from the geographical margins, and take the revolution 

as a clarion call to correct regional inequality in the realm of representation.   

These shifts in representational geography have been accompanied by a flurry of 

civil society projects to effect cultural de-centralization and bring cinema screenings to 

audiences without access to movie theaters.  Cultural infrastructure in Tunisia is legally 

protected from encroachment by capitalist projects, and it is illegal for a cultural site to 

be acquired and converted to a commercial enterprise.  In practice, however, this law is 

rarely enforced.  In Gafsa, for example, the city’s two independent movie theatres were 

bought up and transformed into commercial enterprises: one has become a Carrefour 

supermarket, the other a banquet hall for weddings.  In Tunis, an historic cinema on 

Avenue Habib Bourguiba has ceded way to a major international fast-fashion outlet.  To 

counter this trend, a number of experimental projects, including itinerant cinema and 

special projections inside the prisons, have been established to make cinema accessible 

to the margins. 

2.  Documentary in nature.  The documentary boon is partially a way of 

circumventing financial constraints for independent filmmakers, yet it also confers a 

desirable, fresh aesthetic.  There have been interesting experiments in blending 

documentary and fiction styles; notably Bidoun 2 as I describe above, but also Le Challat 

de Tunis by Kaouther Ben Hania, a film that the director characterizes as a “docu-
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fiction.”  Le Challat de Tunis is staged as an investigative journalist’s search for the 

“Challat,” a scooter-borne vigilante who disciplines women for wearing “sexy” attire by 

slashing them with a razor blade beneath their offending buttocks.  While the narrative 

begins as Ben Hania’s quest to establish the truth behind an urban legend, it drifts into a 

riotous house of mirrors when the “real” Challat responds to a casting call, and proudly 

demands that the director should let him play the role of Challat in the film.   

3.  This emergent cinema exhibits qualities that Hamid Naficy identifies as the 

“interstisal mode of production” (2001).  This form of production is often employed by 

industry professionals who wish to undertake independent projects.  Unable or 

unwilling to access public funding, yet insufficiently mainstream to obtain commercial 

investment, these filmmakers materially invest in their films by contributing their own 

labor and money.  To reduce costs, they often cover multiple production tasks—

cinematographer, director, and producer—adopting acting roles themselves, or 

recruiting family and friends to work for free.  These techniques are used by many of the 

Tunisian directors I spoke with.  Many had been trained in newly established schools for 

audio-visual production, and perhaps are gainfully employed in the television industry, 

but do not yet have the connections to facilitate access to public production grants.   

The downside to such multiplication of roles is that in order for the Ministry of 

Culture to purchase the rights to a film, a critical mass of industry professionals must 

have worked on the project.  Otherwise it does not qualify as a “Tunisian” film.  Imagine 
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the dilemma of a friend, who had dropped out of a doctoral studies program in Paris to 

make a documentary film on the lives of homeless Tunisian immigrants, who were 

camping in a public park near his apartment.  It was just a few months after the 

revolution, and a wave of Tunisians had taken advantage of the security vacuum to risk 

the sea passage to Europe.  Shooting the film itself had been an ordeal, as the director 

spent one month sleeping rough in the park to document his subjects.  Meanwhile, back 

in Tunisia, his brother, who had been working the Libyan border in the post-

revolutionary smuggling boom, suffered a car accident that left him confined to a 

wheelchair.  The whole filmmaking debacle became an entanglement of personal and 

national traumas, and upon returning to Tunisia, the director multiplied his roles in 

post-production to wrap up the project as soon as humanly possible.  Though he had 

hoped that the Ministry of Culture would purchase the rights to the film, permitting him 

to pay back his loans and contribute to his brother’s medical expenses, in the end the 

film was not purchased.  When pressed to explain why the film was rejected, an 

industry insider replied: “Well, you must admit there’s quite a lot of you in this film.”  In 

other words, not enough industry professionals had worked on the the project for the 

film to qualify as “Tunisian.” 

Images from the Margins    

Abdallah Yahya is the author of two films that document post-revolutionary 

social changes on Tunisia’s social and geographical margins.  The first, We are here, 
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follows an awakening of affective citizenship among youth in Jebel Jelloud, a industrial 

suburb of Tunis.  Jebel Jelloud bears all the social stigmas associated with capital’s 

periphery:  unemployment, poverty, drugs, pollution.  The dominant culture here, as 

one high school girl describes it in the film, is the “loser culture of drugs.”  To pass the 

time—and there is a lot of time to pass—one smokes hashish, engages in self-cutting, 

dreams of somehow immigrating to Lampedusa and from there on to mainland Europe, 

or rotates in and out of prison.  The local landscape is a closed horizon. 

In his interviews with rap artists in Jebel Jelloud, Yahya reveals how the 

existential bleakness of neighborhood life becomes a wellspring of creativity.  It is as if 

the sheer lack of perspective here is more than the human mind can bear, thereby 

forcing a line of flight into the imagination.  As a member of a local rap group explained:  

“When you wake up in the morning, you open the window or look out from 

your balcony, you find the world filled with tons of trash.  What’s your reaction?  You 

want to just…you see all that rage pent up inside?  So, you go out and all day you pick 

fights with people.  Either that, or you write the words to a song that denounces this 

situation.  You transform this stock of negative energy into something positive in the 

form of a song.  I used to live in tiny shanty made of bricks and mortar.  When you open 

your eyes, you just want to close them again.  You go down the stairs of your apartment 

like that, with your eyes closed.  Such conditions drive you to write.  And then one day, 
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if you discover that you have talent…well, that’s it.  Its as if the power switch has been 

flipped, and no one can find the off button.” 

Yahya documents how the revolution kindled a desire for change among youth 

in Jebel Jelloud, which finds expression in a charity caravan organized by high school 

students, who wished to bring relief to the residents of Hydra, a remote frontier village 

in Kasserine.  As one of their teachers observes, the people of Jebel Jelloud could 

themselves benefit from a charity caravan.  Yet this impulse of volunteerism, to get out 

in the streets and raise money for those who are suffering, came from the students 

themselves without prompting from parents or teachers.  For some, this turn to personal 

dignity is bound up in religious conviction, yet there is no sign that this charitable 

impulse has been instrumentalized by religious party politics.  In this, Yahya remains 

studiously aloof from familiar debates over modernity, secularism, and religion in 

Tunisia.        

According to Yahya, artists and intellectuals had been complicit in the Ben Ali 

dictatorship, through practices of auto-censorship, their decisions to promote a narrow 

list of places as worthy of representation, and their silence on marginal social worlds.  

“In truth, it was not only politicians who violated the people’s rights, but the 

intellectuals were complicit.  Ben Ali worked on a postcard.  He won accolades the 

world over and visited many capital cities.  [For the West] he was a symbol of 

democracy, not dictatorship, because Ben Ali was good at selling an image to the world.  
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But what is behind that postcard we don’t know.  Actually, it’s not that we don’t 

know—we can imagine, but we’re afraid to represent it.  We betrayed the people’s rights 

with our silence.”   

The experience of revolution smashed the barrier of fear and eliminated the 

censorship and surveillance apparatus.  “Before the revolution, to make a film you 

needed a permit, and in order to get that, you need a script.  Then the state would send 

people to follow you, to see exactly what you were filming.  After the revolution this 

was no longer the case.”  Yahya began shooting We are Here without a permit, but 

applied for one later, as it was required to apply for financial support from the state.  

And indeed, after the film made the festival rounds and won prizes, the Ministry of 

Culture purchased rights to film.  Yahya himself never saw much of that money, 

however.  By law, filmmaking subsidies must go to a production company, which is 

why many established filmmakers end up founding their own production companies to 

produce their films.  Not having a company of his own, Yahya teamed up with a 

friend—whose company, unfortunately, went bankrupt shortly after the We are Here was 

purchased.  Yet Yahya refused to let the loss get him down and resolved to look ahead 

to the next project.     

Yahya does not consider We are Here to be a film about the revolution.  When 

embarking on the film he deliberately chose a decentered subject and location.  Like 

many filmmakers, Yahya had immersed himself in the unfolding revolution in the 
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capital and filmed the events voraciously.  Yet later he worried that it would be difficult 

to say something new about this watershed experience that was shared by everyone. 

Instead, Yahya chose to document the ferment of optimism that revolution left in its 

wake.  “We are a forgetful people,” he remarked.  “If someone asks you to explain the 

revolution—what led up to it, what happened during and after—they will give you an 

explanation.  But there are things they would omit, and these might turn out to be the 

important.  For example, right after the revolution, there was a big spirit of solidarity 

among the people.  There were all kinds of activities.  Tunisians wanted to help each 

other out.  People have forgotten that now.  Everyone is obsessed with politics but they 

don’t talk about this solidarity.”  We are Here documents these exceptional moments of 

solidarity where people in zones long “forgotten by the state,” felt themselves to be 

citizens for the first time, and took the initiative to care for other citizens in similar 

situations.   

Yahya’s sensibility in documenting life in Jebel Jelloud is informed by his roots in 

Gafsa, southern capital of the phosphate mining basin.  Yahya referred to his origins in 

Gafsa as productive of a headstrong mentality, as well as a body marked by the effects 

of phosphate pollution.  A characteristic browning of the teeth, for example, the result of 

chemicals seeped into the water supply from the water-intensive process of washing the 

phosphate.  When I asked him if the situation in Jebel Jelloud is similar to that in Gafsa, 

he conceded that the circumstances of history made the texture of marginalization 
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different in each case.  Yet they share a common experience of ḥogra—belittlement or 

contempt.  This is something Yahya has encountered in cinema worlds as a filmmaker 

from the interior regions.  The Tunisian filmmaking establishment remains locked into 

the geographic orbit of the beladīya—those from the chic northern suburbs of Tunis who 

remain the gate-keepers of national culture and taste.  “If you talk to the beladīya, those 

who ruled Tunisia before the coming of the French, they will treat you with contempt.  

They make belittling comments, like:  you’re from Gafsa, and you’re doing cinema?” 

At the close of our interview, Abdallah declared that Tunisia, as yet, cannot be 

said to have a national cinema—not in the same way as one can speak of a national 

cinema in Egypt, Iran, or India.  There is, instead, a Tunisian experimentation with 

cinema that has yet find its originality and voice.  The new generation is striving in this 

direction, but they too have yet to succeed.  As Yahya describes them, what 

distinguishes the new generation of Tunisian filmmakers is their drive to work, on their 

own terms, without waiting for a government grant, or becoming invested in accolades 

or prestige.  They are people who “need to film, who will use a small camera, or an 

iPhone, it doesn’t matter to them.”  The desire to make a splash in the film scene may be 

seductive for some, but as filmmaker, it slows you down, diverting your creative 

energies and attention.  For Yahya, those experience, those who chase after prestige, 

who put on “a bow tie,” and become invested in culture as a social scene, risk becoming 

a special kind of fool—playing the role of director in lieu of making films.   
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Learning from the Western Steppe 

I met Ridha Tlili for a morning interview at a Tunis café, shortly after seeing his 

film Controlling and Punishment at the 2015 Rencontres des Réalisateurs Tunisiens.  I 

found the filmmaker quite guarded, having many more questions for me than I had for 

him.  I surmised that he had been contacted by many researchers and journalists, who 

sought to spin a triumphant tale about the contribution of artistic expression to the Arab 

Spring revolutions.  As we waited for our coffee to arrive, he narrowed his eyes in 

skepticism and asked: “So…what do you think of the so-called Arab Spring?  Do you 

find it normal that things have become much worse after the revolution?”   

We did not talk much that day about cinema.  Instead, Tlili expressed 

disappointment in the political and social direction of Tunisia following the revolution.  

These sentiments were not unfamiliar to me—many Tunisians at that time expressed 

regret the revolution, insisting that things had been better under Ben Ali.  Tlili, however, 

had a different sense about why things had gone wrong.  Although he worried about the 

escalating presence of violence in society, what was of greater concern to him were the 

quotidian effects of boredom.  “There is a poverty of imagination in Tunisian society,” 

he said.  A solution to this pervasive boredom cannot be found in the usual places—in 

sex, for example, or in simply leaving the country for Europe.  One who lives life with a 

lack of purpose will not find it by escaping abroad, Tlili explained.  Tunisians were still 

mired in the expectation that the state should solve their problems—people were still 
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waiting for the state to give them something, a job perhaps, to improve their lives.  He 

expressed disappointment that after accomplishing something as massive as a 

revolution, Tunisians had not managed to bring forth something new, a solution to exit 

the social malaise in which they find themselves today. 

Tlili shot three feature length films in quick succession during the period of 

revolution.  The first deals with a group of graffiti artists in Revolution Under 5’, and the 

second, Controlling and Punishment is a minute reconstruction of the events of revolution 

in Tlili’s hometown of Sidi Bouzid.  The third, film, however, heads in a different 

direction.  Titled Jiha (“Region”) this film examines the everyday lives of people in Sidi 

Bouzid on the eve of revolution.  Much like Bidoun 2, there is not much narrative 

propulsion here, but the camera is engaged in discovering how ordinary folks occupy 

their time, conducting small talk regarding their everyday problems, viewed through 

long, travelling shots that wander in and out of groups engaged in various activities.  

We encounter horse breeders and fantasia riders, butchers and the animals they 

slaughter, clusters of older men who lounge on the earth, playing a game with rocks and 

bottle caps, road-side vendors of eucalyptus essence and other natural remedies, folk 

dancers, and above all singers adept in the traditional songs of the region.    

When I asked Tlili how European audiences have responded to his Bouzid films, 

set in a provincial city now internationally recognized as the birthplace of the Tunisian 

revolution, he said the overwhelming reaction is surprise.  “They are surprised because 
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the media gives them a different picture.  Protests, marches, oppression.  When they 

think of Sidi Bouzid, they imagine unmitigated misery.  They have no idea how rich the 

province is.”   

Tlili explored these same themes in a collaborative, “ciné-concert” he unveiled at 

the Ibn Rachiq Cultural Center on March 27, 2015, called Fayafi University.  Faifā is the 

name for the arid steppe that dominates the Western-Central interior where the Tunisian 

revolution began.  Geographer Habib Ayeb remarks that the term “Jasmine Revolution,” 

is an utterly inappropriate name for the 2011 uprisings, since it misrecognizes the 

natural environment where the contestations began.  He suggests “Halfa Revolution” 

instead, in honor of the wiry grass that grows wild in ochre tufts over the Western 

interior steppe.  This grass is harvested by the calloused hands of old women, used to 

create handicrafts, as well as the fine cigarette paper manufactured at the state-owned 

factory in Kasserine.  Fayafi University is a move in a similar direction:  a total spectacle 

in the vein of a country opera, in which filmic images are accompanied by the live 

performance of local song and poetry.  Four performers are seated onstage to the left of 

the movie screen, who sing as the images unfurl onscreen, which are carefully chosen to 

evoke the qualia specific to the Western steppe (Stewart 2012, Chumley and Harkness 

2013).  We began on the outskirts of the city, in a contemplation of natural beauty, the 

ochre rolling fields of coarse grass punctuated unevenly by grey rocks or lonesome trees.  

However, they then begin to proceed through the layering of pattern and rhythm, 
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drawing together nature, labor, and leisure.  A line of ants flow in a black ribbon across 

the cracked earth, the rapid pace of tokens played in the dirt as older men lounge on the 

earth engaged in a game, workers at the boulangerie portioning off rations of dough, a 

dancer who wields a shovel at the head of a wedding procession, women stationed 

before their sewing machines rapidly stitching and sorting fabric scraps at a textile 

factory.    

“The connecting thread [linking these images] is this geographical space where 

people live.  I wanted to give a panoramic picture of this region of faifā.  The idea is to 

create a vibration between images, poetry, music, and stories—a pluri-disciplinary 

spectacle.  And for the spectators, that vibration should conjure the space for them, 

giving them the possibility to see everything, to travel to markets, in the factories, with 

the merchants, the mason, insects, nature, the void, the mountains.  After the show, 

they’ll have a better idea of what this region is like.  This is the soul of the steppe, the 

foundation.”   
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6. A People’s State of Emergency 

In summer 2016, a welter of curious posters sprang up overnight across 

downtown Tunis. Designed in the classic style of the Hollywood western, with the word 

“WANTED” brandished at top, these posters featured the faces of persons associated 

with the Ben Ali dictatorship. Though discredited by the events of the 2011 Revolution, 

these figures now sought to return to positions of power and influence, often drawing 

on mechanisms of transitional justice to launder their public image.  Associating the 

names and faces of old regime figures with their outstanding crimes, the poster 

campaign sought to expose a culture of impunity fostered by public amnesia five years 

after the revolution of 2011.  Emblazoned with a judge’s gavel, each poster was signed 

“Manich Msamah”:  I do not forgive.   

This chapter examines ongoing struggles over transitional justice in Tunisia 

through a look at “Manich Msamah,” an anti-corruption campaign organized by 

independent youth unaffiliated with any political party.  Meaning “I do not forgive” in 

Tunisian dialect, Manich Msamah coalesced in August 2015 as a response to the Project 

Law on Financial and Economic Reconciliation. Touted by President Beji Caid Essebsi as 

a means to jump-start a crisis-ridden economy, the proposed legislation offered amnesty 

to persons who had committed acts of corruption under the Ben Ali regime.  By 

removing such cases from the jurisdiction of both the criminal justice system and the 

Truth and Dignity Commission, the law rehabilitated businessmen who had profited 
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from dictatorship without disclosing their crimes to the public.  In this chapter, I show 

how Manich Msamah demystifies the “moral confusion” sewn by reconciliation (Graeber 

2011), a keyword of transitional justice that can operate as a cover for reactionary 

politics.  Despite the remarkable momentum built by Manich Msamah over the 

campaign’s three-year duration, the campaign ultimately ended in defeat, when 

parliament passed the Reconciliation Law with only superficial revisions in September 

2017.  This setback notwithstanding, the symbols and slogans of Manich Msamah have 

lasting resonance in the continued battle over economic norms in post-revolutionary 

Tunisia, its unmistakable imprimatur resurfacing in movements to combat economic 

austerity and impunity for police violence.  Through the message of Manich Msamah, 

negatively coded affects, such as refusal and resentment, become a resource of hope for 

Tunisian imaginaries of social justice.  

They Have Reconciled with Each Other, but We Do Not Forgive 

Transitional justice is a framework designed to help states emerging from violent 

conflict and authoritarian rule to deal with the legacy of the past and rehabilitate the 

rule of law (Olsen, et al. 2010).  As part of a global regime of liberal governance enacted 

through human rights, transitional justice has historically prioritized the redress of civil 

and political rights violations, while economic and social harms have often been judged 

to lie beyond its scope (McAuliffe 2015).  Despite its transformative allure, transitional 

justice offers a more conservative vision of political change than the paradigm of 
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revolution, often recommending compromise measures to preserve stability, rather 

risking all to effect profound structural change.  This has been particularly true in the 

South African experience, where the celebrated ideal of reconciliation was used to brow-

beat victims into abandoning their “ugly” feelings of resentment and desires for 

retribution (Brudholm 2008; Wilson 2001).  In recent years, however, a growing number 

of critical voices have challenged transitional justice’s institutional “blindness” to 

socioeconomic considerations (Miller 2008).  Given that the dynamics of corruption and 

human rights abuses are mutually reinforcing, treating them as separate issues in the 

adjudication of transitional justice can create an “impunity gap,” that allows the 

beneficiaries of an older, unjust system to enjoy its benefits in the new dispensation 

(Carranza 2008).  Not only are such situations fundamentally unjust, but festering social 

and economic grievances can metastasize into a “powder keg of resentment and 

frustration,” that risks erupting into renewed conflict if not properly defused (2009:163).  

As they anticipated the unfolding of transitional justice following the Arab Spring, 

experts such as Kora Andrieu predicted that Egypt and Tunisia would become 

laboratories where novel mechanisms for addressing socio-economic harm could be 

fashioned (2012). 

Given the centrality of economic grievances as a causal factor in the Tunisian 

revolution, it is no wonder that corruption was among the first issues to be 

institutionally addressed in its aftermath.  Ironically, Ben Ali himself initiated this 
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process during his final televised address to Tunisian people on January 13th, 2011.  

Seeking to calm outraged national sentiment following the bloodbath in Kasserine, Ben 

Ali promised to create a commission of inquiry to investigate crimes of corruption and 

the use of lethal violence against protestors (Preysing 2016).  Although his regime 

collapsed the following day, the former president’s promises were kept on February 18, 

2011 with the creation of two national commissions:  a commission to investigate abuses 

committed during the revolution (also known as the Bouderbala Commission), and the 

National Commission to Investigate Corruption and Misappropriation.  However, the 

success of these early, “ad hoc” institutions was mixed (Preysing 2016).6  The National 

Commission to Investigate Corruption and Misappropriation documented over 5,000 

corruption cases, and yet very few of these cases resulted in conviction once transmuted 

to the court system (Andrieu 2016).  Moreover, the commission’s work was stymied by 

intense political pressure; several of its members received death threats, and its 

headquarters had to be guarded by the army (Andrieu 2016).  As for the Bouderbala 

Commission, tasked with establishing an official narrative of the chaotic events of the 

revolution, its findings were also the cause of disappointment for many Tunisians.  The 

Commission’s final report, published in May 2012, assigned responsibility to 

                                                      

6 Here I follow Preysing, who breaks up the transitional period into three distinct phases.  Phase 

one, from January – October 2011, refers to the tumultuous period prior to the National 

Constituent Assembly elections, in which ad hoc measures of transitional governance were put in 

place immediately following the fall of the Ben Ali regime.    
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institutional actors, but stopped short of naming individuals who could be held 

accountable for protester deaths and injuries.  The report also denied the existence of 

special sniper units deployed during the uprising, directly contradicting eye-witness 

accounts of many participants (Preysing 2016).   

The National Constituent Assembly elections of October 2011 shifted the 

struggles over transitional justice to a new institutional framework.  Despite the eager 

assistance of international experts, who worked to steer the process in a neutral and 

legalist direction, Assembly debates over transitional justice became deeply politicized 

(Andrieu 2016; Preysing 2016).  Two issues in particular—lustration and reparations—

proved particularly contentious, pitting the ruling Troika coalition against their leftist 

and secularist rivals.  In February 2011, shortly after the revolution, a general amnesty 

(al-‘afū al-‘amm) liberated more than 12,000 political prisoners—many of whom were 

Islamists.  The law promised these ex-prisoners reparations in the form of a monetary 

sum and recruitment into the public sector (Andrieu 2016).  The amnesty law was 

heavily criticized, in part because it created the appearance of favoritism towards 

victims affiliated with Ennahda, who headed government under the Constituent 

Assembly (Andrieu 2016).  Another law, promulgated in October 2011, provided 

reparations to a second group: “the martyrs of the revolution,” defined as those who 

died or were wounded while accomplishing the goals of the revolution between 

December 17, 2010 and February 28, 2011.  The final list of martyrs, however, has been 
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continually beset by delays, and several victims were forced to forfeit their claims to 

compensation because they did not possess a medical certificate validating their injuries.  

While the state promised to defray medical expenses for victims with debilitating 

injuries, the fixed amount offered was insufficient for victims who required constant 

medical care (Andrieu 2016).  Victims unaffiliated with any political party were 

progressively forgotten, falling by the wayside without a powerful backer to champion 

their cause.       

The lustration debate concerned political rights for members of the former ruling 

party, the Constitutional Democratic Rally (RCD), as well as the so-called mounnachidiin 

who had urged Ben Ali to stand for reelection in 2014 (Preysing 2016).  The RCD was 

officially dissolved in March 2011, and its members disqualified from running in the 

National Constituent Assembly elections.  Yet after these elections, several political 

parties formed that explicitly evoked the symbols of the Neo-Destour party of first 

president Habib Bourguiba, the RCD’s direct predecessor.  Most powerful among these 

was Nida Tunis, a party that openly embraced prominent ex-RCD members, and was 

headed by Béji Caid Essebsi, an octogenarian who had served as minister under 

Bourguiba, and President of the Assembly under Ben Ali (Andrieu 2016).  The party of 

interim president Moncef Marzouki, Le Congrès pour la République (CPR), sought to 

exclude Nida Tunis from regular elections in 2014 through a lustration law to 
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“immunize the revolution” against the azlām, or RCD loyalists.7  Although the 

Immunization Law was passed by parliament, Ennahda party leader Rachid 

Ghannouchi declared it inapplicable, seeking to preserve national stability in the wake 

of Muhammad Brahmi’s assassination in July 2013 (Preysing 2016).   

Having relinquished the reins of power to a care-taker government in December 

2013, Ennahda declined to field a presidential candidate in the 2014 elections.  

Ennahda’s coalition partner, the CPR chief and interim president Moncef Marzouki, was 

therefore understood as the de facto Ennahda candidate.  Nida candidate Béji Caid 

Essebsi therefore campaigned on an anti-Ennahda platform, bringing the familiar, 

paternalistic secularism of the Neo-Destour party back to Tunisian politics.  Yet after 

winning his bid for the presidency, Essebsi shocked supporters by allying with Ennahda 

as his partner in government.   

At the moment when Essebsi assumed the presidency in 2015, the Truth and 

Dignity Commission opened its doors to receive dossiers from citizens victimized by the 

postcolonial state.  Organized by the Transitional Justice Law of 2013, the Truth and 

Dignity Commission’s mandate spanned from the eve of Tunisian independence in 1955 

until 2013.  In addition to classic human rights violations, the Commission was also 

charged with nvestigating crimes of corruption.  Recording the names of those who 

                                                      

7 For a definition of azlām and its place in the post-revolutionary lexicon, see Hédia Baraket and 

Olfa Belhassine, 2016. 
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embezzled money or otherwise profited from the Ben Ali dictatorship, along with the 

details of their crimes, the Commission promised to deliver a comprehensive picture of 

corruption under Ben Ali in a final report made available to the public.  While the 

Commission had the power to arbitrate such cases, they could also refer them to the 

criminal justice system for prosecution, in accordance with its commitment to 

accountability and non-repetition (Guellali 2017).   

 

Figure 9: "President of the Tunisian Hereditary Republic, Official Patron of 

Corruption.”  Béji Caïd Essebsi presents his Reconciliation Law. (Image courtesy of 

Manich Msamah Facebook page). 
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Yet soon after reconciliation was contracted between Nida Tunis and its political 

rival Ennahda, President Essebsi made overtures toward a national reconciliation with 

Tunisia’s compromised business class.  In an Independence Day speech on March 20, 

2015—just two days after the deadly terrorist attack on the Bardo Museum—Essebsi 

mixed references to the threat of terrorism with its deepening economic decline. 

Observing that fear had a cooling effect on the investment climate, Essebsi stated that 

“all obstacles” must be lifted before businessmen facing outstanding corruption charges.  

The terms of the proposed reconciliation crystalized on July 14, when the President 

submitted a Project Law on Financial and Economic Reconciliation to parliament.  The 

bill would create a “Reconciliation Commission” to oversee the arbitration of corruption 

crimes on an expedited nine-month schedule, stripping the Truth and Dignity 

Commission of a significant portion of their mandate.  Without time to track down 

assets hidden in overseas accounts, the Reconciliation Commission would rely on self-

reporting by the businessmen themselves, who would hand over a portion of their ill-

gotten gains in exchange for amnesty (Tolbert 2015).  Moreover, the proceedings, 

including the identities of arbitration-seekers, would remain confidential, making it 

impossible to use the knowledge collected to “dismantle [the] spider’s web of corruption 

and financial set-ups” (Guellali 2017).  As David Tolbert, president of the International 

Center for Transitional Justice commented, “it is hard to imagine a more demoralizing 
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step for Tunisians than suddenly telling them that they need to make their peace with a 

kleptocracy” (2015). 

Given the context of Essebsi’s unexpected alliance with Ennahda, it was hard to 

avoid the conclusion that this law issued from an elite compromise between Tunisia’s 

“two sheikhs,” Béji Caid Essebsi and Rachid al-Ghannouchi.  The human rights mandate 

of the TDC that concerned Ennahda most directly remained uncompromised, while 

Essebsi eliminated the jeopardy facing businessmen with ties to his party, including 

those who had financed his presidential campaign.  Many young Tunisians, partisans of 

revolution, felt ambivalent towards transitional justice, since it implicitly closes the 

exceptional time of revolution before its most radical goals can be achieved.  Others had 

reservations about the TDC as an institution, which had become the object of rumor and 

political attack.  Nevertheless, the Reconciliation law represented, for many, a final, 

intolerable blow to the ideals of a revolution that had already sustained too many set-

backs.  It was therefore time to draw a line in the sand.   

Origins  

Ramadan arrived in the summer in 2015.  Many residents of Tunis find the holy 

month physically grueling, combining the discomfort of urban summer congestion with 

the hardship of fasting during extended daylight hours.  Panhandlers multiply in public 

space, appealing to seasonal charity, while most cafes and restaurants close their doors 

to customers until sundown.  Those few remaining cafes transform into crowded, 
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smoky, cavernous places, fastening newspaper to the windows to conceal impious 

scenes of consumption from the street.   

That summer, the Ramadan days felt all the more desolate as the country was 

reeling in the aftermath of terrorist attacks on two major tourist sites.  The usual influx 

of sunburned European visitors disappeared from beaches, handicraft boutiques and 

downtown thoroughfares.  Cruise ship stopovers and package vacations at Tunisian 

resorts were summarily cancelled, decimating seasonal tourist receipts, and although the 

luxury Sahel hotels were shored up by emergency subsidies, their employees were not 

so lucky, getting hit with massive layoffs.  Emptied of its tourists, Tunis was thrown 

back on itself, the pain of economic deprivation sharpening the edge of the daytime fast.  

Despite the official state of emergency, declared one week after the deadly attack on a 

five-star hotel in Sousse, the city of Tunis revived itself at night.  Ramadan has always 

been the best season for a certain family-oriented nightlife in Tunisia, and in 2015 the 

nightly festivities took on an air of defiance—a refusal to allow violence to interfere with 

Tunisians’ desire for life.   

This was the atmosphere in which President Essebsi submitted his Project Law 

on Economic and Financial Reconciliation to the National Assembly.  The timing of its 

proposal speaks volumes to Essebsi’s hope that the law would pass through parliament 

unnoticed, with little opposition:  at the height of summer, in the middle of Ramadan, 

and under cover of an official state of emergency.  University students, who generally 
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constitute the driving force of contentious street action, had scattered back to their 

provincial homes at the end of the school year; sit-ins and other forms of direct action 

were known to disband with the onset of Ramadan.   

Although President Essebsi deliberately submitted the bill at a time when 

political mobilization would be at its nadir, this may have been a miscalculation.  The 

intensely social parenthesis of summer permitted Manich Msamah to germinate from a 

shared sentiment of dissatisfaction to an actionable political project.  Before going public 

in August, the campaign germinated quietly in café worlds, where friendship and 

politics blend together in ordinary forms of hanging out.  Abir is one of the founding 

members of Manich Msamah.  We sat together on a summer evening at a crowded cafe 

terrace in Lafeyette.  She explained that the first meeting of Manich Msamah “was over a 

simple coffee.  After all, we are all friends and we frequent the same cafes.”  When 

Essebsi announced his plans for an amnesty law in March, these informal meetings 

became an incubator for discussion, to engineer a collective response.  “We said to 

ourselves: we cannot let this pass.  The law is tailor-made for corrupt businessmen, 

people who have committed serious crimes!  It is against the Tunisian constitution.  If 

this law passes, we will live with the consequences for the next fifty years.”  Although 

they had no prior notion of how to counter the Reconciliation Law, many had worked 

together on political campaigns in the past, and therefore had a shared repertoire of 

techniques and understandings.   
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The activists of Manich Msamah repeatedly cited “horizontality” as a key 

organizing principle.  In her work on the autonomous social movements in Argentina, 

Marina Sitrin describes Horizontality (Horizontalidad) as a radically democratic, affective 

political form (2006; 2012).  As part of its embrace of horizontality, Manich Msamah 

formed as leaderless, goal-oriented campaign (hāmila) rather than a movement (haraka), 

allowing for a radically open and leaderless organization, without need for ideological 

consensus.  They developed inclusive decision-making techniques, taking all opinions 

into consideration before settling on a plan of action.  Strategy meetings were often held 

in public parks, sitting cross-legged in the grass following publicity actions or 

demonstrations. The leadership structure was fluid, where certain individuals would 

emerge at the forefront for a given period of time, before receding to accommodate new 

leaders.  As the campaign grew, they consciously created opportunities for members to 

develop new skills. Anyone who wished to act as a media spokesperson could 

volunteer, although the group would hold a vote to approve the appointment.  The 

spokesperson would then receive rigorous training to ensure that they stayed on 

message.  Through this training machine, a number of talented neophytes were honed 

into deft public communicators in a remarkably short period of time.   

It is difficult to draw a comprehensive genealogy for Manich Msamah due to its 

rhizomatic structure.  However, there are certain common experiences that left an 

imprint on its practice.  For many core members of Manich Msamah, university was a 
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place of political apprenticeship.  The Tunisian university has a storied history as an 

incubator for political opposition; parties that had been clandestine under authoritarian 

rule typically recruited new members among the student body.  Abir described the 

excitement she felt in finding her place as a student activist: “When you’re a student at 

university, studying should occupy only a fraction of your time.  During the revolution 

in particular, it was a time of discovery, when you learned to take responsibility for 

people from other regions.  All paths are open before you.”  Many of the founding 

members of Manich Msamah were also active in Jīl Jadīd (“New Generation”), a student 

movement founded in 2009 that sought a new political and economic vision for Tunisia.  

Although they were leftists, the hierarchies of the established party leaders left them 

uninspired.  As Abir explained: “Some of the leaders are seventy or eighty years old—

still stuck in the 1980s.  They invest a lot of energy into long-standing conflicts that are 

personal rather than political in nature.  The youth want nothing to do with that.”  Jīl 

Jadīd was appealing in part because it was founded on Horizontality, where each 

member was considered equal to all others.  When carried forward to Manich Msamah, 

horizontality was embedded in organizational practices, rather than an ideological 

pedagogy.  “In Jīl Jadīd, we trained new members in the principles of Horizontality,” 

Abir said.  “That won’t work in Manich Msamah.  You cannot approach another person 

and say:  I am going to train you.  They won’t accept that.  What interests us is not 

theory, but how to work in the field.”   
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While it was not uncommon for members to maintain their prior political 

affiliations, this disenchantment with traditional party politics was a common 

experience in Manich Msamah.  Feriel was among the oldest activists, a hydraulic 

engineering professor who hails from a well-known leftist dynasty.  Her family included 

individuals who had been active in the anti-colonial struggle, the Communist party, and 

the Perspectives group.  While her upbringing had been steeped in the atmosphere of 

political opposition, Feriel was never directly involved in politics until 2011.  

Participating in the revolution, and the Kasba sit-in in particular, inspired Feriel to join 

future President Moncef Marzouki’s party, Le Congres pour la Republique.  As an 

intellectual with a PhD, Feriel had the opportunity to stand elections as a CPR candidate, 

yet she soon discovered irreconcilable ideological differences between herself and the 

party.  “I simply didn’t feel free.  There was a communitarian dimension to the CPR that 

I did not like at all.  Pan-Arab is how I would describe it.”  With the party focused on 

questions of identity, Feriel found no space to address her deeply held social ideals.  

“Take the environment, for example.  This is an urgent question in Tunisia.  In places 

that suffer from severe pollution people are taking to the streets in protest—but none of 

this appears in the party programs.  If you look at the political left, they are still 

proposing factories as a solution—as if we were stuck in the Soviet era!  Cement 

factories are not a solution for the future.”   
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Figure 10: Graffiti tags appear in the streets of Les Passages ahead of Manich 

Msamah’s demonstration in July 2016. (Photo by the author).  

Disengaging from party politics, goal-oriented campaigns have become a 

popular form of activism among Tunisian youth in the democratic transition.  This 

online / offline model of mobilization can be traced back to the activist blogosphere of 

the Ben Ali era, where tech-savvy youths became politicized through their struggle 

against online censorship (Lecomte 2013).  The ludic sensibility of anti-censorship 

campaigns like “Nhar 3la 3mmar” is clearly present in the creative production of Manich 

Msamah.  Here, activism is indistinguishable from humor, fun, and entertainment, 

having a laugh at the ruling class while exposing the forces of counter-revolution.  

Rather than recycling well-known political slogans, Manich Msamah drew on its 

members’ diverse stock of knowledge to develop new messaging.  The group made 

brilliant use of alternative media to educate the public and spread the word about 
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upcoming demonstrations, including Facebook, YouTube, graffiti, guerilla poster 

campaigns, and “virage” soccer fan chants.  Such techniques were critical for drawing in 

members who had never been politically active, providing the necessary elements for an 

emergent activist subjectivity for Tunisian youth.    

  Perhaps the most striking quality of Manich Msamah was its infectious 

optimism.  Despite set-backs and disappointments, the campaign was unwavering in its 

commitment to the Revolution’s utopian promise.  Feriel’s comments perfectly captured 

the value of such optimism: “As a professor, I spend a lot of time with young people.  

Those who are not involved in Manich Msamah have little confidence in politics.  This 

core of youth is so important because they have not yet sunk into despair.” 

Birth of a Hashtag 

The slogans of the Tunisian revolution described a broken system of distributive 

justice, juxtaposing the “people” struggling to survive, against a “gang of thieves” who 

enriched themselves by usurping public wealth.  Protesters denounced President Ben 

Ali, his in-laws the Trabulsei family, and an inner-circle of business men who became 

wealthy due to their proximity to the dictatorship.  In her minute description of 

Tunisia’s political economy of subjugation under Ben Ali, Beatrice Hibou describes how 

non-performing loans were used to ensure the loyalty of the capitalist class, allowing 

them access to public monies they would never need to reimburse (Hibou 2011).  

According to a World Bank estimate, corruption under Ben Ali regime cost the Tunisian 
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public approximately one billion dollars each year (Rijkers, Freund, and Nucifora 2014).  

Meanwhile, those who voiced opposition were blacklisted from employment as a means 

of punishing dissent.  Once freed from detention, a regime of mandatory police station 

check-ins ruined the lives of ex-political prisoners, rendering regular employment 

impossible (Hibou 2011).  Based on these grievances, Donatella della Porta includes the 

Tunisian Revolution in a global wave of anti-austerity movements that emerged nearly 

simultaneously, demanding the “the restoration of a moral economy” in the face of 

neoliberal depredations (2015:84).8  For such movements, neoliberalism represents a 

form of moral corruption, giving license to the capitalist class to degrade the conditions 

of life for the majority of ordinary citizens (Della Porta 2015).  In demanding dignity, 

these struggles were normative as well as material. 

Within the lexicon of transitional justice, reconciliation is most closely associated 

with South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  Examining how victims 

were pressured to abandon retributive justice during South Africa’s post-apartheid 

transition, Richard A. Wilson describes reconciliation as a “Trojan horse used to 

smuggle an unpleasant aspect of the past (that is, impunity) in the present political 

order, to transform political compromises into transcendental moral principles” (2001). 

                                                      

8 Indeed, while international observers dubbed the 2011 uprising the “Jasmine Revolution,” 

Tunisians themselves have preferred the term “Dignity Revolution.”  Dignity (karama) has also 

played a central role in the Transitional Justice, as the main institution for its prosecution in 

Tunisia has been named “The Truth and Dignity Commission.”   
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As a universal concept, reconciliation gains traction in local contexts through its 

insertion into local discourses on morality and power (Tsing 2005). In its Arabic 

iteration, reconciliation (muṣālaḥa) takes on meanings of compromise, settlement, or 

peace.  The idea therefore aligns with Tunisianité, a modern discourse on Tunisian 

identity that can be traced back to subjectivity formation practices under French colonial 

rule (Mullin and Rouabah 2016).  Sami Zemni has described how Tunisianité works to 

establish hegemony through compromise, defining Tunisian identity as, among other 

things, an affinity for pragmatism and moderation (2016). In the post-revolutionary 

context, this notion of compromise has been mobilized to shore up heibat al-dawla, or 

state prestige, viewed as under attack since the advent of revolution, and to delegitimize 

radical imaginaries of social justice (Mullin and Rouabah 2016).   

In using the key word reconciliation to brand a counter-revolutionary law, 

Essebsi attempted to reassert control over economic norms under the democratic 

transition, bending them back toward the neoliberal consensus that had reigned in the 

time of Ben Ali. In defending the law, Essebsi played on wide-spread fears of insecurity 

under deepening conditions of economic crisis. He argued that rapidly settling the fate 

of a business class paralyzed by the threat of prosecution would jump-start the 

economy, fostering a favorable investment climate.  In a perhaps cynical nod to the 

unfulfilled demands of the revolution, he suggested that assets recovered from corrupt 

businessmen would be placed in a fund to develop the marginalized interior regions.  
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Most importantly, however, in a world where predatory practices and corruption are 

increasingly accepted as part of the normal workings of capitalism, the kleptocracy of 

Ben Ali no longer appeared as an instance of African “state criminality” or third world 

deviancy (Bayart, et al. 1999). Rather, such criminal practices could be reconciled with 

the norms of neoliberalism’s own moral economy, in which fraudulent practices are 

regularly justified by the moral “good” of competition, maximization of profits, and 

personal gain (Whyte and Wiegratz 2016).  

Forgiveness cannot be coerced; whether it is offered or withheld ultimately lies at 

the discretion of the aggrieved (Allais 2013).  However, requests for forgiveness 

generally follow a statement of apology.  Apology is a speech act, a ritualistic form of 

talk that performs an action through its utterance, and like all speech acts, it is governed 

by felicity conditions that determine its success or failure (Austin 1975; Tavuchis 1991).  

Political apologies do not adhere to the same rules as interpersonal apology—for 

example, they need not express sorrow for the transgression—but at the very least, they 

must be entered into the public record.   Michael Cunningham sets forth four ideal 

conditions for political apology:  it must be enacted in a formal setting, be issued by an 

authoritative individual, express an acceptance of responsibility, and promise material 

or symbolic restitution (2014:14).  In these respects, Essebsi’s “Reconciliation” Law 

cleverly dodges the standards of apology.  Under cover of protecting “business secrets,” 

the law grants amnesty without requiring businessmen to publicly recognize their 
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transgressions.  The entire operation of reconciliation shrouds corruption in a shadow 

zone, where even the identity of the amnestied person is occluded from public record. 

Manich Msamah responds to this official discourse on reconciliation in the 

everyday register of Tunisian dialectal Arabic.  Using the active participle construction 

(īsm fā’l), the campaign expresses the withholding of forgiveness in the first person, 

literally: “I am not one who forgives.” The slogan has its origins in a children’s rhyme, 

invoked by stubborn kids who refuse to kiss and make up after playground scuffles: 

“Go seek forgiveness in the courthouse” (al-samāḥ fī al-muḥākama).  In other words: there 

can be no question of reconciliation without first holding perpetrators to account in a 

court of law.  Pushing back against prevailing wisdom in transitional justice circles, 

Thomas Brudholm reclaims resentment and the refusal to forgive as an “expression of 

moral protest and ambition” that is every bit as “admirable as the posture of 

forgiveness” (2008: 4).  In certain circumstances, expectations of forgiveness can become 

themselves unjust, whereupon “resentment stands as emotional testimony that we care 

about ourselves and our rights” (Murphy 2003, 19).   
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Figure 11: “Once you are brought to account, then we will reconcile.”  Manich 

Msamah logo and slogans against the backdrop of the Tunisian flag. (Image courtesy 

of Manich Msamah Facebook page). 

Objecting to the form of reconciliation as a compromise among political elites, 

namely the “two sheikhs” of Tunisian transitional politics, Essebi and his Islamist 

frenemy Rachid al-Ghannouchi, Manich Msamah interjects itself as the response to an 

apology to the Tunisian people that has never been formally issued.  The slogan was 

cleverly launched on August 14, 2015 at a public debate on the Reconciliation Law, 

hosted by the Truth and Dignity Commission and transparency NGO I-Watch.  During 
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an extemporaneous intervention that was recorded and subsequently went viral on 

social media, cyberactivist Azyz Amami exposed the ruse of reconciliation as framed by 

Essebsi’s law, deploying the phrase Manich Msamah as a constant refrain: 

It’s bad enough that those who enriched themselves under the dictatorship continue to 

live in the lap of luxury.  Now, on top of that you impose a law demanding that I forgive them?  

Do you know what this law looks like to me?  It’s as if you’re walking down the street, minding 

your own business, when someone picks your pocket and beats you within an inch of your life.  

The next morning, that same person sits next to you at the café and says: “Oh hey, pardon me for 

what happened the other day.” 

Excuse me, but when did I forgive you? 

Reconciliation is supposed to take place between the victim and the perpetrator of the 

crime, isn’t that right?  Is the National Assembly the victim here?  Is the ruling party Nida 

Tunis the victim when it comes to the theft of public money?  Forgiveness must be asked of ME.  

And I do not forgive (wa manich msamah rahu).  There can be no possibility of national 

community if public money is subject to theft.9   

                                                      

9 I include here only excerpts of Amami’s longer intervention, which is worth viewing in its 

entirety:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_WPHZiPHqLA.  The translation from Arabic is 

my own.  

In a rhetorical flourish during his remarks, Amami exclaimed that he would burn down the 

National Assembly rather than see the Reconciliation Law passed.  He also warned policy makers 

that the popular appeal of the Islamic State was due, in part, to its respect for public money and 

strict punishment of corruption.  In response to these provocative remarks, fourteen deputies 

from Nida Tunis filed a police complaint against Azyz Amami, formally accusing him of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_WPHZiPHqLA
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Much like Occupy Wall Street’s slogan “the 99 percent,” which transformed the 

way that Americans think about distributive justice, Manich Musamah’s success lies in its 

ability to take a clear moral position on a complex issue of structural violence.  As with 

any well-wrought slogan, Manich Musamah travelled beyond the campaign’s singular 

focus on defeating the Reconciliation Law, to express an ethical refusal of the myriad 

ways that corruption degrades public life in Tunisia.  As Azyz Amami remarked during 

the public debate, the theft of public money is not a victimless crime; its consequences 

materialize as crumbling infrastructure and arrested national development, that can end 

up costing people their lives.  According to founding activist Abir: “We found that 

Tunisians truly do not forgive—for the horrible state of public transportation, for the 

degraded education system, for rising prices, for the sale of rotten products at exorbitant 

prices.  Lots of things!  You can put the slogan wherever you like.”  The phrase Manich 

Msamah became a means of reclaiming one’s rights and refusing the pessimism of 

lowered expectations—overturning the fatalist mentality that in Tunisia, corruption is 

simply the way things work.  Haifa continued, “when we are working on a campaign, it 

becomes a way of life.  Even if I excuse myself to take a phone call (samaḥnī), the others 

will reply: No!  We do not forgive!” (mānāsh msāmaḥīn).  I witnessed this joke deployed 

                                                      

supporting terrorism.  Sihem Ben Sedrine, president of the Truth and Dignity Commission, was 

also targeted by these accusations for publishing Amami’s remarks on the TDC’s official website.  

See Webdo 2015. 
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on many occasions, where play on the phrase Manich Msamah doubled as a declaration 

of group belonging.  Through the use of shared symbols and coded interactions, the 

group fostered a unique in-culture among its activist base, constituting themselves as a 

young, insurgent political body with a moral claim on the nation’s future.  Tunisian 

observers, who did not necessarily participate in the street protests, could affiliate with 

Manich Msamah through the simple declaration that they too did not forgive.   

Round One 

On July 4, 2015, following a terrorist attack on a beach resort in Sousse, President 

Essebsi declared a nation-wide state of emergency.  During his televised address, 

Essebsi’s comments on national security focused on the economic threat posed by 

ongoing social movements, animated by calls for employment and equitable 

development.  The statement highlighted the way that security concerns had been 

invoked in the post-revolutionary period to delegitimize and even criminalize social 

movements seeking to effect lasting structural change (Mullin and Rouabah 2016).  

Many speculated that the belated declaration was specifically intended to give the 

President cover to suppress dissent while passing controversial legislation.  While 

Tunisians have often felt disappointed by the absence of justice in the democratic 

transition, the right to freedom of expression is widely cited as the revolution’s sole 

irreversible gain.  The state of emergency was therefore a defining context for Manich 

Msamah’s first round of protest in 2015.  As demonstrations were met with police 
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violence, their significance shifted to a wider struggle for the right to peaceful, public 

dissent. 

I attended an early Manich Msamah protest on September 1st at Muhammad Ali 

square.  It was a tight-knit crowd, composed of perhaps 100 people, a handful of whom 

were bearing signs with anti-corruption slogans.  Uniformed police officers hung back 

on the periphery, leaning against their vehicles, while a large press contingent could be 

identified by their blue press vests.  They showed up today anticipating a confrontation, 

as activists had been refused a license to legally demonstrate.  The narrow space of the 

square, flanked by tall apartment blocks, naturally amplifies sound; as shouted slogans 

grew sonically thicker, they heightened the crowd’s enthusiasm, bolstering the power of 

their modest numbers.  Hoisted on their companions’ shoulders, youth leaders rallied 

the crowd with extemporaneous speeches.  Amid chants of “Have no fear: the street 

belongs to the people” (lā khauf, lā ru’b, al-shāri’ milk al-sha’b), Wael Nouar, Secretary 

General of the UGET, set the tone: 

We have come today to exercise our constitutional right to protest.  They say we 

are under a State of Emergency.  They claim this State of Emergency protects the 

security forces and citizens from terrorism.  But who is the target of the State of 

Emergency?  As terrorism continues to spread, intellectuals, union leaders, and 

peaceful protesters are beaten.  It is possible that today, we too will take a 

beating.  Therefore, I say to those present:  do not surrender this square!  Our 

slogans today are clear.  First: We do not forgive [Manach Msamaheen].  Second: 

Forgiveness is in the courthouse [Al-samāḥ fī al-maḥākama].  Third:  Down with 

the State of Emergency, which has been weaponized against legitimate dissent.  
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As the speeches came to an end, the mass of assembled protesters began to press 

forward, marching towards the downtown thoroughfare Avenue Habib Bourguiba.  

They had advanced no more than a city block before a cordon of police, stout men in 

plain clothes, materialized to block the demonstration’s path.  A fierce struggle ensued, 

in which protesters crushed their physical weight against the iron wall of cops who 

rebuffed them.  Young women and men were repeatedly and forcibly repulsed in a 

melee of shouted slogans, sweat, and muscular exertions.    
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Figure 12: Plain clothes cops block protesters from marching on Avenue Habib 

Bourguiba. (Photos by the author). 

After perhaps thirty minutes of struggle against a wall of sunglassed faces and 

biceps, the energy of the crowd suddenly dissipated, like a deflated balloon.  The lines of 
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force fell slack.  Bewildered, it took a moment for me to realize that the activists had 

shifted tacks, taking the back routes to the Bourguiba thoroughfare, where they hoped to 

recompose their mass and march as planned.  Once again, they were met by police—

who this time deployed naked techniques of repression.  Tear gas canisters were shot 

without warning, and a chaotic scene unfolded where the swarm of protesters struggled 

to reassemble as they were pursued by police.  Cops on motorcycles reared up onto the 

median promenade to menace the crowds, lunging at them to disperse their numbers.  

Several protestors were knocked from their feet and beaten with batons where they lay 

on the ground.  Wael Naouar, who had addressed the crowd at Muhammad Ali Square, 

received such savage blows to his legs and groin that he required treatment that night at 

Charles Nicolle hospital.  As for the somewhat belated anthropologist, I reached the 

Avenue just as the tear gas was clearing from the asphalt.  A group of young women 

caught me up to speed on what had gone down, their faces moist with water and tears 

as they tried to rinse off the noxious residue of the gas.  Snapping photos of the scene, an 

officer appeared out of nowhere and aggressively shouted that it was “forbidden” for 

me to photograph police work—although they were dressed in civilian clothing, and we 

could not have been in a more public place.   

Despite the deployment of violence under pretext of emergency, Manich Msamah 

continued their onslaught with rolling demonstrations throughout the country.  Core 

activists like Hassan, who were based in Tunis but maintained strong personal networks 
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in other provinces, worked around the clock to expand the campaign to a national scale.  

Returning late from a rally in Sfax, Hassan described to me how police had crushed the 

demonstration, hitting the protesters with tear gas before they could even unroll their 

banners, and viciously pursuing them through the streets with their batons.  Reflecting 

on these early protests one year later, founding member Wafa confided that these 

violent confrontations helped Manich Msamsh to build momentum, since indifference 

was the worst fate that could befall a political action.  To drive home her point, she 

evoked the contemptuous way that state neglected the unemployed youth from 

Kasserine, who at the time of our conversation had been maintaining a sit-in outside the 

Ministry of Employment for five consecutive months.  “Nobody pays them any 

attention.  The state knows that they can leave them out on the pavement forever,” said 

Wafa, shaking her head.  “When they hit you back, that’s when you know that you’ve 

struck a nerve (vous êtes un movement qui dérange).”   

By repeatedly provoking confrontation with the police, Manich Musamah made 

their cause synonymous with the right to free assembly in the late summer of 2015.  

They were thereby successful in setting the political agenda against the Reconciliation 

Law, drawing opposition party representatives out to the streets and forcing them to 

take a position. These dynamics came to a head with a massive protest planned for 

September 12, which united a broad spectrum of political parties against the 

Reconciliation Law.  The Ministry of the Interior attempted once again to use national 
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security as a pretext to shut down dissent, claiming to have received a credible threat of 

an attack planned for the anniversary of September 11th, and warning that the protest 

could inadvertently provide cover for the assault.  The demonstration organizers, 

however, called the Ministry’s bluff, and only redoubled their commitment to 

demonstrate on September 12.  Forced to either concede to the protesters or commit to a 

violent crackdown, The Ministry of the Interior announced it would provide security for 

the demonstration, rather than shut it down.   

Following the unity march of September 12, the Reconciliation Law appeared to 

have been thoroughly discredited in the Tunisian public.  The international community 

concurred, as a non-binding decision of the Venice Commission declared the law anti-

constitutional.  And yet one year later, after only superficial changes, the President re-

submitted the Law to parliament.  The stage was therefore set for another showdown in 

2016.    
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Māhish Dāwla:  This is not a State 

The system is run-down10    [niẓām klāhu al-sūs] 

The system is run-down    [niẓām klāhu al-sūs] 

This is not a state    [hēdhī māhīsh dāwla] 

This is an animal farm11      [hēdhī ḍai‘a maḥrūs] 

(Manish Msamah rally chant)   

 

If, like the proverbial fish, the social body rots from the head down, one might 

have expected Tunisia to be purified of corruption after the kleptocratic family of Ben 

Ali fled to Saudi Arabia.  Yet Tunisian public opinion registered an uptick in corruption 

following the President’s ouster.  Graffiti scrawled on the walls of Tunis proclaimed: 

“Ben Ali has fled, but he left behind the 40 thieves,” capturing the general truth that in 

the democratic era, corruption itself would be democratized.  This is not to say that 

nostalgia for the old regime induced amnesia, causing Tunisians to forget the kickbacks 

they paid for access to public services in the well-ordered days of authoritarian rule.  

Under Ben Ali, however, you only had to pay off one key bureaucrat to get what you 

needed.  In the age of democratic transition, even the lowest custodian imposed himself 

as a gatekeeper.  “Ifraḥ bīya,” they said; be generous with me—a common code for rent-

                                                      

10 The word here is “moth-eaten,” but I have rendered it “run-down” as a more idiomatic 

translation. 
11 “Dai‘a Maḥrūs” refers to a Tunisian television program for children, rather than the Orwell 

novel, where all the characters are animals on a farm (played by actors in plush costumes).  The 

chant resonates with a statement made by cyber-dissident Zouhair al-Yahyaoui, who at age 37 

died from health issues related to his unjust imprisonment. The statement was later transported 

from cyberspace to the street in a popular post-revolutionary graffiti tag: “Is Tunisia a republic, 

or a kingdom, or a prison, or a zoo?” [hal Tunis jumhuriyya um mamlika um sijn um hadiqa 

hayawanaat?]. I thank filmmaker Ahmed Jlassi for elucidating these connections.   
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seeking in Tunisia.12  Stories of theft, venality, contravention of safety regulations, and 

outright swindling circulated with abandon through rumor and in the news media.  

Running from the mundane to the fantastic, corruption was quickly becoming a master 

term in the psychic life of democratic transition.  Such stories were told in the register of 

complaint, in recognition of that this state of affairs lies outside the recognized norms of 

justice.  And yet, when corruption governs access to public goods, one cannot succeed 

without playing the game—you have to go along to get along.  This was especially 

apparent in conversations I had with unemployed youth at sit-ins.  One could study 

hard, pass the qualifying exams for public sector recruitment, and still sit for months 

outside the mayor’s office in protest without anyone deigning to respond.  Meanwhile, 

mediocre students with family connections mysteriously found jobs even when 

budgetary constraints imposed hiring freezes in a growing number of sectors.  J.P. 

Olivier de Sardan identifies this situation as a “corruption complex” endemic to the 

postcolonial condition, in which corruption has been thoroughly banalized and 

embedded in social norms (1999).13  While “legally culpable and widely reproved,” 

                                                      

12 A more complete version of this phrase would be:  ifrah biya, nfrah bik; if you’re generous with 

me, I’ll be generous with you.   
13 Rather than considering corruption as discrete acts, such as “nepotism, abuse of power, 

embezzlement and various forms of misappropriation, influence-peddling, prevarication, insider 

trading and abuse of the public purse,” Olivier de Sardan uses the term ‘corruption complex’ “in 

order to consider what these various practices have in common, what affinities link them 

together, and to what extent they enter into the same fabric of customary social norms and 

attitudes” (1999: 27).  
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perpetrators never consider themselves to have committed acts of corruption 

themselves; rather, “corruption is someone else” (de Sardan 1999: 34).  In a context of 

material deprivation, where employment and other public goods are insufficient to 

provide for all, a moral economy often prevails in which it is immoral for gatekeepers 

not to use their privileged access to help friends and families survive (de Sardan 1999).  

Striking at the heart of corruption, then, requires a shift in deeply engrained social 

norms.  If those at the top of power hierarchies do not respect the rules, it becomes even 

more difficult to effect change at the capillary level of society.14    

  

                                                      

14 See also Smith 2007, Gupta 2012, and Pierce 2016 for further anthropological treatments of 

corruption. 
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Figure 13: “How many ministers, customs officials, bankers, and CEOs would you 

pardon without bringing them to justice?” (Image courtesy of Manich Msmah 

Facebook page).  

A Manich Msamah poster, disseminated online in the run-up to their 

demonstration on May 13, 2017, depicts the scale of the corruption crisis as many 

Tunisians perceived it.  The poster’s visual language recalls the celebrated frontispiece of 

Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, which depicts a transcendent sovereign rising out of the 

mass of subjects within his dominion.  Capturing the social contract in graphic form, the 

frontispiece illustrates the foundation of the sovereign’s rule in popular consent.  The 
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poster for Manich Msamah presents a variation on this theme.  However, the 

transcendent position of the sovereign is now occupied by a closed circuit of corruption, 

figured as four anonymous men in business suits who swap legislation or contracts for 

stacks of cash.  Rather than rising out of the mass of subjects, the nexus of corruption has 

been superimposed on top of them; there is no discernible reciprocity between the two 

bodies.  According to the visual language of the image, corruption is no longer merely a 

parasite on the functioning state—it has replaced the state altogether as the untouchable 

reigning structure of governance. 

When I returned to Tunisia in June 2016, Manich Msamah was gearing up for 

“Round Two” of their campaign against Reconciliation.  Re-litigating the same battle as 

the year before, it was easy to become disoriented with a heady sense of déjà vu.  Still, I 

observed some important changes in the campaign since 2015.  Not only had the core 

group of activists expanded, but they were clearly more seasoned and professional, 

disciplined in their organizational tactics and communications.  In a nod to their victory 

over police repression in 2015, they branded this round of protest “A People’s State of 

Emergency,” cleverly upending the neoliberal logic where crisis presents a pretext for 

consolidating executive power.     

On a warm July evening, I shadowed the campaign during the distribution of 

flyers on Avenue Habib Bourguiba.  Wearing matching T-shirts bearing the campaign’s 

famous gavel icon, the team of departed from the esplanade at Bab al-Bahr and made 
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their way up the Avenue.  Café patrons were somewhat nonplussed as the activists 

approached them and asked their opinions on the Reconciliation Law.  It seemed the 

keyword “reconciliation” had been working its intended magic, leveraging common 

sense about forgiveness as a moral value to generate consent. After five consecutive 

years of crisis and economic downturn, the Tunisian public had grown weary of 

Revolution, and some opined that nothing could be gained in prosecuting the crimes of 

the past.  In order to defeat the Reconciliation law, Manich Musamah would have to 

overturn the moral confusion sewn by reconciliation as a common-sense value in 

Tunisian society (Graeber 2011).   

While tolerated, I could see this kind of citizen action elicited a great deal of 

suspicion. Many café patrons looked at the flyers skeptically, asking who was behind the 

group (entum m‘a shkoun?).  Who gave them money to purchase supplies, the stacks of 

flyers and matching T-shirts?  “The skepticism is understandable,” Abir conceded when 

I asked her about it later.  “This style of activism is new to Tunisia.  After the revolution 

the political field was overwhelmed with new political parties and NGOs, people are 

wary that you might be working for a foreign agent with a hidden agenda.  They cannot 

believe that we are self-organized and raise our own money to pay for materials.  It’s 

true we can’t afford a large budget—many of us are students, unemployed or working 

our first job.  But it doesn’t cost much to print flyers, or have T-shirts made.”   



 

 

242 

That day I made the acquaintance of Marwan, an activist in his mid-30s.  Clad in 

shorts and a mazalla, a wide-brimmed hat woven from palm fronds popular among 

peasant farmers and Leftists—Marwan had a laid-back demeanor that inspired 

confidence as he discussed the Reconciliation Law with café-goers.  While others wove 

through the crowds at a rapid pace disseminating flyers, Marwan advanced slowly, 

pausing to validate others’ viewpoints before patiently explaining the high stakes at play 

in the issue.   A few days later, when I called him late in the evening to set up an 

interview, Marwan told me that he was still at work, but I should come to meet him at 

the office on Rue de Marseilles. 

Marwan is a founding member of the Democratic Current Party (at-Tayār al-

Democratī), where he was also employed as a graphic designer.  Several floors up from 

the Rue de Marseilles pedestrian thoroughfare, Marwan offered me a seat at an 

enormous conference table where his colleagues sat, discussing parliamentary 

negotiations on the Reconciliation Law over coffee and cigarettes.  President Essebsi was 

forming a “National Unity” government at that time, and many of the political parties 

who had opposed the Reconciliation Law on principle were now prepared to offer 

support in exchange for inclusion in government.  There was therefore a real possibility 

the law would be passed that summer.  After an hour of chatting, there came knock on 

the door, and the Tayār parliamentarians rose to greet a delegation of Palestinian 

politicians who had arrived in Tunis.  Gathering our coffee and cigarettes, I followed 
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Marwan and his comrade Ali out to a dusty balcony, where we continued our 

conversation under the cool evening sky.   

For Marwan and Ali, transparency and accountability were indispensable for a 

new social contract with the Tunisian people.  Since the advent of revolution, the public 

sector had supported new workfare programs, hiring redundancies, and fictitious 

positions to absorb unemployment and stabilize unrest, particularly in the interior 

territories.  However, social contestation had risen steadily since 2011.  Real structural 

limitations diminished the state’s capacity to deliver employment and development to 

dispossessed populations, leaving local representatives with little recourse but to 

employ waiting as a weak form of governmentality against the threat of renewed 

uprisings (Meddeb 2015).  According to Ali, the relation of trust between the citizen and 

the state had been broken by decades of dictatorship; the wager of waiting therefore 

could no longer function without absolute transparency.  “Show us what we have or do 

not have so that we can be reasonable in our demands,” he said.  “Naturally, there are 

limits to what the state can do.  If we could see that, truly, the state cannot create jobs, or 

increase salaries, the citizen would understand.  But, when there is secrecy, when “gifts” 

are offered to certain people, when businessmen are getting off scot-free, and an entire 

law is drafted in their favor, at this point the citizen can no longer remain patient.”   

The problem of citizenship, as Ali saw it, did not stem from budgetary shortfalls, 

but was related to a persistent deficit of dignity.  Under conditions of unmitigated 
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precarity, the struggle to survive functioned as a powerful form of domination (Meddeb 

2011).  As Ali explained: “People live under stress.  They work and never truly find a 

means of getting ahead.  They don’t have time to become cultured, or to teach their 

children.  This way, the state can do what it pleases.  The citizen chases after his quffa 

(market basket) and that’s it.”  Dignity for the citizen was connected to the state’s 

rationalism and rule of law.  In order to cultivate trust, it was necessary for the citizen to 

have access to information, to evaluate the justice of the state’s decisions for herself.  

This was particularly true because under Ben Ali, the state had been schizophrenic, 

poisoning every possible space for personal belief or free expression.  As an example, 

Elias described how he used to belong to a heavy metal band.  The security forces shut 

down their first gig on the pretext of defending religion.  “Because we played a different 

kind of music, they accused us of being perverts and worshippers of Satan.  Yet on the 

very next street, you’ll find that those who pray and practice their religion go to prison 

as well.  If you get drunk, you go to prison.  If you go to the mosque, you go to prison.  

Wherever the citizen goes, the state will follow and oppress him.”  

While recognizing the daunting challenges facing the rising generation, Marwan 

and Ali were still optimistic about their capacity to seize the historic moment of the 

revolution to lay sound foundations for the Tunisian democracy: “Since the time of 

independence, there has never been a moment where the citizen has access to 

information about the state’s wealth.  But we are in a new phase now in which the 
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citizen surveils the state.”  Indeed, the work of Manich Msamah was supported by new 

civil society organizations, such as al-Bawsala and I-Watch, committed to transparency 

in governance and exposing corruption.  Marwan explained how his activities in Manich 

Msamah complimented his work with the Tayyar party, which was orchestrating a series 

of anti-corruption campaigns under the rubric “Open the file” (Hal al-dossier).  When 

President Bourguiba negotiated formal independence from France, it was on condition 

that privileges enjoyed by French colonial enterprises, their legal status and contracts, 

remain intact.  For example, the Cotusal company, a French colonial salt enterprise 

founded in Tunisia under the French Protectorate, negotiated a contract in 1949 to 

exploit a vast expanse of coastal lands for a pittance—a mere “symbolic franc” per 

hectare (Beji Okkez 2018).  While successive governments promised to renegotiate the 

contract after the 2011 revolution, this has been perpetually dodged or delayed.  The 

ensuing 23 years of dictatorship provided ample cover for murky sweetheart deals to be 

contracted with foreign corporations without public oversight.15  In accordance with 

article 13 of the 2014 constitution, which states that Tunisia’s natural resources belong to 

the people, Hal al-dossier aimed to enforce transparency in the state’s management of 

                                                      

15 See, for example, the scandal of British petroleum company Petrofac, in operation on the 

Kerkennah Islands.  The company obtained 45% of the Chergui gas concession in part through a 

$2 million bribe paid to President Ben Ali’s son-in-law Moncef Trabelsi.  Although Trabelsi was 

convicted and jailed for corruption over this case in October 2011, the company itself has escaped 

investigation, and continues its activities in Kerkennah unabated.  See Hamouchene 2016.   
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public resources, such as salt, phosphates, natural gas, or petrol.  Each year, when the 

Tunisian government issues a report on its administration of revenues in certain key 

sectors, Tayyar would assemble a team of lawyers and experts to examine it, sector by 

sector. 

 

Figure 14: “She works, while they wait for the petrol.” 

The first key sector they focused on was gasoline.  When the annual report came 

out in 2015, the data provided on the petrol industry was incomplete—the numbers 

simply were not available.  “The state itself was saying that they do not have reliable 

numbers,” said Ali.  “We do not know how much gas and petrol we are producing.  Do 

you find that normal?”  When the state responded to calls for clarification with silence, it 

inspired a viral populist campaign called Wenou el-Pétrole [“Where is the petrol?”], 

which took on a logic and scope entirely independent from the Hal al-dossier campaign.  
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Reduced to images and memes circulated on Facebook, the Hal al-dossier message was 

grossly simplified, making it easy for its neo-liberal detractors to portray its supporters 

as lazy, ignorant fools who understood nothing about the national economy.  Soon, 

counter-memes began to circulate, depicting Wenou el-Pétrole partisans as unemployed 

simpletons with a rentier mentality, who fantasized about collecting their share of a 

(non-existent) nationalized gasoline dividend without getting up from the couch or 

leaving the local beldi café.  The fact that Wenou el-Pétrole strongly resonated with the 

Tunisian south, where the bulk of Tunisia’s extractive industries operate while 

contributing precious little to local job creation or development, gave these forms of 

denigration a strongly classist and regionalist dimension.  Wenou el-Pétrole was roundly 

accused of being manipulated behind the scenes by the resentful, failed Presidential 

candidate Moncef Marzouki, of being antipatriotic and—incredibly—infiltrated by 

partisans of the Islamic State (Gouëset 2015).  This exaggerated scorn toward the 

populist movement made it easier for the state to move against the Wenou el-Pétrole 

demonstrations with a such violent zeal that journalist Seif Soudani commented that the 

repression “recalls the methods of the former political police” (Szakal 2015).  This was 

particularly true of the Wenou el-Pétrole demonstration in the southern city of Douz, 

where protesters took the decision to move the gathering to the operating grounds of 

British gas company PRENCO.  When security forces blocked the road to the PRENCO 

headquarters, there ensued several days of violent confrontation, during which police 
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harassed and humiliated the local population, invading households to apprehend 

suspected protestors, who ultimately responded by burning down the local police 

station (Ben Khelifa 2015). 

I recount the saga of Wenou el-Pétrole here to demonstrate how Tunisian social 

justice campaigns, with reasonable demands for transparency and public oversight, are 

vulnerable to regionalist and class-based accusations of sedition, idiocy, and even 

terrorism.  Once delegitimized as “regionalist” or a threat to national security, social 

movements may be crushed by state security forces with precious little public outcry.  

During its first year of protest, Manich Msamah was targeted with similar tactics, but did 

not suffer the same fate.  Based in the nation’s capital, its ranks comprised of middle-

class, university-educated youth, Manich Msamah was in many ways an elite campaign.  

Its activists were adept communicators, who knew how to establish institutional 

linkages with influential NGOs and political parties, making it difficult to isolate and 

destroy them.  Nevertheless, populations in the shadow zones of the Tunisian interior 

suffered more deeply from the consequences of corruption than those in the capital.  

Demonstrations in these locations erupt over urgent questions of sheer survival, and 

therefore forms of protest here—including long-endurance sit-ins, hunger strikes with 

mouths stitched shut with thread, roads blocks of burning tires, and public suicides—are 

more inclined to play on the protestors’ bare life.  Having travelled to the Central-

Western cities of Kasserine and Le Kef during the height of Manish Msamah’s 
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mobilization in 2015 and 2016, I wondered why the campaign did not have greater 

resonance here, despite hearing so many local youths bitterly complain about 

corruption.  In Le Kef, for example, I attended a wonderfully creative event which was 

billed as an “award ceremony” for the most corrupt politician in Tunisia.  Organized 

under the auspices of Manich Msamah by an energetic young activist in her late teens, the 

ceremony began with an annotated reading of some of the most egregious clauses of the 

Reconciliation Law, and then opened onto a community discussion of corruption issues 

in Kef itself.  This encouraging initiative, however, was sparsely attended, drawing 

perhaps only 25 people, many of them visibly well over the age of forty.  One of the 

challenges, then, for Manich Msamah would be to find linkages to the shadow zones of 

the interior provinces, to render their message meaningful for those concerned with 

their immediate survival, and engage them in resisting the Reconciliation Law as an 

issue of truly national concern.           

Return of the Remnants, or Creeping Azlām 

Over the campaign’s three-year arc, the form of Manich Msamah’s struggle 

evolved in response to the changing tactics used by the Reconciliation Law’s supporters.  

If Round One had been a physical battle against the police forces to lay claim to public 

space, Round Two of 2016 was marked by the subtler diffusion of reconciliation 

discourse through the media—particularly on television—enabled by flows of power, 

money, and influence that connect Tunisian media companies to Essebsi’s Nida Tunis 
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party.  Remnants of the Ben Ali regime, known by the pejorative term al-Azlām, used 

their access to television as a privatized means of transitional justice.  Invited as 

respected guests on political talk shows, these figures appealed directly to the audience’s 

sympathies, repositioning themselves as innocent bystanders, the even victims of 

dictatorship, as well as experienced public servants whose opinions still carried 

influence and merited respect.   

The most uncanny of such instances of televised counter-revolution was a 

Ramadan program called Allo Jeddah, whose 2016 broadcast coincided with the 

Reconciliation Law’s resubmission to parliament.  The show’s producer, Moez Ben 

Gharbia, specializes in candid camera shows, where a celebrity is faced with a terrifying 

scenario, such as a simulated earthquake, or an encounter with a live crocodile (Mekki 

2016).  The 2016 edition took the gimmick in a provocative political direction. The 

unsuspecting guests were invited to appear on a political talk show.  Just after they have 

been introduced, however, the moderator informs the guest abruptly that they will be 

joined via Skype by a mystery interlocutor. Due to a faulty Skype connection, there is no 

video feed—only the voice of the mystery guest may be heard.  Convincingly played by 

comedian Migalo (Wassim Herissi), the mystery guest is revealed as none other than 

former President Zine al-Abideen Ben Ali, calling in from his seat of exile in Jeddah, 

Saudi Arabia. The Ben Ali of Allo Jeddah strikes a pathetic figure. Suffering from 

homesickness, he expresses his longing to return to Tunisia, while needling his 
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interlocutor to recognize the accomplishments of his presidency. The intrigue of the 

program, whose guests included historic members of the political opposition, is to see if 

they will compromise their reputation during this unanticipated encounter.  Will they 

fall prey to the powerful aura (haiba) projected by the President’s voice?  Although each 

episode aired with a disclaimer, “this program is for humor and entertainment 

purposes, and carries no political background,” something more sinister was surely 

afoot.  Like a trial balloon, the program asks the viewer to bracket the misery of post-

revolution as a waking dream, to imagine how it might feel if dictatorship still reigned 

in Tunisia.  

Far from innocent entertainment, members of Manich Musamah understood that 

such programs prepared the affective ground for a gradual return of old regime figures, 

evoking nostalgia for dictatorship as the natural order of things. “It’s impossible to 

produce 30 episodes like that without a ‘political background,’” Marwan opined.  “It is 

well-known that the media is financed by the same businessmen who supported the old 

regime.  They continue working today to further these people’s interests.”  While Allo 

Jeddah perhaps did not impart a specific message, it generated a structure of feeling that 

invoked nostalgia for dictatorship as the natural order of things. 

When Allo Jeddah aired during Ramadan, Ali observed his mother as she watched 

the program.  “My mother is not completely naive.  She knows that it’s a voice actor 

who plays the part of Ben Ali.  And yet, each time she watched the program, she reacted 
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as if it were Ben Ali himself.  Even if you know the truth, it touches your reason.  When 

you watch the first episode, you are shocked, but along with this shock, a certain 

message enters.”  That message, however, was not just sympathy or love, but rather a 

complex wash of fear—both of the charismatic leader (zaïm) who had once securely 

structured daily life, as well as remorse for supporting the revolution that removed him 

from power.  “Our society was raised on the principle of the father, and this notion still 

holds sway when it comes to political leaders,” Marwan explained. “Upon seeing that 

the political opposition is still afraid of Ben Ali’s voice, you recall that you are weak, and 

the old habit of fear returns on an unconscious level.  Even if you know it’s a lie, in your 

mind, you begin to remember, and you miss this person you were afraid of, because he 

is like a father.  You understand that there must be someone above you.”  

The program was part of a media campaign to prepare the sentimental grounds 

for the return of old regime figures to their erstwhile positions of power.  It was 

strategically designed to cultivate seeds of regret for the revolution harbored in the 

hearts of so many Tunisians, who longed for the certainty the past.  “For the citizen, not 

a single good thing has happened in the past five years.  All the governments have 

failed.  But the system worked under Ben Ali, and we should allow it to lead us today—

starting with the faces of the old regime that they wish to return to power, little by 

little.”  Ali pointed out the subtle way the program encouraged support for the 

Reconciliation Law, which President Essebi resubmitted to Parliament at moment of Allo 
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Jeddah’s debut.  “I noticed the program’s slogans always connected to the idea of 

reconciliation (muṣālaḥa).  They brought known members of the political opposition, and 

showed them saying: ‘We support reconciliation, Sayidna al-Rayyis (Mr. President).  We 

love muṣālaḥa.’  I swear, they kept repeating that word.” 

Indeed, because the Truth and Dignity Commission produces its own broadcast 

media, television was a natural ground for struggle over the meaning and content of 

Transitional Justice. The public hearings of the Truth and Dignity Commission, which 

were organized each month beginning in November 2016, each session focused on a 

particular theme or class of victim testimony, were aired on national television and 

could be streamed live on the TCD’s YouTube channel.  President Béji Caïd Essebsi, a 

vocal critic of the TDC, was conspicuously absent from the proceedings.   

In addition to collecting the testimony of victims, the TCD is mandated to 

arbitrate reconciliation when sought by perpetrators of corruption.  According to the 

Commission’s procedures for accepting cases for reconciliation, a public confession and 

apology must be addressed to the public.  After the guilty party approaches the TCD to 

initiate the proceedings, they must write a confession, clearly apologizing to the public 

for their misdeeds, and declare in detail the public monies that were stolen, the funds 

that were diverted.  If there is a court case pending on the same affair, the details of the 

two proceedings—the court case and the TCD confession—are compared.  If they match 

up, then confession is considered truthful and the individual in question reconciled and 
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immune from further criminal prosecution. In affairs concerning businessmen, the IVD 

asks that they sit for a special media session, so that their crimes can be made known to 

the public.16  

The first individual to seek reconciliation in this fashion was Slim Chiboub, Ben 

Ali’s son-in-law and the former owner of one of Tunisia’s most popular national soccer 

clubs, Esperance de Tunis.  According to Manich Musamah activist Wafa, the TDC 

committed two serious errors in their handling of Slim Chiboub.  Firstly, during the 10-

minute video posted to the Commission’s YouTube channel, Chiboub framed his 

apology as conditional statement, saying: “if I had any responsibility in the corruption of 

the past, then I am sorry.”  Insincere and lacking in specificity, the conditional 

construction of Chiboub’s apology put his authorship of wrong-doing into doubt. 

Secondly, as a personage with undeniable popular appeal, the Truth and Dignity 

Commission hoped his video-apology would encourage other businessmen to come 

forward and seek reconciliation, particularly since the period for submitting dossiers 

was nearing its close at that time. In seeking to demonstrate that the commission was a 

safe-space for corruption offenders, the video appeared to be an homage, celebrating 

                                                      

16 For example, Imed Trabelsi, the President’s nephew in-law, sat for a session during the TDC’s 

Public Hearings on Corruption, which was aired on national television on May 19, 2017.  During 

an extensive interview filmed in Mornagiua prison, where he is serving a 108-year prison 

sentence, Trabelsi gave a detailed account of his illegal business dealings, particularly his use of 

bribes to avoid customs charges at Radès port, and how his proximity to the president allowed 

him to accumulate great wealth.   
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Chiboub as a respected leader in Tunisian society, rather than a criminal.  This 

impression was exacerbated in a subsequent interview on the Tessiya channel, aired on 

May 20, 2016.  Here, Chiboub was treated like a respected man of state, solicited for his 

opinions on national politics and development.  Far from an act of public contrition, the 

overall effect of these appearances was to rehabilitate Chiboub to public life.  Indeed, in 

comments during a radio interview on May 23, 2018, Chiboub stated that although he 

had admitted facts to the TDC, his reconciliation statement did not constitute admission 

of a crime (ShemsFM 2018).  In this respect, the TDC had allowed the content of 

reconciliation to be cheapened, by offering it without first obtaining a clear admission of 

wrong-doing. 

Thus, the forces of counterrevolution were diffused over a vast field of media 

channels and messages.  Without direct access to television, the medium with the 

greatest potential for reaching Tunisian publics, Manich Msamah adopted underground 

means that integrated street-level practices with social media, including graffiti, viral 

videos, and digital posters available for download on Facebook. One of Manich 

Msamah’s most successful campaigns was “Wanted,” a stealth poster campaign 

inaugurated in response to the whitewashing of Slim Chiboub.  When his public 

apology devolved into adulation, the Manich Musamah collective sought to remind 

Tunisians of Chiboub’s transgressions, to throw a wrench in his seamless assimilation 

into Reconciliation’s embrace.  The posters were mounted under cover of night to evade 
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police, who might arrest the activists for defamation, and greeted commuters the 

following morning in areas of the city with heavy pedestrian traffic.  Although this 

display was ephemeral, since the police managed to dismantle the displays by 

afternoon, the posters were also available for download on Facebook, so that 

sympathizers could participate, fixing them to city walls throughout Tunisia.   

 

Figure 15: Wanted posters for Slim Chiboub and Abdel Wahab Abdullah. (Images 

courtesy of Manich Msamah Facebook page). 

After the success of the Slim Chiboub campaign, a series of other personalities 

followed.  These included Abdel Waheb Abdullah, chief propagandist for the Ben Ali 

regime, whose poster campaign began after he was honorably received by President 

Essebsi at Carthage Palace on May 23, 2016; Mohamed Ghariani, ex-General Secretary of 
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the RCD party, who passionately proclaimed Ben Ali’s “accomplishments” during his 

June 2016 appearance on the Allo Jeddah program; and Fethi Abdennadher, President of 

the Constitutional Council under Ben Ali, who had given legislative cover to the ancien 

regime’s abuses, and was now the primary architect of the Reconciliation Law.      

Iterations of Hope 

Despite Manich Msamah’s peerless capacity for street mobilization at a time of 

Revolutionary exhaustion, Parliament finally passed the Reconciliation Law on 

September 13, 2017.  The zombie law’s success upon being revived for the third 

consecutive year demonstrates, once again, that under representative democracy, 

political horse-trading often trumps the will of the people.  The bill was passed despite 

the resounding success of the Manich Msamah campaign’s “Round Three” 

demonstrations, which united several thousand supporters in a massive protest in 

downtown Tunis on May 13th.  The protest coincided with an ongoing sit-in at Al-

Kamour in the Southern province of Tataouine, where young activists threatened to 

block the transport of hydrocarbons from their region unless their demands for job 

creation and local investment were finally met.   

The simultaneous eruption of these two movements created a powerful 

convergence of demands for economic justice, joining the rights-based claims of the 

North with the more immediate survival-based demands of the South.  The different 

styles and concerns of protest that distinguish the Tunisian North from the South are a 
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reflection of the unequal geographic distribution of hope in Tunisia, where the 

comparatively greater life chances enjoyed by middle-class, urban youth grants them the 

freedom to look beyond the immediate horizon of survival, and work towards a future 

justice (Miyazaki and Swedberg 2017).  Yet, the slogan of Al-Kamour—"no backing 

down” (al-rakh lā!)—expressed a similarly unwavering commitment to justice that took 

the revolution as its ideal.  For both movements, the revolution represents an unfinished 

promise, to which they pledge their loyalty and strive to see through to completion. The 

two slogans, al-rakh lā and Manich Msamah, cross-pollinated, circulating together on 

social media and in protest spaces on the ground, and delegations of Manich Msamah 

protesters expressed solidarity by visiting the Al-Kamour encampment, clad in their 

distinctive campaign t-shirt.  Mutual recognition lent both campaigns greater legitimacy, 

protecting Manich Msamah from accusations of “elitism,” and inoculating Al-Kamour 

from the kind of slander that had crushed Wenou el-Pétrol.  Once again in Al-Kamour, a 

line was being drawn in the sand, opening up a future possibility for justice through the 

gesture of principled refusal.   
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Figure 16: Refusing forgiveness—keeping the faith for the next generation. (Photo by 

the author).  

After the law was passed, the future perspectives of Manich Msamah as a political 

force were far from clear.  Some members believed that the network should disband 

once the Reconciliation campaign was settled, arguing that institutionalization would 

threaten the movement’s horizontal practices.  Others, sensitive to the campaign’s 

unique capacity for mobilization, felt the network should remain intact to realize its full 

political potential.  No doubt these debates continue today.  However, subsequent 

developments offer some indication of where the campaign’s passion and creative 

energies might next be invested.  For example, in November 2017, I observed the 

formation of a new campaign on Facebook, against a law that critics say would provide 

legal cover for the return of the police state [The Project Law Relating to the Repression 

of Attacks Against the Armed Forces].  Not only are many Manich Msamah members 
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engaged in this new campaign, but its messaging style and organizing methods clearly 

bear its imprimatur.  Likewise, in January 2018, when a youth campaign to counter 

austerity measures imposed by the IMF coalesced around the hashtag “What are we 

waiting for” (#fech_nestannew), the slogan was often promoted side-by-side with the 

hashtag #manich_msamah.  Unwilling to forgive its very defeat in Parliament, Manich 

Msamah continues to circulate as a token of loyalty to the revolution and its hope that 

another world is possible.   

In the work of Hirokazu Miyazaki, “replication and repetition” are essential 

features of hope (Miyazaki and Swedberg 2017).  Examining the endless permutations of 

a Japanese derivatives trader’s hope for a comfortable retirement, Miyazaki observes 

that hope is revealed through the repeated use of ideas and tools “despite their repeated 

failures and perhaps even because of these failures” (Miyazaki 2006).  With the failure of 

each dream there is a constant work of recalibration, reorienting knowledge towards 

attaining a future utopia.  It is in this capacity for recalibration in pursuit of the 

revolution’s unfulfilled dream of dignity and democracy that I locate Manich Msamah’s 

particular talent for hope.  At its core, Manich Musamah represents a durable but ever-

evolving political form, harnessing the optimism of Tunisian youth in the age of their 

disengagement from party politics.  For some, the ideological emptiness of the signifier 

“revolution” for the Manich Musamah collective may represent a strategic weakness.    
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However, it is ultimately this under-determined quality that lends the campaign its 

endurance, creating a framework where members dream of a future justice, in 

“whatever” form (Agamben 1993).    
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7. Conclusion 

I am not saying that history must be imagined as cyclical, without any perspective of 

linear accomplishment, cumulation, advancement, and progress.  But there are open 

linearities, that have not been written in advance, and there are linearities that are more 

or less closed, locked into a pre-determined horizon, and these are linearities of transition. 

I hope that the revolution will lead us to a future that has not already written, open to all 

possible horizons, beyond any fixed repertoire.  It is therefore about moving from a 

transitional mode of thinking, to a mode of thinking yet to come.1   

   Jocelyne Dakhlia, “Peut-on penser dans la transition?” 

 

In a paper presented at the University of Jendouba in April 2016, historian 

Jocelyne Dakhlia expresses a feeling of unease about the word “Transition,” and tries to 

think her way back to the source of that discomfort.  As a matter of political affinity, 

Dakhlia prefers Revolution; she hopes her embrace of the word will ensure that the 

transformations initiated in 2011 will lead to truly radical change.  In contrast, the word 

Transition represents a politics that is cautious, “reformist,” even counter-revolutionary.  

And yet, Dakhlia concedes that this dim view of reformism may be an artifact of French 

thought; in principle, there is nothing preventing reformism from becoming the vehicle 

of radical change.  Perhaps, then, her unease is related to “Transitology” as a global 

knowledge formation, which opened the floodgates for international experts to descend 

upon Tunisia, arrogantly imposing best practices while democracy in their own 

countries is mired ever deeper in crisis.  But here, too, Dakhlia recalls that there is a 

                                                      

1 Translation from the French is my own. 
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richness for Tunisia in becoming a matter of world concern.  Having eliminated these 

usual suspects, from whence comes the historian’s discomfort?   

For a scholar from the Global South, the word “Transition” evokes an unpleasant 

sensation of déjà vu—of finding oneself in the waiting room of history, fallen behind 

and exhorted to “catch up” with the rest of the world.  This imperative is not so different 

from other historical moments: the discourse of developmentalism, the modernization 

imperative of the Nahda (renaissance), or more recently, the neoliberal “take-off” to 

become a Mediterranean economic tiger.  In each instance, a distinct future is being 

conjured according to a prescribed model, a destination fixed in advance, which 

obviates the need for popular consent.  “In reality,” writes Dakhlia, “when did we ever 

exit transition? Have we ever stopped thinking of ourselves as being ‘in transition?’” 

(2016). 

Looking back at the democratic transition in progress in Tunisia, it is possible to 

divide the process into two distinct periods.  The first, beginning on January 14, 2011, we 

might call Revolutionary.2  This turbulent time witnessed the dismantling of institutions 

and symbols associated with the former ruling party, and the search for alternate 

sources of authenticity and political legitimacy, such as ‘Aruba (Arabness) and Islamism, 

shifting away from older, secular, “Mediterranean” orientations.  Yet the political crisis 

                                                      

2 I borrow this temporal schema from International Crisis Group 2016. 
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of 2013 prompted a Thermadorian reaction, beginning with the technocratic caretaker 

government of Mehdi Jomaa in 2014, and picking up speed under the Presidency of Béji 

Caïd Essebsi.  Not only did Essebsi bring the familiar symbols of the Neo-Destour back 

to the seat of power, but he powerfully revived the discourses of national unity (al-waḥda 

al-waṭanīya), the State of Emergency, and the war on terror as tools for disciplining 

dissent.   

As Jocelyne Dakhlia reminds us, it is precisely this habit of thinking the nation as 

a unified subject—with a single destiny—that derails democracy.  When the future 

“good life” for the nation is known in advance, it becomes easy to demand that 

individuals sacrifice their own interests and ideas for that future (Edelman 2004).  In this 

sense, “the perspective of transition is thus what prevents us from being in the present, 

from living politically in the present, as a political community in the present” (Dakhlia 

2016). 

One of the temporal peculiarities of democratic transition is that it has no definite 

terminus.  This of course is because democracy is processual, and therefore it can never 

be fully achieved or decided, once and for all.  No matter how inclusive, the tectonic 

plates of some political consensus will eventually fall back into place, bringing new 

margins into being even as the political system expands its scope of inclusion (Rancière 

and Corcoran 2010).  In many ways, institutional politics in Tunisia has served to ratify a 

return to the consensus that reigned before the revolution. As we have seen, this trend is 
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embodied most clearly in the Nida Tunes party, which explicitly revives the paternalist, 

liberal secular style of founding father Habib Bourguiba’s Neo-Destour party, as well as 

its nationalist symbols.  Yet, as Leyla Dakhli judiciously reminds us, even under the 

“Revolutionary” period of the Troika transitional government, those who held the reins 

of power were members of a transnational elite.  Thought living in exile, their mobility 

allowed them to escape the minute control over time and movement that Ben Ali’s 

police state exercised over territorially-bound subjects (Dakhli 2015).3  Moreover, despite 

the overwhelming evidence of Tunisia’s need for a new model of economic 

development, its continued reliance on loan packages from the IMF offered the nation 

little room to renegotiate policies of financial austerity. 

If we cast our eyes back to the margins, we witness another form of consensus 

falling subtly back into place.  Although the effort to constitute Kasserine as a “Regional 

Victim” was well-intentioned, the very collocation of these words—victim and 

Kasserine—inspired in many an unpleasant feeling of the uncanny.  The repeated 

characterization of these regions as enclaves of poverty, and therefore volatile and 

amenable to extremist Islamist loyalties, has once again made them objects of state 

intervention in the name of national security.  This ironically perpetuates a regime of 

                                                      

3 There are numerous scholarly works that focus on aspects of authoritarianism and repression 

under Ben Ali.  See, for example Hibou 2011, Khiari 2003, Moore 2007, Beau and Tuquoi 2002, 

Camau and Geisser 2004, and Bellin 2002. 
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extraction and neglect, where dangerous pursuits like smuggling have become the 

primary means for getting by.  In the wake of the Arab Spring, the economic activities of 

kuntra have increasingly been mediated by the new perspective of the war on terror, 

prompting the installation of berms and other security infrastructures to disrupt cross-

border mobility.  Yet without a serious public commitment to employment and 

development initiatives, these measures can only amplify insecurity for border 

communities. 

In addition, the expansive way that terrorism charges have been wielded to 

criminalize social movements gives us reason to question the Tunisian state when it 

draws persistent links between smuggling and terrorism.  In the summer months of 

2017, citing reasons of national security, Prime Minister Youssef Chahed launched a 

“war on corruption.”  This wildly popular initiative purportedly targeted the stubborn 

remnants of kleptocracy, arresting suspects under emergency law and trying them 

before military tribunals.  However, many of the targeted individuals were nouveau 

riche kuntra bosses hailing from the border regions, who amassed great fortunes during 

wild fluctuations in smuggling economies following Tunisia’s revolution and 

throughout the civil war in Libya (Gall 2017).  The passage of Essebsi’s Reconciliation 

Law in September of that same year raises doubts about the state’s sincerity in 

prosecuting this war on corruption, which some opined was merely a way of attacking a 

cohort of regional economic rivals, while shielding the ancient regime mafia bosses of 
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the Sahel from legal consequences (International Crisis Group 2017).  Thus, the state’s 

intolerance of kuntra, as a form of corruption from below, appears as a tactic to distract 

from enduring networks of corruption at the upper echelons of state power.  While one-

party dictatorial rule has been consigned to Tunisia’s past, the willful confounding of 

survival tactics with material support for terrorism merely re-inscribes familiar “Shadow 

Zones” of exclusion under new democratic auspices.  

However, the revolution also opened up public space to new visibilities, where 

novel publics could come into being and express their own symbols and ideals (Tripp 

2013).  With their powerful potential to disrupt the reconsolidation of political 

consensus, youth movements in the style of Manich Msamah have fashioned a 

compelling repertoire of tools for dissent, forcing a long-overdue debate about the 

political economy and distributional justice in Tunisia.  Networked links between the 

third round of Manich Msamah protests based in Tunis, and the southern sit-in for jobs 

and development at the oil and gas facilities of al-Kamour, offer a potentially effective 

model of North-South allyship within Tunisia, amplifying the voices of southern 

struggles for a wider national public.  Indeed, despite dismissive references by some to a 

pernicious “spoils mentality” (‘aqliya al-ghanīma), it seems clear that issues of resource 

management, industrial pollution, land rights, and food sovereignty will set the agenda 

for future struggles over social justice in democratic Tunisia.   
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Here, the oasis at Jemna presents one promising model.  During the 2011 

uprising, a Revolutionary Committee seized a parcel of land that had been usurped from 

the people of Jemna through a succession of colonial and post-colonial dispossessions.  

Despite threats from the state, they have worked the land collectively, doubling 

production since 2011, and investing earnings from the date harvest back into the 

community, to purchase medical equipment, refurbish schools and provide recreational 

infrastructures (Hamouchene 2017). 

While the Jemna Oasis is perhaps an exceptional experiment, it represents an 

inspiring instance of self-sovereignty in the margins.  Here, desires for security and well-

being have at last been decoupled from the state.  While small in scale, experiments like 

the Jemna Oasis show us how we might live as Jocelyne Dakhlia suggests: seizing hold 

of a messy, unfinished present as the immanent time of democracy.   
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