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Mister President 

You told me to speak without fear 

But I know I can just get slapped 

I see too much injustice  

So I decided to send this message  

Even though people told me I will face death 

But until when the Tunisians are going to live in dreams? 

Where is the right to free speech? Just words 
– Extract of President of the Republic (Rais Lebled) by Tunisian rapper Hamada Ben Amor (alias El 

Général), published on Youtube in December 2010 (cited in Filiu 2011: 150).  !
1. Introduction 

The research project The Tunisian Revolution - The Student’s Perspective and Role in its 

Historical Context (original title: Tunesische Revolution - Perspektiven und Rolle tunesischer 

Studenten im historischen Kontext) aims to put a personal perspective on the complexity of ideas 

surrounding the Arab Revolution in Tunisia. The goal is to gain access to the subjective perception 

of a defined group of the Tunisian society and analyse the ideas they had in mind for the revolution, 

the mechanisms of the protest movements and the well disputed notion of an ‘Internet Revolution’.  

The methodological approach is based on a number of interviews held with Tunisian students  

and the contextualisation of the information obtained within established historical narratives 

surrounding the revolution. This way, it is expected to gain access to the questions of a 

contemporary issue with the methods of the historical sciences. As the nature of this venture is 

based on dynamic discussions with Tunisian students, the outcome is highly dependent on the 

evaluation of the information obtained. The interviews, however, have been oriented on three lead 

questions that will serve as a structure for the analysis: The first is centred around the complexes of 

identity and ideology in order to situate the participants in the broader phenomenon; a second 

examines the interviewees’ personal participation in the events since December 2010; and a third 

approach is aimed to obtain information on networks and patterns of organisation during the 

protests special regard to the web based aspects of the revolution. 
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2. Historical Framework 

The momentary picture of the Tunisian Revolution — its ‘core’ roughly from the self immolation 

of Mohamed Bouazizi on December 17, 2010 to Ben Ali’s flight to Saudi Arabia 28 days later  — 1

lies at the crossroad of several historical axes that have to be carefully considered when working 

within the framework of these recent events. 

The first, vertical historical axis is necessary to put the events of 2011 against Tunisia’s historical 

background of the 20th and 21st century. Here Tunisia, like many other Arab countries, has gone 

through a period ‘between two revolutions’ marked on the one side by a successful struggle for 

national independence in the middle of the last century, and the popular revolution in 2011 on its 

other end. In many cases (such as Tunisia and Egypt) the recent popular uprisings run against the 

very victors of the nationalist revolutions some six decades earlier. These informal ‘dynasties’ have 

proven to be extremely long-lived, and in the case of Tunisia only two men, Habib Bourguiba, the 

father of the nation, and his successor Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, have ruled the country during a 

period of 55 years. Although Tunisia became a republic after its independence from France and the 

abolition of the symbolic kingdom, the two presidents had their own idea of democratic rule, which 

was by all means authoritarian. The republican period then also attracts a good share of academic 

attention when it comes to historical analysis.  2

Three perspectives (which have been widely put into question in the wake of the Arab Revolutions 

in 2011) dominate the historical approach concerning this time frame. The first focuses on the 

national history, not necessarily confined to legitimising functions for the country’s new elite, but 

mainly in the context of postcolonial dynamics and nation building processes when seen from a 

historian’s point of view. Due to the shared experience of decolonisation, this approach is closely 

connected to the regional dynamics of the Magreb and the Middle East.  

The second (arguably compellingly Western) perspective considers the country as part of the 

dynamics of the Arab World in the Cold War context. Tunisia did not enjoy the same prominent 

position as Egypt (or other Arab countries for that means) during the ideological wooing from East 

and West, mainly due to its early entrenchment in the Western camp and its rather modest 

geopolitical influence.  However, the country remained a force to be reckoned with, especially 3
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when there was a demand for ‘neutral’ Arab ground. The capital Tunis served as headquarters for 

the Arab League (1979-89) after Egypt had lost its membership in the wake of the Camp David 

Accords, as well as a seat for the Palestine Liberation Organisation (1982-91) after they were 

expelled from Lebanon by the Israeli army; both these episodes stress the country’s position within 

the regional and international dynamics.  

A third perspective that focuses on the rise of political Islam has served as a framework for the 

historical approach on many Arab countries, especially after the ‘resurgence’ of Islamist movements 

in the last third of the 20th century.  At the latest when al-Qaeda ‘hijacked the Muslim religion’ in 4

the course of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, political Islam had been moved to the 

centre of attention in the media and academic spheres. However, Islamist trends have been well 

analysed in the decades before. Terrorists had repeatedly targeted Western institutions in and outside 

the Arab world, and when Egypt’s president Anwar Sadat, the hero of Camp David and the West’s 

‘key to peace in the Middle East’, was assassinated by religious extremist in 1981, political Islam 

had become a force to consider in day-to-day policies, as well as historical analysis. Although the 

Tunisian al-Nahda has never been nearly as influential as its Egyptian counterparts, Islamism 

played well into the hands of any authoritarian ruler who was eager to reduce the notion of political 

Islam to violence and bloodshed and implement a ‘us or them’ dichotomy when attempting to solicit 
Western financial, political and military support. That Western supporters wanted to avoid another 

Algerian civil war or a second Islamic Republic after the debacle of the Iranian Revolution in 1979  

at almost any cost has served many an authoritarian Arab ruler from the Atlantic to the Persian Gulf 

when advertising for the ‘lesser evil’. That this artificial picture is far from accurate, is underlined 

by the fact that the moderate Islamic parties won the first democratic elections in both Tunisia and 

Egypt (although their popularity has continuously disintegrated since).  5

The second main historical axis then concerns the Arab Revolution as a regional and global 

phenomenon, which has put many previous notions into question. Although the experience of 2011 

show classical signs of what has historically been considered a ‘revolution’, the proximity of the 

events and their incomplete nature alone ask for a different approach and to take into account the 

many unprecedented characteristic of the Arab Spring. As established academic positions on the 

phenomena are scarce, this part will be dedicated to the introduction of the leading debates, such as 
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 For the notion of ‘resurgence’ of political Islam, see John O. Voll in Mitchel 1993: x.4

 Filiu insists that this Manichean view has been profoundly challenged by the revolutionary movements that demanded democratic 5

change rather than the expected implementation of Sharia law, see Filiu, Jean-Pierre. The Arab Revolution: Ten Lessons from the 
Democratic Uprising. Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2011: 73.



the question about the role of the internet, the spontaneous nature of the uprisings, the controversies 

about the Islamist factor, as well as the reevaluation of the events three years after. As the 

formalities of this study do not permit an elaborate evaluation of all the societies in question, a 

limited account on other ‘Arab Spring countries’ will be combined with reference to further reading; 

the main focus lies on Tunisia.  

However, the Arab Revolution, as much as any historical event, can by no means be analysed 

within chronological and geographical isolation. Although the suicide of the young fruit vendor 

from Sidi Bouzid has been famed the ‘spark of the Arab Spring’,  other parameters such as the 6

socio-political background in the societies in question at the eve of the revolution, established forms 

of dissent and protest before the uprisings, the aftermath and a possible electoral process, as well as 

supra-regional dynamics have to be taken into account. After all, the Tunisian ‘trigger’ has swept 

the Middle East with an overwhelming dynamic and has astonished the world public, as well as the 

experts of various academic fields. 

A third axis of historical contextualisation centres around the notions of martyrdom and sacrifice 

in Islam. This focus not only takes into consideration the central position of Mohammad Bouazizi 

and other ‘sacrificers’ as lighting sparks of the Arab Revolution, but also allows to establish a 

methodological connection of a contemporary issue — so far widely worked on under the primacies 

of sociological and political science — with a well established historical narrative. This historical 

tool is designed to gain access to the recent events in Tunisia and consists of two parts: First, the 

changing paradigms of the notion of martyrdom in Islam has to be elaborated as it emerges from a  

comparably narrow idea in the early years of Islam — usually combined with the concept of 

‘Jihad’, into an inclusive and ever expanding tool with political and cultural references in the 20th 

century. One has to stress the dynamics and the inclusiveness of this cultural (not necessarily 

religious) concept when, in a second step, the attempt is made to integrate the most recent ‘martyrs’ 

of the 2011 revolution into this narrative. 

!
3. Historiography 

For the creation of the historical framework, references to an established academic community 

will be used. The density to the net of scholarly contribution varies widely depending on the focus 

of the field. The most important shall be outlined here. 

!
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!
History of Tunisia 

In the introduction to the second edition of Kenneth Perking’s A History of Modern Tunisia, a 

fundamental assessment of modern Tunisian history and unparalleled in the Anglo-american 

scientific landscape, the author pays homage to effects the revolution had on the country’s 

historiography. The remake, which was published in January 2014, extends the analysis of Tunisian 

history to the present. The author is wary of the revolution’s historiographical impacts when he 

states that, after decades of political and economic blandness, which apart from a small academic 

circle, primarily interested European tourists, Tunisia became the centre of academic attention in 

2011, and that the process has deep roots in the country’s history. Inevitably, the retrospect 

component has its effects on the study as the reader expects Perking to excavate these roots, a task 

which the author skilfully incorporates in the search for the answers to four lead questions —  (1) 

the political relation between ruler and ruled, (2) the relation between progress and national identity, 

(3) basic conditions of economic development and (4) the formulation of an artistic tradition 

reflection these processes; the overall narrative that dominated his historical analysis of Tunisia in 

the first edition.  7

The change of the historiographical paradigm caused by the revolutions up to the point of 

teleological analysis is omnipresent in current works on Tunisia, however, is not necessarily a 

defect. In fact, just as the first scientific attempts on the Arab Revolution as a whole have aimed to 

put the ongoing process into a historical context, specialists on Tunisia have issued such work, 

based on former studies. Tunisia’s reappearance in the historical limelight then indicates an 

elaborate scholarly community, active well before January 2011, rather than the absence of such. 

Historical research on Tunisia before the revolution has seen a number of publications and, 

especially after 1956, developed from a French dominated field into a more internationally 

scholarly environment.  In English and French, more recent works of reference on modern Tunisian 8

history have been Lisa Anderson’s The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya, 

1830-1980 (1986), Jean-François Martin’s Histoire de la Tunisie contemporaine: De Ferry à 

Bourguiba (2003), as well as Perkins earlier work Tunisia: Crossroads of the Islamic and European 

Worlds (1986).  9
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Martin, Jean-François. Histoire de la Tunisie contemporaine: De Ferry à Bourguiba. 2nd ed. Paris: L’Harmattan, 2003. 
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The Arab Revolutions 

Concerning the historiography of Arab Revolutions, the dynamics of publication in the wake of 

the events have to be taken into account. When the Tunisian spark lit the fire of the Arab 

Revolution, the news made it around the world within hours, first on the internet via live blogs, 

Youtube videos and Twitter messages. This rather chaotic form of ‘reporting’ was followed by 

established news channels. CNN and Qatar based al-Jazeera led the way by showing social media 

news feeds and video footage during their newsreels. This footage, however, was marked as an 

unreliable source and the news channel consequently sent in their own reporters to verify the 

information.  The first books on the ‘Arab Spring’ that became available a few months later were 10

based on such sources and authored by journalists, as well as experts and political advisers on the 

Middle East.  11

The historical profession’s reaction then goes through scientific journals. The significance of the 

events, however, has prompted several influential historical foundations and political think tanks to 

publish special issues on the broader phenomenon sweeping the Middle East. The Washington 

based Council of Foreign Relations led the way with its self-proclaimed ‘first historiography of the 

Arab Spring’;  other institutions soon followed suit with special editions on the issue.  12 13

One of the first historians to go beyond specialised articles and publish a more comprehensive 

study was the French Sciences Po professor Jean-Pierre Filiu, whose book The Arab Revolution - 

Ten Lessons from the Democratic Uprising is still used as a reference point for present debates;  14
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Relations, 2011.
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Foreign Policy Magazine’s comprehensive account: Lynch, Marc/Hounshell, Blake/Glasser, Susan. Revolution in the Arab World: 
Tunisia, Egypt, And the Unmaking of an Era. Washington: Foreign Policy, 2011. 
The American Middle East Studies Association (MESA): IJMES Vol. 43 No. 3 (2011). 
The German Deutsche Gesellschaft für Auswärtige Politik: “Aufstand in Arabien.” IP-Journal. März/April 2011.  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 Filiu 2011.14



although he has since (publication in September 2011) been joined by various other attempts to put 

the recent events of the Arab World into a historical perspective.  Filiu, as many of his colleagues, 15

are compelled to emphasise the limited validity of their works due to the ongoing dynamics of the 

subject. The approach this author chose is a mixture of the bare narrative of the various revolutions 

— due to the proximity of the publication, mainly Tunisia, Egypt and Libya — connected on 

different levels with his ‘ten lessons’ learned from the Arab Spring to do away with common 

misconceptions that have circulated since 2011. An excellent, more recent account that combines 

the contemporary developments with an in-depth analysis of the historical narratives of the societies 

in questions is Marwan Bisharah’s The Invisible Arab: The Promise and Peril of the Arab 

Revolution (2013).  16

It seems evident that such publications do not extensively refer to the historiographical 

environment of the field; after all Filiu’s (and other’s) work is dominated by its overview character 

partially because different scholarly positions on the Arab Spring are just in the making. However, 

historians and specialists on the national history of the societies in question have in the last three 

years started to update their works with new editions, as in addition to the Tunisian example, it has 

been the case for Egypt, Libya and Syria.  An update of supra regional works of reference on the 17

Middle East such as Albert Houranis A History of the Arab Peoples or a third edition on The 

Modern Middle East collaboration is still due,  however, the fifth edition (2013) of Cleveland and 18

Buntons A History of the Modern Middle East does include a last chapter on the Arab Spring.  19

!
!
!
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Martyrdom in Islam 

As the main purpose of this part of the study is to link the contemporary issue of the revolution 

with a well established historical narrative, the historiography on the concept of martyrdom in Islam 

provides an elaborate picture. Two main trends can be identified, however, both reflect the dynamic 

understanding of the phenomenon, which also dominates in scientific research. The first approach 

focuses on the analysis of the core literature of the Islamic canon (the Quran and the Hadith 

literature) and the interpretation and reinterpretation of the (scarce) relevant passages by Islamic 

scholars of the past.  This not only allows to qualify the phenomenon in the Muslim context but 20

also makes it possible to differentiate from other understandings of martyrdom and martyrs in 

different religions. Here the main aspect is the almost complete absence of martyrs as victims of 

prosecution as it is the main theme in Jewish and Christian traditions and instead the focus on an 

actively sought death to obtain the status of a martyr — mostly as the result of heroic performance 

in battle as the concept is closely tied to the one of Jihad.  It is well understood that these ideas 21

heavily influence the literary canon of the respective societies and it is important to note that 

martyrologies still make an important part of  their collective memory.  22

A second scholarly approach addresses the constant change and rapid extension of the 

understanding of martyrs and martyrdom in Islamic traditions, up to incorporating the ‘secular 

martyrs’ of the 20th century’s main conflicts in the region into their ranks. David Cook, who has 

published his work Martyrdom in Islam in 2007, follows the adaptive nature of the Islamic concept 

up to the present day and explains martyrologies outside the religious spectrum with this pragmatic 

logic. Similar to the scholarship on Tunisia after the Arab Spring, research on the Islamic concept of 

martyrdom witnessed a defining paradigm change and an exponential augmentation of academic 

attention with the advent of ‘martyrdom operations’ (suicide bombings) in the 1990s, moving the 

issue to the centre of global attention, where it remained, especially after the September 11 terrorist 

attacks in 2001.  In the course of these developments, renowned scholars on Islamic history such 23
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as Bernard Lewis or John Esposito began to divert attention to the issue of martyrdom through the 

new phenomenon of suicide bombing and Islamic terrorism under different and well disputed 

approaches.  24

Always considered as an inclusive (yet not undisputed) concept, these (Islamic) martyrologies 

stay open to the sacrificers of the Arab Spring movements in 2011. Under various viewpoints, the 

central position of Mohammad Bouazizi has been examined and evaluated across the field, from 

Islamic authorities and medical institutions condemning the act of suicide for different reasons,  25

over political and social sciences contributions who try to contextualise and explain the action’s in a 

scientific light, to psychological approaches, such as Fethi Benslama’s who worked on both, the 

phenomena of the revolution and the act of Bouazizi’s self-immolation under the premises of 

psychoanalysis.  26

!
4. Central Thesis, Methodical Approach and Sources 

This study aims to gain access to the dynamics of the Tunisian Revolution through a subjective 

approach, giving a voice to a defined segment of its participants. The core interests have been 

defined as first, the structure of networks as a main source for the unprecedented mobilisation, 

second, the personal motivation of the participants and their ideas about revolution, and third, 

methodical gains from a historians point of view when it comes to the characteristics of what has 

been termed an ‘internet revolution’. 

The concrete methodical approach to these questions is a combined effort consisting of two 

parts, a historical contextualisation of the subject and a detailed analysis of the interviews among 

Tunisian students. In addition, two methodical chapters will further elaborate on the issues of 

internet recourses in historical researches, as well as the concept of oral history applied to a 

contemporary subject.  

Concerning the internet as a primary source, the questions surrounding these methodical issues 

are relatively new to the historical profession. While qualitative and verifiable contributions by 

scientists have long found their way into the virtual world in form of e-journals and comparable 

services, the internet as a primary source (and not as mere storage of such), on the other hand, has 

only recently received the historian’s attention. Thus, even if raising interest in the field cannot 
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entirely be attributed to the coined ‘Facebook and Twitter Revolutions’, it was in the wake of the 

Arab Spring that the sociocultural impact of the Web 2.0 has found its way into academic 

writings.  Even if most of this analysis is then developed against the background of current events 27

in the Arab World, scholars in various fields have since undertaken attempts to evaluate the 

controversial impact of the exponentially developing information technology in more 

comprehensive approaches.  28

In a second methodical chapter, the concept of oral history needs to be addressed in its basic 

methodical outlines; not at least because the primary resource used in this study are personal 

accounts obtained through interviews. As its methodology has been carefully established by the 

historical profession over the last six decades, the concept has been developed from a niche 

discipline into a well established historical field with its own historical associations and academic 

publications, such as the US based The Oral History Association and International Oral History 

Association, the British Oral History Society, or the German BIOS (Zeitschrift für 

Biographieforschung, Oral History und Lebensverlaufsanalysen).  The discipline’s initial focus on 29

interviews with an established elite of politicians and important businessmen, however, was soon 

joined by more ‘bottom-up’ approaches, focusing on ‘ordinary’ people as witnesses of historical 

events. This second approach also characterises the outline of this study. Although the Tunisian 

students interviewed in this context can be seen as a sort of ‘intellectual elite’, their random 

selection and interchangeability situates them in the latter methodical pattern. The main issue with 

the approach, as with any historical sources, is the obtained oral accounts’ relation to historical facts 

or ‘truths’. As there is usually little possibility to verify the obtained information by means of other 

(written) sources — one of the oral history concept’s main advantage is to gain access to otherwise 

inaccessible subjects, the personal character of the interviews have to be taken into account during 
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the evaluation of the data. The lead questions of any study using the concept will necessarily be 

addressed under prefixes of the oral accounts’ ‘precious subjective element’.  30

Concerning the two main chapters, the first task will be to create a historical framework, as 

outlined above, including historical and contemporary Tunisian issues, the dynamics of the broader 

notion of the Arab Spring, as well the concept of martyrs and martyrdom within the cultural sphere 

of Islam. This first step not only provides a historical and historiographical dimension to the study, 

but also allows to understand the actors and the information they provide in the historical context of 

the different narratives. As stated, this part will be largely based on contributions already available 

within the academic community, as the contrasting focus of the field research will lie on subjective 

experience within a limited chronological and geographical framework. 

While the first part then mainly asks for the analysis and placement of secondary literature, the 

second part, which consists of the evaluation of the interviews among Tunisian students, is based on 

oral sources obtained by personal research. In an effort to give a local perspective on the subject of 

the Tunisian Revolution, 31 interviews with 35 individuals have been held in Tunisia between April 

10 and May 16, 2014,  the main share going to students (14) and professors (7) of the Faculté des 31

Lettres in Sousse. Furthermore contrast groups have been established, consisting of students of the  

medical faculties of Sousse (3) and neighbouring Monastir (3), the faculty of law in Sousse (1), as 

well as Tunisian students on a foreign fellowship visa (Munich, 3). In the non-academic 

surroundings, two random contrasting views have been selected. Additionally, two interviews have 

been held for purely qualitative information as the interviewee’s position provided access to specific 

information linked to their position (a UGET representative in the Tunis headquarters, and a local 

success story from the critical blogging scene). 

 As the number of interviews is not representative for statistical values, talks were help open and 

the questions were directed at the personal opinion and experience of the participants. The 

informative directions of the interviews have been defined beforehand in the form of three leading 

complexes that served as an orientation during the talks. These included the interviewee’s 

ideological framework under which they experienced and participated in the revolution; personal 

activity (active and passive) during the revolution in terms of reaction to marking events; and 

qualitative information about informal networks and organisational patterns. The general outline of 
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the interviews followed this pattern, however, space for variation and personal anecdotes was 

deemed desirable and encouraged. 

The first section of qualitative information can be split in the fields of identity and ideology. The 

former is important to locate the interviewees within the Tunisian society beyond the notion of 

being a student. More objective classifications made in this study such as association with an 

academic institution, region of origin or memberships in a political party or student organisation can 

be contrasted to the provided self-perceptive identity. Terms like liberal, conservative or Islamist, 

Muslim or atheist, urbanities or peasant, Arabic speaker or native Berber, employed or unemployed, 

member of a certain family or identification as the future generation have been found across the 

field; however, have always been introduced by the interviewee, never by the interviewer. 

Furthermore, these structuring classification terms have to be handled with care as many have been 

overused and oversimplified in various contemporary reports.  32

The question of ideology, on the other hand, determines the intellectual direction the actors had in 

mind for the movement. Continuing on the maxim to gain access to subjective experiences and 

ideas, the introduction of famous key words of the revolution such as ‘democracy’, ’freedom’, 

‘equality’ or ‘injustice’ was left to the interviewees. This way, the evaluation of the data allows a 

comparison to established narratives in media and scientific research. However, one has to bear in 

mind that the interviewees themselves were heavily exposed to (and dependent on) the media 

coverage on the revolution.  

Naturally, the notions of identity and ideology interwind as one influences the other, however, it 

seemed suitable to make a qualitative difference between statements concerning the social and 

political background of the interviewees and such describing their ideas and motivations when it 

came to the movements and their form of participation. In this context it is furthermore advised to 

define the social background of the interviewees as a particular segment of the Tunisian society, 

giving special attention to the universities as a producer of critical thinkers among a certain elite, as 

well as a potential source of dissent. By evaluating this information, it is expected to be able to 

launch a counter-discourse to the common perception of the revolution being executed by a ‘young, 

apolitical generation’.  33

The second aspect, the personal role of the interviewees in the revolution, then allows to verify 

or refute widespread notions about the nature of the Arab Spring (such as the now famous terms of 

 !                                                                                                                                                                                            12

 For the oversimplification of the Muslim identity, see Filiu 2011: 17-29; for the use of ‘youth’ as identification, Filiu 2011: 31-42.32

 See Filiu 2011: 35.33



the ‘Facebook and Twitter Revolutions’) based on qualitative information. Here, marking events 

such as Bouazizi’s self-immolation or the fall of President Ben Ali served as reference point for the 

interviewees to put their own role during the revolution into context. However, in the case of the 

Faculté des Lettres in Sousse, the protest movement did not unfold to full scale until the early days 

of January 2011 when police units penetrated the campus and these developments then naturally 

account for a major share of the students’ personal experience.  

When it comes to such defining episodes, however, the focus of this study lies less on the historical 

assessment of the events in question by use of the information obtained, but predominantly on the 

participants’ subjective experience in order to serve the methodical patterns outlined above. Ideally, 

this experience can be documented by the activity on online platforms such as Facebook, Twitter 

and Youtube,  as this would not only draw a more detailed picture of the student’s involvement in 34

the movements, but also allow to develop a methodical approach to the problem of internet sources 

in the context of historical research. However, it has to be taken into account that the use of these 

tools is highly diversified. While most of the interviewees own a Facebook account and at least 

make use of it sporadically, more sophisticated use of the benefits of the Web 2.0 is limited to a 

handful of individuals in Tunisia.  35

Concerning the last of these three aspects, qualitative information about networks is 

indispensable when working with a historical framework of a popular uprising. Considering the 

spontaneous and web based qualities that have been used to describe the Tunisian Revolution in the 

media, it is of particular interest to know what kind of formal and informal networks have formed 

during the core time period, which of these connections existed before, and whether they persisted 

or disintegrated when the initial dynamics began to fade after the early successes. The practical 

approach on these questions was mainly addressed by inquiring about the interviewees’ internet 

activity and by comparing it with the social environment they presented themselves in. Particular 

interest lays on the relation between information transfer and organisation potentials on online 

social media platforms and on how such structures influenced and were influenced by traditional 

network patterns. 

A detailed statistical and qualitative evaluation of the interviews will be given in the final version 

of this project, however, some general work in progress tendencies will be presented here. As 

mentioned, 33 individuals have been interviewed, however, we insist that even for the well defined 

space of the Faculté des Lettres in Sousse, where 21 of these interviews took place, these 
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ascertainments have no statistical value and the predominantly random selection of interview 

partners are by no means representative for a larger entity, even if they claim to share similar 

experiences during the revolution. Qualitative information has been defined as the major goal of 

this venture; as for statistical values, reference to more comprehensive data collections will be 

given. A detailed statistic table on the interviews in this study will be found in the attachment 

(Appendix I). 

When switching to the qualitative tendencies, some general observations that can serve as 

orientation for the analysis are worth mentioning: 

Concerning the general process of the revolution, two observations that run counter to the image 

of the general media public have been made. First, for almost all of the interviewees, the revolution 

(if considered as such) does not match the common itinerary that has been imposed on the events, 

which usually centres around the period from Muhammad Bouazizi’s self-immolation on December 

17, 2010 to the ousting of President Ben Ali on January 14, 2014. Sousse, a coastal city that is 

comparably well off, did not see large scale protests until the early days of 2011 and the students for 

the most part joined them only after the end of the holidays when the exam period started in the 

second week of January. This ‘second stage’ aspect of the revolution that concerns most of the 

richer costal cities is important when analysing the ideological framework of the participants in this 

region, as their political slogans differ considerably from ones raised in the less developed and 

poorer interior regions where the movements began. However, the infamous ‘Ben Ali, dégage!’ is 

shared across the field.  

Consequently, the process does not end with the president’s departure and most of the students have 

their most vicious memories from the tumultuous period of political uncertainty and created power 

vacuum afterwards. Most participants still see this process as incomplete today, as many consternate 

that, apart from the regime change and maybe some political liberties, none of the early 

expectations have yet been fulfilled. A minority of the interviewed students (especially among those 

who describe themselves as leftists or socialists) then refuse to talk about a revolution all together 

as they see the current government as a continuation of the same system, whereas a revolution 

would need a more comprehensive change. In addition to the political consternation, work prospects 

have not been improved since, which includes the interviewed students of the humanities, and many 

see that the overall economy of the country has been severely damaged by the events of 2011.  

These tendencies have to be addressed as the rather harsh evaluation of the personal and general 

situation has been collected across the field, even if participants who present an optimistic or 

fighting spirit do outrank the ones of consternation and resignation. As the global media image 
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usually presents Tunisia as a success story, especially when compared to other Arab Spring 

countries where the movements were either unable to topple the regime (Morocco, Algeria, 

Bahrain, Yemen and Syria) or left a highly unstable political landscape (Egypt and Libya), the self-

perception of the Tunisian interview partners presented a defining contrast. One narrative to be 

elaborated in this field is the transformation of the initial (in retrospect highly romanticised) shared 

image of national unity in face of the vicious repressions by the regime to the somehow 

demoralising view on the political process and partisan politics of the still ongoing transition period. 

A second complex concerns the concepts of martyrs, both in regard to the presentation of facts 

and the personal significance of the stories. Starting with Mohammed Bouazizi, as expected, 

everybody knows and is eager to tell the fruit vendor’s story, however, the accounts vary 

considerably. A surprising large amount of the students (and teachers) interviewed insist on popular 

myths about the story that initially circulated in the news, but have been refuted in the following 

months and even been corrected by the media. This phenomenon tells a lot about the access to 

second hand information and the distribution of such. Surprisingly, a majority of the participants 

name al-Jazeera and France 24 as the most important source of information of these early events, 

while the internet clearly takes a second stance. That initial non-confirmed information, especially 

about the Bouazizi case, survived in the minds (even in the ones of an educated elite), can be 

explained by a flattening interest curve concerning current events, which surely peaked in the first 

weeks of January 2011, but consequently decreased as the lives of the Tunisians went back to 

normal in the following months. Parallel, though not necessarily causal, a growing disinterest in 

government politics has been detected, as for most participants the hopes of the revolution have not 

manifested (only about half the participants voted in the elections in October 2011).  

A popular misconception about Bouazizi that needs further elaboration and that was almost found 

unanimously, is the idea that the street vendor from Sidi Bouzid had a college degree but was 

unable to find a job due to the economic situation. While it is a known fact that Bouazizi dropped 

out of high school before coming close to attend classes at a university because he needed to 

support his family, it is interesting to observe how an image that closely reflects the future outlook 

of many students in the costal cities (especially in the fields with little job prospects like the 

humanities) has been created and since stuck within the popular image for over three years.  

As far as the personal stance towards the people who lost their lives during the course of the events 

is concerned, there were a handful of interview partners who revealed having lost a close friend or 

even a family member as a result of the manifestations. Also, the term ‘martyr’ or ‘our martyrs’ has 

been used across the field in order to refer to those Tunisians killed by the police during the 
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protests, however, less often to describe the person of Mohammed Bouazizi or other ‘self-

sacrificers’ (if known at all). As the students usually were equipped to tell about other martyrs of 

Tunisia’s historical heritage — such as the ones killed in the independence movement in the 1950s, 

which are generally remembered on ‘the day of the martyrs’ on April 9, a comparison might be of 

interest as they both share the non-religious component.  

A further big concern in this field, which was shared by most politically active participants, is the 

about to expire three-year jail sentence that several police officers responsible for the killing of 

protestors during the 2011 manifestation received. When this research was in progress, the 

organisation of a protest march in Sousse was forming.  

A third general field of defining observation concerns the use of internet and social media 

platforms. The interviewees agreed unanimously on the important role that the internet and 

especially Facebook played during the revolution, however, most were unable to provide concrete 

mechanism patterns. As already mentioned, most participants reduce their online activity to the 

sharing of pictures and videos on Facebook. An interview with a self-described internet fanatic, 

who worked for several IT companies, revealed that the online skills of most Tunisians do not 

exceed the use described above, up to a point that people try to sign up for a ‘Facebook connection’ 

with internet providers, while deeper knowledge of the Web 2.0 is limited to a handful of specialists 

and internet aficionados.  36

Furthermore, the use of internet is hardly present when it comes to the organisation of the protests 

on the campus and in the city of Sousse. Students drawn into participation claim that the movement 

was spontaneous and without leadership. Those which where active in the organisation (such as 

student syndicate members) state that they mostly relied on offline mobilisation patterns through 

personal contacts, which they would meet or contact by phone, as well as personal encouragement 

and speeches on campus.  

These two observations concerning the digital aspects raise a number of questions to be examined. 

First, it is likely that the popular images of the ‘Twitter and Facebook revolutions’ that have 

penetrated the media coverage have also affected the participants and made them reconsider the 

internet’s role when explaining the revolution to a foreigner. The presence of an excessive amount 

of pictures and videos shared on Facebook would facilitate such a perception as they directed a 

major share of the personal experience of the revolution towards the online sphere. Second, the 

claim for Facebook’s role made by the interviewees has to be verified and, if possible, supported by 

 !                                                                                                                                                                                            16
 See Ben Hamda 2014: 1:17:20.36



the evaluation of their online activity during the events of January 2011. Finally, an accurate picture 

of the actual access to different tools of the internets sites has to be established. All of the 

participants, with exemption of the professors, provided a Facebook address in addition to mobile 

phone numbers in order to maintain contact, however, no one owned a Twitter or Youtube account 

at the time in question.  37

!
As for the structure of the analysis, the general outline of the study follows the methodical 

patterns outlined above and the length (and thus detail) of the chapters are adapted to its formal 

limitations (80 to 100 pages).  The two main shares go to the establishment of a historical 38

background (30 pages), consisting of a chapter on each of the three axes described above; an equal 

amount is dedicated to three chapters on the evaluation of the interviews under consideration of the 

three core interests respectively. Two methodical chapters (5 pages each) are reserved for further 

elaboration on the issues of internet resources and the oral history concepts. Furthermore, a detailed 

introduction to the lead questions, as well as a presentation of the results will be given on either end 

of the study (6 pages each). Additional space is reserved for statistic tables of the interviews, basic 

visualisation of the data, as well as a comprehensive list of primary and secondary sources. 

!
!
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Appendix I: Statistical Figures 
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Total: 35 interview partners and 31 Interviews

Gender male 19 female 16

Primary 
occupation

student 24 professor 7 working 3 unemployed 1

Institution Faculté des 
lettres, Sousse

21 Medicine, 
Monastir

3 Medicine, 
Sousse

3 Law, Sousse 1 none/
others

7

Political 
orientation

leftist 9 rightist/
Islamist

1 center 1 none/not 
stated

24

Region of 
origin

Tunis 7 Sousse 3 Mahdia 3 others 8 not stated 14

Facebook 
provided

yes 28 no 7



Appendix II: List of Interviews 

A total of 35 persons have been interviewed in 35 interviews between April 10 and May 16, 2014.  39
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First Name Name Date of Interview

Dr. Moncef Ben Abdeljlil 21.04.14

Dr. Razi Ben Amara 23.04.14

Marwa Ben Dhia 19.04.14

Maez Ben Fraj 17.04.14

Skander Ben Hamda 05.05.14

Anis Ben Hamed 16.04.14

Dr. Houssine Boujarra 22.04.14

Oussama Bourffrikha 23.04.14

Dr. Taoufik Bourguiba 22.04.14

Salem Calivra 06.05.14

Majida Chemek 05.01.14

Amira Deleche 29.04.14

Inés Dridi 05.01.14

Hedi Frigui 16.04.14

Marwen Gabsi 22.04.14

Amira Gd 22.04.14

Dr. Hafedh Gharbi 02.05.14

Imene Ghonmi 05.05.14

Abdul (Abouda) Haj Ali 20.04.14

Chamseddin Harrabi 21.04.14

Sofia Hnezla 23.04.14

Hedi Hrizi 25.04.14

Moheddine Jarray 24.04.14

Yosra Jaziri 16.04.14

Dr. Kamel Jerfel 30.04.14

Nozha Makhlouf 07.05.14

Samia Mrabet 02.05.14

Emira Oussfi 02.05.14

Marwa Rekik 19.04.14

Dr. Yosr Rezgui 24.04.14

Mehdi Fekih Romdhane 08.05.14

Olfa Sayadi 05.01.14

Dorra Sayadi 11.04.14

Ocema Ting 03.05.14

Ahmed Youssfi 15.04.14

 With the exemption: Chemek, Majida/Dridi, Inés/Sayadi, Olfa. Persönliches Interview. München, 5 Jan, 2014.39


