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THE ARAB UPRISINGS

Hatice Rumeysa Dursun1

2.1. Introduction

How to explain the consequences of the Arab uprisings in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region more than a decade later? The main objective 
of this study is to contribute to debates that aim to go beyond democratisation 
and post-democratisation paradigms and assess the evolution of political structure 
in the MENA. In this vein, it is argued that the literature on state formation 
can help one to understand the dynamics that explain change and continuity in 
Arab politics. By adopting a historical sociology approach to state formation and 
state reformation, this study underlines that despite the departure of Ben Ali in 
﻿Tunisia, one can observe a process that has accentuated the state’s weakness after 
the uprisings.

An important body of literature has been developed on the causes and 
consequences of the popular protests that led to the regime changes in the 
MENA. More than a decade after the Uprisings, there is a common observation 
that the ﻿Arab Spring has transformed into an Arab Winter, considering the 
limits of democratisation in the post-uprising democratisation (Allinson, 2015; 
Hinnebusch 2015a;  Saouli, 2015; Stacher, 2015; Valbjørn, 2015; Volpi & Stein, 
2015). ﻿Tunisia was considered by scholars as an exception to this trend of states’ 
failure following the Arab uprisings thanks to the facilitator role played by its trade 
union movement (Hinnebusch, 2015b). However, recent developments in ﻿Tunisia 
have marked a rupture in the literature focusing on the country’s transformation 
after the ﻿Jasmine ﻿Revolution, with this reversal of democratic procedures being 
qualified as democratic backsliding (Souilmi, 2023). This study is divided into 
three sections. In the first section, it is argued that an understanding of the 
dynamics of the post-uprising process requires moving beyond democratisation 
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and post-democratisation approaches. In the second section, it is shown why 
a historical sociology approach to state and state formation has advantages in 
analysing the impact of the Arab uprisings on the MENA states. The third section 
presents an empirical analysis of the impact of the Arab uprisings on Tunisian 
state formation.

2.2. Beyond Democratisation and ﻿Authoritarian Resilience: Analysing 
Change and Continuity in the MENA

Studies on Arab politics focus on two broad questions in order to understand the 
ongoing transformations in the region. The first question aims to explain the absence 
of democracy, while the second concentrates on the resilience of the authoritarian 
regimes. Studies that aim to respond to the first question emerged in the 1990s 
and tried to understand the ﻿resistance of the Arab states to the ‘third wave’ of 
democratisation. This school of thought reflects the impact of ﻿modernisation theories 
of the 1950s and 1960s (Hinnebusch, 2006, pp. 373-395). This literature points 
out the absence of democracy in the MENA region and highlights the importance 
of a strong civil society, bourgeoisie, democratic political culture, and democratic 
mediators as the main prerequisites of democracy (Brynen et al, 1995; Salame, 1994; 
Waterbury, 1994). For example, Brunell classifies the factors that explain the failures 
of democratisation while he also addresses the conditions that facilitate democratic 
transitions (Burnell, 1998, p. 9). Some scholars also examined the conditions that 
explain the organisation and the execution of the political rule and ﻿regime survival in 
Arab countries (Bellin, 2004, p. 148; Sclumberger, 2007, p. 6). 

The democratisation paradigm focuses on the conditions of democratic 
transformation while the authoritarian resilience approach considers the region 
as an exception to democratisation’s process. The post-democratisation approach 
examines the factors that explain the resilience of authoritarianism in the Arab 
world. From this perspective, scholars have paid attention to ﻿repression, co-
optation, and patrimonial relations as political and economic instruments of 
authoritarian rule. For example, Bellin points out the importance of international 
support, a rentier economy, and weak institutionalisation of coercive apparatus 
that enable the persistence of authoritarianism (Bellin, 2012, pp. 128-129). 
Likewise, Ehteshami highlights the role of repressive power, ideology, and 
patrimonial relations for analysing the robustness of authoritarian regimes in the 
MENA region (Ehteshami, 2012, pp. 22-223). However, the main weakness of 
the post-democratisation perspective is its over concentrated on regime centred 
analysis and its omission of social dynamics that are crucial in comprehending 
political transformations (Valbjørn, 2014, p. 158). Both approaches present a 
dichotomic and reductionist analysis of the Arab uprisings as well as change and 
continuity in Arab politics. On the one hand, the democratisation theory has failed 
to explain “the modest democratic harvest” (Brownlee et al., 2013) of the post-
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uprising process (Valbjørn, 2015). The over-focus on the absence of democracy 
has prevented scholars from developing methods, theories, and concepts that 
explain the real dynamics behind the politics (Anderson, 2006, p. 209). On the 
other hand, the authoritarian resilience paradigm could not anticipate the social 
mobilisations that lead to the regime changes. Therefore, some recent studies strove 
to remedy the weaknesses of the authoritarian resilience literature by underlining 
the role played by protests and social mobilisations (Aarts, van Dijke et al., 2012; 
Brynen, et al., 2012; Durac, 2015; Leenders, 2013; Tripp, 2014). 

Considering the shortcomings of these approaches, some scholars turned 
to discuss meta-theoretical issues. For example, Cavatorta underlines the main 
factors that hinder the democratisation process and proposes two categories. The 
first category points out structure-led factors that concentrate on rentier economy, 
international factors, Islamic political culture, and the second category concerns 
agency-led factors that include Islamist movements and the ruling elite (Cavatorta, 
2011, pp. 83-86). This categorisation establishes artificial limits between the 
structural and agential elements, both of which are quintessential in developing 
coherent explanatory frameworks. In the same line of thinking, Valbjørn and Bank 
criticise the reductionist approach of democratisation and post-democratisation 
paradigms due to their apparent weakness in explaining change and continuity by 
connecting the past with the present (Valbjørn, 2010, pp. 187-188). 

What is clear is the fact that the Arab uprisings do not represent a complete 
rupture with previous political developments in the MENA region. Moving 
beyond the democratisation and the post-democratisation approaches requires 
examining Arab politics as a process of domination and ﻿resistance (Saouli, 2015: 
318). In this context, it is essential to reconsider the definition of politics and the 
main actors and fields that determine politics (Cavatorta & Durac, 2010, p. 9; 
Hinnebusch, 2010, p.  214; Saouli, 2014, p. 3; Valbjørn, 2012, p. 31). The critical 
analysis of democratisation and post-democratisation approaches demonstrates 
that these two perspectives fell short of addressing the analytical objectives. In the 
following section, a historical sociology approach to state and state formation will 
be elaborated in order to assess the post-uprising period political change.

2.3. A Historical Sociology Approach to State Formation in the MENA

What is historical sociology, and how can it help our understanding of the 
state and state formation in the MENA? To answer these questions, it is essential 
to begin with the definition and an analysis of its main pillars. Historical sociology, 
which can be defined as an interdisciplinary intellectual tradition that aims at 
comprehending the role of interests and ideas of social and political actors within 
social structures (Abrams, 1982; Skocpol, 1984; Smith, 1991). This intellectual 
tradition is composed of the following principles. First, historical sociology 
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emphasizes the impact of macro level transformations on state formation processes 
(Moore, 1966; Tilly, 1990). Second, historical sociology does not accept teleological 
assumptions of a democratic endpoint. It considers the state as a process and 
reflection of power struggles between oligarchic and democratic forces. Therefore, 
this tradition has advantages over democratisation and authoritarian resilience 
perspectives in assessing the post-uprising trajectories (Hinnebusch, 2018: p. 40). 
Third, historical sociology underlines the interaction of agency and structure. This 
agency can be represented by an individual, state, regime, or armed movement, 
and its interaction with the structural context produces specific outcomes (Saouli 
& Hinnebusch, 2022, p. 11). 

Fourth, historical sociology strives to establish a dialogue between theory and 
empirical evidence by examining the state in accordance with path dependence. 
This concept seeks to understand how the past shapes the future and how some 
authority-building practices can be reproduced (Mahoney, 2000). This approach 
proposes to study the state in a specific historical process, and the state formation 
in the Arab world should be analysed by taking into account the region’s specific 
history. The collapse of the ﻿Ottoman Empire in the Middle East did not pave 
the way to the emergence of unified nation-states, but social fields, which are 
the contexts where states can form, develop, and deform. From this perspective, 
the state can be defined as a process of state formation or deformation (Saouli, 
2019: p.42). A social field is composed of three structural components. First, 
the material structure is constituted of geographical conditions and the socio-
economic system. Second, the cultural structure involves ethnic, tribal, and 
linguistic characteristics. Third, the political structure is the field where political 
actors struggle for power over cultural values and economic structure. Therefore, 
social fields represent the main areas of opportunities and constraints for political 
actors who fight for domination over cultural or material structure (Saouli 
& Hinnebusch, 2022, pp. 12-13). Above the political structure, we can find 
institutions where the rules of interaction between powerful actors and less 
powerful actors are fixed and where the struggles for domination take place 
(Filgstein, 2001, p. 108). 

Considering a social field as the structure through which state formation occurs, 
it is also essential to define the concept of “state.” Weber provides a definition of 
the state, which is an ideal type. According to him, the state is “a compulsory 
political organisation whose administrative staff successfully uphold the claim to 
the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical forces in the enforcement of its 
order” (Weber, 1978, p. 54). Taking into account this definition, it is possible 
to conceptualise the process of state formation as the monopolisation of three 
spheres of social life: coercive, ideological, and socio-economic (Saouli, 2019, 
p.  44). It is possible to comprehend a regime as a coalition of actors that share 
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ideological, political, and economic interests that aims at monopolising power and 
domination in a social field (Saouli & Hinnebusch, 2022, p. 14). In this context, 
institutions serve to consolidate and reproduce the power of the regime, which is 
a dominant group that controls other actors in the early process of state building. 
The limited inclusion of different societal forces triggers ﻿resistance against the 
ruling elite. This type of ﻿resistance implies the political ﻿mobilisation of dissatisfied 
segments in society by invoking an alternative ideological or economic direction 
(Saouli & Hinnebusch, 2022, p. 15).

The weak incorporation of societal actors increases the vulnerability of the 
Arab state to political and social crises such as the Arab uprisings, but also external 
penetration (Saouli, 2015, p. 321). This struggle between the dominant ruling 
group and oppositional forces becomes more evident in periods of contentious 
politics (McAdam et al.,  2001, p. 5). Despite the fact that the uprisings paved 
the way to political change, the achievement of this change depended on certain 
variables such as the political polarisation, economic and ﻿security problems in the 
post-uprisings period in ﻿Tunisia.

2.4. State Formation in ﻿Tunisia Before the ﻿Arab Uprisings (1956-2011)

The state formation process in ﻿Tunisia was initiated by Arab nationalist 
elites to achieve political independence, ﻿nation-building, and socio-economic 
development. These attempts led to regime erosion in 1987 (Ben Ali’s ﻿coup 
d’état) and in 2011 (Arab uprisings and Ben Ali’s departure). It is possible to 
attribute regime erosions to different factors that shaped the trajectory of the 
Tunisian regime. First, struggles between the ruling elite and oppositional forces 
for monopolisation of power excluded societal actors from the political field. 
Second, regime erosion is also a consequence of the use of ideological divisions 
within society, which serve to deepen the political domination of the ruling group. 
Third, the first two factors make regimes more vulnerable to different challenges 
and crises (such as the general strike and riots in January 1978, the bread riots of 
1984, and the Arab uprisings). 

It is important to examine the historical process of state formation in ﻿Tunisia to 
understand the origins of political ﻿repression of social forces (Islamists or leftists) 
and the increasing ideological (Secular-Islamist) division within society. A political 
struggle for power between Salah Ben Youssef and Habib Bourguiba emerged 
within the nationalist elites of the Neo-Destour Party before full independence. 
While Ben Youssef was the secretary-general, Bourguiba was the president of the 
party. This struggle ended with the victory of Bourguiba over Ben Youssef. Indeed, 
Bourguiba appeared as the central figure of the party by maintaining close relations 
with France and negotiating the Franco-Tunisian Autonomy Conventions, which 
led to the full independence of ﻿Tunisia (Willis, 2014, p. 38). 
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This struggle between Ben Youssef and Bourguiba was not only a personal conflict 
for power, but also an ideological conflict that represented different segments of the 
Tunisian population. Bourguiba was educated in law and political science at the 
Sorbonne in the 1920s and was deeply influenced by the Western ideals of positivism, 
development, and progress. Furthermore, he was mainly supported by the Sahel 
(middle coastal area) (Shahin, 1998, p. 37) and presented a moderate approach 
to the French (Willis, 2014, p. 39). On the other hand, Ben Youssef ’s supporters 
were generally from the southern parts of ﻿Tunisia and represented traditional and 
conservative segments (religious scholars, Zaytouni students) of Tunisian society 
(Shahin, 1998, p. 37). Therefore, this rivalry between Ben Youssef and Bourguiba 
can also be described as a “clash of constituencies” that reflects the local ideological 
divisions in ﻿Tunisia (Anderson, 1986, p. 233). Moreover, this conflict also negatively 
shaped the attitude of Bourguiba towards the religious establishment because of its 
support for Ben Youssef (Shahin, 1998, p. 38). 

Having neutralised the challenge posed by Ben Youssef, Bourguiba concentrated 
power in his own hands and launched a programme of ﻿modernisation. He strove 
to impose his own vision of development and reformism in order to build a 
prosperous ﻿Tunisia (Willis, 2014, pp. 51-52). Moreover, he presented himself as a 
religious reformist leader and aimed at eliminating the prestige of the ulama and 
the religious establishment. Indeed, Bourguiba considered the religious scholars 
as an obstacle to his programme of modernisation (Shahin, 1998, pp. 35-37). In 
one of his speeches, Bourguiba denounced the incapacity of traditional religious 
leaders to adapt themselves to modern challenges: 

I have realised that the real secret behind the glory, strength and 
civilization which Islam achieved during its first phase was its ability 
to open the minds, break the chains, and liberate the human intellect, 
the secret behind the decline of Muslims in their dark ages lay at their 
rejection of reason, their conservative imitation, and submission to 
dubious leaders, fake religious characters conservative scholars, and 
Sufi orders that restricted reasoning and stagnated religion? (Speech of 
Bourguiba quoted in Shahin, 1998, pp. 35-36).

Bourguiba sought to legitimise his reform programme by emphasizing reason 
and criticising the past record of conservative scholars and outdated interpretations 
of Islamic principles. Indeed, he advocated a positivist and Western-inspired 
model of progress for the post-independence period. At the institutional level, 
Bourguiba adopted radical reforms that sought to assert its control over the 
religious establishment. The state dismantled the public and religious habous 
(endowments) and integrated them into the state domain in 1956. Likewise, the 
new regime established a unified judicial system by replacing the Islamic sharia 
courts and French tribunals. At the level of education, the Ministry of National 
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took control of the traditional education system, which includes the Qur’anic 
schools, the Madrasas, and the Zaytouna College. What is also interesting is 
the fact that French continued to be the primary language of instruction in the 
Tunisian school system, and the curriculum was dominated by Western culture. 
Furthermore, the Zaytouna College, a traditional school of Arabic and Islamic 
education, was closed in 1957 (Shahin, 1998, p. 39). French was also the primary 
language of higher education, and graduates of religious schools largely lost their 
chance of attending the state university.

These radical reforms are directed to redesign the institutional framework 
in line with the new regime’s positivist and secular ideology of progress and 
development. Also, this process illustrates the level of marginalisation of large 
segments of the Tunisian population (Shahin, 1998, p. 42). The dismantling 
of the religious establishment was motivated by the objective of eliminating a 
potential rival power to the new regime. At the economic level, Bourguiba adopted 
a socialist economic programme with the appointment of Ahmed Ben Salah in 
1961 as Minister for Planning and Finance. The Neo-Destour party was renamed 
the Party Socialist Destourian (PSD) in 1964 as a reflection of this economic 
reorientation (Shahin, 1998, p. 65). This socialist economic programme was 
abandoned in 1969 because it had negative impacts, especially in the agricultural 
sector of the Tunisian economy. From 1970, a liberal economic policy was 
adopted, and the socio-economic conditions in the country continued to decline, 
triggering dissent and ﻿mobilisation against the regime in January 1978. A general 
strike was organised by the UGTT (Union Génréale des Travailleurs Tunisiens- 
Tunisian General Union of Worker) for the first time after the independence and 
the government responded violently to these riots of workers. 

The increase of social dissent provided a fertile ground for the politicisation 
of Islamic movement which was confined to cultural activities until that time 
indeed, “not only the leadership of the Islamic group become more convinced 
of the religious imperative of social justice, but it also realised that the regime’s 
suppression of the main sources of political dissent –the student and trade unions- 
left a political vacuum that they could fill” (Willis, 2016, p. 160). Two factors 
were critically important in understanding the deposition of Bourguiba by his 
prime minister, Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, in November 1987. Indeed, during the 
1980s, the budgetary crisis deepened, and two weeks of rioting across the country 
revealed the level of dissatisfaction and dissent in the society (Willis, 2014, p. 237). 
The struggle between the Islamists of MTI (Mouvement de la Tendance Islamique- 
Islamic Tendency Movement) became more intense during the 1980s as the 
movement established links with other groups such as the UGTT and dissidents 
within the PSD (Willis, 2014, pp. 164-165, 237). The Leadership of MTI was 
imprisoned in 1981, released in 1984, and imprisoned again in 1987. Bourguiba’s 
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determination to eliminate the Islamist movement created an opportunity for the 
downfall of Bourguiba by his prime minister, Ben Ali, through a constitutional 
removal (Willis, 2014, p. 166). 

Despite the fact that Ben Ali was perceived as a moderate leader towards 
the Islamists, this was only a perception and does not reflect the reality. Having 
considered the ﻿regime change an opportunity for political inclusion, MTI 
renamed itself as the An-Nahda (Renaissance) Party in early 1989 and decided 
to participate in multiparty elections to the National Assembly scheduled for 
April 1989. Independent candidates of An-Nahda officially recorded 15 per cent 
(probably it attracted nearly 30 per cent) of the popular vote. This achievement 
clearly demonstrated the political challenge by An-Nahda to Ben Ali. Therefore, 
the regime gradually adopted a much more repressive policy for dismantling the 
movement by restricting its activities, closing its newspaper, and arresting its 
supporters. After the announcement by the interior minister in May 1991 that a 
plot to overthrow the regime had been discovered, a massive campaign of arrests 
of An-Nahda activists was launched by the authorities. 

As a result, an estimated 8000 party supporters were arrested within a year 
(Willis, 2014, p. 168). In this context, the government continued to use ‘the Islamic 
threat’ as a pretext for maintaining its monopoly over political power. The regime’s 
intolerance was not only directed toward the Islamists of An-Nahda but also toward 
secular oppositional forces. For example, the Tunisian League for Human Rights 
was suppressed by the authorities in 1992, and its former head, Muncif al-Marzuqi, 
was arrested in 1994 after he attempted to challenge Ben Ali’s candidacy in the 1994 
presidential elections (Shahin, 1998, p. 103). These are concrete examples of how 
Ben Ali engineered a systematic political exclusion of its adversaries and strove to 
legitimise its rule on the basis of the so-called ‘Islamic threat’.  

To maintain its monopoly over coercion and prevent any re-activation of 
the An-Nahda and any potential challenge to his authoritarian rule, Ben Ali 
maintained a strong internal ﻿security apparatus and relied on the police and 
intelligence services. It is possible to understand this policy by looking at the 
increase in the budget for the police. In fact, the budget for the police grew 
fourfold between 1987 and 1999. This reflects a growth much faster than that 
accorded to the military (Willis, 2014, p. 104). At the socio-economic level, the 
economic ﻿liberalisation process initiated in the early 1980s was maintained under 
Ben Ali’s rule. The regime avoided an erosion of its political power, ensuring 
successful domination of the economic sphere. This was made possible by the 
state’s penetration of the private sector, which benefited largely from the liberal 
economic programme (Willis, 2014, p. 240).

Moreover, Ben Ali considered the support of the private sector as a potential 
power base for any societal challenge to his rule (Casserino, 2004, pp. 225-226). 
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He ensured the dependence of the private sector “through the appointment of 
senior businessmen to government positions and the selective application of 
laws and regulations” in a way that guaranteed the loyalty of this economic class 
(Willis, 2014, p. 241; Morphy, 1999, p. 224). According to King, this corporatist 
approach of the regime directed to economy and politics was based on the state 
rather than on society (King, 2003, pp. 138-139). The business class in ﻿Tunisia 
developed privileged relations with the family of Ben Ali’s wife. Leila Trabelsi’s 
relatives enjoyed monopolistic control over large sections of the Tunisian economy 
through the ownership of independent businesses (Camau & Geisser, 2003, p. 
213). This process of shameless corruption severely undermined the legitimacy 
of the regime and exacerbated social dissent against it. The social and political 
exclusion during Ben Ali’s rule contributed to its collapse in 2011. 

2.5. State Formation in ﻿Tunisia after the ﻿Arab Uprisings (2011-2021)

The Arab uprisings opened a window of opportunity for change, including 
the political incorporation of oppositional forces and the amelioration of socio-
economic conditions based on social justice. Therefore, how to explain the actual 
situation of democratic backsliding under the rule of President Kais Saied? Three 
factors, linked to the state formation process, shed light on the limits of political 
change and the reversal of democratic achievements in ﻿Tunisia after the Arab 
uprisings. First, the struggle and polarisation of politics between secularist and 
Islamist actors contributed to the division of society along secular and Islamic 
lines. Second, the state became vulnerable to terrorist threats, which aggravated 
﻿security conditions in the post-uprisings period. Third, the polarisation 
undermined the credibility and capacity of political actors (Islamist or secular) to 
address effectively critical ﻿security and socio-economic problems (unemployment, 
corruption, poverty, COVID-19), which were at the origin of the Arab uprisings. 

The fall of Ben Ali’s regime in 2011 marked a turning point in Tunisian 
political history, opening the way for political change toward the democratisation 
of the political system. Since then, ﻿Tunisia has been considered an exception in 
the MENA region for maintaining its democratisation. However, on 25th of July 
2021, Kais Saied used the state of exception clause and announced the activation of 
Article 80 of the Constitution on the grounds of “imminent danger”. By declaring 
a state of emergency, Saied suspended parliament, announced the dismissal of 
the head of government, and took charge of the public prosecutor’s office. In this 
context, it is important to ask the following question: Why was the post-uprisings 
period reversed and ended in a “constitutional” ﻿coup d’état? In order to answer 
this question, it is quintessential to understand the political dynamics. 

First of these dynamics was the political polarisation between Islamists and 
secularists, which prevented political actors from developing a common strategy 
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to address the country’s imminent social, ﻿security, and political problems. With 
the overthrow of the Ben Ali regime on January 14, 2011, Rachid Ghannouchi’s 
22-year exile ended, and Ghannouchi returned to ﻿Tunisia. On March 1, 2011, 
the Ennahda Movement was recognised as a legal political party (Willis, 2014, 
p. 196). In the constituent parliamentary elections held on October 23, 2011, 
Ennahda won 89 of the 217 seats in the parliament. Meanwhile, Monsieur 
Marzouki’s Congress for the Republic (CPR) won 29 seats in this election. The 
People’s Demand (Al-Aridha) Party won 26 seats, while Ettakatol won 20. A Troika 
government, including Ennahda, Ettakatol, and the CPR, was formed (Anadolu 
Ajansı, 2011). During this period, the Ennahda Party faced accusations that it 
had concealed its “true” agenda (Perkins, 2014, p. 254). In April 2012, Beji Caid 
Essebsi, who served as a minister during Bourguiba’s term, publicly announced 
the establishment of the Nidaa Tounes Party. Essebsi justified the establishment 
of Nidaa Tounes, emphasizing the failure of the Troika government to address the 
country’s economic and ﻿security challenges, and accused Ennahda of supporting 
Salafi groups. Meanwhile, Nidaa Tounes presented itself as a secular, technocratic, 
and democratic party, attracting the support of intellectuals, secularists, leftists, 
and business people close to Sahelien milieu (Boubekeur, 2016, p. 116). 

Second, ﻿Tunisia faced challenges that shook the national ﻿security and stability 
following the uprisings. A Salafi attack on an arts centre near the capital in June 
2012 escalated tensions between Salafi and secular groups (Köktaş, 2015, p. 5). 
The escalation of Salafist ﻿violence following the ﻿Jasmine ﻿Revolution has led to 
criticism that Ennahda has failed to take effective measures to fight these radical 
groups. Similarly, the Salafist Ansar al-Sharia organisation was held responsible 
for the assassinations of leftist politician Choukri Belaid in February 2013 and 
leftist politician Mohamed Brahmi in July 2013 (Köktaş, 2015, p. 5). In response 
to these assassinations, secular groups have increasingly engaged in anti-Ennahda 
politics. The Union for ﻿Tunisia (UFT) coalition, formed by Essebsi after Brahmi’s 
assassination, increased public pressure on Ennahda. This coalition, supported by 
many political parties, led protests in July 2013, known as ‘Errahil’ (Departure), 
demanding the dissolution of parliament and the resignation of the Troika 
government (Boubekeur, 2016, p. 117).

During this period, aid, particularly from Gulf countries, disturbed the 
secular segment of society. Aid deemed to be Islamic in nature was criticised on 
suspicion of supporting illegal structures. The assassinations of two secular and 
leftist political figures triggered a major political crisis in the country. This crisis 
also led to the suspension of the liberal legal framework implemented for civil 
society after the revolution. In this context, official authorities banned the Salafi-
Jihadi Ansar al-Sharia movement and all associations affiliated with it (Merone et 
al., 2021). UGTT, the Tunisian Union of Industry, Commerce and Handicrafts 
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(UTICA), the Tunisian Human Rights League, and the Tunisian Bar Association 
established in September 2013 the National Dialogue ﻿Quartet to overcome the 
political crisis in the country and facilitated the negotiations between Ennahda 
and Nida Tounes (Boubekeur, 2016, p. 117). 

Following the attack on the Bardo Museum in March 2015, the attack on 
Sousse Beach in July 2015, and the terrorist attacks on Ben Guerdan on the Libyan 
border in March 2016, the Tunisian authorities declared that they were engaged 
in a ‘war against ﻿terrorism’ (Merone et al., 2021). Following these assassinations, 
intense pressure began on religiously oriented associations, which were viewed 
as a national ﻿security problem. In January 2014, the Ennahda Party was forced 
to accept the formation of a technocratic government to replace the current 
government (Sigillò, 2023, p.  88). Following the attack on the Bardo Museum 
in March 2015, the attack on Sousse Beach in July 2015, and the terrorist attacks 
on Ben Guerdan on the Libyan border in March 2016, the Tunisian authorities 
declared that they were engaged in a ‘war against ﻿terrorism’ (Merone, et al., 2021).

Third, Salafist-Jihadi movements emerged after the revolution as a radical 
opposition group close to the poorer segments of society and were instrumental in 
escalating secular-Islamist tensions. Ansar al-Sharia is known to be supported by 
marginalised segments of  ﻿Tunisia (Merone, 2015). The Ennahda movement, which 
distanced itself from Ansar al-Sharia, which particularly attracted the attention 
of marginalised segments of society, officially declared it a terrorist organisation 
in August 2013. The political reconciliation between Ennahda and the secular 
Nidaa Tounes Party in 2014 was met negatively by marginalised segments of 
society (Marzouki, 2015). Problems such as social inequality and economic and 
political exclusion continued to affect the poorer segments of the country after 
the revolution. In January 2016, riots broke out in the city of Kaserine, and the 
people’s demands for eliminating inequalities and creating jobs remained unmet 
due to political instability (Sigillò, 2023, p. 99).

Likewise, Beci Kaid Essebsi, who served as President between 2014 and 2019, 
exhibited a reluctance to implement reforms that could ensure social equality 
out of concern that they would harm the financial interests of those with whom 
he had personal connections. Therefore, it can be claimed that expectations for a 
genuine political transformation were not reached. One example illustrates this 
point nine: of the twelve governors appointed by Yusuf Shahid, Prime Minister of 
the National Unity Government established in August 2016, were former regime 
officials (Sigillò, 2023, pp. 94-95). Essentially, the discourses of stability, ﻿counter-
﻿terrorism, and reconciliation adopted during the Bourgiba and Ben Ali regimes 
did not lead to reforms that would encompass society as a whole. Steps taken 
with similar rhetoric after the revolution failed to serve any purpose other than 
protecting the interests of a small segment of society. Those excluded before the 
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revolution observed that their demands for social justice and equality were not met 
after the revolution. Indeed, the so-called ‘reconciliation law’ was considered as an 
instrument ‘to revive the economy by offering amnesty to businessmen accused 
of corruption under the old regime in exchange for a closed-door confession and 
pay-backs’ and harshly criticised by leftist activists in 2017 (Marzouki, 2016). 
All these dynamics played a significant role in Kais Said’s election in the October 
2019 presidential elections. As a jurist, retired constitutional professor, and anti-
corruption figure, Kais Saied, considered to have an alternative stance to the 
current politicians, has been a key figure in the reversal of ﻿Tunisia’s democratic 
transition.

2.6. Conclusion

This study aims to demonstrate that a historical sociology approach offers 
a more comprehensive perspective in order to assess the political change and 
continuity before and after the Arab uprisings. It is also underlined that dichotomic 
analyses of democratisation and authoritarian resilience paradigms could not 
allow to capture the complex dynamics that shape state formation trajectories in 
﻿Tunisia and in the MENA region.  Instead of focusing on agency, this perspective 
highlights the interaction of agency and structure in assessing post-uprising 
trajectories. It is against this background that one could find elements of change 
and continuity in the state formation processes of ﻿Tunisia. In this context, three 
lessons can be noted in order to comprehend the change and continuity in the 
Tunisian case before and after the Arab uprisings. First, it should be underlined 
that the division between secular-modernist-positivist and Islamist-traditional-
conservative identities has a great impact on the political structure and culture 
of the country. This division originated from the political rivalry between Habib 
Bourguiba and Salah Ben Youssef, which dated to the pre-independence period. 
Also, one could see the negative impacts of this identity divide between secularist 
and Islamist polarisation in the post-uprisings transitional process. 

Second, the neo-liberal economic policies adopted in the early 1980s have also 
affected the Tunisian economic structure by increasing social inequalities between 
the marginalised areas of the south and business people of the Sahel. This economic 
division is still present and helps one understand social dissent and dissatisfaction, 
which undermined the confidence of society in transitional political actors (secular 
or Islamist) during the post-uprisings economic, political, and ﻿security crisis. The 
ideological and political polarisation, together with the rise of the radical terrorist 
groups in ﻿Tunisia, explains the failure of the democratic transition. It also provided 
a fertile ground for the “constitutional” ﻿coup d’état engineered by Kais Saied. 
Third, it is possible to highlight an element of continuity in Tunisian politics 
that can be observed before and after the Arab uprisings. The violent ﻿repression 
of workers during the events of 1978’s black Thursday was a critical moment for 
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the ﻿rapprochement between Islamists and leftists. The solidarity and collaboration 
between the Islamists of an-Nahda and other leftist political groups after the Arab 
uprisings had deep roots in their struggle against the Bourguiba and Ben Ali’s 
authoritarian regimes. The coalition of the members of the Troika government 
(An-Nahda, CPR, and Ettakatol) illustrates this tendency of solidarity between 
the Islamists and the leftists in the Tunisian social and political life. 

It should also be underlined that an element of change can be observed after the 
Arab uprisings, and that is the rise of the Salafi extremist groups and their terrorist 
attacks. This new phenomenon emerged after the Arab uprisings in ﻿Tunisia and 
undermined the ﻿security and stability during the democratic transition process. 
This can be considered a relatively new phenomenon because there have never 
been so many terrorist attacks with this frequency in ﻿Tunisia. Moreover, compared 
to its neighbour Algeria, ﻿Tunisia had generally more peaceful oppositional groups 
to the existing rule. Indeed, Algeria experienced a violent civil war that continued 
during the black decade of the 1990s and that caused the deaths of hundreds 
of thousands of civilians. These elements of change and continuity demonstrate 
the fragile and dynamic nature of the post-uprisings process in ﻿Tunisia. Future 
research can concentrate its attention on the evolution of this dynamic process 
and on the elite-mass interactions.
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