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Executive Summary 

After several revolutions in the Arab world, the question raised what the Netherlands and in particular 

The Hague as city of Peace and Justice could do to help reforms in the Arab region. This dissertation 

outlines the various reasons which have led to several revolutions in the Arab world, also known as 

Arab Spring. It describes the political changes in the Arab world since the beginning of the 20th 

century. As an example of the difficulties Arab countries faced during the Arab Spring, the 

development related to the Arab Spring in Tunisia are researched. After a historic overview, the 

current situation in Tunisia is discussed.        

 The Tunisian government is working hard to improve the situation in the country; the main 

reasons which have led to the Arab Spring in Tunisia have not changed much. The unemployment rate 

and economic situation are almost the same as before the revolution. The Tunisian population is 

demonstrating against the current transition government. In this process, the Netherlands and The 

Hague as city of Peace and Justice can offer some help in order to resolve specific problems.  

 The Netherlands, in collaboration with other economic developed countries, should support 

Tunisia during its transition. The Netherlands should invest in the Tunisian economy. The Royal 

Dutch Embassy in Tunisia already organised some events in order to promote the Tunisian economy. 

Furthermore, the Netherlands could advise the transition government of Tunisia. The current 

government will need some support in order to regain trust from its own population. Expert advice 

may encourage the completion of the new Tunisian constitution.     

 Besides the role of the Netherlands, The Hague as city of Peace and Justice can also make a 

contribution. The Hague and its International Organisations can advise the judicial system to become 

more transparent and less corrupt. Since the judicial system is not impartial and objective in Tunisia at 

this moment, important judicial decisions are not accepted by the Tunisian population. With support 

from The Hague, Tunisia’s judicial system can become one of the pillars of the new Tunisia. In 

addition, the NGOs which are situated in The Hague should assist with creating a new civil society. 

NGOs here in The Hague should find suitable partners in Tunisia, which will lead to more support for 

a reformed Tunisian government on the long term. Tunisia has a chance to become an Islamic country 

with a democratic system of government. 
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Introduction 

In the past one and a half year, several important changes took place in several Middle East and North 

African countries. It became clear that if the population of a country would protest for several weeks, 

it could overthrow their government. After the first government was fallen in Tunisia, other 

demonstrations had begun in countries in the Middle East and North African region. There were 

revolutions and demonstrations in Algeria, Jordan, Mauritania, Sudan, Oman, Saudi-Arabia, Egypt, 

Yemen, Bahrain, Libya, Kuwait, Lebanon and Morocco. These protests and demonstrations against 

the government are also known as “The Arab Spring”.      

 Not in every country the protest and demonstrations against the ruling power succeeded. There 

have been successful revolutions in Tunisia, Yemen, Egypt and Libya. It is hard to determine whether 

more governments will collapse in the region. In order to describe a complete story, the dissertation 

will focus on the Arab Spring in Tunisia. At this moment, Tunisia is the only country which has had 

successful elections. In the previous year, Tunisia has undergone several changes due to the Arab 

Spring. Because Tunisia is the country with the best progress, it is evident that a research of the whole 

process before, during, and after the Arab Spring in Tunisia is made.    

 When the demonstrations and protests began, it became clear that the population of these 

countries could not handle everything alone. The population from countries in the Middle East and 

North Africa needed support from outside the country. The Western world has helped, and continues 

supporting many social movements in the Middle East and North African region who are protesting 

against the current powers. Also the Netherlands have supported multiple operations. The Netherlands 

have assisted the NATO mission in Libya, and have spent several millions on development and 

rebuilding the nation states in the Middle East. However, most Western countries have the assumption 

that after a successful revolution, the country can handle its own problems. This is a short-sighted 

assumption. The revolution was just the beginning of the process of rebuilding an entire country.  

Central Question 

In order to rebuilt Tunisia, the Western world should support and assist Tunisia by making the right 

choices. In this process, there are several opportunities where the Netherlands, and in more detail, The 

Hague as city of Peace and Justice, can encourage and advice in Tunisia. This dissertation will 

describe the role the Netherlands and The Hague as city of Peace and Justice could play during the 

Arab Spring in Tunisia. Therefore, the central question of this dissertation is: What role can The 

Netherlands and The Hague as City of Peace and Justice play during and after the Arab Spring in 

Tunisia?      
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Sub-questions 

In order to answer the central question properly, several sub-questions will need to be investigated 

first. It is necessary to investigate the causes of the Arab Spring in general. The revolutions did not 

only influence Tunisia, also in other countries in the Middle East and North African region 

demonstrations and riots broke out.        

 In addition, it is recommended to interview several experts on the Middle East. In this 

dissertation, a complete chapter will be used to describe the influence of globalisation, political reform 

and democratisation in the Arab world. Key-experts such as Olivier Roy and Jeffrey Haines will 

provide important answers concerning the change in the Arab world.    

 Furthermore, the situation before, during, and after the Arab Spring in Tunisia has to be 

investigated. It is important to describe the situation before the uprisings started in Tunisia. The view 

of some Dutch experts will be necessary to determine opportunities for the Dutch government and The 

Hague as City of Peace and Justice. By doing this, the perspectives and changes for the Netherlands 

will become clear. In order to determine the role of the Netherlands and The Hague as city of Peace 

and Justice, sub-questions have been made. The sub-questions of this dissertation are given below. 

 What is the Arab Spring? 

 How the political reform and democratisation changed the Arab world 

 Tunisia before the Arab Spring 

 Tunisia during and after the Arab Spring 

Argumentation of dissertation 

Tunisia and the Netherlands could benefit from the Arab Spring. First, Tunisia can acquire information 

from several International Organisations who are situated in The Hague. Furthermore, there are several 

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in The Hague, who could provide aid in Tunisia.  

 On the other hand, the Netherlands should take this opportunity and become aware of the fact 

that Tunisia is a niche (WRR, 2010, 55). When a niche has been found, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

and the municipality of The Hague should collaborate. Since the municipality of The Hague is always 

in close contact with the international institutes in the city, the municipality has to seek for NGOs, 

institutions, embassies and other international institutions that would like to collaborate in the same 

field of interest.           

  As stated in the WRR (Scientific Council for Government Policy) (2010), the Netherlands 

should investigate in which situations they can provide the best solution. In an ever changing world, 

the role of the Netherlands is decreasing rapidly. As Maundelbaum (quoted by Friedmann in 1992) 
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stated: “We have a foreign policy today in the shape of a doughnut – lots of peripheral interests but 

nothing at the centre”. The Dutch government has a lot of opinions, suggestions and assumptions for 

nations and international organisations, but there is no cohesion between these different policies 

(WRR, 2010, 47).           

 Also, the municipality of The Hague and these institutes will need to collaborate on the topics 

they find relevant. The Hague should not focus on just any institute in the city, only the ones they find 

useful for sharing the same interests. The city of The Hague has earned the title ‘International City of 

Peace and Justice’. Former Secretary General of the United Nations Mr. Boutros-Boutros Ghali named 

The Hague “legal capital of the world”. Therefore, the municipality should focus on international law 

and order. Since there is no clear hierarchical structure within the foreign policy arena, institutions 

seated in The Hague, can reinforce the role of the Netherlands within the policy process.  

 In order to remain an international city, the municipality of The Hague should seek for 

opportunities to maintain strong. Not only by close collaboration with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

also the city of The Hague should seek for their own opportunities. The new hybrid form of foreign 

policy has opened new doors for The Hague and for the Dutch government. Therefore it is 

recommended that Tunisia can be an interesting niche for the Netherlands. 

Methods of Research 

In this dissertation both desk – and field research will be used to answer the central question. In 

chapter two, some theories from experts about globalisation, political reform and Islam will be 

discussed. By doing this, the current Arab Spring can be put in perspective of the changes the Middle 

East and North African countries have undergone. Second, Dutch experts will give their opinions 

about the Arab Spring in Tunisia. In that way, the Netherlands and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs can 

support Tunisia. The Hague as city of Peace and Justice and its International Organisations and Non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) can assist in this difficult task. Finally, using literature from 

articles in leading newspapers from all over the world, the current situation in Tunisia will be 

described. 
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Chapter I: What is the Arab Spring? 

On 17 December 2011, a man who was selling fruits and vegetables on the streets in Tunisia was 

captured by the police. The man, Mohamed Bouazizi, was a poor man, who could barely make enough 

money to support his family. The corrupted police forced Mohamed to donate some fruits and 

vegetables as a fine. Mohamed paid the police and they left him alone. However, Mohamed Bouazizi 

was upset and felt humiliated by the bribe. In order to attract some attention, he sets himself on fire in 

his hometown Sidi Bouzid in Tunisia (Clingendael, 4, 2011).     

 His act became an immediate hit on social media (You Tube, Facebook and Twitter) which 

attracted much attention. Due to the act of Mohamed Bouazizi, Tunisians began to protest against the 

regime of president Zine el Abidine Ben Ali. This peaceful protest was roughly interrupted by the 

Tunisian police. The hard-handed response by the police led to more demonstrations and protests the 

next day in Sidi Bouzid. In order to restore the peace, president Ben Ali visited Mohamed Bouazizi in 

the hospital in order to calm the protests in his country (BBC, Africa, par. 1, 2011). 

 However, the demonstrations and protests against the government intensified, and riots broke 

out in other Tunisian cities. These riots and demonstrations marked the beginning of a period where 

several countries in the Middle East and North Africa encountered (political) changes. This revolution 

in the Middle East and North African region is better known as the Arab Spring. In order to 

understand the uprisings in Tunisia, it is necessary to describe the general causes and reasons of the 

Arab Spring first. After these reasons, a short conclusion will be provided. 

1.1 Economic situation in the Arab World 

One of the most important reasons which started the demonstrations is the economic development in 

the Middle East. In many countries, the economic situation is disturbing. According to the World Bank 

(Data, par. 1, 2012), the unemployment rate of the total workforce is the highest in the Middle East 

and North African region, namely 10.7 percent. This is the highest unemployment rate in the world. 

Furthermore, the World Bank (Data, par. 1, 2012) describes the unemployment amongst women and 

children. This vulnerable unemployment is quite high in the Middle East and North African region 

namely 36 percent (appendix 1.1). However, the most disturbing fact from the World Bank (Data, par. 

1, 2012) is the information about the GDP per capita. The figure is showing that the GDP per capita in 

the Middle East and North African region is one of the lowest in the world (World Bank, Data, par. 1, 

2012). Populations cannot earn enough to feed themselves.     

 In addition to this high number of unemployment, the World Bank (Countries, par. 13, 2011) 

mentioned that the disguised unemployment is also considered high. Most of the working force in the 
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Middle East and North African region do not earn enough money to support their families (appendix 

1.2). The most vulnerable within the society, youngsters and women, are not receiving any 

opportunities to get a job (appendix 1.3). The World Bank (Countries, par. 13, 2011) mentioned that 

countries should protect their workers instead of their jobs. Within the Middle East and North Africa 

region, countries should support their populations. Governments should reduce their high labour taxes 

for businesses. By doing this, businesses will have the opportunity to hire more employees (World 

Bank, Countries, par. 13, 2011).        

1.1.1 Price of Food in the Arab World 

Besides this low GDP, food prices in the Middle East and North African region are very high. It can 

be stated that over the past years, food prices have increased every year (appendix 1.4) Due to the bad 

economic situation in many Middle East and North African countries, food prices will rise even more. 

If the population cannot earn enough money to fulfil their basic needs, it is understandable that they 

will protest and demonstrate against their economic situation.   

1.2 Level of Education in the Arab World 

However, the school enrolment is quite high in Middle Eastern countries, even higher than in Europe 

and Central Asia (appendix 1.5). The school enrolment is another reason why revolutions broke out in 

the Middle East and North African region. The population is willing to educate themselves, and 

succeeds most of the times. However, after a proper education, it is impossible to find a job. 

Therefore, most of the protests and riots were organised by students (Roy, World Politics, par. 2, 

2011). Many of these students learned from the revolutionary movements in the 1970s and 1980s, 

where their parents fought for their ideology. In addition, students, rejected corrupt dictatorships and 

focused on democracy and human rights (Roy, World Politics, par. 7, 2011).   

 Besides the knowledge of earlier revolutionary movements, students also based their ideas on 

the rise of the middle class in the Middle East (Roy, World Politics, par. 3, 2011).  This new upcoming 

class would benefit from the liberalisation of the economies in the Middle East. This new middle class, 

has strong relations with Western and modern values. According to Roy (World Politics, par. 7, 2011), 

this middle class is not motivated by religion or ideology, like in the 1970s and 1980s, but favours a 

peaceful and democratic government. They would like to profit from the globalisation which 

supported them to begin with new businesses.        
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1.3 Role of Social Media 

Another important reason which supported the Arab Spring was the use of social media. Because most 

of the demonstrations were planned online, protesters could be informed quickly. Also, due to the 

modern communication tools, the population was updated about the current situation in other parts of 

the country (Clingendael, 4, 2011). The Economist (Arab League Map, par. 1, 2011) provided 

information about the press freedom in Middle Eastern countries. Out of 196 countries, most of the 

Middle Eastern countries are between the 140
th
 and 160

th
 place. During the Arab Spring, press freedom 

and social media have had some influence, but to state it had a major influence in favour of the 

revolutions would be exaggerated (Economist, Arab League Map, par. 1, 2011).    

1.4 Conclusion 

The reasons that are stated above, gave rise to the Arab Spring in many Middle East and North African 

countries. However, not in every country the population fought for the same rights and values. In order 

to combine both internal and external reasons the Global Peace Index can be implemented 

(Voorhoeve, 40, 2007). This index provides a mix of factors which describes whether the country is 

safe or not. These factors are: 

 Number of violent conflicts (internal and external) 

 Societal security 

 Political instability 

 Access to small arms 

 Military expenditures as a percentage of GDP     

(Voorhoeve, 40, 2007)  

In order to measure all indicators, the domestic factors and peace scores from countries in the same 

region are combined. Although most of the data is correct, the Global Peace Index (2011) have data 

from 95 percent of the world’s population. Also, the Global Peace Index (2011) describes an overall 

conclusion per region. It is no surprise that the Middle East and North African region have the lowest 

score in the world, according to the Global Peace Index (2011). From the 18 countries which have 

been selected by the Global Peace Index, the average score for a country in the Middle East or North 

Africa is 92 out of 152. This number is rather positive because countries such as Qatar, Kuwait and the 

United Arab Emirates have high scores. According to this data, it is no surprise that the Arab Spring 

did occur in this area. Both internal and external reasons supported the uprisings in various countries 

(Global Peace Index, 2011).        
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Chapter II: Political reform in the Arab World. 

2.1 Historical Background 

Since the beginning of the Arab Spring, political scientist are investigating the causes of this process. 

Many of them suggests that there is a link between the growing globalisation and the Arab Spring. The 

problems due to the terrorist attacks on 9/11 have worsened the tensions. Although the current 

situation between the West and the Middle East region is unstable, it is necessary to investigate the 

history of these tensions first before we can make any conclusions.   

 According to Haynes (13, 2010), there are three periods of time where political changes 

influenced the Middle East and North Africa. During the first phase (1860- 1930), the Ottoman empire 

controlled the region until the end of World War I. Afterwards, the Middle East region became more 

democratic. National assembly’s were established and led to more political freedom. After the World 

War I, the Western countries (France, Great Britain) supported further political freedom by creating 

parliamentary systems (Haynes, 13, 2010).        

 During the second phase of political change (1950-1960), governments which were supported 

by the French and the British were overthrown and replaced by radical, often young, military officers. 

Examples of these newly established governments can be found in Libya, Egypt, Iraq and Syria 

(Haynes, 13, 2010). These governments started collaborating with the Soviet communist bloc in the 

East. In a few years, parliamentary based political systems changed towards more authoritarian 

regimes. These regimes shifted from a Western oriented system towards a system which was 

influenced by the Soviet regime (Haynes, 13, 2010).      

 Although the first two phases had a large influence on the political system in Middle East, the 

third phase is the most important one. Not only Haynes (14, 2010), but also Roy (2004, 1) are 

mentioning that between the 1970s and 1980s Islamic extremist groups, or as Roy (2004, 1) states, 

neo-fundamentalists (a group of closed, scripturalists and conservative viewers of Islam that rejects the 

national and statist dimension in favour of the ummah, the universal community of all Muslims, based 

on sharia, the Islamic law). These extremists have abandoned their transnational militant solidarity and 

focused on domestic politics. Also, the extremists replaced the corrupt ruling élites, and established a 

conservative socio-cultural agenda which supported nationalism (Roy, 2004, 58).  

 Due to the large support of Western countries towards the ruling governments, the Islamic 

extremist movements created anti-Western tendencies. The Western countries, especially The United 

States of America and Great Britain, were seen as nations who supported the previous authoritarian 
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regimes (Haynes, 2010, 13). This is one of the examples which caused tensions between The Western 

and Arab World.         

2.1.1 The Colonial period 

Another phenomenon which caused tensions between the West and the Middle East was the colonial 

suppression by the West. During this period, the Western colonialism introduced Western culture in 

Muslim and Islamic countries. Furthermore, it was quite normal for Western scientists to criticise the 

Arab history, politics and culture (Haynes, 2010, 8). Scientists felt the obligation to support Arab 

countries with political pluralism, liberal democracy and Western values and norms. In addition to this 

support, scientists often openly criticised the Arab culture. Lord Cromer, the British governor of Egypt 

from 1882 to 1907 stated: ‘the Oriental generally acts, speaks and thinks in a manner exactly opposite 

to the European. While the European is a close reasoner and a natural logician, the Oriental is 

singularly deficient in the logical faculty’ (Haynes, 2010, 8).     

 This perception about the Arab and Muslim culture might have had some impact about our 

current opinions on the Middle East. Due to the ever increasing globalisation, a new platform has been 

created where the Western and Arab world have become interdependent. Nowadays, it is normal that 

not only Western – but also Arab and Muslim culture can be found around the globe. This 

phenomenon is interesting for the perceptions about the Islam, but also about Muslims who practice 

Islam in a Western society (Roy, 2004, 17).        

2.2 Introduction of Islam around the world 

According to Roy (2004, 18), there is a clear link between the deterrortorialisation of Islam and the 

ongoing globalisation. Due to the migration of people towards different countries all over the world, 

the Muslim and Arab culture have been introduced in other societies. By doing this, Muslims are 

creating their own version of Islam in different countries (Roy, 2010, 18). Although in many countries, 

the Muslim culture is a minority culture. Muslims are aware of this and will protect their culture 

against influences from other cultures. Especially the influence from globalisation, or westernisation 

according to Roy (2004, 19).         

 In addition to the protection of their Muslim culture, Muslims are also reconstructing their 

own Islam. Muslims are currently spread all over the world because of the globalisation. Before the 

globalisation, Muslims had only one or two theologians in every city who explained the Koran to 

them. Nowadays, there is no clear censorship anymore. Due to phenomenons such as Internet, 

Facebook and Twitter, multiple theologians can be reached. Roy (2004, 29) states that these 

theologians are not even academics anymore. Every Muslim can post their opinions on the Internet, 
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who are available for everyone. These new, ready – made, easy accessible set of norms and values can 

be interpreted by every Muslim. This religiosity, the way the believer experience his or her faith, has 

changed as a result of globalisation (Roy, 2004, 29).      

 This new religiosity can be seen as a link between democratisation and Islam. Muslims can 

interpreted their personal norms and values, without losing their original heritage. Young Muslim 

believers often criticise the generation of their parents. Young Muslims promote an Islam where 

everyone can create their own personal Islam. This new form of Islam can be found all over the 

internet. Every Muslim can browse and find a theologian, academic or not, which suits their opinion 

about Islam. This phenomenon has lead to several minority groups, who interpreted Islam in a 

different ways (Roy, 2004, 29). 

2.3 Globalisation and Islam 

Although Roy’s views are mostly positive, Haynes (2010, 3) indicates besides a positive also a 

negative form of globalisation for the Islam. This negative globalisation not only influences the 

Middle East, but also other parts of the world. As a result of economic liberalisation, (Arab) countries 

are focussed on economic growth and political power, instead of more protecting weak communities.  

Furthermore, Middle East and African countries have been exploited by the West due to increasing 

globalisation. Because of this exploitation, the hatred against the Western imperialism and the 

westernisation of culture has been increased (Haynes, 2010, 5).    

 Besides this negative globalisation Haynes (2010, 4) mentions also positive globalisation. 

Positive globalisation has led to several consequences which were useful for everyone. First the 

institutions are better organised, both regional and global. Second, due to the globalisation, markets 

are now more diverse than before. Therefore, the economic efficiency has increased in order to meet 

the demand. Third, because of the globalisation, problems can be solved quick and peacefully. 

Nowadays, the systems are more organised and can prevent the outbreak of a war. Last, globalisation 

has led to an increased openness of political choices. Due to these political choices, democracy has 

increased around the globe (Haynes, 2010, 4).           

 Furthermore, globalisation changed the view of how Muslims interpreted their religion. 

Because of the deterrortorialisation, Islam as a religion and culture no longer have a clear relationship. 

Islamists parties have attempted to create one Islamic State to reunite the whole Middle East, but this 

has never worked or will work according to Roy (2004, 61). The political arena has changed, also due 

to the globalisation. The Arab countries in the Middle East have more national than transnational 

interests. Roy (2004, 61) states: ‘Political logic won over the religious, instead of promoting it’. In the 
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Middle East, countries encourage Islamists parties to join the political debate in order to promote 

Islam.             

2.4 Failure of Political Islam 

However, these movements hesitate to join the national debate because they protect their transnational 

interests. Due to the nationalisation of Islam, the Islam as a religion will never play a dominant role in 

transnational interests. Also, the ethnicity plays an important role in the Islam. Most Muslims are 

Sunnis, roughly 90 percent; the other 10percent consists mainly of Shiites and some minority groups. 

These different ethnic groups can only collaborate together when they share the same interests. This 

has led to the diminution of the international Islamic militants, who supported a global jihad, or holy 

war against the non-believers or infidels (Roy, 2004, 71).     

 As stated by Roy (2004, 74): ‘most Islamist movements have become involved in processes of 

political integration, which have been triggered by a complete mix of failure, repression, isolation, 

empowerment, war-weariness, self-criticism and political praxis. It was their political practice and 

experience, not ideology that pushed them to negotiate and to enter a multiparty political space’.  By 

doing this, the Islamists embodied other values which are against Western imperialism. The turned 

even to non-Muslim opinions like the Vatican, who, for example also openly discriminate 

homosexuals. Islamists conservatives have attempted to oppose Western values, culture and 

civilisation, but by opposing these norms and values they superseded sharia and Islamic law. Many 

Islamists, like Sheikh Ghannouchi from the Tunisian Ennahda party combines both worlds. 

Ghannouchi (Roy, 2004, 78) claims:  ‘a modern society can be built with Islamic influences, based on 

personal commitment by inhabitants. Not the government but the voluntary commitment to fulfil 

religious precepts can be done, in close collaboration with common western values and culture’ (Roy, 

2010, 78).           

 The failure of the conservative Islam in politics has also a link with the attitude of the 

(political) parties themselves. The conservatives state that they are the only representatives of Islam. 

The other political parties do not have the same legitimacy as they do (Roy, 2004, 78). The 

conservatives do not support the new established form of Islam; the personal commitment to Islam. 

They believe that only true academic theologians can interpret the Koran and therefore oppose the 

personal commitment which is going hand in hand with modern society.         
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Chapter III: Tunisia before the Arab Spring 

The revolution in Tunisia did not occur in one night. The Tunisian population have suffered for 

several decades under the regime of president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. In order understand the 

revolution in Tunisia, the situation before the revolution has to be described first. In this chapter, three 

historical periods will be described: the French colonial rule, the regime of president Bourguiba, and 

the period of the former president Ben Ali. 

3.1 French Colonial period 

The first period which is important to describe, is the colonial period between 1878 and 1956. Tunisia 

was under French control. French rule started with the Congress in Berlin of 1878. During this 

meeting, European powers such as France, Great Britain and Germany negotiated to divide the African 

continent into colonies. These colonies were first under the regime of the Ottoman Empire. Since the 

Ottoman Empire was weakened by the Russian invasion, the Ottoman Empire became the ‘Sick man 

of Europe’. It ‘sold’ several colonies to France (Cyprus) and Great Britain. Since most of the African 

countries were under the control of Great Britain and France, both countries had the most influence 

during the negotiations (Tunesie, 42, 2001).         

 After the Convention of Berlin, France did not invade Tunisia immediately. France controlled 

Algeria, and Libya was under Italian rule. Although both France and Italy claimed Tunisia several 

times, the country remained relatively free until 1881. In 1881, France chased a rebel movement into 

Tunisia which caused problems in Algeria. However, the French military immediately took the 

opportunity to invade Tunisia and marched to Tunis. With the 36,000 soldiers under French control, 

the ruler of Tunisia, Sedik Bey, had to sign several treaties under pressure. According to the Treaty of 

Bardo (suburb of Tunis) in 1881, Tunisia became a French protectorate. The French installed several 

ministers on key-posts to control the country, while most other institutions remained under Tunisian 

control. Paul Gambon became the first Resident-Minster in Tunisia (Tunesie, 42, 2001).  

 During the French protectorate, the Tunisian economy thrived as never before. Within the five 

decades France controlled the country, Tunisia had continuous (economic) growth. The French 

government constructed 13,000 kilometres of new roadways and almost 2000 kilometres railway. Not 

only the infrastructure was improved, the French established hospitals, schools, universities and new 

sources of water were built. Due to these improvements, population grew from 1 to 4 million rather 

quick (Tunesie, 42, 2001). However most of these civil improvements were available in the major 

cities in the North and accessible for the (French) elite only. Also, the French established a new 

judicial system which could only convict Europeans. European citizens had different rights and were 



The Arab Spring in Tunisia Rogier van Voorden 

 

The Hague University of Applied Sciences   16 

punished differently than the ordinary Tunisian citizen.      

 Besides the improvements made by the French, France itself profited from the rich natural 

resources Tunisia had. Roughly 20 percent of Tunisia, mainly the profitable areas, were under the 

control of French colonists. The Tunisian farmers, who had lost their ground, became later on fierce 

opponents of the French protectorate, and supported the independent movements (Tunesie, 43, 2001). 

Also the suppression of local tribes by French colonists, mainly in the Southern part of Tunisia, further 

de-stabilised the Tunisian population.         

 Another phenomenon which had great impact on the Tunisian population were the two World 

Wars. In the first World War, almost 60,000 Tunisian soldiers fought in Europe under French control. 

From the 60,000 soldiers, 10,000 were killed or disappeared. During the second World War, Tunisia 

felt under control of the German occupier. Although France closed the harbours of Tunis and Bizerte, 

German troops succeeded to invade Tunisia in 1941. Between 1941 and the end of the war, Germany 

fought a two front war on Tunisian soil. From Algeria the allies came with a large invasion in 1942, 

while British general Montgomery invaded Tunisia from Egypt. The German and Italian forces 

profited from the uneven landscape and remained relatively long in control. However, in May 1943 

the Germans lost the war in the North African region and surrendered (Tunesie, 43, 2001).    

3.2 Habib Bourguiba period 

Although there had been some resistance from the Tunisian population in the beginning of French 

colonial rule in 1881, a real revolution did not occur at the start of the inauguration. Some minor 

resistance movements tried to mobilise the country, but without success. This changed in the 

beginning of the 20
th
 century when an independence movement was founded (Tunesie, 44, 2001). Due 

to the First World War the independence movement remained relatively calm. However, in 1920 the 

Destour party was founded. Supporters of this party were young and ambitious. Due to the great 

diversity of people and opinions, a division of the party was inevitable (Tunesie, 44, 2011). 

 The party was originally founded to fight against French occupation and domination of the 

Tunisian population. Because there were many different opinions, radicals versus moderate, the Néo-

Destour party was founded in 1934. This new party was much more radical than the Destour party 

which was formed in 1920. The leader of this new political party was Habib Bourguiba. When 

Bourguiba became the leader of the Néo-Destour party, he was 33 years old. He had studied law in 

France and returned back to Tunisia in 1928 (Tunesie, 45, 2001). Between 1928 and 1934, Bourguiba 

had several encounters with the French police during political protests.    
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When Bourguiba became the leader of the Néo-Destour party, he became a problem for the French 

protectorate. In order to control the power of the new independent party, the French protectorate 

detained Bourguiba multiple times between 1938 and 1955, both in France and Tunisia (Tunesie, 45, 

2001). Although the leaders of the Néo-Destour party were detained quite often, Néo-Destour 

succeeded in being attractive for everyone in Tunisia. Even the Tunisian élites became supporters of 

the independent party (Moore, 3, 1962). The French protectorate who were afraid of a revolution in 

Tunisia remained calm and did not forbade the party in the years between 1940 and 1955. In addition, 

most activities that were organised by the Néo-Destour party were allowed by the French protectorate 

(Moore, 3, 1962).          

 Although the Néo-Destour party had some liberties, it remained a political party within in 

country which was colonised by a European country. Between 1934 and 1954, the party did not have 

any political influence, since it had been excluded from the general elections. This all changed when 

more North-African countries had formed independence movements against the French colonial 

domination (Tunesie, 45, 2001) The French government, which was lead by General de Gaulle, agreed 

with Bourguiba to appoint a French-Tunisian government in 1950. Soon, it became clear that France 

could not intervene in the mass protests and riots against their government. Bourguiba was arrested 

and removed from Tunisian soil in order to calm down the situation. When the riots did not stop, the 

French government surrendered. Habib Bourguiba returned back to Tunisia on the first of June, which 

is still a national holiday. He became the leader of independent Tunisia in 1956. In 1957 he became 

the first president of the Tunisian republic (Tunesie, 45, 2001).     

 During his period as president of Tunisia (1956 – 1987), Bourguiba enjoyed a large support 

from the Tunisian population. Although his governmental period resembled in a way with the French 

protectorate, the Tunisian population largely supported Bourguiba. During presidential elections, 

Bourguiba was re-elected with often 99 percent of the votes. If there were minor opposition parties 

during the Bourguiba regime, he forbade most of them. In addition, many Tunisians kept supporting 

the Neo-Destour party of Bourguiba, since he ensured that Tunisia became independent. Usually 

national parties which seize control after colonial domination, like the Neo-Destour party, will in 

power for a long time (Moore, 5, 1962).        

 In his time as president, Bourguiba made some drastic reforms. First, Bourguiba reformed the 

economy to be more open and liberal. During the 1960s and 1970s several plans to modernise the 

economy and the infrastructure had been accepted by Bourguiba. Besides the economy, the 

secularisation of Tunisia was another decision taken by Bourguiba. By doing this, Bourguiba cleared 

the way for further reforms about the position of women in the Tunisian society. In the beginning of 
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his time as president of Tunisia, he gave women the same rights as men. Polygamy was forbidden and 

women could not marry to a men under the age of 17 (BCC, Obituaries, par. 14, 2000). Bourguiba’s 

foreign policy was based on a good relationship both with the West and other Arab countries. His 

remarkable position in the Palestine-Israeli conflict gave Bourguiba international appreciation (BBC, 

Obituaries, par. 14, 2000)         

 During the time Bourguiba was president, opponents from the regime were suppressed. In the 

beginning of the 1980s, economic decline and a conflict within the trade union led to the end of the 

Bourguiba period. In November 1987, Bourguiba was replaced after a coup d’état, initiated by his 

former Prime Minster, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. According to Ben Ali, Bourguiba’s health and age 

were the official reasons of its retreat. Habib Bourguiba died in Monastir on the 6
th
 of April 2000 

(BBC, Obituaries, par. 16, 2000).  

3.3 Zine El Abidine Ben Ali period 

When Zine El Abidine Ben Ali seized power in 1987, he continued the anti-Islamic line of former 

president Bourguiba. Although Ben Ali also made some democratic reforms in the beginning, he 

strengthened the position of his own political party, the RCD (Rassemblement Constitutionel 

Démocratique) (Tunesie, 12, 2001). The RCD was the only political party which could legally 

compete in the elections until 1981. After 1981, more political parties were allowed to enter the 

political arena. However, in most of the election results, the RCD won with 99.9% percent of the votes 

(BBC, Africa, par. 7, 2011).          

 Many political parties have criticised the Ben Ali regime and the RCD party. One of the 

political parties which had much criticism about the Ben Ali government was the Ennahda party. This 

Islamic political party was forbidden during the entire Ben Ali regime. Although Ennahda was 

forbidden, many Tunisians secretly supported the party during the Ben Ali regime (Tunesie, 13, 2001). 

 During his time as president, Ben Ali have played an important role in establishing the Union 

du Grand Maghreb in 1988, which had to compete with the European Union. The Arab Maghreb 

Union consist of Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco and Tunisia. Due to tensions between Morocco 

and Algeria about the Western Sahara area, the Arab Maghreb Union is inactive since 1994 (Tunesie, 

13, 2001). In line with his predecessor Bourguiba, Ben Ali followed a pro Western policy. Especially 

the relationship with France and Italy was remarkable. Partly due to these good European relations, 

Tunisia became the first North-African country which signed a cooperation treaty with the European 

Union in 1995 (Tunesie, 13, 2001). By signing this treaty, Ben Ali allowed the Tunisian economy to 

develop even further.  
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However, the Ben Ali regime was also characterised as an authoritarian regime. Because the RCD was 

the only legal political party, Tunisia was mentioned as undemocratic by various International - and 

Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs). Tunisian police and military did not accept any human 

rights. According to Freedom House, Tunisia was ranked “not free” in 2008, 2009 and 2010 (Freedom 

House, Regions, par. 7, 2012). Opposition candidates who critize the Ben Ali government were beaten 

or arrested by the police. Due to ongoing protests which started at the end of 2010, president Ben Ali 

fled to Saudi Arabia in order to avoid a political process.  

3.4 Conclusion 

 This brief look into the history is showing a Tunisia which faced many difficulties. In the first place 

when it became a French protectorate in 1881. Due to this protectorate, the Tunisian population got 

introduced in the European style of living. Whereas most colonised countries had many difficulties 

with their (European) aggressor, the Tunisian population remained relatively calm and peaceful. This 

all changed when the first big independence party was founded in 1920.    

 After the First World War, France tried to actively intervene in its North African colonies to 

keep them under control, but after the Second World War, independence was inevitable. Due to the 

Néo-Destour party with Habib Bourguiba as its leader, Tunisia became independent in 1956. Big 

economic and social reforms has made Bourguiba popular, even today. Furthermore, Tunisians see 

Bourguiba as their leader who saved them from their coloniser. In 1987, Bourguiba was replaced by 

his Prime Minister, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. Under the rule of Ben Ali, Tunisia flourished as one of 

the few countries in the Middle East and North African region with a relatively high standard of living. 

Ben Ali introduced more liberties on social and economical areas. However, Ben Ali forbade all 

political parties except its own. He suppressed his own population by not respecting human rights. 

Due to economic downfall and social protests Ben Ali was forced to leave Tunisia at the beginning of 

2011.    
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Chapter IV: Tunisia during and after the Arab Spring 

4.1 Start of the Revolution 

The official start of the Jasmine revolution according to most (international) newspapers was the self-

immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi, a fruit seller on the streets of Sidi Bouzid (Clingendael, 4, 2011). 

Because of his act, Tunisian population began to demonstrate against the Ben Ali regime. However, 

according to other data, people who lived in the Southern part of Tunisia began protesting even 

sooner. Because of the poor living conditions of the Tunisian population in the southern part of 

Tunisia, nationwide protests were impossible (Rosenmöller, 2012). Due to poor living conditions and 

the bad economic situation of Tunisia, nationwide protests began in December 2010.    

 Not only the Tunisian population supported the revolution, also bloggers and international 

organisations who have close connections in Tunisia claimed more rights and freedom for the Tunisian 

population. From the start of the riots, which started on 18 December 2010, till the weekend of 8 and 9 

January 2011, the situation remained explosive and the police and military kept using brutal force.  In 

the weekend of 8 and 9 January, the protests also began in the capital of Tunisia, Tunis. The 

demonstrations and riots against the Ben Ali government were no longer at the regional level; the 

revolution became a national problem (BBC, Africa, par. 6, 2011).     

 Within a few days, on 13 January, Ben Ali attempted to end the demonstrations by announcing 

concessions to the Tunisian population. In his speech broadcasted by national television, Ben Ali 

described the changes in his government and promised that he would not be electable for the 

presidential elections in 2014. However, in this newly formed government, nine out of twelve 

ministers remained in the same position. Ben Ali mentioned more freedom and rights for the Tunisian 

population, including more rights on the internet, and an extensive investigation on the casualties 

which felt during the riots and demonstrations in December 2010 and January 2011 (Al Jazeera, 

Africa, par. 30, 2011).  

4.2 Resignation of Ben Ali 

However, on 14 January it became clear that these reformations were not in time to save the Ben Ali 

government. President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali fled the country and went to Saudi Arabia by plane. 

The fact that Ben Ali could leave is remarkable, since the military controlled all airports in the 

country. France attempted to seize Ben Ali before he entered Saudi-Arabia, in order to provide an 

honest and safe trail for the former president. Saudi officials denied this request and granted amnesty 

to Ben Ali and his family (Al Jazeera, Africa, par. 36, 2011).  
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Within 24 hours, the government which was established to avoid further bloodshed was fallen. This 

due to the fact that three ministers which had been elected the day before, resigned because they did 

not want to collaborate with ministers from the former government party RCD (Constitutional 

Democratic Party) By resigning within one day, not only the ministers but also the interim president 

and prime minister (both from RCD), had to resign. The three ministers, who resigned, could not 

cooperate with ministers from the RCD party (Al Jazeera, Africa, par. 3, 2011).   

 According to prime minister Mohamed El Ghannouchi, he had to appoint members from the 

RCD party because, “We need them in this phase” (Al Jazeera, Africa, par. 11, 2011). Furthermore, he 

said that the ministers who were selected “have clean hands, in addition to great competence .Give us 

a chance so that we can put in place this ambitious program of reform” (Al Jazeera, Africa, par. 12 

2011). Besides the ministers who immediately resigned, the Tunisian population also did not accept 

the denomination of many members from the RCD party. The population largely rejected the idea that 

reforms could be achieved with members from the former government party of president Ben Ali (Al 

Jazeera, Middle East, par. 1, 2011).    

4.3 Mohamed Ghannouchi as president 

During the time of the transition government, Mohamed Ghannouchi faced difficult times as president. 

According to the Tunisian population Ghannouchi had to resign as well, since he collaborated with 

former president Ben Ali. In addition, in the Tunisian constitution article 57 described the role of the 

speaker of the parliament. “Article 57 states that when the post of the president of the republic falls 

vacant due to his demise, resignation or total incapacitation, the constitutional council shall forthwith 

convene and declare the definitive vacancy under the absolute majority of its members, which matter 

shall be expressly made known to the chairman of advisers council and speaker of the parliament, 

where the latter (speaker) shall immediately undertake the presidential duties on temporary basis for 

not less than 45 days; and not more than 60 days” (Al Jazeera, Africa, par. 12, 2011).  

 Due to heavy protests and article 57 of the Tunisian constitution, Mohamed Ghannouchi was 

replaced by the speaker of the parliament, Faoud Mebazaa. Although Ghannouchi resigned as 

president, he and other members from the RCD party were still holding some positions in the Tunisian 

government (BCC, Africa, par. 27, 2011). Due to riots and further mass protests, Ghannouchi left the 

transition government in order to stop the demonstrations. Ghannouchi was replaced by Beji Caid-

Essebsi, a former foreign minister from the Bourguiba government. (BBC, Africa, par. 8, 2011).  
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4.4 Return of Political opponents        

Another triumph earned by the Tunisian population was the return of two political opponents from 

Europe. At the end of January 2011, an exiled leader from the forbidden Islamist party Ennahda 

(Renaissance in English) returned to Tunisia to support the Jasmine revolution. The Ennahda party 

was forbidden because no religious parties were accepted during the regime of former president Ben 

Ali. Rashed Ghannouchi, no family link with Mohamed Ghannouchi, lived in Europe as a political 

exile during the Ben Ali regime.         

 Due to the Tunisian constitution, elections should be held within 60 days after a president 

resigned (BCC, Africa, par. 27, 2011). Besides the return of Rashed Ghannouchi, also Mouncef 

Marzouki, another political opponent from Ben Ali returned after a decade of living and working in 

France. Marzouki was the founder of the in 2001 established political CPR (Congress for the 

Republic) party. Since both political leaders were opponents from Ben Ali, the Tunisian population 

had more trust in the them, and the upcoming elections (BCC, Africa, par. 32, 2011).  

 By the fall of the regime of president Ben Ali, the economic situation in Tunisia had been 

worsened. Also because Ben Ali and his family controlled 30 till 40 percent of the Tunisian economy. 

When the Ben Ali regime started in 1987, Ben Ali appointed family and relatives on high positions in 

all sectors within the Tunisian economy (appendix 2.1). Furthermore, US intelligence knew that Ben 

Ali frequently used his position as president in a corrupted way. Due to the WikiLeaks, the US 

Ambassador stationed in Tunisia called Ben Ali the “nexus of Tunisian corruption” (BBC, Africa, par. 

12, 2011).          

 However, during the regime of Ben Ali, Tunisia advanced and strengthened its economic 

position. According to the BCC (Africa, par. 16, 2011), the population could have benefitted more 

from this. All the wealth and money were distributed amongst Ben Ali and his extensive family. In 

Tunisia, the situation economically is one of the best in the Middle East and North African region. 

Since the economic situation in this region is the worst of the world, the Tunisian population suffered 

for a long time under the Ben Ali regime (World Bank, Data, par. 1, 2012).   

     

4.5 The Tunisian Higher Election Authority 

In order to promote democracy and transparent elections, the Tunisian Higher Election Authority was 

established. The ISIE (by its French acronyms), was founded in order to accompany and prepare 

Tunisia and its politics for the first democratic election in its history. Although the election date was 

determined within 60 days after the a president resigned, the ISIE postponed the election date. The 
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ISIE planned the election for a new government date on 23 October 2011. The political parties who 

had won these elections faced a crucial task. The newly formed government had to write a new 

constitution and decide how the political system had to be improved.     

 The ISIE had valid reasons to postpone the election date twice. If the elections were held in 

July not every Tunisian inhabitant could register for the elections. In addition, many new (political) 

parties who would participate during the elections required time to subscribe themselves to the ISIE. 

These parties also required time to plan their election program and promote their political views to the 

Tunisian population (Al Jazeera, Spotlight, par. 6, 2011).  

4.6 Democratic Elections in Tunisia 

In Tunisia, before the election date of 23 October, 81 political parties and hundreds of individual 

candidates registered themselves to compete during the elections. From all 81 parties, Ennahda had the 

biggest support from the Tunisian population. Ennahda competed before with the RCD party from Ben 

Ali in 1989, but was banned right after these elections. Rashed Ghannouchi is the leader of this 

Islamist political party. Besides the large support, Ennahda also has fierce opponents, especially 

amongst Tunisian women.  These women are worried about the fact that the sharia, the Islamic law, 

could be imposed when Ennahda controls Tunisia (Al Jazeera, Features, par. 3, 2011).  

 Another political party which played a vital role in the 23 October elections is the Progressive 

Democratic Party (PDP) led by Ahmed Najib Chebbi. PDP was one of the few political parties which 

was legal during the Ben Ali regime. PDP can be seen as the rival of the Ennahda party. Whereas 

Ennahda promotes Islam and the link between religion and politics, PDP supports large reformations 

and democracy in Tunisia (Al Jazeera, Features, par. 6, 2011).     

 Besides Ennahda and PDP, the Ettakatol Party, a centre left party, led by Mustafa Ben Jaafar 

is joining the elections. The core values of PDP are based on transparency and the equality between 

men and women. Like Ennahda, the party was also banned, but only between 1992 and 2002. 

Furthermore, Ettakatol strives for more (press) freedom and human rights.   

 The Congress Party for the Republic (CPR) is the last big political party. Its founder and 

leader, Mouncef Marzouki, lived in exile in France for over a decade. Although he kept the control 

over CPR. Marzouki focuses on human rights and civil liberties. CPR refuses to accept any donations 

from businesses or external resources in order to avoid corruption and remain impartial. Together with 

Ennahda, PDP and CPR, the four parties are representing almost 70 percent of the votes (Al Jazeera, 

Features, par. 10, 2011).         

 In addition to these four parties, 77 smaller political parties competed during the election on 



The Arab Spring in Tunisia Rogier van Voorden 

 

The Hague University of Applied Sciences   24 

23 October. From these 77 parties, the Free Patriotic Union, the Tunisian Workers Communist Party, 

The Democratic Modernist Party and Afek Tournes represents most of the other 30 percent votes. The 

political party from former president Ben Ali has been separated in four different political parties. All 

four of them competed in the election. However, these four parties are not large enough to play any 

significant role. One political party was banned from the election held in October, namely the Salafist 

party Hizb ut-Tahrir. This conservative and Islamist party did not recognise the political reforms in 

Tunisia and therefore could not compete during the elections (Al Jazeera, Features, par. 24, 2011). 

 On 23 October 2011, the first democratic election in the history of Tunisia was held (appendix 

2.2). Seven million voters received the opportunity to decide what party or movement should have the 

chance to reform the Tunisian constitution and organise the presidential election campaign. The 

outcomes of the election was not surprising (Al Jazeera, Africa, par. 3, 2011). During the relative short 

promotion campaign, it became clear that Ennahda had the best opportunity to seize control, since it 

was already better organised and prepared for the elections. Roughly 40 percent of the 217 seats in the 

Tunisian constituent assembly went to Ennahda, which represents 89 seats in the assembly.  

 Furthermore, CPR (29 seats), Ettakol (20 seats) and PDP (16 seats) received a large amount of 

seats in the constituent assembly. The election revealed one surprise; the Popular Petition, won 26 

seats in the assembly, making it the 3
rd

 party in the country (Al Jazeera, Africa, par. 3, 2011).  Not 

only Tunisians in Tunisia could vote, Tunisian inhabitants in France, Germany and Italy had the 

opportunity to vote for their political party (appendix 2.3). From the 217 seats in the constituent 

assembly, 18 seats are represented by Tunisians who live abroad. In order to control that the elections 

were transparent and honest, both national and international observers verified and randomly 

controlled the polling stations.  In total more than 14.000 observers inspected the polling stations in 

whole Tunisia. This under close watch of the ISIE (appendix 2.4).    

 Afterwards, the leader of the Ennahda party, Hamadi Jebali, was elected by the constituent 

assembly as interim prime minister of Tunisia. The other two left wing parties, Ettakatol and CPR 

completed the coalition. Mustapha Ben Jaafar from the Ettakatol was appointed to rewrite the Tunisian 

constitution and became president of the constituent assembly. Mouncef Marzouki, leader of the CPR, 

was elected as president (appendix 2.5) (Al Jazeera, Africa, par. 3, 2011).     

4.7 Tunisia and its transition government 

Although the elections were held transparent and honest, the challenging part of the newly established 

democracy started after the elections. Many parties in the constituent assembly lost voters or were 

corrected by the ISIE after an investigation (ISIE, Arrêtés, par. 1-10, 2011). Furthermore, the three 
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party coalition had to take some difficult decisions in the future.     

 First, the constituent assembly has to reform and rebuilt the economy. Since Ben Ali and his 

relatives controlled 30 till 40 percent of the Tunisian economy, great reforms have to be made (BBC, 

Africa, par. 4, 2011).  Also, the high unemployment rate of the (young) Tunisian population needs 

urgent attention The position of the women in Tunisian society has to be improved. Since Ennahda is a 

moderate Islamist party, it is difficult to predict what role women will have in the future. However, 

both coalition parties are supporting an equal role between men and women in Tunisia.  External 

relations with other countries have to be strengthened. All Western countries, including the United 

States, acknowledge the new Tunisian government. Besides these countries, neighbouring countries 

are of equal importance. Most countries in the Middle East and North African region faced national 

demonstrations and protests. Stabilisation is of great importance. Finally, the constituent assembly will 

need time and patience to rewrite the Tunisian constitution and to organise new elections. Although 

the first date when the assembly could present his new Tunisian constitution has been postponed, the 

growth towards democracy is more and more visible.       

 On June 6 2012, the coalition government presented a preamble of the new Tunisian 

constitution. In this preamble a temporary basis of the constitution is described. It is interesting that in 

this preamble nothing is mentioned about if the constitution will be based on sharia-law. The preamble 

only describes and protects the Arab-Muslim identity which is one of the foundations of Tunisia 

(Tunisia Live, National, par. 4, 2012). The preamble suggests a political system which is based on a 

“participatory democratic republic”. Freedom of speech, a honest and transparent judicial system and 

separation of powers are other key-opponents in the preamble. In the future it will be clear if the new 

constitution will be accepted by the Tunisian population.     

 According to the Royal Dutch Embassy in Tunisia, a constitutional amendment is only 

legitimate, if first the approval of the constitutional article has a two-third majority in the constituent 

assembly.  Second, the entire new constitution has to be approved by a two-third majority of the 

constituent assembly. Finally, a referendum has to be organised to determine whether or not the 

Tunisian population agrees with the new constitution. It is still unclear how high the majority has to 

agree with the referendum (Marmouri, 2012).   

4.8 Conclusion 

After the fall of the Ben Ali regime, Tunisian population requested political and economic changes. In 

one – and a half year, Tunisia faced difficult times and challenges. It became clear that with massive 

protests and nationwide demonstrations, it is possible to remove an authoritarian regime. Moreover, 
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this revolution marked the beginning of protests in the whole Arab world.    

 In the time between Ben Ali and the new transition government, several attempts to seize 

power failed miserably. The Tunisian population remained in power and cleared the way for the return 

of several politicians. Charismatic leaders such as Marzouki and Ghannouchi has given Tunisia new 

political stability and hope. These new political leaders should repay this trust with economic and 

social recovery for Tunisia. However, the current situation in Tunisia is disturbing.  

 Since 6 June, the first document, the preamble, from the new constitution was presented. The 

challenging part is how the Tunisian transition government will describe the role of the sharia in the 

new constitution. Besides the discussion about the role of the Islam in the Tunisian society, the 

economy is the other major challenge. The economic situation remained almost the same for the 

Tunisian population. Due to this current economic situation, people are demonstrating are protesting 

against the government again. In order to regain trust and time from the Tunisian population, the 

transition government has to introduce new economic plans which leads to social stability. 

Furthermore, the process of the constitutional amendment has to be accelerated.  
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Conclusion 

This dissertation described the revolution which started at the end of December 2010 in Tunisia. The 

possible contribution of the Netherlands and especially The Hague as city of Peace and Justice 

encourage further reforms in Tunisia, was also investigated. Both Western and Arabic sources were 

used in this research. Through interviews and opinions from several political scientists who are 

specialised in the Arab world, the situation in Tunisia became more clear. The decisions Tunisia will 

make the upcoming months, will determine if the revolution initiated by the Tunisian population will 

be a success.           

 The revolution in Tunisia was initiated by the whole Tunisian population. Since Tunisia was 

the first Arab country where these massive protests began, no-one knew if they could be successful. 

After one month, former president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali left the country after an authoritarian 

regime of 23 years. There are mainly economic and social reasons which led to this revolution in 

Tunisia. Poor living conditions, no possibilities for a job and a young and educated population created 

the mix for an uprising and eventually a revolution.       

 The shift in political systems in the Arab world started with the increasing globalisation 

around the globe. This globalisation has created a new platform where the Arab and Western have 

become more interdependent. More and more Muslims are living in the Western world, establishing 

their own Islamic values. This leads to misunderstanding and generalisations in the West about the 

Muslim world, but in the future it can become a valuable source of information about development in 

Islam. Resentment against Western countries has increased recently. It is recommended to support the 

revolution not only in Tunisia, but in several Arab countries and clearly opt for support of democracy.

 Due to the globalisation, the role of the Netherlands in the world has diminished over the 

years. It is understandable that the Netherlands cannot support each revolution in the Middle East and 

North African region. Therefore, the Netherlands should help only in the areas which are promising. 

One of these areas is the support of the current Tunisian transition government. The Netherlands can 

advise in order to encourage the Tunisian government become more democratic. Although corruption 

and political games are common in Tunisia, the reformist signal the Tunisian population has given 

may not be forgotten.          

 The process of the new constitution needs also some assistance. Due to bad communication 

and the slow political process, the most important task of the current Tunisian government, rewriting 

the constitution, is taking too much time. More and more demonstrations are organised against the 

slow political process. The entire position of Tunisia in social, economic and political perspective is 

changing due to this delay. Simultaneously, the Netherlands could assist Tunisia economically.  
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Since the economic situation was one of the main reasons for the revolution in Tunisia, the 

Netherlands can invest in the Tunisian economy. One of these initiatives is the “Holland Month” 

which was organised by the Royal Dutch Embassy in Tunisia. This initiative has introduced Dutch 

investors and companies in the Tunisia after the fall of president Ben Ali. Also, the bilateral relations 

between the Netherlands and Tunisia were strengthened.    

 Besides the Netherlands, the Hague as city of Peace and Justice can support several Dutch 

initiatives. First of all, the independence of the judicial system is a problem in Tunisia nowadays. Due 

to increasing corruption, the judges cannot be objective and honest. In order to regain trust from the 

Tunisian population, the Hague could give Tunisia advice about an independent judicial system. 

International Organisations such as the International Court of Justice and the International Criminal 

Court could support this independent system by offering to train judges to become more objective. The 

International Organisations in The Hague have the international status and power which could 

pressure the Tunisian government to provide a transparent and independent judicial system. 

 If this judicial system can be improved, this may lead to honest and transparent judicial 

decisions. In time, even supporters of the old Ben Ali regime, who are still in power in several areas, 

can be convicted. In this way, the judicial system can prove to the Tunisian population that it can be 

independent and powerful. The judicial system is currently based on the old constitution of 1959. It is 

recommended that the current transition government presents the new constitution in time, in order to 

modernise also the judicial system.        

 Also, the Hague can play a role not only with its International Organisations, but also with its 

Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs). NGOs can support local projects in Tunisia which are 

especially beneficial for the Tunisian population. NGOs can support the rise of civil society in Tunisia. 

If NGOs can find local partners, a bilateral relationship can be established. Due to the rise of the civil 

society in Tunisia, more understanding will be created for the difficult time the Tunisian transition 

government is in. If The Hague can play a part in establishing a strong and broad civil society, Tunisia 

will improve its chances to become a democratic political system in an Arab country.   
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Recommendations 

The current situation in Tunisia shows how strong a population can be in demanding reforms from its 

government. In the conclusion, several opportunities were shown for the Netherlands, in particular to 

influence the Arab Spring in Tunisia in a positive way. However, important changes are necessary if 

Tunisia would like to become a stable country in the Middle East and North African region. These 

general challenges are described below.       

 According to several experts, the unequal situation between the Northern and the Southern 

part of Tunisia can lead to new uprisings and even to a possible revolution. Many scientists agree with 

the observation that the revolution did not began on December 2010, but much earlier. In the Southern 

part, Tunisians have been protesting against the government for years. Due to bad economic prospects 

most of the jobs were available only in the Northern part of Tunisia. Since the Southern part of Tunisia 

is more based on a traditional tribal society, this unequal treatment can lead to more tensions between 

North and South Tunisia. In order to regain trust, the Tunisian government has to determine an 

economic solution for the entire Tunisian population.     

 Another part which needs to be changed is the current role of the media. The press in Tunisia 

cannot write everything without being followed by the Tunisian government. According to Freedom 

House (Regions, par. 7, 2012), the use of social media played a minor role in the revolution. Tunisia is 

only “partly free”. Without respecting the civil liberties of the Tunisian population, the current 

transition government will remain undemocratic. If the Tunisian government respects the role of the 

media, it can contribute to a transparent society. In a society where the media has its freedoms, it can 

describe and express issues which needs more attention.       

 A final remark about the social commotion is necessary. Since the appointment of the new 

transition government, the situation in Tunisia on the streets has worsened by the day. The Tunisian 

population is protesting against the long time it takes to rewrite the constitution. Former supporters of 

the Ben Ali regime are still in power or retaking their position. In addition, the hatred against the 

Western countries and Israel has increased. This radicalisation of Tunisian society may be dangerous 

for the political process. Tunisia stands on a crossroads now between a path towards democratisation 

and respecting human rights, or reforming into an Islamic society with sharia –based laws. According 

to many scientists, Tunisia can be seen as one of the first countries where democracy and Islam as a 

national religion can collaborate together. The future has to show if this revolution is enough in order 

to create a stable, safe and democratic country. 
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Appendix 

 

Appendix 1.1 GDP per capita in the Middle East and North African region 

Source: World Bank 2012 
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Appendix 1.2  Unemployment, total (% of total labour force) 

Arab World  9.7% 2008 
 

Caribbean small states  8.5% 2008 
 

East Asia & Pacific  4.7% 2009  
 

Euro area  10.0% 2010 
 

European Union  9.6% 2010 
 

Europe & Central Asia  9.5% 2009 
 

Latin America & Caribbean  7.8% 2009 
 

Middle East & North Africa  10.6% 2008 
 

OECD members  8.3% 2010 
 

Source: World Bank 2012 

Appendix 1.3 Vulnerable employment, total (% of total employment) 

Caribbean small states  27% 2009 
 

Euro area  11% 2010 
 

European Union  12% 2010 
 

Europe & Central Asia  19% 2010 
 

Latin America & Caribbean  31% 2010 
 

Middle East & North Africa  36% 2010 
 

OECD members  16% 2010 
 

South Asia  81% 2010 
 

Source: World Bank 2012 
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Appendix 1.4 Consumer prices in Tunisia, May 2012 

Household consumer price index: CPI 
Indicator : Household Consumer price index monthly rates  

(base 100 in 2005)  

Reference period : May 2012 
 

 

 

Click on the Modality to display 
the series.  

Long series 

 

Methodological note 

 

 
Data of the reference 

period  
Data of the previous 

period 
Same period of the 

previous year 

Food and drinks 139.9 140.5 129.9 

Tobacco 130.8 130.8 119.2 

Clothing and footwear 129.7 128.3 119.8 

Housing, water, gas, electricity and other 132.5 132.3 128.9 

Furniture, household equipment and routine 
home maintenance 

126.7 126.1 119.5 

Health 117.0 116.7 115.1 

Transport 136.9 136.2 134.1 

Communications 93.5 93.5 93.4 

Leisure and culture 105.4 104.8 103.6 

Education 136.0 136.0 123.9 

Restaurants and hotels 142.3 141.7 132.1 

Miscellaneous goods and services  129.5 129.2 124.1 

Aggregate 132.2 132.0 125.2 

 
Source : National Institute of Statistics (INS) 

 
Last updated on :04-06-2012  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/evolution_ipc.php?cod_ind=2302040
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/%3c?%20%20echo%20$row_indicateur%5b'note_metho_en'%5d;%20%20?%3e
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29402&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29404&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29406&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29408&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29410&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29410&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29412&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29414&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29416&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29418&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29420&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29422&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29424&Code_indicateur=2302029%20
http://www.ins.nat.tn/en/donnee_conjoncturelle011.php?code_m=29426&Code_indicateur=2302029%20


The Arab Spring in Tunisia Rogier van Voorden 

 

The Hague University of Applied Sciences   37 

 

Appendix 1.5 School enrolment, primary (% gross) 

Arab World  95%  
 

Caribbean small states  96%  
 

East Asia & Pacific  111%  
 

Euro area  105%  
 

European Union  104%  
 

Europe & Central Asia  98%  
 

Latin America & Caribbean  117% 
 

Least developed countries: UN classification  102% 
 

Middle East & North Africa  102% 
 

OECD members  104% 
 

Other small states  100% 
 

Pacific island small states  108% 
 

South Asia  110% 
 

Sub-Saharan Africa  100% 
 

World  107% 
 

Source: World Bank 2012 
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Appendix 2.1 Businesses of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali and his wife Trabelsi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: BBC 2012 
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Appendix 2.2 Tunisian voting paper for the elections in 2011 

 

 

Source: ISIE 2012 
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Appendix 2.3 Election results in Tunisia 

Source: TunisiaLive 2011 
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Appendix 2.4 Number of (international) observers during the elections in 2011 

 

Source: ISIE 2012 
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Appendix 2.5 Composition of the Tunisian government 

Hammadi Jebali, Chef du Gouvernement 

Ministre auprès du Chef du Gouvernement : 

 Mohamed Abbou, chargé de la réforme administrative  

 Abderrahmane Ladgham, chargé des affaires de malversation  

 Ridha Saïdi, chargé du dossier économique  

 Abderrazak Kilani, Chargé des relations avec l’Assemblée Constituante  

 Ministre de la Défense: Abdelkarim Zbidi  

 Ministre de l’intérieur : Ali Laârayedh  

 Secrétaire d’Etat auprès du Ministre de l’Intérieur chargé de la réforme : Saïd Mechichi  

 Ministre des Affaires étrangères : Rafik Ben Abdessalem  

 Secrétaires d’Etat auprès du ministre des Affaires étrangères :  

 - Chargé des affaires africaines et arabes : Abdallah Turki  

 - Chargé des affaires de l’Amérique et de l’Asie : Hédi ben Abbès  

 - Chargé des affaires européennes : Touhami Abdouli  

 Ministre de la Justice : Noureddine Bhiri  

 Ministre des droits de l’Homme et de la justice transitoire et porte-parole du gouvernement : Samir 

Dilou  

 Ministre des affaires religieuses : Noureddine Khadmi  

 Ministre des Finances : Houcine Dimassi  

 Secrétaire d’Etat auprès du ministre des Finances: Slim Besbès  

 Ministre de l’Industrie,et du Commerce : Mohamed Lamine Chakhari  

 Secrétaire d’Etat auprès du Ministre de l’Industrie, du Commerce et de l’Artisanat : Béchir Zaâfouri  

 Ministre du Tourisme : Elyes Fakhfekh  

 Ministre des Affaires sociales : Khalil Zaouia  

 Secrétaire d’Etat auprès du Ministre des affaires sociale chargé de l’immigration : Houcine Jaziri  

 Ministre de l’Education : Abdellatif Abid  

 Ministre de la Santé : Abdellatif Mekki  

 Ministre de l’Investissement et de la coopération internationale : Riadh Bettaïeb  

 Secrétaire d’Etat auprès du Ministre de l’Investissement et de la coopération internationale : Alaya 

Bettaïeb  

 Ministre de la Formation professionnelle et de l’Emploi: Abdelwahab Maâter  

 Ministre des Transports : Abdelkarim Harouni  

 Ministre des Technologies de la Communication : Mongi Marzouk  

 Ministre de l’Equipement : Mohamed Salmane  

 Secrétaire d’Etat chargé de l’Habitat : Chahida Fraj Bouraoui  

 Ministre du développement régional et de la Planification : Jameleddine Gharbi  

 Secrétaire d’Etat auprès du Ministre du développement régional et de la Planification : Lamine Doghri  

 Ministre de la Jeunesse et des sports : Tarek Dhiab  

 Secrétaire d’Etat auprès du Ministre de la Jeunesse et des sports : Hichem Ben Jamaâ  

 Ministre de la Culture : Mehdi Mabrouk  

 Ministre de la femme : Sihem Badi  

 Ministre de l’enseignement supérieur : Moncef Ben Salem  

 Ministre des Domaines de l’Etat et des Affaires foncières : Slim Ben Hmidène  

 Ministre de l’Agriculture : Mohamed Ben Salem  

 Secrétaire d’Etat auprès du ministre de l’agriculture : Habib Jamli  

 Ministre de l’Environnement : Mamia Elbanna                                                                                   
Source: DirectInfo 2011 
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Appendix 3.1 Interview with Maaike Voorhoeve, researcher from the Harvard University in Boston 

Rogier van Voorden: Good afternoon, Welcome to the interview between Mrs.  Voorhoeve and 

Rogier van Voorden about the Arab Spring in Tunisia. Mrs. Voorhoeve, my first question will be 

about the reason of your current visit in Tunisia. Why you are there at the moment 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Let me think, from September first I am connected to the Harvard University in 

Boston.  They are organizing several discussions about Tunisia. Furthermore, I am busy writing an 

article about the transitional justice in Tunisia. Moreover, I am collecting data for this article in 

Tunisia. 

Rogier van Voorden: Transitional Justice in Tunisia, can u tell me something more about this specific 

topic? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes of course, I do not know what you know about transitional justice in general.  

There are several studies about transitional justice, but none of these studies are being held in the 

Muslim World. Only in Iraq and Afghanistan. And in Tunisia the debates, you have to think by 

yourself, the last regime was not only characterized by large violations of human rights, but also a 

large degree of corruption. And right at this time, they focus about the corruption during the old 

regime and also about the month when the revolution began namely, December 2010 / January 2011 in 

Tunisia. During these demonstrations 130 people were killed. These discussions are currently focused 

on these murders, instead of, what is surprising my by the way, the tortures and that kind of things 

which happened during the 23 year old regime. 

Rogier van Voorden: Right right. That is surprising me. Is the current situation safe in Tunisia? There 

are no demonstrations, and is it quiet on the streets? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: No no, it is very unsafe at this moment. It is much more unsafe than before the 

revolution. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: I have lived in Tunisia between 2009 and 2011, 1.5 years. In September 2011 I 

left Tunisia. During that time, in September the situation was already very unsafe. The situation in 

Tunisia is worsened by the day. This due to the absence of the police force. 

Rogier van Voorden:  Hmmm 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Also the absence of the government, the government does not seem it has 

strength anymore. And now I am talking about the unsafe situation for the Tunisian population.  

Rogier van Voorden: Yes yes yes, I understand that. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: And the situation is much more unsafe, due to the development of radicalization 

of the population. People are very upset on the Western countries and also about Israel. And you can 

see this in the reactions towards the Western people. That is for me personally very disturbing to 

notice.  Furthermore, there is an unsafe situation in general due to the absence of the police force and 

for people who are in one way or the other, show that they are not following this development of 

radicalization and for example people who drink alcohol or people who are going to theatres. Those 

kinds of things. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Those people are feeling very unsafe and are outlawed by the other people.  
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Rogier van Voorden: Right. And what is the reason why the police force and the government are 

absent? I can understand that there are some difficulties. At this moment, there is a transition 

government, but the transition government; the coalition government does not have enough political 

power? Or, do they need more power? Or does the government nothing about the unsafe situation for 

the Tunisian population? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: I think that there are several reasons why the government lacks the power. First, 

Tunisia was a police state before. The revolution has changed the role of the police force completely. 

Due to the revolution, the police force was threatened for a long time. Because the revolution was 

initiated against the police state and against the police.  

Rogier van Voorden: Right. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: There was, for a long time, no police force on the streets because police men 

were too much afraid. Also, it is difficult to understand for police men what kind of role the play 

nowadays. Because there are no big transformations within the Ministry of Interiors, which governs 

the police force.  

Rogier van Voorden: Hmm. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: And so, it seems that the police force no longer has a mandate.  Because before 

the revolution the function of the police force was to protect the government. Not the protection of 

civilians. But now it is requested that the police force should protect the population. But since they do 

not know how, the police force does not know what to do anymore. There is no police on the streets at 

all. That is one thing. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Another reason is that the current government is not functioning properly, but 

no-one knows why it is not working.  For many people it is difficult to determine which parts of the 

government is working and what parts do not. Or that the old government before the revolution still 

has all the power. There is a power struggle, which says that no-one has political power at this 

moment.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: And the third reason of the violence is the radicalization of the Tunisian people. 

This radicalization is being blow up by the fact that there are some many things not sure to deal with 

people who are radicalized. But on the other way, according to some people, the government is 

deliberately instigating people against each other. And this has to do with the composition of the 

government, which is dominated by the Islamite party. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: The radicalized people voted on the Islamite party during the elections. 

However, these people are far more radicalized than the political party. The Islamite party has always 

been relatively quiet. But because the Islamite party and the current government, does not convict the 

crimes of the radicalized people, or put them in jail. By doing this, it seems that they are supporting 

these radicalized people.  

In one way, the Islamite party state: we are not radical. But on the other way, because they do not 

convict the radicalized people, a large part of the Tunisian population is radicalizing.  

Rogier van Voorden: And why is the radicalization pointed against the Western countries and also 

Israel? Because first the revolution began because people started demonstrating against the police 
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state, the corruption and the dictatorial regime. The Tunisian population wanted more freedom, more 

democracy. It does seem that you are saying that, the radicalization is opposing the Western way of 

living. Is this the work of Ennahda, the Islamite political party, who is currently in the government? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: No.  Because there are also many anti-Western opinions about Ennahda. Many 

radicalized people claim that Ennahda is too much in favour of the Western countries. Also Ennahda is 

pro Israel, but since Israel is one of the countries who are supporting Tunisia the most with the 

economic development, Ennahda will never boycott Israel.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I think that the anti-Western feelings… In one way, you will have to deal with 

anti-Western feelings among the whole Arab world. Also among Muslims who live in Western 

countries. In the recent years, this development has increased among all Muslims. There are several 

causes for this, one of them, 11 September 2001. And the idea that all Muslims are…  

Rogier van Voorden: Treated the same way? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, indeed.  All the Muslims think that they are the victims and it is 

unreasonable that every Muslim is treated the same way. Radicalized Muslims in Tunisia are talking 

about this all the time. And furthermore, the current situation between the Palestine’s and Israel is also 

unacceptable according to them.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: After the revolution, the accent about the situation in Israel and the relationship 

with Western countries has to do with Ben Ali, and its good relation with the Western countries. He 

had close ties with France, Italy and of course Israel. During the Ben Ali regime you could not 

mention anything bad about the Western countries or Israel, because then you were put in jail.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: People can finally state whatever they want. And the third point has also 

something to do with the fear for colonization. Not in a fear that Tunisia would be colonised, but 

because Ben Ali left, the last piece of the colonization disappeared in Tunisia. As if Ben Ali, in some 

sort of way, was seen as a colonizer. The whole idea of anti-colonization, anti-France and anti-United 

States of America and anti-Israel perfectly fits in the ideology of Islamists. You cannot talk normally 

with anyone here about Israel. People are getting upset, also intellectuals. However, with the majority 

of the people, they do not sympathize with the Palestine’s, but it is more a feeling of us against the 

others. This feeling is fierce and violent. 

Rogier van Voorden: These feelings of violence are also used against Western tourists or against you 

in particular? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Against me, absolutely. I am not sure if these feelings are expressed against 

Western tourists. I think so.  If you ask me, we can expect something nasty before the end of the year. 

People will plan a terrorist attack against Western tourists.     

Rogier van Voorden: This frightens me a bit. In the Netherlands, you do not have any information 

about Tunisia on the news. Also not in other parts of Western Europe. What I am wondering, is the 

revolution completely done, or does it need one more extra boost? How do you see this? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: That depends on which side you support. In Islamists perspective, the revolution 

is still going on. The revolution is only completed, when all Western people leave Tunisia and Tunisia 

becomes an Islamic state with the sharia as its law. For people who are opposing the radicalized 

people, they state: we need a second revolution.  
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Rogier van Voorden: To what extent former supporters of the Ben Ali regime are still in power? Are 

they present inside the government, or inside other important Tunisian institutions? According to you, 

or you cannot mention anything about this? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: I think, more and more former people are retaking power in Tunisia. It is also 

more accepted amongst the Tunisian population, in a way against the radicalization. People, who 

would like to advance in their professional career, are being surpassed by supporters of Ben Ali. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes. Yes. Yes.  

Rogier van Voorden: But, right at this moment, the social commotion due to the radicalization of the 

population and the current political situation is worsening the situation? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes and there is a politic game going on. In the government, also in Ennahda, 

demonstrations are being ended with violence and people who support extreme left political parties are 

put to prison. Especially people who support extreme left political parties. Those people who openly 

critize the government and Ennahda are being convicted, just like in the days of the old regime.  

People are afraid to openly mention which political party they support.  

Rogier van Voorden: What about the convictions during this government? What can you tell about 

the judicial system? Is the judicial system still based on the constitution from 1957? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: 1959? 

Rogier van Voorden: Eh yeah, 1959 I am sorry. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: The constitution did not mention that much about the judicial system. The law in 

1967 does. This law has to be rewritten. This law, in collaboration with the reforms in 2005, is stating 

that judges are not independent. That is one thing. That can be seen as a fact. Judges will do 

everything what the government want. And even if they were independent from the government, then 

judges will choose the side which pays the most.  Corruption can be found everywhere here. There are 

no independent judges.  

Rogier van Voorden: In the beginning of the interview, you mentioned that you were busy with the 

transitional justice. How can you make sure that the judicial system will be honest and independent?  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I am not doing anything at all. I am just a researcher. My research is focused on 

describing the situation that is all. In the transitional justice field, many people are activist and 

researcher at the same time. However, I am not an activist. 

Rogier van Voorden: Oh ok. So, the problem, the corruption, is anchored deeply in the Tunisian 

society. You cannot simply resolve this problem quickly.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes.  The corruption is everywhere. Just everywhere.  

Rogier van Voorden: Ok. Thank you.  I do not know if you know anything about the civil society. 

They were responsible, in my view, for the start of the Tunisian revolution. They began protesting 

against the social and economic problems. Does the civil society still play that same role nowadays? 

Or are they completely gone? 
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Maaike Voorhoeve: It is difficult to answer this question. The situation is very complicated. In the 

beginning the revolution was mainly supported by unemployed people and people who demonstrated 

against the old corrupt regime.  

Rogier van Voorden: Yes. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Although there revolution is being “kidnapped” by human rights activists who 

live in the rich suburban neighbourhoods of Tunis. And those people changed the whole revolution 

into a revolution against human rights and democracy.  Many Tunisian people think that is unfair.  

People are getting more and more upset about the causes of this whole situation, namely, a 

government who is now in power who does not have any power and cannot do anything. A 

government who cannot respond to the bad economic situation and the large corruption inside the 

country.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: However, these reasons, the poor economic situation for the Tunisian population 

and the enormous corruption in Tunisia are the main reasons for the revolution. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes, that is completely true. 

Rogier van Voorden: And what can you tell me about the difference between North and South 

Tunisia. In the North, along the coast, there are major cities, like Tunis. Is there a difference between 

those regions? I am referring to the program made by Paul Rosenmoller about the Arab Spring, I do 

not know if you have seen the specific episode when he visited the cities in the Southern part of 

Tunisia? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, I know this episode, and it is absolutely true what you are saying. The 

revolution started in the South of Tunisia, not in the North. The revolution did not began in 2010, the 

revolution started much earlier. People who are living in the Southern part of Tunisia are resisting 

Maaike Voorhoeve: against the Northern part / cities. The people who are living in the South are 

supporting for a large part the Tunisian population. However, they do not receive any support from the 

North. There is a lot of profitable soil in South Tunisia, but there is no-one who is investing in this for 

example.  People were getting more and more frustrated and the difference with the situation before 

the revolution is, that the Tunisian people who live in the North know that the Tunisian people who 

live in the South are protesting a struggling to survive. 

Rogier van Voorden: That is very strange, if you think about it.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I do not know. There is no money, and you hear that there is a lot of violence 

nowadays. From the North Western part in Tunisia till the South, violence is very common. Before the 

revolution people were also fighting and committed crimes, but nowadays everyone in Tunisia knows 

that in the Southern part of the country, people are fighting.  In the South, you still have that tribal 

society. Tribes will fight against each other for power. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes. And in the Northern part of Tunisia the situation is different.  In the 

Northern part is much more prosperity.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes and this difference are frustrating the Tunisian society.  

Rogier van Voorden: I can understand that Tunisians are struggling at this moment. Also because the 

government is like toothless tiger, it does not intervene and support the population in the North, but 

especially in the South.  
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Maaike Voorhoeve: I do not know if the government cannot really do anything. Or that the 

government is not capable of supporting the population. This government… Ennahda did not have an 

economic program when the elections started. And today, they still do not have an actual economic 

program. You can understand that very little is happening then. 

Rogier van Voorden: In a conversation which I had with the Royal Dutch Embassy in Tunisia earlier 

this month, the Embassy is referring towards the political games that are currently played by Ennahda.  

Because the new mini-constitution, who should have been written by the government, is taking too 

much time. Ennahda is only trying to draw time to stay in power as long as possible. Do you notice 

this same problem?  

Maaike Voorhoeve: In my opinion, I think that we cannot know if Ennahda is deliberately drawing 

time. Furthermore, it is not only Ennahda who are playing this political game. Marzouki can also be 

one of the actors in this political game. He would like to be president as long as possible. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: If we take a look at Ennahda specifically. I can imagine that Ennahda is drawing 

time. It is a good strategy. If there would be elections today, Ennahda would lose a lot of seats in the 

constituent assembly. People who voted on Ennahda have serious regrets about this. And the new 

extremists do not vote on Ennahda either, because they are much too liberal. Ennahda can benefit if 

the elections are postponed.  

Rogier van Voorden: Are there new movements or parties, political parties, in Tunisia who are more 

extreme like some extremists prefer? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: There are of course, Islamists movements, but they do not want to form a 

political party. They just want an Islamic state, and elections cannot help to achieve this goal. But 

since a month, an Islamist party is legalized by the government. This was the first sign that extremists 

parties were allowed to participate in the next general elections.  

Rogier van Voorden: And what is the name of this political party? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: I do not know exactly, but I can e-mail you the name if you want.  

Rogier van Voorden: That would be great, thank you. 

Rogier van Voorden: This party would take the votes from the Islamists, which voted first on 

Ennahda? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: No, no, no. Absolutely not.  People, who voted on Ennahda, did not want that 

Tunisia would turn into an Islamic state. Right in front of the elections, I did do a little research about 

the elections. I asked roughly 200 people on what party they would vote. Almost everybody told me, 

that they would vote on Ennahda. I expected more seats in the constituent assembly for Ennahda 

actually. Finally only 1 out of 5 people did vote on Ennahda, whereas 50% of Tunisian people did not 

vote at all. The reason why people voted on Ennahda was because this political party was the only 

party they trusted.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Because Ennahda was the only political party which was forbidden during the 

Ben Ali regime. Ennahda always fought against Ben Ali that is one reason. People were convinced 

that if Ennahda would be in power, the revolution would be useful. Another reason why people voted 

on Ennahda is that Ennahda would not prohibit alcohol, or sexuality outside the marriage. So, Ennahda 
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would not be corrupt like all the other parties. Everything has to do with the political power and the 

dangers of the political power. Not so much with the Islam.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: The people who voted on Ennahda are very disappointed, they would definitely 

not vote on Ennahda the next time there are elections. People will choose a more secular political party 

instead.  A political party who is promising, in a reasonable way, that economy has to be improved.  

Rogier van Voorden: According to you, which political party can help Tunisia with these economic 

problems? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: A party who would make a good chance is… There are some new parties; I am 

not sure about them. The party of Moncef Marzouki definitely not. The Ettakatol political party would 

also lose a lot of votes I think.  Maybe the PDP. 

Rogier van Voorden: This party did not win a lot of seats in the constituent assembly during the last 

elections, if I am not mistaken? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes that is correct. Very strange. Because this party has been much in the news, 

people do know the PDP and their party’s general, Maya Jribi. However, Maya Jribi joined another 

movement lately which can also receive a lot of votes. In my opinion, especially political parties who 

are not extreme left or too secular will attract more voters.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I do hear a lot of people nowadays who hope that Maya Jribi will be the next 

president.  That would be something special.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: If I understand everything correctly, the new elections are not the most important 

thing which has to be arranged in Tunisia. First of all, the situation in Tunisia has to be peaceful again. 

That the government and the police force are taking back their power.  

Rogier van Voorden: Also the position of women during the Ben Ali regime was quite special in the 

Arab world. Do you see more and more women who are wearing headscarves again? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, absolutely. The radicalization is returning in Tunisia.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, but the women do not wear headscarves because of their ideology, it is also 

forbidden to wear nothing. Furthermore, the headscarf is also a fashion item, but also the life on the 

streets is getting harder and harder for a woman. You have multiple reasons why you should wear a 

headscarf and this goes beyond the ideological belief.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: This also affects me personally. I will not go outside unless I have to. You notice 

that the situation on the streets is getting more and more unsafe by the day. And this is not only 

because of the radicalized people; also the entire society is getting more and more radicalized.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: In addition, I do think that people are strengthened in a way, because the party 

on which the voted, Ennahda, has won the elections. Both men and women voted on Ennahda. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: But nowadays, Tunisians are whistling towards women, they will tell you that 

you need to wear a headscarf. You are not treated like any other normal person on the streets. And 

among these people, there are also adolescents who drink alcohol and will not go to the Mosque. It is 

getting more and more normal to discriminate women in one way or another.  
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Maaike Voorhoeve: If I am going to a restaurant where people drink alcohol... First of all, there are 

only men who are allowed there. That is not new. Before the revolution women could not drink 

alcohol also. When I was ordering a beer, and afterwards another. The waiter is telling me in a gentle 

way that I have had enough alcohol. Women should not drink so much alcohol. And of course this is a 

joke, and the waiter is not serious. Back in the old days, he would not say this at all. The ethics in the 

Tunisian society are changing.  

Rogier van Voorden: Do you have other examples, except the position the women, where you can 

see that these ethics are changing?   

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes. Yes. In so many things. 

Rogier van Voorden: Actually, you could state that the entire Tunisian ethic has changed in general? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes and the government are participating also. I will give you an example. I do 

not know if you heard the stories about blasphemy?  

Rogier van Voorden: No, sorry? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Oh, oh. That was very disturbing. There were two boys, around 25 years old, 

who made some cartoons about the prophet Mohammed and putted them on Facebook. Several people 

have accused them. One of them fled to a foreign country, but the other one was arrested. He was 

sentenced to prison for 7.5 years. The public prosecutor did not accept this and went in appeal. The 

public prosecutor demanded for 14 years of imprisonment. This appeal is now being treated by the 

Court, but since there are no independent judges, the change that he will receive 14 years of 

imprisonment is rather big. And people are very frustrated about this. If you ask people about these 

situations, they will often lie against you, because they are ashamed of their country. 

Rogier van Voorden: Ok. It is hard to understand that these things are happening for me. I am trying 

to follow what is happening in Tunisia back in the Netherlands, but I cannot find anything. 

Rogier van Voorden: I have come a bit to the end of this interview. What do you think; I do not know 

if you would be able to answer this question. Except that the government and the police force should 

regain power, what other things should happen to change the situation for the Tunisian population in a 

positive way?  

Maaike Voorhoeve:  I think it is easy said, but according to me, the government should retake all 

power and should govern Tunisia. They will have to show thoroughness. The reason why they are not 

responding has also something to do with their inexperience. Maybe the Netherlands could support the 

Tunisian government with this problem. They are probably already supporting them I think. But you 

know more about this I think. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes I do. They are definitely trying to support the government, but it is difficult 

to discuss these things with the government because they are very busy with rewriting the new 

constitution. When I talked with the Royal Dutch Embassy in Tunisia, they told me that especially 

article one of the constitutions, which states that the Islam is the religion of the state, takes a lot of 

time to rewrite.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I think that they did take a decision about these two weeks ago. I thought that 

they decided that they would not change this article. There are only some problems with the question, 

whether Tunisia should get a presidential or parliamentary system.  
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Rogier van Voorden: Oh. I did not know that this decision was already been taken. I will try to 

contact the Royal Dutch Embassy in Tunisia again and ask if they could tell me something more about 

this.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Besides the fact that the government is inexperienced. I also think that within the 

government there is a power struggle between different forces. Within Ennahda for example. Ennahda 

both has a conservative and progressive fraction. This creates a lot of tensions. I personally think that 

Ennahda is not very progressive. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: And a third reason which characterized the government is that every day there 

are scandals in the newspapers about the government. A large part of the Tunisian population is 

getting more and more upset because the government is negative in the news all the time. People are 

demonstrating and striking all the time because they want a change. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: And the government feels attacked by all these demonstrations and strikes. 

People who support the current government mention that these strikes are the work of extreme left 

parties. These demonstrations and strikes will make sure that the government cannot do anything. I 

would say that the government should act and should show everyone that they are working on a plan 

against the bad economic situation. Than the demonstrations and strikes will automatically stop. 

Rogier van Voorden: You could say that Tunisia is in a virtuous circle. The government is blaming 

extreme left parties. And extreme left is blaming the government. Furthermore, there are protests and 

strikes about the fact that there is no change, but since the police force has no power, they cannot 

intervene. Within the government there is an internal struggle for power, also within Ennahda. And 

because of this internal struggle for power, more and more time is needed to act as one government. 

Because there is no clear governmental strategy, demonstrations and protests are organised by extreme 

left parties.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes.  It keeps going on and on.  Something else what is also problematic, is the 

fact that the mandate of this government is too limited. Their current mandate, in my opinion, is 

limited in a way that they can only write a new constitution.  When you only have to write a new 

constitution, you do not have the political power to govern the country. There are far more important 

things which need the government’s attention. Maybe it is a bad decision that the new government 

only had to write a constitution.   

Rogier van Voorden: Good afternoon, Welcome to the interview between Mrs.  Voorhoeve and 

Rogier van Voorden about the Arab Spring in Tunisia. Mrs. Voorhoeve, my first question will be 

about the reason of your current visit in Tunisia. Why you are there at the moment 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Let me think, from September first I am connected to the Harvard University in 

Boston.  They are organizing several discussions about Tunisia. Furthermore, I am busy writing an 

article about the transitional justice in Tunisia. Moreover, I am collecting data for this article in 

Tunisia. 

Rogier van Voorden: Transitional Justice in Tunisia, can u tell me something more about this specific 

topic? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes of course, I do not know what you know about transitional justice in general.  

There are several studies about transitional justice, but none of these studies are being held in the 

Muslim World. Only in Iraq and Afghanistan. And in Tunisia the debates, you have to think by 

yourself, the last regime was not only characterized by large violations of human rights, but also a 
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large degree of corruption. And right at this time, they focus about the corruption during the old 

regime and also about the month when the revolution began namely, December 2010 / January 2011 in 

Tunisia. During these demonstrations 130 people were killed. These discussions are currently focused 

on these murders, instead of, what is surprising my by the way, the tortures and that kind of things 

which happened during the 23 year old regime. 

Rogier van Voorden: Right right. That is surprising me. Is the current situation safe in Tunisia? There 

are no demonstrations, and is it quiet on the streets? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: No no, it is very unsafe at this moment. It is much more unsafe than before the 

revolution. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: I have lived in Tunisia between 2009 and 2011, 1.5 years. In September 2011 I 

left Tunisia. During that time, in September the situation was already very unsafe. The situation in 

Tunisia is worsened by the day. This due to the absence of the police force. 

Rogier van Voorden:  Hmmm 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Also the absence of the government, the government does not seem it has 

strength anymore. And now I am talking about the unsafe situation for the Tunisian population.  

Rogier van Voorden: Yes yes yes, I understand that. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: And the situation is much more unsafe, due to the development of radicalization 

of the population. People are very upset on the Western countries and also about Israel. And you can 

see this in the reactions towards the Western people. That is for me personally very disturbing to 

notice.  Furthermore, there is an unsafe situation in general due to the absence of the police force and 

for people who are in one way or the other, show that they are not following this development of 

radicalization and for example people who drink alcohol or people who are going to theatres. Those 

kinds of things. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Those people are feeling very unsafe and are outlawed by the other people.  

Rogier van Voorden: Right. And what is the reason why the police force and the government are 

absent? I can understand that there are some difficulties. At this moment, there is a transition 

government, but the transition government; the coalition government does not have enough political 

power? Or, do they need more power? Or does the government nothing about the unsafe situation for 

the Tunisian population? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: I think that there are several reasons why the government lacks the power. First, 

Tunisia was a police state before. The revolution has changed the role of the police force completely. 

Due to the revolution, the police force was threatened for a long time. Because the revolution was 

initiated against the police state and against the police.  

Rogier van Voorden: Right. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: There was, for a long time, no police force on the streets because police men 

were too much afraid. Also, it is difficult to understand for police men what kind of role the play 

nowadays. Because there are no big transformations within the Ministry of Interiors, which governs 

the police force.  
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Rogier van Voorden: Hmm. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: And so, it seems that the police force no longer has a mandate.  Because before 

the revolution the function of the police force was to protect the government. Not the protection of 

civilians. But now it is requested that the police force should protect the population. But since they do 

not know how, the police force does not know what to do anymore. There is no police on the streets at 

all. That is one thing. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Another reason is that the current government is not functioning properly, but 

no-one knows why it is not working.  For many people it is difficult to determine which parts of the 

government is working and what parts do not. Or that the old government before the revolution still 

has all the power. There is a power struggle, which says that no-one has political power at this 

moment.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: And the third reason of the violence is the radicalization of the Tunisian people. 

This radicalization is being blow up by the fact that there are some many things not sure to deal with 

people who are radicalized. But on the other way, according to some people, the government is 

deliberately instigating people against each other. And this has to do with the composition of the 

government, which is dominated by the Islamite party. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: The radicalized people voted on the Islamite party during the elections. 

However, these people are far more radicalized than the political party. The Islamite party has always 

been relatively quiet. But because the Islamite party and the current government, does not convict the 

crimes of the radicalized people, or put them in jail. By doing this, it seems that they are supporting 

these radicalized people.  

In one way, the Islamite party state: we are not radical. But on the other way, because they do not 

convict the radicalized people, a large part of the Tunisian population is radicalizing.  

Rogier van Voorden: And why is the radicalization pointed against the Western countries and also 

Israel? Because first the revolution began because people started demonstrating against the police 

state, the corruption and the dictatorial regime. The Tunisian population wanted more freedom, more 

democracy. It does seem that you are saying that, the radicalization is opposing the Western way of 

living. Is this the work of Ennahda, the Islamite political party, who is currently in the government? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: No.  Because there are also many anti-Western opinions about Ennahda. Many 

radicalized people claim that Ennahda is too much in favour of the Western countries. Also Ennahda is 

pro Israel, but since Israel is one of the countries who are supporting Tunisia the most with the 

economic development, Ennahda will never boycott Israel.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I think that the anti-Western feelings… In one way, you will have to deal with 

anti-Western feelings among the whole Arab world. Also among Muslims who live in Western 

countries. In the recent years, this development has increased among all Muslims. There are several 

causes for this, one of them, 11 September 2001. And the idea that all Muslims are…  

Rogier van Voorden: Treated the same way? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, indeed.  All the Muslims think that they are the victims and it is 

unreasonable that every Muslim is treated the same way. Radicalized Muslims in Tunisia are talking 
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about this all the time. And furthermore, the current situation between the Palestine’s and Israel is also 

unacceptable according to them.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: After the revolution, the accent about the situation in Israel and the relationship 

with Western countries has to do with Ben Ali, and its good relation with the Western countries. He 

had close ties with France, Italy and of course Israel. During the Ben Ali regime you could not 

mention anything bad about the Western countries or Israel, because then you were put in jail.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: People can finally state whatever they want. And the third point has also 

something to do with the fear for colonization. Not in a fear that Tunisia would be colonised, but 

because Ben Ali left, the last piece of the colonization disappeared in Tunisia. As if Ben Ali, in some 

sort of way, was seen as a colonizer. The whole idea of anti-colonization, anti-France and anti-United 

States of America and anti-Israel perfectly fits in the ideology of Islamists. You cannot talk normally 

with anyone here about Israel. People are getting upset, also intellectuals. However, with the majority 

of the people, they do not sympathize with the Palestine’s, but it is more a feeling of us against the 

others. This feeling is fierce and violent. 

Rogier van Voorden: These feelings of violence are also used against Western tourists or against you 

in particular? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Against me, absolutely. I am not sure if these feelings are expressed against 

Western tourists. I think so.  If you ask me, we can expect something nasty before the end of the year. 

People will plan a terrorist attack against Western tourists.     

Rogier van Voorden: This frightens me a bit. In the Netherlands, you do not have any information 

about Tunisia on the news. Also not in other parts of Western Europe. What I am wondering, is the 

revolution completely done, or does it need one more extra boost? How do you see this? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: That depends on which side you support. In Islamists perspective, the revolution 

is still going on. The revolution is only completed, when all Western people leave Tunisia and Tunisia 

becomes an Islamic state with the sharia as its law. For people who are opposing the radicalized 

people, they state: we need a second revolution.  

Rogier van Voorden: To what extent former supporters of the Ben Ali regime are still in power? Are 

they present inside the government, or inside other important Tunisian institutions? According to you, 

or you cannot mention anything about this? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: I think, more and more former people are retaking power in Tunisia. It is also 

more accepted amongst the Tunisian population, in a way against the radicalization. People, who 

would like to advance in their professional career, are being surpassed by supporters of Ben Ali. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes. Yes. Yes.  

Rogier van Voorden: But, right at this moment, the social commotion due to the radicalization of the 

population and the current political situation is worsening the situation? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes and there is a politic game going on. In the government, also in Ennahda, 

demonstrations are being ended with violence and people who support extreme left political parties are 

put to prison. Especially people who support extreme left political parties. Those people who openly 

critize the government and Ennahda are being convicted, just like in the days of the old regime.  

People are afraid to openly mention which political party they support.  
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Rogier van Voorden: What about the convictions during this government? What can you tell about 

the judicial system? Is the judicial system still based on the constitution from 1957? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: 1959? 

Rogier van Voorden: Eh yeah, 1959 I am sorry. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: The constitution did not mention that much about the judicial system. The law in 

1967 does. This law has to be rewritten. This law, in collaboration with the reforms in 2005, is stating 

that judges are not independent. That is one thing. That can be seen as a fact. Judges will do 

everything what the government want. And even if they were independent from the government, then 

judges will choose the side which pays the most.  Corruption can be found everywhere here. There are 

no independent judges.  

Rogier van Voorden: In the beginning of the interview, you mentioned that you were busy with the 

transitional justice. How can you make sure that the judicial system will be honest and independent?  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I am not doing anything at all. I am just a researcher. My research is focused on 

describing the situation that is all. In the transitional justice field, many people are activist and 

researcher at the same time. However, I am not an activist. 

Rogier van Voorden: Oh ok. So, the problem, the corruption, is anchored deeply in the Tunisian 

society. You cannot simply resolve this problem quickly.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes.  The corruption is everywhere. Just everywhere.  

Rogier van Voorden: Ok. Thank you.  I do not know if you know anything about the civil society. 

They were responsible, in my view, for the start of the Tunisian revolution. They began protesting 

against the social and economic problems. Does the civil society still play that same role nowadays? 

Or are they completely gone? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: It is difficult to answer this question. The situation is very complicated. In the 

beginning the revolution was mainly supported by unemployed people and people who demonstrated 

against the old corrupt regime.  

Rogier van Voorden: Yes. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Although there revolution is being “kidnapped” by human rights activists who 

live in the rich suburban neighbourhoods of Tunis. And those people changed the whole revolution 

into a revolution against human rights and democracy.  Many Tunisian people think that is unfair.  

People are getting more and more upset about the causes of this whole situation, namely, a 

government who is now in power who does not have any power and cannot do anything. A 

government who cannot respond to the bad economic situation and the large corruption inside the 

country.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: However, these reasons, the poor economic situation for the Tunisian population 

and the enormous corruption in Tunisia are the main reasons for the revolution. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes, that is completely true. 

Rogier van Voorden: And what can you tell me about the difference between North and South 

Tunisia. In the North, along the coast, there are major cities, like Tunis. Is there a difference between 
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those regions? I am referring to the program made by Paul Rosenmoller about the Arab Spring, I do 

not know if you have seen the specific episode when he visited the cities in the Southern part of 

Tunisia? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, I know this episode, and it is absolutely true what you are saying. The 

revolution started in the South of Tunisia, not in the North. The revolution did not began in 2010, the 

revolution started much earlier. People who are living in the Southern part of Tunisia are resisting 

Maaike Voorhoeve: against the Northern part / cities. The people who are living in the South are 

supporting for a large part the Tunisian population. However, they do not receive any support from the 

North. There is a lot of profitable soil in South Tunisia, but there is no-one who is investing in this for 

example.  People were getting more and more frustrated and the difference with the situation before 

the revolution is, that the Tunisian people who live in the North know that the Tunisian people who 

live in the South are protesting a struggling to survive. 

Rogier van Voorden: That is very strange, if you think about it.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I do not know. There is no money, and you hear that there is a lot of violence 

nowadays. From the North Western part in Tunisia till the South, violence is very common. Before the 

revolution people were also fighting and committed crimes, but nowadays everyone in Tunisia knows 

that in the Southern part of the country, people are fighting.  In the South, you still have that tribal 

society. Tribes will fight against each other for power. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes. And in the Northern part of Tunisia the situation is different.  In the 

Northern part is much more prosperity.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes and this difference are frustrating the Tunisian society.  

Rogier van Voorden: I can understand that Tunisians are struggling at this moment. Also because the 

government is like toothless tiger, it does not intervene and support the population in the North, but 

especially in the South.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I do not know if the government cannot really do anything. Or that the 

government is not capable of supporting the population. This government… Ennahda did not have an 

economic program when the elections started. And today, they still do not have an actual economic 

program. You can understand that very little is happening then. 

Rogier van Voorden: In a conversation which I had with the Royal Dutch Embassy in Tunisia earlier 

this month, the Embassy is referring towards the political games that are currently played by Ennahda.  

Because the new mini-constitution, who should have been written by the government, is taking too 

much time. Ennahda is only trying to draw time to stay in power as long as possible. Do you notice 

this same problem?  

Maaike Voorhoeve: In my opinion, I think that we cannot know if Ennahda is deliberately drawing 

time. Furthermore, it is not only Ennahda who are playing this political game. Marzouki can also be 

one of the actors in this political game. He would like to be president as long as possible. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: If we take a look at Ennahda specifically. I can imagine that Ennahda is drawing 

time. It is a good strategy. If there would be elections today, Ennahda would lose a lot of seats in the 

constituent assembly. People who voted on Ennahda have serious regrets about this. And the new 

extremists do not vote on Ennahda either, because they are much too liberal. Ennahda can benefit if 

the elections are postponed.  
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Rogier van Voorden: Are there new movements or parties, political parties, in Tunisia who are more 

extreme like some extremists prefer? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: There are of course, Islamists movements, but they do not want to form a 

political party. They just want an Islamic state, and elections cannot help to achieve this goal. But 

since a month, an Islamist party is legalized by the government. This was the first sign that extremists 

parties were allowed to participate in the next general elections.  

Rogier van Voorden: And what is the name of this political party? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: I do not know exactly, but I can e-mail you the name if you want.  

Rogier van Voorden: That would be great, thank you. 

Rogier van Voorden: This party would take the votes from the Islamists, which voted first on 

Ennahda? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: No, no, no. Absolutely not.  People, who voted on Ennahda, did not want that 

Tunisia would turn into an Islamic state. Right in front of the elections, I did do a little research about 

the elections. I asked roughly 200 people on what party they would vote. Almost everybody told me, 

that they would vote on Ennahda. I expected more seats in the constituent assembly for Ennahda 

actually. Finally only 1 out of 5 people did vote on Ennahda, whereas 50% of Tunisian people did not 

vote at all. The reason why people voted on Ennahda was because this political party was the only 

party they trusted.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Because Ennahda was the only political party which was forbidden during the 

Ben Ali regime. Ennahda always fought against Ben Ali that is one reason. People were convinced 

that if Ennahda would be in power, the revolution would be useful. Another reason why people voted 

on Ennahda is that Ennahda would not prohibit alcohol, or sexuality outside the marriage. So, Ennahda 

would not be corrupt like all the other parties. Everything has to do with the political power and the 

dangers of the political power. Not so much with the Islam.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: The people who voted on Ennahda are very disappointed, they would definitely 

not vote on Ennahda the next time there are elections. People will choose a more secular political party 

instead.  A political party who is promising, in a reasonable way, that economy has to be improved.  

Rogier van Voorden: According to you, which political party can help Tunisia with these economic 

problems? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: A party who would make a good chance is… There are some new parties; I am 

not sure about them. The party of Moncef Marzouki definitely not. The Ettakatol political party would 

also lose a lot of votes I think.  Maybe the PDP. 

Rogier van Voorden: This party did not win a lot of seats in the constituent assembly during the last 

elections, if I am not mistaken? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes that is correct. Very strange. Because this party has been much in the news, 

people do know the PDP and their party’s general, Maya Jribi. However, Maya Jribi joined another 

movement lately which can also receive a lot of votes. In my opinion, especially political parties who 

are not extreme left or too secular will attract more voters.  
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Maaike Voorhoeve: I do hear a lot of people nowadays who hope that Maya Jribi will be the next 

president.  That would be something special.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: If I understand everything correctly, the new elections are not the most important 

thing which has to be arranged in Tunisia. First of all, the situation in Tunisia has to be peaceful again. 

That the government and the police force are taking back their power.  

Rogier van Voorden: Also the position of women during the Ben Ali regime was quite special in the 

Arab world. Do you see more and more women who are wearing headscarves again? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, absolutely. The radicalization is returning in Tunisia.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, but the women do not wear headscarves because of their ideology, it is also 

forbidden to wear nothing. Furthermore, the headscarf is also a fashion item, but also the life on the 

streets is getting harder and harder for a woman. You have multiple reasons why you should wear a 

headscarf and this goes beyond the ideological belief.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: This also affects me personally. I will not go outside unless I have to. You notice 

that the situation on the streets is getting more and more unsafe by the day. And this is not only 

because of the radicalized people; also the entire society is getting more and more radicalized.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: In addition, I do think that people are strengthened in a way, because the party 

on which the voted, Ennahda, has won the elections. Both men and women voted on Ennahda. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: But nowadays, Tunisians are whistling towards women, they will tell you that 

you need to wear a headscarf. You are not treated like any other normal person on the streets. And 

among these people, there are also adolescents who drink alcohol and will not go to the Mosque. It is 

getting more and more normal to discriminate women in one way or another.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: If I am going to a restaurant where people drink alcohol... First of all, there are 

only men who are allowed there. That is not new. Before the revolution women could not drink 

alcohol also. When I was ordering a beer, and afterwards another. The waiter is telling me in a gentle 

way that I have had enough alcohol. Women should not drink so much alcohol. And of course this is a 

joke, and the waiter is not serious. Back in the old days, he would not say this at all. The ethics in the 

Tunisian society are changing.  

Rogier van Voorden: Do you have other examples, except the position the women, where you can 

see that these ethics are changing?   

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes. Yes. In so many things. 

Rogier van Voorden: Actually, you could state that the entire Tunisian ethic has changed in general? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes and the government are participating also. I will give you an example. I do 

not know if you heard the stories about blasphemy?  

Rogier van Voorden: No, sorry? 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Oh, oh. That was very disturbing. There were two boys, around 25 years old, 

who made some cartoons about the prophet Mohammed and putted them on Facebook. Several people 

have accused them. One of them fled to a foreign country, but the other one was arrested. He was 

sentenced to prison for 7.5 years. The public prosecutor did not accept this and went in appeal. The 
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public prosecutor demanded for 14 years of imprisonment. This appeal is now being treated by the 

Court, but since there are no independent judges, the change that he will receive 14 years of 

imprisonment is rather big. And people are very frustrated about this. If you ask people about these 

situations, they will often lie against you, because they are ashamed of their country. 

Rogier van Voorden: Ok. It is hard to understand that these things are happening for me. I am trying 

to follow what is happening in Tunisia back in the Netherlands, but I cannot find anything. 

Rogier van Voorden: I have come a bit to the end of this interview. What do you think; I do not know 

if you would be able to answer this question. Except that the government and the police force should 

regain power, what other things should happen to change the situation for the Tunisian population in a 

positive way?  

Maaike Voorhoeve:  I think it is easy said, but according to me, the government should retake all 

power and should govern Tunisia. They will have to show thoroughness. The reason why they are not 

responding has also something to do with their inexperience. Maybe the Netherlands could support the 

Tunisian government with this problem. They are probably already supporting them I think. But you 

know more about this I think. 

Rogier van Voorden: Yes I do. They are definitely trying to support the government, but it is difficult 

to discuss these things with the government because they are very busy with rewriting the new 

constitution. When I talked with the Royal Dutch Embassy in Tunisia, they told me that especially 

article one of the constitutions, which states that the Islam is the religion of the state, takes a lot of 

time to rewrite.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I think that they did take a decision about these two weeks ago. I thought that 

they decided that they would not change this article. There are only some problems with the question, 

whether Tunisia should get a presidential or parliamentary system.  

Rogier van Voorden: Oh. I did not know that this decision was already been taken. I will try to 

contact the Royal Dutch Embassy in Tunisia again and ask if they could tell me something more about 

this.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Besides the fact that the government is inexperienced. I also think that within the 

government there is a power struggle between different forces. Within Ennahda for example. Ennahda 

both has a conservative and progressive fraction. This creates a lot of tensions. I personally think that 

Ennahda is not very progressive. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: And a third reason which characterized the government is that every day there 

are scandals in the newspapers about the government. A large part of the Tunisian population is 

getting more and more upset because the government is negative in the news all the time. People are 

demonstrating and striking all the time because they want a change. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: And the government feels attacked by all these demonstrations and strikes. 

People who support the current government mention that these strikes are the work of extreme left 

parties. These demonstrations and strikes will make sure that the government cannot do anything. I 

would say that the government should act and should show everyone that they are working on a plan 

against the bad economic situation. Than the demonstrations and strikes will automatically stop. 

Rogier van Voorden: You could say that Tunisia is in a virtuous circle. The government is blaming 

extreme left parties. And extreme left is blaming the government. Furthermore, there are protests and 



The Arab Spring in Tunisia Rogier van Voorden 

 

The Hague University of Applied Sciences   60 

strikes about the fact that there is no change, but since the police force has no power, they cannot 

intervene. Within the government there is an internal struggle for power, also within Ennahda. And 

because of this internal struggle for power, more and more time is needed to act as one government. 

Because there is no clear governmental strategy, demonstrations and protests are organised by extreme 

left parties.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes.  It keeps going on and on.  Something else what is also problematic, is the 

fact that the mandate of this government is too limited. Their current mandate, in my opinion, is 

limited in a way that they can only write a new constitution.  When you only have to write a new 

constitution, you do not have the political power to govern the country. There are far more important 

things which need the government’s attention. Maybe it is a bad decision that the new government 

only had to write a constitution.   

Rogier van Voorden: Yes, but writing this new constitution was the most important thing what had to 

be done.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I am not sure about that. Because with the constitution of 1959 is nothing wrong. 

The part which was added in 1989 is causing for problems now. If they would have removed that part 

from the constitution everything would be fine.  

Rogier van Voorden: That is very easy to say it like that, I think.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: I am not sure about that. The higher commission for political reforms, lead by 

Yadh Ben Achour, said in the first time that they would rewrite the constitution. The government 

should take care of economic and social improvements. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: However, this decision made by the commission was not legitimate according to 

many people in Tunisia. Because there was no majority for their plan, they gave their task to the 

government. Because they did this, you can see that the reforms in Tunisia stagnate in every area.  In 

my opinion, the commission should have taken a whole different decision. They should have acted 

way sooner and quicker.  

Rogier van Voorden: Nowadays, you are waiting for this constitution. 

Maaike Voorhoeve: Yes, in the first week after the revolution it would have been possible to make 

some drastic changes in Tunisian politics. 

Rogier van Voorden: Ok. I think everything is clear for me. It is clear for me in what phase Tunisia is 

in now. Thank you very much for your time.  

Maaike Voorhoeve: No problem. I hope you will use this information in your dissertation. 
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Appendix 3.2 Interview with the project manager from the Alfred Mozer Foundation (AMS) 

Rogier van Voorden: Good morning. 

Marianna Tsirelson: Good morning.  

Rogier van Voorden: Today I am interviewing Marianna Tsirelson from the Alfred Mozer 

Foundation (AMS). This Foundation has visited Tunisia from 29 till 31 March 2012. I would like to 

know why you have chosen to visit Tunisia. 

Marianna Tsirelson: There are two reasons why we have chosen to visit Tunisia. First, we have 

already been in Tunisia last year. The AMS has organised a fact finding mission in Tunisia. As I told 

you before, the AMS is not actively working in Tunisia for a long time.  We do work in countries such 

as Morocco and Jordan. We have different projects in both countries for over five years now. The 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, who is supporting us financially, is focusing more and more on the Arab 

region. Especially the countries where there have been democratic transitions.  

Marianna Tsirelson: Last year, we went to Tunisia for the first time. We have organised the fact 

finding mission. The AMS have organised different visits with members of the parliament, NGOs and 

academics. We are talking about the political situation in Tunisia with them. Last year was a first 

mission which was connected with a conference about the Arab Spring, which was organised by the 

PES (the Party of European Socialists). The PES is the socialist political party in the European 

Parliament. The AMS has participated in this conference. 

Marianna Tsirelson: Also, we are working with the PES when we are organizing conferences and 

fact finding missions. Due to the revolution in Tunisia, the AMS investigated whether it was possible 

to find suitable partners in Tunisia. That is the main reason why the AMS is organizing these fact 

finding missions. The AMS is looking for left progressive political parties. The AMS is connected 

with the PvdA in the Netherlands. Therefore, we are looking for partnerships in the left progressive 

corner.  

Marianna Tsirelson: This year, a follow-up of the conference of last year was organised by the PES, 

in which the AMS participated again. Besides this conference, the AMS, due to the few connections 

we have in this region, has established a network of young local reporters in this region. We have 

brought local reporters from Morocco, Jordan, Tunisia, Egypt, Lebanon and Palestine together for a 

training seminar in Tunis. These reporters will update us regularly with political news about their 

countries. 

Besides the AMS, we are also the European Forum for Democracy and Solidarity, I do not know if 

you have read about this forum on the website? We organised the training seminar for local reporters 

in cooperation with the European Forum. 

Rogier van Voorden: No. 

Marianna Tsirelson: That is a European platform for cooperation between European social 

democratic political parties and foundations, which do the same work as the AMS.  

Rogier van Voorden: That is quite a story at the start. What I would like to mention first is that the 

reason why you have chosen for Tunisia is that the AMS would like to find partners in the Arab 

region. Did you find any suitable partners in Tunisia? Can you tell me something more about this 

network of young reporters in the Arab region? 
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Marianna Tsirelson: The training session with these young reporters was a big success. The 

European Forum and its partners are dedicated to support the transformation and democratisation 

processes in transition countries. This is impossible to do without knowing the political situation. 

Therefore, the European Forum tries to analyse, learn and inform its partners about certain countries, 

thereby improving knowledge and extending contacts. For this reason, the European Forum in 

cooperation with the AMS saw the need to set up a network of local reporters from the MENA region, 

which will provide us with the latest news and political developments from their country.  

 

The aim of the seminar was to inform the local reporters about the work they will be doing for the 

European Forum and the AMS. Besides this, we have spoken with them about the specific political 

situation in their countries, the role of the media and the current position of women and young people 

in the Arab region. It was very interesting to notice that on one hand, that there are many similarities 

between the Arab countries. On the other hand, there are many regional differences.  

 

Rogier van Voorden: Can you mention some of these regional differences? 

Marianna Tsirelson: For instance, the role of the media is different in each country. We all know that 

in Egypt and Tunisia, the social media have played an important role during the revolutions in both 

countries. However, when you speak with people, and especially adolescents who are very active on 

social media, the influence of social media on the revolution is limited. It all began online by 

mobilizing people, but it has played a minor role in the whole revolution.  

Also, there is a difference in the use of various social media platforms being used in the countries. In 

Egypt and Tunisia, Facebook is often used. In Palestine, Twitter is quite popular.  

Rogier van Voorden: Do the AMS have appointed one reporter in Tunisia? 

Marianna Tsirelson: At this moment, we have three young reporters in Tunisia. Since we did not 

have any contacts in those countries, we had to find reporters by ourselves, and by contacting 

foundations active on the ground. This way eventually we have found 3 local reporters in Tunisia. In 

Algeria for instance, the role of the media is very limited and reserved. Therefore, here we did not 

manage to establish contacts with a local reporter. Due to this limited role of the media, a large 

revolution did not occur in Algeria. We have found someone who could be our reporter in Libya. 

However, he could not attend the seminar we had organised.  

Marianna Tsirelson: Uhmm, what was your question about? 

Rogier van Voorden: How many reporters did you have in Tunisia? You told me that the AMS have 

three reporters in Tunisia. Are those three reporters living in the same area?  

Marianna Tsirelson: They all live in Tunis. One feminine reporter is a true journalist and is working 

for a newspaper, Tunisia Live.  I do not know if you know this newspaper? It is a young and 

independent online newspaper. The other two reporters are two left progressive men. Both are 

members of the FDTL party, which is the biggest left-wing political party in Tunisia.  

Rogier van Voorden: If I am not mistaken, you have spoken with the FDTL? Can you tell me 

something more about this political party? What is there opinion about the revolution? What would 

they like to happen in the near future? Are they positive about the future of Tunisia?  

Marianna Tsirelson: As you have probably read yourself, there are complications for Tunisia. 

However, the situation before the revolution was far worse than the situation is now. During the Ben 
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Ali regime, no free elections were possible. He always won the elections with a large portion of the 

votes. A lot of political parties were forbidden during the Ben Ali regime. Furthermore, the whole 

political side of the Muslim Brotherhood, where Ennahda was founded from, was banned from each 

election.  

Marianna Tsirelson: The unemployment was getting higher and higher, especially amongst 

adolescents.  There is a large part of the Tunisian population who are young and unemployed. Due to 

these reasons, people were getting more and more frustrated. After the revolution, Ben Ali was gone 

and the Tunisian population felt liberated. Of course, they are satisfied that Ben Ali is gone. When I 

spoke with people during our trip, they told me that there are multiple points which dissatisfy people.  

Marianna Tsirelson: For instance, in the group with whom we spoke were a lot of women. These 

women were not happy with the current position of women in the Tunisian society. Before the 

revolution, Tunisia was the most progressive country of the Arab region towards women, also if you 

compare Tunisia with Morocco. Morocco is more conservative than Tunisia. Besides the position of 

women, the availability of alcohol in Tunisia is another reason which can be seen as progressive. All 

these minor things are contributing to the progressive attitude Tunisia has.  

Marianna Tsirelson: What we have heard during conversations with the Tunisian population, that 

those minor things are not so common anymore. It does say that people are getting more and more 

religious-minded again. Moreover, a large part of Tunisian adolescents is still unemployed.  

Marianna Tsirelson: When you take a look at the position of women in the Tunisian society, you see 

that there have been some changes. Women would like to take part in rewriting the constitution. 

Furthermore, there are discussions about the rights of women; those rights should be added in this new 

constitution. But women are worried about the implementation of the new constitution when it is 

finished.  

Rogier van Voorden: Are women positive about the new constitution? Do women think that the 

constitution will be done on time? 

Marianna Tsirelson: The goal of the Tunisian government is to finish the new constitution before the 

23 of October. By finishing the constitution in October, new elections can be held in March 2013. 

Whether these elections will be presidential or presidential and parliamentary elections, the 

government does not yet know. They do not know which form of government will be chosen. 

However, last week it became clear a small first version of the new constitution was presented. If I 

understood this preamble correctly, the different rights of women and minorities will be protected.  In 

this draft version of the new constitution, a mix of liberal and conservative aspects can be found.  

Marianna Tsirelson: If you look for instance at Egypt, and you compare Egypt with Tunisia, you 

would think that the Tunisian government could finish the constitution in time. Tunisia is a smaller 

country than Egypt. The constituent assembly was formed rather quickly. I honestly think that it 

should be done in time.  

Rogier van Voorden: You are quite positive about the trip the AMS made to Tunisia in general? 

Marianna Tsirelson: Hmm, no. I am very positive. 

Rogier van Voorden: Also with the current revolution and the steps Tunisia is taking in the process of 

democratic transition since the end of 2010? You do see a lot of progress of course. But what I hear 

and read about Tunisia, is that the population is getting more and more nervous.  The Tunisian 
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population is radicalized in a vast paste.  Furthermore, the position of women and the abuse of alcohol 

are getting out of control. This frightens me of course.  Do you think the media is also affected in this?  

Marianna Tsirelson: No, no. I think that in Tunisia the press and the role of the media is quite free. 

Our reporters in Tunisia are positive about the press freedom. Especially the women who is working 

for the online newspaper. This newspaper can publish whatever they want. Personally, I am following 

this newspaper and they are writing about every topic. You should visit their website and check out 

about what they are writing about.  

Rogier van Voorden: Maybe you can tell something more about the role of the AMS in Tunisia, and 

especially the establishment of this network and the relationship with the Foundations inside Tunisia? 

What are your plans for the future? 

Marianna Tsirelson: This year, we would like to organize a pilot training first. For the present, we 

have participated in different conferences about the Arab Spring. During this pilot training, the AMS 

will focus on collaboration with the FDTL. The big left-wing political party, who is also seated in the 

troika, the coalition government. Personally, I am very busy with that project. We have spoken with 

the FDTL-Ettakatol party several times. I hope we can organize a training before the end of this year.  

During this training, basic strategies and skills will be thought. Also, we are discussing the role of the 

media with them.  

Rogier van Voorden: In a way that you are giving them some political advice? How you should react 

towards certain things?  

Marianna Tsirelson: Yes, but we are giving just a basic training. They will develop some skills, but 

we are not giving them any political advice. We are no advisors, just trainers. During this training, 

people have to learn and develop their skills. Usually the training exists of a half hour of theory, 

followed by a hour in which the skills can be put in practice.  

Rogier van Voorden: Ok, so you will let them take their own decisions?  

Marianna Tsirelson: Yes, of course.  

Rogier van Voorden: And you are organizing these training sessions only for politicians? 

Marianna Tsirelson: Yes. We only give political training sessions to political parties. What can 

happen is that the AMS is working together with NGOs. These NGOs also have political interests; we 

do not cooperate with NGOs who fight for the environment for instance. Especially political NGOs 

who have the interest in turning into a political party. For instance, in Jordan we are working with 2 

left oriented political NGOs, due to the fact that the political party system is not well developed and 

there are no serious left oriented political parties. 

Rogier van Voorden: You hope that in the future, this will spread amongst other countries in the Arab 

region? Maybe even establishing a whole political network inside the Middle East?  

Marianna Tsirelson: The goal of the AMS is to find a suitable partner in Tunisia. We do have 

suitable partners in Morocco and Jordan. After the pilot training we will decide if we continue with 

each other. Based on the pilot training and on we will organize several events each year with them.  

Rogier van Voorden: Besides the FDTL, are you considering to collaborate with other political 

parties or NGOs in Tunisia?  
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Marianna Tsirelson: Personally, I have spoken with the Ettajdid party.  A small left-wing political 

party. The Ettajdid merged with two other parties into a bigger social democratic party. However, I do 

think that the FDTL Ettakatol party will be a more suitable partner for us. Also, I think that there are 

lots of possibilities with the FDTL. Although the party is quite old and big, there are still many points 

which could be improved 

Rogier van Voorden: Can you mention any concrete examples which could be improved according to 

you?  

Marianna Tsirelson: I do think that every political party in Tunisia do need some improvements. The 

reason why Ennahda has won so many votes during the last elections had to do with the fact that 

Ennahda went to every region in Tunisia in order to get votes. The other parties stayed in the Northern 

part of the country, especially in Tunis.  They did not focus on other regions in Tunisia. However, if 

you want to become a big political party, and get the support from everyone, including women and 

adolescents, you should campaign in the whole country. You will remain an elite party if you stay only 

in the capital. A political party can learn from this and about their role in other regions of the country.  

Rogier van Voorden: I have heard this before, that because Ennahda was rather good organised, they 

could address people all over Tunisia. Also, because Ennahda was the only party which was strictly 

forbidden during the Ben Ali regime, people have voted on Ennahda.  

Rogier van Voorden: Do you collaborate with other Dutch NGOs who also have an interest in 

Tunisia?  

Marianna Tsirelson: Do you mean that if we collaborate with Dutch parties in Tunisia? 

Rogier van Voorden: No, I think that you do not work together with parties directly in Tunisia. What 

I would like to know is if you work together with Dutch NGOs in a broad perspective? Do you have 

the idea that the Arab region is getting more interesting for (European) NGOs? 

Marianna Tsirelson: Yes, I do think that this is happening. All Dutch political parties have 

foundations, just like the AMS. Except the PVV, the Party for the Animals and the SP which do not 

have foundations. These foundations would like to become more active in the Arab region. And I 

believe that some of these foundations are also would like to be establish relations and partnerships in 

Tunisia. However, because the AMS did already have contacts and experience in Morocco and Jordan, 

we could establish this network quite fast.  We are also one of the biggest foundations.  

Marianna Tsirelson: Besides these foundations, you have the NIMD, the Netherlands Institute for 

Multiparty Democracy. People from all different political parties are represented in this institute.  

They collaborate with different parties all over the world. Their goal is to establish a dialogue between 

different actors, including political parties and civil society, in a country. The NIMD is very active in 

Tunisia. They have established a school of politics in Tunisia. The purpose of this school is to train 

and educate young politicians who are in the government or parliament.  

Rogier van Voorden: You can notice that the Arab region and especially Tunisia is getting more 

interesting for Dutch parties/NGOs/foundations.  

Marianna Tsirelson: Yes, absolutely. Especially when you take a look at the AMS. Our first projects 

were focused on Eastern Europe. Nowadays, due to the revolutions, where you can see a shift in 

democratic transitions, we tend to emphasize in this region.  Also in Europe, more and more 

organisations are focusing on the Arab region and the Middle East.  
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Rogier van Voorden: I do not have any more questions for you. Thank you for your time.  

Marianna Tsirelson: You are welcome. 

 

   

  


