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Based on long-term field research and action begun in 2014, my presentation explores the 
dynamics currently under way in Tunisia ten years after the revolution, from the perspective of 
Kasserine, a province on the margin of west-central Tunisia. By “margin” I mean a territory in the 
crucible of the long history of “accumulation by dispossession” which structures the relationship 
of the central Tunisian state with its periphery. 

I argue that this neglected border province, the second site of the Tunisian revolution, with its 200 
kilometers of frontier with Algeria, provides a relevant and decentered perspective to gauge the 
resilience of the authoritarian neoliberal order in Tunisia. I contend that this resilience is based on 
two levers with transnational dynamics. 

The first is the “War on Terror” launched in Kasserine from 2012-2013 against the Tunisian 
branch of al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) at Jebel Chaambi in the east of the province. 
The counter-terrorist agenda, strongly backed by Tunisia’s principal western donors, eclipses the 
social question and legitimizes a security crackdown in Kasserine. The extension of military zones 
and the strengthening of control over the border and the population help criminalize the youth of 
the margins and their protest movements. 

The second lever is the economy of the border region, which since the 1990s witnessed an upsurge 
in cross-border flows. The reorganization from 2013 of smuggling in its three categories – for daily 
necessities, profitable items, and illicit contraband – revived old social hierarchies. In particular, it 
made the survival smuggling practiced by young people excluded from the job market even more 
risky and precarious. It benefitted lucrative smuggling, structured and hierarchical, mobilizing 
transnational supply networks controlled by powerful entrepreneurs. As for the smuggling of illegal 
substances (hashish and especially synthetic drugs), which was marginal before the revolution, it 
flourished after the revolution, leading to an increase both in the supply of narcotics on the local 
and national scenes and at the same time in consumption offences among the young people of 
the popular classes. Altogether, the border economy, freed from Ben Ali’s control, benefitted the 
minority most connected to international networks eager to reinvest their profits at the Centre. 
It favored the emergence on the local and national political stages of businessmen of dubious 
wealth who enjoyed a local territorial clientelist base. 

In conclusion, I maintain that ten years after the revolution, Kasserine’s retention as a margin, a 
lowly link in the global neoliberal order, demonstrates the dual dynamics of that order: excluding 
the people but taking control of their territory, imposing security but permitting or even inciting 
the informal, the illicit and the criminal.
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This article looks at what Kasserine, a west-central Tunisian province with half a million inhabitants 
and a 200km border with Algeria, can tell us about post-Ben Ali Tunisia. From this “margin”, 
marked by the structural spatial and social disparities which underlie the asymmetrical historical 
formation of the Tunisian state1 , it aims to examine the resilience of the neo-liberal authoritarian 
order in Tunisia more than ten years after the revolution. Kasserine is thus taken as a clear example 
of what the anthropologist Lisa Wedeen has called “authoritarian apprehensions” in all three of 
its meanings: Apprehension in the sense of “arrest” or “capture”, but with the additional meanings 
of “understanding or perception” as well as connoting “ongoing anxieties”.2 

To begin with, it attempts to understand the dynamics behind the reproduction of the old social 
hierarchies and the renewal of forms of control and dispossession of the population. It argues that 
this resilience is based on two levers with transnational dynamics. The first is the border economy, 
which since the 1990s has seen a surge in cross-border activity. The second is the “War on Terror”, 
of which Kasserine province has been one of the main scenes. In doing so, it demonstrates the 
contradictory dual dynamics of that order: excluding the people but taking control of their territory, 
imposing security, but permitting or even inciting the informal, the illicit, and criminal activities.

This article is based on lengthy field work during the period 2014-2019, combining research and 
action. It draws particularly on a series of quantitative and qualitative surveys by multi-disciplinary 
teams on questions relating to the living conditions of the people, their perceptions and their border 
practices, young people and smuggling, the co-production of a research documentary, as well as 
involvement in the establishment of projects on participative local democracy in the province.

  The importance of a margin

In post-Ben Ali Tunisia, it is doubly relevant to examine the social and political dynamics at play 
from a local perspective, in this instance from a margin. For one thing, it affords a decentered view 
of the recompositions of power, the dynamics of conflict and social resistances, and the quiet 
evolutions and continuities which underlie, or even inform, the game of the actors on the national 
stage. Kasserine is moreover a suitable observation post in that it was the second site of the 
revolution, indeed the one which broke the security siege around Sidi Bouzid during the pivotal 
period from the end of December 2010 to early January 2011 which allowed the revolutionary 
mobilisations to spread throughout the country. It was at Kasserine that Ben Ali’s authoritarian 
regime met its first defeat when the police and riot squads pulled out of the town of Thala, not 
without causing the biggest number of deaths in the whole country among the insurgents and 
failing to re-establish their control there.

The magnitude of contestation in the popular quarters of Kasserine thus caused a wind of panic to 
blow through the regime. In the aftermath, its mechanisms of control and management collapsed. 
Municipal councils and the cells of Ben Ali’s ruling RCD (Rassemblement Constitutionnel 
Démocratique) disappeared, the regime’s political bosses melted away, and border posts were 
deserted. This province, relegated and stigmatized for five decades, suddenly found its invisibility 
torn aside by the revolution.

As in the rest of the country, the eruption of the revolution created a vacuum of power in Kasserine. 
For several weeks, local committees run by young people, a sort of embryonic form of popular 
self-management, established themselves as the only legitimate authority. It was a time when 
anything seemed possible. The uprising movement espoused a strong call for social and territorial 
justice which was crystallised in two unifying demands: development for the region, and the right 
to work. These resonated in the new Tunisian constitution of 2014, which established the principle 



of positive discrimination for the regions of the interior. In 2015, the Truth and Dignity Commission 
took on the file of Kasserine as “victim region” in the context of transitional justice. Even so, more 
than ten years after the revolution, Kasserine is still home to the three most disadvantaged local 
councils in the country, where the poverty rate reaches 50%3  and remains the scene of the largest 
number of mass protests in the country4.

Moreover, to observe the centre from a border margin is to confront a space of fragmented and 
overlapping power, an in-between space of thresholds and limits5.  It allows a multiscale observation, 
precisely because it is a space where the lines between the local and the national, the interior and 
the exterior, the formal and the informal, between legal and illegal dynamics are blurred. They are 
at the same time scrambled and intertwined, in a more visible way than in the centre. The reason 
for that of course comes down to the very nature of this area as a border space. The intermeshing of 
these elements takes on its full meaning today with regard to the economy in this space where the 
distinction between “formal” and “informal” commercial movements is effectively impossible to 
determine. This is not only because “formal” activities include “illegal” activities, which are often 
perceived as legitimate by the local population because they are considered the only survival 
strategy in a neglected region. It also stems from the fact that Kasserine does not depart from the 
rule of overlap, intertwining and complementarity between the “formal” and “informal” economies 
in terms of the actors involved, the processes for producing products, the routes followed by the 
flow of goods, their supply chains, the border crossings, their transport …6 

By “margin” we mean a spatial and social construction produced by a long history of dispossession, 
violence and neglect by the central power, creating multiple forms of inequality and resistance. 
So much so that the long-term result is an implacable social reproduction of poverty and 
subalternity. The marginalisation of Kasserine stems from two mutually-entangled processes of 
impoverishment which have simultaneously impacted the contemporary social history of this 
territory and informed its relationship with the centre.

The first process concerns the impoverishment of the peasantry of this region, starting from 
the 19th century, reinforced by agrarian colonisation from the beginning of the 20th century, 
and maintained by the post-colonial state since 1956. In the collective memory of Kasserine’s 
inhabitants, the peasants’ revolt of 1864 against the rule of the beys and its consequences 
constitute an iconic sequence in the genesis of this “margin”. Led by Ali Ben Ghedhahem, the 
insurrection rallied the tribes of west-central Tunisia (Sidi Bouzid and Kasserine of today). It 
opposed the decision of the governor appointed by the Regent Mohamed Es-Sadok Bey, who ruled 
at the time in the name of the Ottoman Empire, to double taxation on the peasantry in order to 
ward off the country’s financial crisis7.

The impact of this event is underlined by the Tunisian historian Abdeljelil Temimi who asserts that 
“the history of our people in modern times has never witnessed a movement of such magnitude and 
such a popular awakening against the governors who weighed them down with taxes and oppressed 
them. Thus it is that the masses proclaimed the suppression of new taxes, and demanded the 
appointment of native governors rather than mamelukes, and the abrogation of the Reform Law”8. 
The power of the beys was so shaken that the French, English and Italian fleets were inspired to take 
up position in the ports of the Regency with a plan to occupy the capital Tunis “in the event that the 
insurgents attack the European quarters.9“

The revolt was bloodily crushed. Destructive punitive expeditions were organised throughout 
the country. The rulers “imposed on the people, in terrible conditions, heavy indemnities and new 
taxes which ended up ruining them”10. More than 150 years later, these events are still vivid in the 
collective memory of the people of Kasserine, immortalised by an oral repertoire of popular songs 



and poems11, which keep alive the sad memory of the violent dispossession of the impoverished 
peasantry of the region, and the bravery of Ali Ben Ghedhahem12.

Under the French protectorate, the sequestration of the peasantry’s property gathered pace, 
notably with the establishment of a land register appropriating the most productive lands for 
European and French settlers13. From 1890, a new policy dubbed “official colonisation” was 
established with the aim of installing French settlers in the countryside, taking over, in particular, 
the collective lands of the tribes (‘arsh) as well as forests14. In Kasserine, this policy flayed the 
peasantry and provoked the revolt of 1906 which was bloodily repressed15 .

From 1920, the progressive spread of agricultural mechanisation by French colonisation aggravated 
unemployment among the peasants and prompted a rural exodus of the landless16 . The country’s 
independence did nothing to change the relationships of domination in the rural areas. The new 
elites in power did not countenance any democratic agrarian reform that would challenge the 
interests of the big landowners and guarantee the poor peasantry access to land, water and credit. 
The landowners were moreover the main beneficiaries of the recuperation of colonial properties, 
initially left in the hands of the private sector. Negotiations with France, opened in 1960, for the 
recuperation of lands in the border zone with Algeria were inconclusive. In 1964, following in the 
footsteps of Algeria, Tunisia nationalised the European settlers’ lands17 , but failed to give them to 
the poor peasants18 .

The adoption in the 1960s of the “planned economy” through the spread of the cooperative system 
to peasant smallholders in order to make “viable holdings”, which was applied in 1968-1969 to 
all state lands, did not change things, in that it did not apply to the big landowners. Even after 
this experiment was halted in 1969, the recuperated lands continued to belong to the state, and 
those who worked them generally continued to receive a small salary in line with the agricultural 
minimum wage. From the 1970s, the policies of economic liberalisation and the capping of 
agricultural prices at low levels, coupled with mechanisation - the enduring watchword of post-
independence agrarian policy - aggravated at one and the same time a drop in manpower engaged 
in agriculture19, the rural exodus20, the impoverishment of the peasants21, and the degradation 
of the lands. “Land policy took the form in particular of an aggravation of the fragmentation of 
holdings, an increasingly obvious concentration of landowning, and ever more limited access to the 
land for smallholders”22 .

Added to all that was the diminution of alfa grass23 in Kasserine province. The degradation of 
the land and urban spread considerably reduced harvests of this wild plant, hitherto considered 
by the settlers as “a precious asset”24 whose harvesting was carried out by “the natives” to the 
benefit of the French state25 . So alfa, which until the 1990s was the main source of income for the 
impoverished peasants, with women largely undertaking the tough and ill-paid toil of harvesting, 
was no longer able to alleviate the poverty of the most deprived26.

The second process of impoverishment is more recent, affecting the young. It concerns the structural 
unemployment among young people which has continued to grow in step with the implementation 
of structural adjustment programmes and austerity policies in the country. This unemployment 
highlights two significant facts in the province. The first is the reduction of salaried staff, the result 
in particular of the shrinking of the social state and the curtailing of job creation in the public 
sector for new arrivals on the labour market27. The second concerns soaring unemployment among 
young graduates, which since 2000 has become a massive fact reflecting the failure of education 
as a social elevator. Thus ten years after the revolution, unemployment continues to afflict 45% of 
young people in the popular quarters of Kasserine city, the provincial capital, 66% of whom have 
no social security, while 74% of school leavers consider themselves drop-outs28.



It is in the popular quarters of the provincial capital, the product of several waves of rural exodus 
from the surrounding countryside, that these two processes of impoverishment crystallised and 
came together. These “cities from below”29 which developed over the last 30 years, are home to, 
on the one hand, the generation of fathers uprooted from their rural world. Mainly agricultural 
workers or poor peasants, they are for the main part poor and little-educated. On the other, the 
younger generation, children and grandchildren, with a certain amount of education because of 
the democratisation of the school30, but mainly on the fringes of the workforce. Divorced from the 
land, their only option is to resort to border commerce and smuggling to survive31 . 

  The border economy

Imposed by France in 1902, the Tunisian border with Algeria is a recent colonial construction 
separating and dispossessing families and tribes whose lands straddled the line, drawn with a view 
to establishing the “nationality” of water wells32. Assuredly, “In a colonial context, border lines 
were the privileged loci for building colonial space.”33 The boundary lines became a militarised 
zone. Deemed porous during the Algerian war of independence, they were reinforced by French 
“armed defence lines” in order to cut the guerrillas of the National Liberation Army off from their 
rear bases in Tunisia. After independence in 1956, the two countries had to confront and negotiate 
the problem of delimiting their border. The last border demarcation agreement was signed in 
1993. Two of the nine border posts between Tunisia and Algeria (Bouckabka and Haïdra) are 
located in Kasserine governorate, just a few tens of kilometres from the Algerian town of Tebessa. 

As with Tunisia’s southern border with Libya, the western border with Algeria has never prevented 
family ties, mixed marriages and economic and commercial exchanges between the border 
populations. But in the 1980s, as the economic crisis worsened and austerity policies were 
adopted, the living conditions of the inhabitants deteriorated. The border thus emerged as the 
only resource for the majority of the Kasserine population, exhausted by precarity and the lifting 
of subsidies on basic necessities. It was crossed by people seeking cheaper foodstuffs in Algeria, or 
to bring back fuel to re-sell, using unobtrusive byways or counting on the indulgence or complicity 
of border post officers. 

From the 1990s, the border economy and informal cross-border trade gradually changed in scale 
and contributed to the social reconfiguration of Kasserine. Petty food smuggling, close-range, 
localised, little organised and based on family ties, found itself overtaken by a new, more “juicy” 
form of trafficking, structured and hierarchised, mobilising national and transnational supply 
chains as well as prosperous suppliers and clients. 

The growth of cross-border activity with Algeria bore witness to new “commercial centralities” 
and consumption patterns among the middle classes34. In recent years, several research works 
focused on “the new silk road” between Algeria and China, analysing the importance of Algeria in 
the reorganisation of trade networks in the east and south of the Mediterranean35. These studies 
in particular show how the end of the monopoly of the Algerian state on imports in the 1990s, and 
later China’s joining the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, strengthened transnational trade 
networks between Algeria and China. In particular it caused the development of transnational trade 
centres in Algeria (mainly at Ain Fakroun and El Eulma with its “Dubai market”36 ), which supply the 
national and transnational markets, including that of neighbouring Tunisia, with furniture, mobile 
telephony, microcomputers, cheap clothes etc.

Kasserine thus became one of the routes, albeit secondary, of globalisation. Taking advantage of 
price differentials and the complicity of security services, there began a flow of tobacco, cigarettes, 



fuel, household appliances, alcohol, foodstuffs, building materials, livestock, car parts, electronics 
(TVs, mobile phones, ACs), iron rods...and even cannabis. But just as in the case with the Libyan 
border, at Kasserine it is also the families of Ben Ali and his wife which took over the most lucrative 
trafficking and ensured the recycling of the proceeds in the formal economy37. Contraband was 
thus completely controlled by the state and its security organs. 

So the intensification of the border economy did nothing at all to stimulate Kasserine, nor to improve 
the living conditions of most of its inhabitants. Kasserine remained well and truly neglected, playing 
the role of “margin” in profitable smuggling, offering its territory as a transit zone and its youth as a 
reservoir of cheap labour. Otherwise, the trafficking benefitted above all the centre, with Tunis and 
its coast tolerating only the modest enrichment of a number of local actors. 

The revolution of 2011 shook the border space. The withdrawal of security forces and the fall of 
the Ben Ali regime impacted its three components. Everyday smuggling expanded. Young and less-
young unemployed, vulnerables and school dropouts, taking advantage of the relaxing of border 
security controls and the subsequent upsurge of traffic, took part in various low-level activities. 
They hired themselves out as porters, warehouse guards or lookouts with the big and medium 
smugglers. The most successful among them took loans with the support of their families and 
bought themselves 4x4 pickup-trucks to transport fuel, often re-sold in the province38.

For its part, “juicy” smuggling, well integrated in the formal economy since the time of Ben Ali 
(building material feeding into the real estate sector, alcohol supplying tourism on the coast etc.), 
freed itself from the control of the ruling families. The next in line experienced a rise, marked 
by the sharpening of rivalries for the sharing of former networks, the control of supply lines and 
products, and negotiation with newcomers enticed by easy gains and the new opportunities 
offered by the opening of the Libyan market after the fall of Gaddafi. 

The smuggling of illicit goods (cannabis and drugs, especially synthetic ones), marginal before the 
revolution, prospered after 2011, leading both to an increase in the supply of narcotics to the popular 
quarters of Kasserine and to problems of addiction among the young. The entrepreneurs involved 
were often identified as former adjutants in the Trabelsi family networks (Ben Ali’s in-laws)39.  

Just over a year after the fall of Ben Ali, the rise of jihadi salafism prompted the reinforcement 
of border controls. In July 2013 the authorities even announced an “anti-smuggling” plan. This 
new situation brought about a brief curtailing of cross-border activity affecting above all the 
“everyday” smuggling, exposing the most deprived to penalties, ruinous bribes and repression. 
The small players sank deeper into vulnerability and insecurity. In December 2015-January 2016, 
Kasserine thus experienced the biggest and most heavily repressed social movement since the 
2011 revolution. 

But far from eradicating smuggling, the return of security to Kasserine simply reconfigured it. 
To be sure, it made “everyday” smuggling of foodstuffs etc more uncertain, especially for the 
most deprived. But at the same time, it did nothing to halt the “juicy” smuggling. On the contrary, 
the stirring-up of rivalries which it had provoked among local actors ended up strengthening 
the position of the strongest among them, those who had succeeded in reinforcing their local 
clientelist anchorage by distributing a rare resource in the province, thus achieving a lever to 
access local power (or to reconquer it, in the case of former Ben Ali adherents)40. 

While we have little information about its protagonists and their collusion with political or security 
actors, the smuggling of illicit products appears to have proven its resilience41. The same holds true 
for the modes of internal regulation of this traffic, its distribution networks, and the territorialisation 



of its hierarchies (wholesale, semi-wholesale, street dealers etc.). However, observation of the 
popular cities of Kasserine reveals the growing social visibility of the consumption and sale of 
cannabis, synthetic drugs and illicit pharmaceuticals among the young of both sexes, as well as the 
appearance of new forms of violence linked to this traffic42. Some young activists do not hesitate 
to accuse the police of complicity in it, with the aim of achieving social control and pacification, 
especially in times of contestation. 

If smuggling in its different forms has succeeded in adapting to the new post-revolutionary context, 
it is certainly because the governance of Kasserine has basically not changed since the fall of 
Ben Ali. Apart from the fact that the public powers have followed the same economic policies, 
they have continued to resort to two well-worn methods in dealing with the social and territorial 
fissures in the country. Firstly, in tolerating certain petty smuggling activities as a palliative for 
massive unemployment. And then, in having recourse to assistance policies favouring populations 
deemed “vulnerable”, such as needy families and long-term unemployed graduates43, in order to 
maintain a degree of social peace. 

But above all, underlying the resilience of this economy is the retention of social hierarchies 
maintained by a State which produces and supports the “informality” produced by the growing 
inclination of the border economy, in its formal and informal varieties, to press on the modes of 
wealth accumulation of the dominant élites. 

  The “War on Terror”

The second lever is the “War on Terror”. In Kasserine, it was deployed to confront the Katiba Uqba 
bin Nafi, a Tunisian-Algerian jihadist group affiliated to Al-Qaeda in the Maghreb (AQIM) which 
since 2012 had implanted itself in the mountains of the province, pursuing a regional strategy 
targeting above all Algeria44. From 2015 on, this war was also directed against Jund al-Khilafa, an 
offshoot of the Katiba affiliated to the Islamic State (ISIS)45. Even though the jihadi revolt remained 
small in numbers and never managed to control territory or even to win sympathy among the 
people, its recurrent attacks on the army and National Guard46 gradually eclipsed the “narrative of 
revolution” in favour of the “narrative of counter-terrorism”47. 

From then on, the imperative of reestablishing order at Kasserine displaced any vague desire for 
reform of the security apparatus, lynchpin of Ben Ali’s authoritarian regime48. From 2015 on, the 
“anti-terrorist” struggle was officially framed in a strategy49 governed by a new anti-terrorism law50. 
The latter adopted “a broad and ambiguous definition of terrorist crime which can be designated 
such without regard to the intentions of the person committing it. It includes, among other things, 
an extensive definition of the crime of defending a terrorist organisation, the imposition of capital 
punishment for 17 terrorist crimes, and establishes the principle that suspects may be held in custody 
for five days, renewable twice, without access to a lawyer for the first 48 hours”51.

So Kasserine experienced the establishment of new forms of surveillance and population control. 
The use of CCTV cameras and the extension of military zones, the multiplication of patrols and 
fixed and mobile checkpoints at town entrances and exits, and satellite surveillance, were all 
deployed, backed by the state of emergency in force uninterruptedly since 2015.

In Kasserine, the “War on Terror” established itself straight away as transnational within a global 
agenda. From now on, national and international security experts, political élites in power and 
fund donors would perceive this border zone as a threat52. The association between smuggling 
and terrorism in public debate established itself as the only authorised framing53. It was certainly 



encouraged by the attacks of 2015 in the coastal town of Sousse54, and the attack on the town of 
Ben Gardane in the south in 2016 by a guerrilla squad from Libya claiming to be from the Islamic 
State (ISIS). 

The “anti-terrorist” agenda boosted security cooperation between Tunisia and its traditional 
partners. Algeria, which dug trenches along the border to protect itself from its neighbour, also 
further reinforced its bilateral military cooperation with Tunisia on the struggle against “the 
passage of terrorist elements and trafficking of all sorts”55. The training of Tunisian security 
forces, joint patrols, intelligence sharing, aerial surveillance of the border zone, monitoring of 
communications, were all organised56 .

At the same time, the defence sector received a growing volume of western military aid in the field 
of “counter-terrorism and counter-insurgency”57. In July 2015, Tunisia was formally accepted as a 
Major Non-NATO Ally (MNNA) of the United  States. While the economic and social crisis deepened, 
the budgets of the Interior and Defence ministries, and spending on arms and munitions, expanded. 
 

Source : Institut national de la statistique

From 2013 on, the reinforcing of security in the province went hand in hand with the rehabilitation 
of security governance in all the country’s “margins”. The campaign against the “porosity” of the 
border blurred perceptions of the cross-border economy, flouted the “regulated informality”58  
of smuggling, and as a consequence criminalised its small players. The judicialisation of law 
enforcement was deployed with the logic of criminalising social movements59. 

In the popular quarters and the interior regions of the country, despite official speeches about 
“neighbourhood police” and the “legitimacy of social demands”, protest policing followed no logic 
of pacification or the maintenance of order60. In Kasserine, as elsewhere in the country, for lack of 
a social policy, the “War on Terror” permitted the reactivation of capabilities for disciplinary and 
arbitrary control and legitimised the restraint of the young from the popular classes61. In 2019, 
more than 14% of young people asserted that they had been arrested or imprisoned62. 

  Conclusion

In Kasserine, more than ten years after the revolution, spatial and economic relegation remain a 
central dynamic of the reproduction of social subalternity. Thus, even though the former ruling 



party was dissolved and the Ennahdha party - despite its weakness in the governorate - ruled 
the country through a variety of alliances, social structures in the province have not changed 
at all, to the extent that they have remained deeply anchored in a border economy organising 
and perpetuating differential access to resources and power. Kasserine well and truly reconfirms 
Eric Hobsbawm’s analysis according to which “Power, notably the ability to exercise control over 
populations and resources through coercion, lends itself to many more historical variations than 
economic and social structures, whose evolution remains slow.”

To be sure, smuggling through Kasserine governorate is only a weak link in the chain of the 
country’s border economies, which operate above all on the Libyan border or indeed the maritime 
border through the port of Rades63. But as a margin, Kasserine seems to serve a purpose for the 
neoliberal order, despite and thanks to its relegation. It is useful not so much as a reserve of cheap 
labour for indirect investment, or for its natural resources, but more as a space for “reshaping the 
state in its margins”64, that is to say as a relay and a space for the deployment of its resilience 
after the earthquake of the revolution. It is a question firstly of the resilience of the old social 
hierarchies which have moreover since the municipal elections of 2018 permitted the emergence 
onto the political stage of old and new local businessmen, with little regard paid to the legality 
of their business. These latter take part in the reactivation of clientelist relationships as a mode 
of political legitimation. Additionally, it is a question of the resilience of control and coercion 
capabilities which notably participated in the strengthening of the army’s role in the country. 

Kasserine thus serves to illustration a strong hypothesis of H. Lefebvre according to which a space 
is above all a “social relation” and as such “cannot be separated either from the division of social 
labour which shapes it, or from nature, or from the State”65.

Since 2020, in Tunisia as in other countries, the Covid health crisis has strongly impacted the 
relegated areas and poorest people66 and increased unemployment67. In Kasserine in particular, 
this was mainly the result of the decline of the border economy due to the strong contraction of 
informal and formal flows68. All the more so since, according to many inhabitants, the Algerian 
authorities seem much more strict in controlling the border because of the pandemic and even the 
Hirak (the protest movement that broke out in Algeria in 2019). This context provoked a new wave 
of protests in January 2021 in Kasserine and in the working-class neighborhoods in the country, 
to which the government responded with repression and a large campaign of arrests69. In other 
words, in Kasserine, the neoliberal order continues to be challenged on its margins. 
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“marks the transition of the Tunisian peasantry from a state of passive submission to French colonisation to one of armed 
insurrection. It is the first case of bloody resistance since that of the bedouins in 1881...and it resonated strongly in Tuni-
sia and internationally.” Timoumi, 1993, p.15.1 

16 Sethom, 1992, p.21. 

17 Sethom, 1992, p.23 

18 Ayeb & Bush, 2020. 

19 Since the 1970s, the decline in the active agricultural population has been accompanied by a trend towards greater 
female employment. See https://inkyfada.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/EtudeFAO.pdf 

20 Note that “after the slowdown registered since the mid-1970s, migration between governorates experienced an in-
crease in the period 1999-2004” (FAO). Moreover between 2009 and 2014 central west Tunisia experienced the biggest 
negative migration balance in the country:  -39.5%. 

21 It should be recalled that in Tunisia we have “ no statistical series on agricultural revenues, neither overall nor by type 
of activity”, as the FAO study recalls: “An evolutionary analysis of real gross margins yielded by family holdings in the 
period 1985-2004 shows a more or less general downward trend over the entire period, meaning a tendency towards a 
reduction in real revenues for these holdings.” Jouili, 2008 

22 Jouili, Kahouli, Elloumi, 2013. On the fragmentation of land see BESSAOUD and TON NU, 2017. 

23 Stipa tenacissima, alfa, is a perennial herbaceous plant of the Poaceae family which grows in arid regions of the west-
ern Mediterranean basin and is used for making paper and weaving handicrafts. 

24 In the 1930s it covered a total area of 1.2m hectares. 

25 Célérier, Cholley 1931, p. 325. 

26 A series of interviews conducted in various parts of Kasserine between 2014 and 2020. 

27 In Kasserine only 0.9% of the young aged between 18 and 34 described themselves as “junior public servant, techni-
cian or teacher”. See Ben Zina, Lamloum, Abdel Baky, 2020. 

28 Idem 2020. 

29 I refer here to the collective work of Rosa Bonheur : La ville vue d’en bas. Travail et production de l’espace populaire, 



Edition Amsterdam, Paris, 2019. 

30 In North Kasserine, the rate of young university graduates is relatively high and at 19.5%, close to the national average. 
See Mohamed Ali Ben Zina, Olfa Lamloum, Mariam Abdel Baky, 2020. 

31 In north Kasserine, only 0.3% of young people between 18 and 34 describe themselves as “peasants” and 0.5% as “ag-
ricultural workers”, while 43% say they are unemployed and 20.7% class themselves as «petty artisans, independent 
workers or small businessmen». See Mohamed Ali Ben Zina, Olfa Lamloum, Mariam Abdel Baky, 2020. 

32 See Blais, 2011. 

33 Idem. 

34 This cross-border commerce established itself also as an essential mode for the middle and popular classes to access 
consumption of standardised products at more affordable prices. See especially Asef Bayat and Linda Herrera (eds.), 
2021. 

35 See especially Belguidoum, Chouadra, Alikhodja, 2019. BELGUIDOUM & PLIEZ, 2019 and 2012. 

36 El Eulma specialised in household goods, furniture, mobile telephony, microcomputing and hardware while Aïn Fak-
roun went for cheap clothing. 

37 Ayadi & al. 2013 

38 Young people and smuggling in the Kasserine region of Tunisia, International Alert report, 2016. https://www.inter-
national-alert.org/sites/default/files/Tunisia_YoungPeopleSmuggling_EN_2016.pdf 

39 A series of interviews conducted in Kasserine, 2017. 

40 On Ben Ali’s regime see Lamloum & Ravenel (edit.), 2002. 

41 See Dr. Najd Badri, « Drug Policy in Tunisia: Towards an Evidence-based Human Rights and Public Health Ap-
proache, Center for Applied Policy research, CA Perspectives on Tunisia, n°2, 2017. https://www.cap-lmu.de/down-
load/2017/CAPerspectives-Tunisia-2017-02.pdf 

42 When asked what is the biggest risk facing young people in the governorate, more than 27% say addiction. See Ben 
Zina, Lamloum, Abdel Baky. 

43 Kasserine governorate is one of the first beneficiaries of the scheme known as “chantiers”, which offers unemployed 
young people a small wage and a precarious fixed-term contract in exchange for public service work. 

44 See Hanlon and Herbert, 2015. 

45 Herbert, 2018. 

46 Especially during 2014. 

47 See Aliriza, 2015. There are no official figures of the number of fighters, but several independent sources estimate them 
at a few dozen. Interview with a lawyer, Kasserine, winter 2017. 

48 From 2014, trials were organised at Kasserine itself of insurgents who took part in attacks on police posts in January 
2011 during the revolution, while the police who took part in the repression remained at liberty. See Henda Chenaoui, « 
Violences policières en cascade, pendant le procès de Mohamed Omri », 29 May 2014, Nawaat. 

49 On the Tunisian counter-terrorism strategy see the site of the Commission nationale de lutte contre le terrorisme : 
http://www.cnlct.tn/fr/?page_id=1026 

50 Organic Law No. 2015-26 of 7 August 2015, concerning the campaign against terrorism and the suppression of mon-



ey-laundering, modified and completed by Organic Law No. 2019-9 of 23 January 2019. 

51 See the résumé of the Alternative Report submitted by Avocats sans frontiers, Ligue tunisienne des droits de l’homme, 
TDH, the l’Organisation mondiale contre la torutre on the VI th periodic review of Tunisia by the Human Right Com-
mission, 128th session, 27-2 March 2020 : https://omct-tunisie.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Rapport-Alternatif-
pour-lexamen-du-VI%C3%A9me-Rapport-P%C3%A9riodique-de-la-Tunisie-par-le-Comit%C3%A9-des-Droits-de-
lHomme-D%C3%A9pliant.pdf 

52 Published in November 2013, the International Crisis Group report: “Tunisia’s borders: Jihadism and Contraband” 
had a big impact in Tunisia. 

53 A thesis advanced by the Algerian authorities and eventually adopted by their Tunisian counterparts. See the analysis 
of Aliriza, op. cit. 

54 On 6 July 2015, shortly after the attack at Sousse, Tunisia designated large areas of the border with Algeria closed mil-
itary zones, and declared a state of emergency. See the two presidential decrees in the Journal officiel de la république 
tunisienne, n°54, 07/07/2015, p. 1907-1908. 

55 In June 2013, the two countries established a military coordination commission charged with preventing the passage 
of “terrorist elements and trafficking of all sorts.” 

56 See Benantar, 2016. 

57 See The Evolution of Tunisia’s Military and the Role of Foreign Security Sector Assistance, Hijab Shah and Melissa 
Dalton, Carnegie Middle East Center, April 2020. 

58 The reference is to the critical analysis by Max Gallien of the idea of “general porosity” : Max Gallien, “Informal Insti-
tutions and the Regulation of Smuggling in North Africa,” Perspectives on Politics 18, no. 2 (2019): 1–17. 

59 Particularly through prosecutions launched against unemployed graduates who organised sit-ins demanding the right 
to work. 

60 On the notion of pacification see Fillieule & Jobart, 2020. The most recent example to date is the repression of the 
protest movement of January 2021 which witnessed the arrest of hundreds of minors in the popular quarters and the 
regions of the interior. 

61 In April 2016 more than 45 national and international NGOs issued an appeal for human rights to be respected during 
the campaign against terrorism. 

62 Ben Zina, Lamloum, Abdel Baky, 2020.

63 Hamza, 2021. 

64 Raeymaekers & Timothy, 2012 

65 Lefebvre 2005. 

66 In its document Suivi de l’impact socio-économique du COVID-19 sur les ménages tunisiens, published in October 
2020, the Institut National de la Statistique (INS) states that “44% of households asserted in early October that their fi-
nances had deteriorated compared with before the crisis.” 

67 According to the INS, the unemployment rate in the second quarter of 2021 reached 15.4% overall, and 23.6% for 
women. 

68 A series of interviews with young people and civil society activists in Kasserine, June 2021. 

69 “En Tunisie, tour de vis sécuritaire contre les manifestants de janvier”, interview with Olfa Lamloum, Le Monde, 15 
March 2021.
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