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AUTHORITARIAN NOSTALGIA  
AND PRACTICES IN NEWLY  

DEMOCRATISING CONTEXTS: THE 
LOCALISED EXAMPLE OF TUNISIA 

 

Giulia Cimini1 

Introduction  
 
In recent years, concern about the rise of a global tide of authoritarianism 
has increased (Glasius 2018; Moghaddam 2019; Diamond 2020). On the one 
hand, several democracies have been backsliding (Bermeo 2016), with leaders 
such as Erdogan in Turkey, Duterte in the Philippines, Orbán in Hungary 
and Modi in India regularly branded ‘authoritarian’. Likewise, the 
deterioration of democratic institutions affects other Western countries with 
a long track record of upholding basic freedoms and rights, like the United 
States (Freedom House 2020a). On the other hand, the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA), which still accounts for a significant geographical 
concentration of authoritarian or semi- authoritarian regimes, has largely 
circumvented attempts at democratisation in the last decade. In 2010–11, the 
much- criticised democratisation studies came back onto the agenda of 
scholars and policymakers for a time, challenging long- dominant 
assumptions of Arab authoritarian ‘exceptionalism’. Yet, after only a few 
months, possibilities for democratic change seemed far more remote, and 
Tunisia remains the only democratic success in the region, though President 
Kais Saied’s power grab in summer 2021 is challenging this. 

Authoritarian drifting in established democracies and authoritarian 
resilience are two distinct phenomena. However, a practice perspective is an 
important and under- appreciated lens of analysis through which to look at 
new developments in both cases. This is key to examining what 
authoritarianism may look like in democratic settings, as well as in those 



 

 

contexts where democracy has not yet taken root. Several factors may 
account for this lack of analysis. So far as democracies are concerned, Glasius 
(2018) points out at least three possible explanations: firstly, the fact that 
‘authoritarianism’ is usually conceived in negative terms as a ‘shortfall of 
democracy without a definition in its own’ with the risk of unhelpfully 
stretching the term; secondly, the overemphasis on electoral malpractice, so 
that it overshadows other dimensions of the ‘quality’ of democracy; and, 
thirdly, the almost exclusive vantage point of the nation- state level of 
enquiry, which dismisses tout court the role played by globalisation. As Topak 
et al. recall in the introduction to this volume, when it comes to portraying 
resilient authoritarian regimes, scholars privileged structural explanations 
drawing attention to factors like the legacies of de- institutionalisation and 
identitarian ties (Heydemann 2016), rent-d istribution mechanisms and elite 
co- optation (Brynen et al. 2013), foreign alliances (Yom and Gause 2012) 
and brute coercion (Bellin 2012). All these approaches follow more 
traditional frameworks typical of the authoritarian resilience paradigm so 
dominant in the 2000s after the disillusionment with the region’s hopes of 
democratisation in the 1990s. They centred on the political role of the 
military, on the security apparatus, or on the exploitation of sectarian 
cleavages above all.  

Focusing here on the MENA region, the limits of a merely structuralist 
approach, not least in terms of dichotomous views, are evidenced by another 
phenomenon: the cross- country persistence of mobilisation and social 
unrest regardless of regime (re)configuration. This is an indicator of a more 
variegated reality on the ground, which can hardly be frozen in a binary logic 
of authoritarianism versus democratisation. Indeed, despite a significant 
variance and diversity in post- 2011 political trajectories, contentious 
moments and protest movements have never ceased to punctuate Arab 
politics, as clearly epitomised by what is often called the ‘Arab Spring 2.0’ 
with the 2018–19 upheavals in Sudan, Algeria, Iraq and Lebanon (Schwedler 
et al. 2019). Not unlike the calls to re- evaluate the micro- dynamics of 
struggle and dissent for a more comprehensive understanding of 
contemporary Arab politics (El Issawi and Cavatorta 2020) so as to capture 
what Heydemann (2002) calls ‘politics under the radar’, the detection of 



 

 

micro-practices of authoritarianism directly speaks to the more plausible 
presence of changes within continuity and that of continuities within change.  

A practice- oriented approach offers valid insights for both established 
democracies and enduring authoritarian regimes, however different the 
forms they take might be: liberal autocracies (Brumberg 2002), authoritarian- 
democratic hybrid regimes (Stepan and Linz 2013), grey zones, semi- 
authoritarian entities, among a wide variety of adjectives as descriptors of 
different forms of polity that are neither ‘classic’ authoritarian nor fully 
democratic. But what about fully- fledged relatively new democracies? 

This is, indeed, a third scenario –  in addition to established democracies 
experiencing authoritarian tendencies and resilient authoritarian  regimes –  
that deserves attention and that is equally lacking in the exploration of 
authoritarian practices. Unlike other case studies in this book, the present 
chapter analyses this possibility through the atypical example of Tunisia. In 
stark contrast to the most recent wave of democratic recession, democracy 
has taken hold in Tunisia (Diamond 2020). Nonetheless, the country finds 
itself in a peculiar situation. On the one hand, wide sectors of Tunisian 
society have successfully reclaimed and re-appropriated the public space, 
with the achievement of unprecedented levels of civil and political rights. On 
the other, most of the same old elites and governing methods have remained 
in place, notwithstanding the initial euphoria of breaking with the Ben Ali 
regime and the authoritarian practices it embodied. At the same time, and 
alarmingly, the new system has so far failed to address key aspects of social 
justice and economic development.  

This chapter thus revolves around two main research questions. How 
does ‘nostalgia’ for the autocrat’s myth play out in Tunisia’s new-born 
democracy? To what extent do legacies of the old regime manifest 
themselves? The argument is that the remnants of authoritarianism are 
manifested in the revival of pre-existing patterns of securitisation and police 
abuse nurtured by a feeling of authoritarian nostalgia and the parallel 
discrediting of the democratic system, with both acting as direct incentives 
and ‘negative’ inducements respectively. In other words, an illusory nostalgia 
for strong, centralised power capitalises on the widespread malaise for unmet 
social welfare demands and the ambiguities in ruling elite re- composition. 
This sentiment resurfaces from time to time and accompanies accusations 
against a dysfunctional democratic system (Brumberg and Ben Salem 2020). 



 

 

Meanwhile, legal battles to circumvent revolutionary claims, ensure impunity 
for old economic and political elites and expand legal protections for security 
forces, alongside the heavy-handed response to some key protests against the 
backdrop of the securitisation mantra, all rest on the old regime’s toolkit and 
mindset, although to a different extent.  

Hence, this chapter illustrates the shortcomings and contradictions of an 
unclear break with the institutions and politics of the days of dictatorship. 
First, it will reflect on the concept of authoritarian nostalgia and the leaders 
playing this card. It will then focus on empirical cases like police 
empowerment and the heavy- handed response to some key protests, 
alongside other practices that, without being necessarily authoritarian, favour 
counter- revolutionary sentiment. It concludes with a likely generalisation of 
the findings from the experience of Tunisia. 

The Trap of Authoritarian Nostalgia 

In Tunisia, there has been no return to heavy- handed autocratic forms. 
Likewise, there is no unified reactionary front, nor new systematised 
authoritarian practices permeating all levels of governance and reducible to 
a single, centralised and coherent logic of action. Yet, some troubling trends 
have been emerging and can be described as multi-f aceted authoritarian 
reflexes. First is the return of political currents claiming not only Bourguiba’s 
modernist and statist heritage but also Ben Ali’s legacy, which results in a 
proud claim to a mythical past with a fairly strong grip on the population. 
Second are the revival of practices and attitudes which were hallmarks of the 
former regime. Third is the disillusionment with the new political order on 
the basis of its poor socio- economic performance, that is, the failure of a 
much- wanted ‘social’ democracy to emerge and meet those demands of 
social justice included in the calls for ‘bread’ and ‘dignity’ of the revolutionary 
slogans (Teti et al. 2019). It is the cumulative effect of these aspects that 
hinders democratic anchoring and even fosters democratic setbacks. This 
failure characterises also the case of Iraq where socio- economic demands 
have not been met despite almost two decades of pluralist politics. In her 
chapter in this volume, Costantini (2022) shows that Iraqi security services 
manage socio- economic dissent through ‘authoritarian reflexes’, including 
both traditional violent repression and new methods of coercion.  



 

 

The first trend relates to authoritarian nostalgia, which is but one of the 
manifestations of democratic backsliding. It refers to sentiments among 
citizens that idealise past periods of authoritarian rule. With nostalgia, a 
disappointing present is contrasted with a romanticised conception of the 
past, and of its strongmen. This phenomenon is not unique to Tunisia and 
has been observed in both transitioning and consolidated democracies. Yet, 
as de Leeuw et al. (2018: 5) note, the literature tapping into this nostalgic 
element is relatively scarce and the few extant studies tend to focus on 
Central and Eastern European countries and their communist- socialist 
legacies, virtually ignoring right- wing authoritarian regimes. As for those 
countries, for example, Neundorf and her colleagues (2020) have shown 
higher nostalgia and weaker democratic support among individuals who grew 
up under authoritarianism. In contrast, Al Shamary (2018) recalls other 
studies demonstrating that in sub-S aharan democratising countries it is 
especially the youth who are more supportive of authoritarianism precisely 
because they did not live under authoritarian constraints. During my 
participant observation in Tunisia since 2014, it was common to hear 
sentiments of nostalgia expressed by ordinary people, which could easily be 
summarised (and simplified) in the refrain ‘We were better off when we were 
worse off’. Though anecdotal, these observations are corroborated by several 
surveys. Data from the Afrobarometer (Meddeb 2018) have documented, for 
instance, a decreasing rejection of one-p arty rule (‘only’ 51 per cent, down 
from 68 per cent in 2015) or one- man rule in the country (from 79 to 61 per 
cent). According to the Arab Barometer (2019), the percentage of those 
associating democracy with negative t erms –  for example, ‘indecisive’, 
‘ineffective at maintaining stability’ and ‘leading to weak economic outcomes’ 
– has grown between 2010–11 and 2016–17, although it then began to drop. 
Notably, young people are more likely to blame their country’s economic 
challenges on its democratic configuration (Arab Barometer 2019). At the 
same time, the same surveys capture a high level of support for democracy 
despite its ‘faults’ (79 per cent).  

These data are not necessarily as contradictory as it may seem at first 
glance. Rather, they confirm the coexistence of multiple trends and 
preferences that the binary logic of democratisation and authoritarianism 
fails to account for. Unsurprisingly, dissatisfaction with government 
performance and the instability of the present largely contribute in explaining 



 

 

the roots of authoritarian nostalgia, and the support that many Tunisians 
provided for the summer 2021 ‘constitutional coup’ on the part of the elected 
president speaks to this. With the democratic model still failing to address 
the redistributive claims raised in the 2011 uprisings, the people’s discontent 
with (formal) politics significantly increased. This allows a nostalgic rhetoric 
to gain ground, in parallel with anti-e stablishment forces, narrow-minded  
nationalism and populist stances. In the aftermath of the 2011 pro-d 
emocracy uprisings, the clear will of the founding fathers of the Second 
Republic to prevent the authoritarian return of Ben Ali’s style of  governance 
–  intimately associated with centralisation and personalism in the collective  
perception –  has been constitutionalised with ‘interwoven powers’ invested 
in the heads of the executive branch: the prime minister on the one hand and 
the president of the Republic on the other. In recent years, some challenged 
the effectiveness of the semi- presidential regime adopted in the constitution, 
and former president Beji Caid Essebsi (2014–19) often pushed for 
constitutional amendments towards a ‘presidentialisation’ of the system. The 
conjunction of the slow pace of reforms enacted by newly democratic 
institutions with his strong  presidency –  legitimised by direct popular v ote 
–  has frequently pointed to the ‘dysfunctions’ of the new-b orn democratic 
regime for the stalemates it often causes. In other words, the core of the 
crisis lies in the way the political system is currently designed as it divides, 
and thus weakens, executive power. Such a condition echoes from time to 
time in a growing nostalgia for a strongman in contrast to the alleged 
inefficiency of corporate but polarised bodies, like parliament and 
government, in facing the country’s economic and security challenges. In 
this, the ‘mythology’ surrounding the political, economic and social 
development in Ben Ali’s Tunisia plays out (Cavatorta and Haugbølle 2012). 

Whereas  Essebsi –  alternatively considered the champion of Tunisian 
modernism and the guarantor of stability or a symbol of counter-r evolution 
and democratic  backsliding –  endorsed this narrative as an incumbent, anti- 
establishment forces also jumped on the bandwagon. Among others, the 
conservative, anti- Islamist and ultra- nationalist right- wing Free Destourian 
Party (Parti destourien libre, PDL) emerged in Tunisia’s political landscape in 
2019–20. Its outspoken leader, the 45- year- old lawyer Abir Moussi, is the 
former Deputy Secretary General of the disbanded Democratic 
Constitutional Rally (RCD), Ben Ali’s ruling party. She openly claims his 



 

 

heritage (I’m a Ben Aliste, she says) and challenges the revolutionary gains. In 
the 2019 parliamentary elections, the PDL came in third place after Ennahda 
and the personalist Heart of Tunisia party with 6.6 per cent of votes. Since 
then, there has been a crescendo in popular support for Moussi’s party. 
Recent surveys on voting intentions from Tunisian polling agencies Sigma 
Conseil and Emrhod Consulting showed that the PDL is in a virtual dead 
heat with Ennahda with around 22 per cent (The Arab Weekly 2020). Virtually, 
the party has more than tripled its consensus in less than a year. On a related 
note, Moussi’s husband is the chief of one of the many police unions that 
mushroomed over the course of 2011 and 2012 after having been for long 
banned from forming professional associations or going on strike (Sayigh 
2015), and ‘she’s become the political spokesperson for the police unions’ 
(Kimball 2019). It could be of secondary importance, were it not that the 
latter acted as strong reactionary forces. This is clearly evident in their 
hostility towards Tunisia’s Truth and Dignity Commission, which is charged 
with investigating the gross human rights violations that the Tunisian State 
has committed since 1955 in order to provide compensation and 
rehabilitation to victims. Police unions have also been lobbying MPs, even 
by threatening to stop protecting them, for the adoption of controversial 
laws to their benefit, and have put pressure on judges in a number of trials 
involving police officers (Grewal 2018; Walsh 2019). In the midst of a 
pandemic, and with the parliament disagreeing on everything, a draft law 
seeking to expand legal protections for domestic security forces and customs 
officers was recently revived in the assembly by Moussi’s PDL after being 
shelved back in 2015. By proposing sentences ranging from three months to 
three years in prison for anybody criticising the actions of law enforcement, 
the amendment caused a public outcry. It showcases an ‘outdated conception 
of the security forces, one in which citizens should show a level of respect to 
law enforcement that practically borders on worship’ (Dahmani 2020). Some 
also point to the enhancement of police powers and the politicised use of 
military courts against civilians as facilitating factors for a potential 
strongman’s takeover in a still fragile democracy (Grewal 2019). This legacy 
and authoritarian nostalgia mutually reinforce each other. At the same time, 
they go hand in hand with the renewal of practices typical of past 
authoritarian regimes, of which the police in particular have become the 
protagonists, as the next section illustrates.  



 

 

Old Wine in New Bottles? The Shadows of Authoritarian Tendencies 

Regardless of potential strongman (or -woman) takeovers, shadows of the 
old regime play out in a number of distinct yet interrelated aspects. The first 
of these is the re-l aunch of old practices under the country’s new ‘state of 
exception’ and the post- 2015 securitisation mantra. These practices were 
part and parcel of the authoritarian arsenal to safeguard the previous regime 
and suppress dissent, and include restrictions on public gatherings, and 
restrictions on freedom of movement, assembly and expression, as well as 
broad licence for the police to arrest and detain people on security- related –  
or terrorism- related –  charges. Second, during the spread of Covid- 19 new 
practices emerged, but their character seems nonetheless ephemeral and not 
yet reducible to a single, coherent state project. Finally, it is worth reflecting 
upon initiatives that, without being authoritarian per se, nurtured a widespread 
sense of impunity enjoyed by old regime elites and apparatus, further 
reducing accountability and strengthening clientelist and personalistic 
networks (Mohsen- Finan 2018).  

In short, Tunisia has not elaborated new authoritarian practices thus far, 
but rather has selectively restored some of the old ones that never entirely 
disappeared, especially with regard to the Ministry of the Interior (MoI), a 
pillar of the former authoritarian regime. Indeed, a notable difference with 
the past is that whereas ‘authoritarianism’ was previously centralised by the 
Presidency, Ben Ali’s legacy of authoritarian rule and practices is far more 
scattered and outside of political control. In a way, and in parallel with the 
increasing weaknesses of governments and parliament, not to mention the 
absence of fundamental democratic institutions like the Constitutional 
Court, multiple competing centres of power are emerging, like police unions. 
Notwithstanding their fragmentation, they have increasingly become 
powerful actors, with little or no control from elected politicians. Under Ben 
Ali, Tunisia ‘was commonly considered a police state par excellence’ and one 
of ‘the most heavily policed states in the world (Lutterbeck 2015: 1). The 
MoI was, to use Lutterbeck (2015)’s terms, ‘presidentialised’ in that it was 
under the direct control of the Presidency. Whereas the country’s level of 
police density prior to 2011 is still debated and available figures were later 
considered to be deliberately inflated (Hanlon 2012), the generally held 
perception of the Tunisian police’s omnipresence is a striking feature of the 
past regime (Lutterbeck 2015). The police were not only a tool of Ben Ali’s 



 

 

authoritarian rule, as widely acknowledged (Camau and Geisser 2003; Hibou 
2006), but became a symbol of corruption, repression and nepotism: in other 
words, a symbol of the regime itself. Notably, Bouazizi’s self-i mmolation 
after police confiscated his merchandise was the perfect example of 
something familiar to many Tunisians (and Arab citizens): arbitrary and 
humiliating treatment by the state, personified by police officers. 
Unsurprisingly, police stations were a major target of the demonstrators’ 
anger during the 2011 uprising.  

The police can rightfully be considered a key reactionary force in post- 
2011 Tunisia. When talking about revived practices pointing to the reflexes 
of authoritarianism, securitising protests and policing citizens have to be 
mentioned. As Gordner (2019: 15) notes, mobilisations by the pro- 
transitional justice and anti- corruption movement Manich Msamah (I Will 
Not Forgive) ‘were met with infiltration, surveillance, repression, and 
arrests’. In addition to nationwide movements like Manich Msamah or the anti-
a usterity and pro- dignity Fech Nestanneou (What Are We Waiting For?) 
campaign in response to the new financial law in January 2018, there were 
also more localised protests. Indeed, since 2015 protests have become 
increasingly fragmented and decentralised (Vatthauer and Weipert-F enner 
2017) on issues of under- development and mismanagement of resources, 
rocking especially the south- west and south- east of the country. The year 
2016 marked a new critical moment of social unrest following the suicide of 
unemployed graduate Ridha Yahyaoui, which recalled Bouazizi’s iconic self- 
immolation. In particular, protests spread in the interior and southern 
regions of Kasserine, Tatatouine and Kebili. Setting aside their local 
specificities, all these protracted protests see young people in precarious 
employment at the core of mobilisation. Securing employment and local 
development are key demands, and road blocks, riots and sit- ins are the main 
modalities of action. The way in which the police dealt with the new wave of 
protests hit a sensitive nerve, given the violence employed and the overall 
repressive attitude various police forces adopted at the local level. The 
disproportionate use of force was a restoration of old practices. Beyond 
policing people, and as part of the securitisation strategy, defamatory rhetoric 
was used to discredit protesters by insinuating that criminals or terrorists had 
infiltrated the movement, threatening the country’s security (Okkez 2016). 
For instance, during the mobilisation against the energy corporation Petrofac 



 

 

on the Kerkennah Islands (Sfax region) in 2016, many accounts tell of 
surprise night- time police raids as counter- terrorist operations, a massive 
display of force with tear gas and water cannon, hardly discriminating 
between protesters, or between protesters and the general population (Feltrin 
2018). In June 2020, the indiscriminately violent crackdown on peaceful 
demonstrators protesting their difficult economic situations in the southern 
town of Tataouine was equally alarming. Human rights violations and police 
abuses were common practice in authoritarian Tunisia, resulting sometimes 
in deaths and mostly targeting opponents of the regime. Yet, as Lutterback 
(2015) recalls, the system relied more on forms of ‘administrative control’ 
than on the physical disappearance or elimination of opponents. In the most 
recent years, harassment and abuses became increasingly random.  

In Tunis, multiple cases of police violence against women, LGTB 
activists and lawyers were reported (The Observers 2020). According to 
human rights organisations, different cases of police violations, even 
culminating in unlawful killings, are emblematic of a wider pattern of abuse 
and brutality. Even more worrying is the absence of impartiality of 
investigative judges when the suspected crime perpetrator is a police officer, 
and the lack of transparency in decision-m aking, resulting in stalled 
investigations and no accountability. For example, in March 2018, a young 
football supporter’s death made national headlines. Nineteen-y ear- old 
Omar Laabidi drowned in a canal when, after a football match, he was 
pushed into it by a group of policemen who ignored his claims that he could 
not swim (Amnesty International 2019). The hashtag ‘t3alem 3oum’ (Learn to 
swim), recalling the alleged retort of the policeman to Omar, went viral, 
sparking outrage. In another case, Ayman Othmani, 19, was shot in the back 
during a raid by customs officers on a warehouse in Tunis, where they believe 
smuggled goods were stored. According to witnesses, officers surrounded 
Ayman after they had shot him and beat him while he was unconscious 
before he died from his wounds (Amnesty International 2019). All these 
episodes, which are by no means isolated, resume pre-existing patterns of 
violence and impunity. 

The heavy-handed approach of police and other security forces has also 
been legitimised in light of the dominant securitisation mantra. As the 
followers of the Copenhagen School would put it, the securitisation process 
dramatises politicised or non-politicised issues as issues of supreme priority, 



 

 

that need to be dealt with using urgent and extraordinary measures, even 
breaking democratic rules. In this sense, terrorism has become an all- 
encompassing category for all sorts of mobilisation, and the securitisation 
mantra was easily adopted and justified after the 2015 terrorist attacks on 
foreign tourists at the Bardo museum in Tunis and the beach resort in 
Sousse. Watchdog organisations have not ceased to denounce police abuses, 
torture and a disproportionate level of surveillance, which all threaten 
democratic freedoms in the name of counter-terrorism (Amnesty 
International 2016; Human Rights Watch 2018). Against this backdrop, the 
state of emergency continuously in place since 2015 provides the 
government and the Interior Ministry with exceptional powers, allows the 
monitoring of the press, and imposes significant constraints on individuals’ 
movements and public demonstrations, among others. In its last report on 
Tunisia, Freedom House (2020b) confirms that under the state of emergency 
thousands of people have faced severe restrictions on their freedom of 
movement and arbitrary arrests have continued to take place. 

This permanent state of exception, long before the lockdowns and 
curfews imposed by the Covid-1 9 outbreak, spread the idea of an illusory 
‘normality’. What should be extraordinary circumstances have been 
increasingly normalised and are becoming part of ordinary life in a 
democratic/democratising society. When reflecting upon the diffusion of 
illiberal practices in many NATO and European Union countries, Laurence 
(2019) recalls Walter Benjamin’s aphorism that ‘the state of emergency in 
which we live is not the exception but the rule’ to introduce the tricky if not 
dangerous effects of permanent emergencies. Unsurprisingly, these 
worldwide restrictions were introduced as counter-terrorism tools, 
particularly after 9/11 (Lyon and Haggerty 2012). Tunisia is no exception. 
Agamben’s (2005) thought- provoking claim that the suspension of the legal 
order to face an existential threat is becoming the dominant paradigm of 
government in contemporary politics and democratic societies fits Tunisia 
well. The extent to which the state of exception is normalised and 
consolidating as a mode of governance remains an open question, but, 
undoubtedly, the Tunisian ‘war on terror’ has been frustrating many of the 
civil liberties acquired since 2011. What is clear, though, is that it favoured 
the resumption of old practices and the (re-)empowerment of actors which 
the previous regime was based on, like the security forces. The exogenous 



 

 

shock of the 2015 attacks accelerated the long- awaited reform of the security 
sector, but with a lighter footprint than originally intended. Indeed, the 
performance-d riven approach typical of Security Assistance programmes 
aimed at modernising equipment and improving training standards 
overshadowed the more comprehensive Security Sector Reform that 
encompasses issues of governance, ethics, rule of law and human rights. On 
the domestic front, the terrorist threat sped up the adoption of the 2015 
counter- terrorist law, which replaced the strongly criticised 2003 Anti- 
Terrorism Act. The latter, interestingly, had been neither abrogated nor 
amended after the revolution. The ‘favourable’ juncture after the terrorist 
attacks allowed the new law to see the light of day, but, despite some 
improvements, it has been referred to as a return to a ‘police state’, with 
regard to those provisions relating to the extension of the period of detention 
and the (re-)introduction of the death penalty (Human Rights Watch 2015), 
as well as for the wide- ranging immunity granted to investigators and for the 
infringements on the right to privacy (Privacy International 2019). 

Whereas all the examples mentioned in the previous paragraphs directly 
point to the revival of old practices, with the spread of the Covid-1 9 some 
additional practices have been introduced, namely the technology for 
tracking citizens’ movements enforcing the lockdown, the absence of judicial 
recourse and the delegation of measures usually prescribed by judicial 
authorities to security officers – like mandatory hospitalisation (Jrad 2020).  
On closer inspection, though, these practices are not completely new either. 
It is the ‘exceptional’ circumstances in which they were taking place that are 
new. While Tunisia’s fledgling democracy is more likely to be threatened by 
the economic fallout than a securitised response to the pandemic, and despite 
reassurances about the temporary nature of ‘exceptional’ measures, the 
prompt deployment of anti-Covid technology to monitor the population  –  
like drones for detection and robots to enforce the  lockdown –  is not 
exempt from criticism. As French and Monahan (2020: 8) argue, surveillance 
dynamics as part of the authorities’ response to the pandemic strictly pertain 
to ‘sociocultural constructions of (in)security, vulnerability, and risk’. The 
readiness to deploy this  technology –  first produced in 2015 for security  
uses –  to patrol civilians in the streets easily fits into an existing pattern of 
resumed securitisation. This is all the more so given that such cutting- edge, 
expensive technologies are largely if not completely absent from other 



 

 

sectors of society, from public administration to justice, education and 
healthcare. For the sake of clarity, the MoI did not deploy massively remote- 
controlled robots, but limited this experiment to the Tunis capital, and with 
very few units. Known as P- Guard, they were equipped with infra-r ed and 
thermal imaging cameras and interacted with suspected violators of the 
lockdown (Ministry of Interior 2020). However, their employment still 
remains problematic.  

Against this backdrop, the short-lived proposal for a draft law aimed at 
fighting fake news and criminalising online defamation was seen in some 
quarters as a renewed attempt to restrict freedom of expression and 
information under the guise of combating the Covid- 19 emergency (Ben 
Mbarek and Aliriza 2020). During the pandemic, a number of bloggers and 
online activists were arrested and several received prison sentences for 
posting purportedly fake news about the coronavirus (Freedom House 
2020c). Others have been prosecuted on charges of defamation and online 
offences following their criticism of security forces and of local public 
officials’ poor management of the crisis (ibid.). Indeed, Decree No. 115 of 2 
011 – the new Press   Code – provides some protection for professional 
journalists, but does not include bloggers. In addition to this vacuum, the 
most significant problem lies with the judiciary, which continues to employ 
laws from the Ben Ali era that have not been amended or substituted since. 
Hence, whereas the 2014 constitution bans censorship and enshrines the 
right to free expression and freedom of the press, the ‘old’ penal and 
telecommunications codes are still in place, infringing on those rights. These 
are exactly the practices that caused many to fear a U- turn on the progress 
achieved since the uprising, and that are indicative of persisting legacies from 
the past even in the new democratic setting. 

Furthermore, it is worth noting that authoritarian reflexes resurface, 
leveraging specific practices and discourses, as well as highly symbolic battles 
that have nonetheless practical implications, not least the re-empowerment 
of old regime personalities. Notably, reactionary forces –  meaning here old 
regime cronies and networks first of  all –  engaged in legislative battles over 
transitional justice. Lustration provisions and the reconciliation law are a case 
in point. Whereas the former aimed at safeguarding Tunisia’s democracy 
from recalcitrant former ruling elites reclaiming the Destourian legacy of the 



 

 

Ben Ali or Bourguiba regimes, the latter should have helped the country to 
move towards genuine national reconciliation.  

Lustration proposals initially enjoyed strong support from both Islamist 
and leftist parliamentarians in the Assembly, but were firmly opposed by the 
supporters of the newly- founded Nidaa Tounes party and its leader Essebsi. 
However, as part of a distinctive learning process connected to the 2013 
critical juncture which prompted the Islamist party’s readiness to negotiate 
(Cimini 2021), Ennahda’s leadership changed course, and abandoned the 
pro- revolutionary demand for a lustration provision in the transitional 
justice law. By the end of 2013, despite significant controversy and criticism 
within the party’s rank and file, the transitional justice law passed without the 
chapter on the ‘immunisation of the revolution’ which would have banned 
former regime officials from holding political office. In April 2014, when the 
issue re- emerged during the vote on the electoral law, a specific provision 
banning former RCD officials from running for office at the following 
elections was rejected.2 The reconciliation law for its part inflamed public 
debate for two years. On 13 September 2017, Tunisia’s parliament finally 
approved the Law on Administrative Reconciliation (Organic bill 49-2 015). 
Initiated by president Essebsi as the ‘Reconciliation in the Economic and 
Financial Sectors Bill’ (Assembly of the Representatives of the People 2015), 
the original draft was intended to provide amnesty to businessmen, and to 
political and administrative figures of the post- independence periods. In 
exchange for dropping legal proceedings against them, they would have to 
pay a fine and return the assets allegedly earned illicitly. According to Essebsi, 
the bill would have served the triple purpose of cutting red tape, improving 
the investment environment through the regularisation of many 
businessmen’s pending positions, and boosting national development 
projects through the reclaimed money. In a similar vein, Ennahda also 
backed this unpopular bill, suggesting that it would ultimately contribute to 
increasing investments in disadvantaged regions and favour job creation, 
while also being a building block of the consensus needed for the country’s 
successful transition. Far from working towards ‘reconciliation’, such a law 
deeply interfered with the ongoing transitional justice process by allowing 
many public officials and state employees to evade it. In doing so, this law 
reinforced the idea of politics as the ‘hostage’ of specific lobbies or 
personalities with the old regime being still in force. Famously, in response 



 

 

to it, the pro-transitional justice and anti- corruption Manich Msamah took to 
the streets. This leftist and mostly youth- led movement was finally partially 
successful insofar as it forced parliament to repeatedly amend its proposals 
so that the final version of the bill ultimately granted amnesty to 
administrators, but, notably, not to politicians, and on condition that there 
was no evidence they derived personal gains from their action. Yet, the 
difficulty in possessing overwhelming evidence is so great that the rule can 
easily be circumvented, as some observers note (Brésillon 2017). This law 
left a widespread sense of impunity, and the triumph of a ‘business as usual’ 
logic, to the detriment of the revolutionary spirit.  

To sum up, lustration provisions and the reconciliation law abide by two 
different logics: exclusion and inclusion of old regime  personnel –  be they 
ruling party members, administrative cadres, or businessmen above all. By 
extension, what is also at stake is the rejection of the practices and values 
they represent, so entrenched with the autocratic regime. Through rejection 
of the former bill and adoption of the latter, old governing practices and 
people become legitimised. Also, the transitional justice mechanisms are 
diminished in that they fail to reckon with a legacy of large-s cale past abuses 
in order to ensure accountability. In turn, the gains of the revolution are 
symbolically eroded.  

Conclusion 

The ‘regression’ of democracy worldwide comes with a number of 
implications in both democratic and non-democratic contexts. In young  
democracies like Tunisia, ignoring both the existence and the causes of 
authoritarian nostalgia and other practices could have serious political and 
social repercussions, ranging from escalating anti-government or anti- system 
protests to further democratic backsliding. In a post-authoritarian setting like 
the Tunisian one, the path of reforms and policymaking should move away 
from past mechanisms. As a result of regime change, an equal change in elite 
personnel, structure and policies is expected. In practice, though, the 
outcomes of regime change are not always so clear- cut. Instead of looking 
for a clear break with the past, or a break partly fulfilled, it would be more 
useful to see whether and to what extent there exist ‘shadows’ of 
authoritarianism, which may materialise in a given set of practices or mindset. 
Tunisia is not the only country to experience strongman nostalgia, which has 



 

 

both historical and contemporary parallels. For example, Applebaum (2020) 
identifies a blend of ‘cultural despair’ with ‘nostalgia’ in established 
democracies, translating to what she calls the ‘restorative nostalgia’ typical, 
for example, of the Brexit campaign or Trump’s ‘Make America Great Again’ 
slogan. In comparative terms, the experience of Tunisia confirms the likely 
unavoidable authoritarian legacy that young democracies have to deal with. 
It also clearly points to the fact that this legacy is all the more reluctant to 
recede when the legitimacy of the new system of governance is weakened. 
Furthermore, Tunisia displays a number of tendencies and practices 
observed in established democracies, like increased securitisation and police 
brutality. Likewise, cynicism towards democracy in the United States and 
Western countries seems to be stronger among younger people, alongside 
political apathy and an increase in toleration of authoritarianism (Foa and 
Mounk 2016), not unlike in this Maghrebi country.  

A practice-oriented analysis is key to seeing whether, and how, 
authoritarian nostalgia will manifest itself in the future, without the 
constraints of rigid categorisation of regimes and without necessarily 
questioning the democratic form, but rather appreciating the different 
nuances it can take on. After all, no alternative form of hegemony has been 
developed yet in response to the crisis of ‘authority’ expressed by the 
uprisings (Schwedler et al. 2019), a fact that reminds us how matters are in 
flux. Future empirical work can be used for theory building and improve our 
understanding of post- authoritarian settings and of the conditions under 
which reactionary forces self- perpetuate, intersecting people’s expectations 
(or frustration) not least according to a specific set of socio- economic 
variables.  
Note 

1 The research for this work was supported by the Gerda Henkel Foundation under 
the ‘Security, Society and the State’ programme. 
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