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Foreword

If ignorance indeed is bliss, then inside the general run of the Western com-
mentocracy at the time of the upheavals that began in 2011 in the Arab region,
verily bliss it must have been in that dawn to be alive, trilling tweets, firing off
op-eds, and doing pundit TV. Instant sweeping political change, the drama
of day-by-day twists and turns, magically omnipotent mobile media, “our”
Facebook, the ever-mysterious Orient: “they” don't hate us after all; why, look
how they are suddenly becoming “us”...at last!

From 2011 onward, the pundits divided broadly into two groups. There
were those who knew very little about the region but were mesmerized by
then-new information technologies, and who gushed with frothy optimism
about the digital transformation of Arab-hood. The stereotype of Arab emo-
tionalism fused with the instantaneity of “social” media.

The second group was in some ways even more impregnably invincible
than the first. Dismissing information and communication technologies as
somewhere between epiphenomenal and incomprehensible, they sought
comfort in caressing continuity. The Middle East was still irrevocably what it
was and would always be. The region’s oft-quoted demographic skew toward
the under-25s somehow stayed a statistical abstraction. Yet those younger citi-
zens were the most likely to be actively exploring fresh communication hard-
ware and software avenues.

Mohamed Zayani’s detailed study of how these upheavals took shape in
one country in the region before, during, and since 2011 whisks us away from
both these reductive frameworks. Drawing upon Henri Lefebvre’s analyses of
the sociology of daily life, Michel de Certeau’s explorations of subterranean chal-
lenges to the official order, Asef Bayat’s discussions of “social non-movements”



x  Foreword

and Béatrice Hibou's “historical sociology of the political,” Zayani traces out
the intricate web of unanticipated consequences that over the decades led up
to 2011's explosion.

Anchored in his own experience of Tunisia, but armed equally with the
insights of distance through being based elsewhere in the region, Zayani gen-
erates a rigorous and convincing narrative of events—one that heavily under-
scores the need for comparably penetrating studies in Egypt, Syria, Yemen,
Bahrain, and Libya. Whether focusing on the regionally distinctive roles of
Tunisia’s legal profession and labor union activism, or on the lure of new com-
munication technologies for well-educated younger Tunisians in search of en-
tertainment, or on the sterility of most of Tunisia’s official media up until 2011,
or on the advanced Internet surveillance techniques that went hand in hand
with the country’s embrace of the Internet as a key component of modernity,
Zayani forms a composite picture, piece by piece, of a digitally connected
social movement, which to almost everyone’s astonishment evolved into
powerful challenges to Zine El Abidine Ben Ali’s despotism.

It is, frankly, a fascinating account. The author also takes care to include the
story’s international dimensions, particularly the role online activists in the
diaspora played. This historical, on-the-ground yet subterranean exploration
of how these trends and processes gradually and unexpectedly grafted them-
selves on to each other, or clashed, leaves the commentocracy’s simplistic
shibboleths by the side of the road.

Tunisia’s story continues. But to have this exceptionally well-grounded case
study provides a marvelous foundation for understanding what may now tran-
spire there, and possible repercussions within the region. It also offers a highly
suggestive model for a multilevel approach to the complex dynamics of social
movements over time, their numerous communication formats, their relation-
ship to the state and economic change. It moves decisively beyond hitherto
conventional models of social movement actors that characterize them as
mute, noncommunicating pieces on a Rational Social Actor chessboard.

Particularly, this account fleshes out the enduring importance of carefully
studying the various roles played by small-scale media of all kinds within the
genesis, apogee, and recomposition of social movements. It does so by using
sociological, historical, and political analysis, and by resolutely avoiding the
standard media studies vice of media-centrism. These nano-media today in-
clude uses of smartphones, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, blogging, and other
digital connective media. Ten and twenty years from now, perhaps, a whole
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fresh array of digital titles and options will dominate debates on the nano-
media generated within social movements. .

Sacial movement media, to be found past and present all over the planet,
are only recently coming to be taken with the seriousness they deserve, no
longer dismissed out of hand as ephemeral trivia. They range from street the-
ater and popular song, body art and murals, dress and satire, dance and dem-
onstrations, cartoons and poetry, posters and mime, all the way into the legacy
media of radio, recorded music, television, print, and cinema. They do not
work magic—to my surprise, having spent much of my career sociologically
investigating such media, I frequently found myself in 2011-12 inveighing
against their overestimation by one wing of the commentocracy. But, going
back in time, these media have often played very significant subterranean
roles. Subterranean, that is, to the far observer; not to those on the ground,
whether activists or surveillance agents, possessed of alert eyes and ears.

I confidently expect readers to benefit considerably from this study, whether
they are specialists in digital connective media, social movements, interna-
tional affairs, the anthropology of daily life, the Arab region, and/or Tunisia
itself. There is much here to plumb and to spark further reflection.

John D. H. Downing
Editor of Encyclopedia of Social Movement Media
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Introduction

On Digital Contention and Everyday Life

Media and the Arab Predicament

No account of the Arab uprisings is complete without reference to digital
activism. In the popular imagination and academic circles alike, the revolu-
tionary fervor and momentous changes some Arab countries witnessed in the
second decade of the twenty-first century were intimately connected to an un-
precedented media momentum that fueled “networks of outrage and hope,”
forced a number of dictators from power, and altered what had seemed to be
an immutable political reality. The Arab uprisings set off intense debates about
the relationship among communications technology, revolutionary dynamics,
political activism, and social movements. Initially, these debates centered on
the role that social media played in the revolts and the extent to which the
uprisings were powered by social networks. But the events also sparked in-
terest in the implications that digital media and social networks have for polit-
ical dissent, collective action, and street protests. The presumed relationship
between citizen-led action and youth-driven movements, on the one hand,
and the adoption of a wide range of communication tools and information
technologies, on the other, gave media in the Arab world an added relevance
and a pointed political significance.

This judgment about the centrality of technical innovation to political
change in the Arab world stands in stark contrast to the predominant narrative
of only a few years ago, which emphasized the region’s aversion to change.
Although the advent of transnational satellite television in the 1990s and the
widespread adoption of the Internet in the first decade of the new millennium
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undermined the hegemonic control of Arab governments over information,
such transformations appeared to be politically inconsequential in the face of
the region’s entrenched authoritarianism. Nor, for that matter, had digitally
networked technologies and participatory media paid democratic dividends
for a region that has long been marked by non-participatory political systems.
At best, the vibrant Arab media scene was deemed by some scholars to have
created a space of interaction that is akin to what Habermas calls the public
sphere—an inclusive mediated space of interaction that thrives on reasoned
positions, critical debate, and public deliberation.” But attempts to conceptu-
alize the political implications of media in an undemocratic Arab context are
fraught with theoretical difficulties, not least because they are embedded in
normative claims about democratic politics and mass media workings. Even
though the energized media sphere helped break the state monopoly over
public discourse and the new culture of connectivity helped democratize the
right to access information and interpret events, the effect on the region’s po-
litical culture remained either constrained or impalpable. In spite of its vibrancy,
media in the Arab world did not seem to have affected power relations or to
have changed the region’s political reality.

Neither the story of technologically enabled revolutions toppling Arab
dictators and bringing in sweeping political changes nor the narrative of au-
thoritarian rulers determinately controlling information and stifling online
dissidence provide a nuanced understanding of the media experience in the
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. Although the energized media
environment in the Arab world and increased access to information and com-
munications technologies (ICT) have attracted considerable attention in aca-
demic and policy circles, the focus has been largely on the political effects.
One of the key issues informing Arab media and communication scholarship
pertains to whether media could play a transformative political role and have
a democratizing potential or whether the altered media environment is under-
mined by evolutionary adjustments and non-democratic alterations geared
toward shoring up regime stability.’ The security implications of the wide
adoption of the Internet for the region’s political systems have made this issue
even more insistent.”

Underlying these formulations is an analytical perspective that leaves a
number of significant dynamics unexplored with regards to the nature and
workings of changing media practices. Taking heed of these limitations calls
for a reformulation of the inquiry into the sociopolitical dimension of media
in the MENA region in a way that opens up the possibility of reexamining the
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complex, subtle, and ingenious ways in which media have been experienced,
adopted, and appropriated within the particularcontext of a rapidly changing
Arab world. Capturing the intricacies of these mediated experiences requires
a better understanding of the processes that have shaped media usage over the
years, in particular the significance of the communication possibilities the
adoption of new information and communications technologies affords for
imagining and negotiating one’s lived reality.’ Such an endeavor also calls par-
ticular attention to the way the media experience intersects with broader social
contexts, cultural dynamics, and political realities.

The Youth Factor

Studying the media experience in a complex region like the MENA poses con-
siderable challenges. The region, as Sreberny reminds us, “reveals remarkable
differentiation among almost any indicator one cares to choose.™ Still, one
can point out common trends and general tendencies that operate across the
Arab world, the most obvious perhaps being the demographic transformation.
The MENA region is marked by an unprecedented youth bulge, with half of
the population being less than twenty-five years old.” This sizable generation
grew up at a juncture of Arab histories that has been shaped less by the kind
of pronounced ideologies that had dominated earlier decades (whether pan-
Arabism or communism) than by a set of disparate constellations induced by
the increasing interpenetration of the local, the regional, and the global with
new defining vectors ranging from social modernization to commodified con-
sumerism and from religious revivalism to a deeply fascinating cyber-culture.
While these forces can be observed throughout much of the Arab world, they
are far from being uniformly experienced. What is common though is the
seeming inability of youth to effect change. Despite the generation’s size, Arab
youth have been largely marginalized from institutional political life—a
sphere of action that is clearly demarcated and vigilantly guarded as the pur-
view of the authoritarian state. The perceived political irrelevance of Arab
youth, though, is only an obvious instance of understudied changes that are
affecting an entire generation. Arab youth, as one sociologist put it, “are caught
in a poignant and unsettling predicament: the undermining of traditional vec-
tors of stability and loyalty (family and the state) as opposed to the modern
alternative sources of education, employment, security, and public opinion
that have proved unable to fill the void.™



6 NETWORKED PUBLICS AND DIGITAL CONTENTION

Nurturing these tendencies, Dale Eickelman argues, are various sociocul-
tural developments that have been greatly intensified and significantly shaped
by two important vectors: mass education and mass media.” Mass higher edu-
cation has fostered a break with earlier traditions of authority. The educated
express their beliefs more publicly and in ways that relate more directly to po-
litical action, entailing shifts in the political consciousness of a younger, educated
generation in many parts of the Middle East and North Africa.'’ Improved
levels of education coincided with notable changes in the reach and nature of
mass communication. The advent of the satellite era in the 1990s and the
development of a remarkable transnational television industry that spawned
hundreds of Arabic-language channels offering a rich repertoire of programs
have arguably altered audience experiences, habits, and expectations."' If the
advent of the satellite era opened the eyes of Arab publics to new experiences
and alternative views, the wide adoption of the Internet favored the rise of an
even more vigorous and interactive space of engagement for a larger Arab
cyber-public.

The changing media environment in the MENA region is having notable
effects on society and traditional forms of authority, but it is also affecting the
political sphere in unique ways. What is interesting to note in this context is
not so much the extent to which growing public access to and intense use of
various forms of information and communications technologies are eroding
state control over political life, but the way they are changing the nature of po-
litical engagement itself. While the latter trends may not be readily or uni-
formly observed throughout the Arab world, they are nonetheless indicative
of new sensibilities and dispositions. New ways of creating, consuming, and
using information have arguably brought about subtle and dynamic forms of
political engagement that are engendering alternative forms of citizen action
and reconfiguring the relationship between citizens and the state.

In spite of these innovations, the dynamics and implications of the region’s
reconfigured communicative space remain largely understudied, bringing up
a number of questions: How are the mediated sociocultural practices that
emerged in recent years at the intersection of the real and virtual world af-
fecting agency? How is the changing communication culture altering subjec-
tivity? How do forms of online engagement bear on identity negotiation? Are
participatory media harbingers of new or different forms of sociality and to
what effect? And how have communication practices that are embedded
in social networks redefined the practice of politics and the meaning of
citizenship? A
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Cracking the Carapace

Answering these questions with sufficient depth necessitates moving beyond
facile generalizations to study specific contexts. As Kalathil and Boas point out
in their study of the impact of the Internet on authoritarian rule, “assertions
about the technology’s political effects are usually made without considera-
tion of the full national context in which the Internet operate in any given
country.”"? Context matters because, as Axford reminds us, “the affordances
supplied by communication technologies in general and participatory media
in particular impact differently in countries with diverse histories, constitu-
tions, political cultures, and policies towards freedom of expression.”"* Despite
such potential, though, studies of the Arab media experience remain mired in
generalities. There have been few extensive country-specific studies that delve
into the subtle nature of the mediated changes in the MENA region," and
even fewer studies that explore the evolutionary dynamics of the Internet
in the Arab world. North Africa in particular has received scant attention de-
spite its rich digital experience." Focusing on individual cases is valuable to
help us avoid a pervasive tendency to homogenize the Arab digital experience.
Grounding the analysis in contextual realities and highlighting the specificity
of particular experiences can also create the basis for a much-needed compar-
ative theorization of media practices and experiences.

I contribute to the debates on the political sociology of media in the region
through my in-depth study of the Tunisian digital experience. The project is
based on extensive fieldwork that I conducted in Tunisia between 2011 and 2013,
during which I met with journalists, college students, militants, politicians, on-
line activists, bloggers, cyber-dissidents, new media players, and ordinary
Internet users. By delving into the Tunisian experience, I sought to bring into focus
the intricate relationships among digital culture, youth activism, cyber-resistance,
and political engagement. Anchored as it is in the Tunisian experience, this
book is also necessarily about digital activism in an authoritarian Arab con-
text. It takes a close look at an array of forms of online communication that
arose within the larger sociopolitical context of the authoritarian state. The
book explores the various forms of digital contention and different modalities
of online resistance that authoritarianism breeds within an increasingly intense
communication environment that is conducive to new kinds of sensibilities,
experiences, and actions. It tells the story of the coevolution of technology and
society in a specific Arab setting in which the aspirations of digitally empow-
ered publics were often at odds with the instincts of a repressive regime.



