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Karama /n/ honour, dignity, esteem, standing, prestige

‘Hiya thawrat karama’,
‘This is a revolution of honour’

Anis al-Shoaibi,

revolutionary in Sidi Bou Zid, Tunisia
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Karama!

A Prologue

That morning, 17 December 2010, Mohammed Bouazizi rose early as usual, to get to market early. As he had done for the last few years, he picked up fruit wholesale from the depot and pushed his cart a mile and a half to his usual stand near the governor’s office in the town of Sidi Bou Zid, southern Tunisia. But on the way policewoman Fetya Hamdi stopped him and accused him of not having a licence to trade. Nobody knows exactly what words passed between them, but a short time later she returned with two male colleagues. They wrestled Bouazizi to the ground and confiscated his scales and produce. One version says that during the altercation, Hamdi slapped him in the face in full public view, another simply that she stood and watched while others did. Bouazizi then went to the municipality, a quarter of a mile away, and asked to see the mayor. A receptionist told him he was in a meeting.

Mohammed Bouazizi then went to a shop, bought some paint stripper and poured it all over himself. Then he struck a match, dropped it, and set himself alight.

‘I couldn’t believe my eyes,’ said Dhafer al-Salihi, a lawyer in the town who saw it. ‘He was right there in the street, a human ball of flame.’

Later in the day, his mother Menobia, ailing and veiled, came to the municipality to complain about her son’s treatment by the police and demand action. When nobody came out to meet her, she stood outside the building in a one-woman protest.

Her nephew, Mohammed’s cousin Ali Bouazizi, came with a handy video camera and took some footage, which he uploaded onto the Internet. The same day a team at Al Jazeera’s headquarters in Qatar picked it up and rebroadcast it on their Mubashir – Live – channel. Within twenty-four hours Mohammed Bouazizi went from being a small-town street vendor, one of millions of young Arabs on the breadline struggling to make ends meet, to making international news.

Within weeks, he was to become the emblem of a people-power revolution that toppled a dictatorship in Tunisia that had lasted decades.

In June 2010, Khaled Said, a twenty-eight-year-old Egyptian, was in an Internet cafe in a district of the coastal city of Alexandria called Kleopatra. As he left, plain-clothes policemen outside confronted him in the street in front of several eyewitnesses. They took him into an alleyway and beat him savagely. The story might have ended there, an everyday case of police brutality of a kind that ordinary Egyptians have recognised as routine for decades. Khaled himself might have done no more than grumble to his friends, and worry about whether his tormentors would now watch him to make sure he wasn’t going to try and get them into trouble. But Khaled Said died and his brother, fearing a cover-up by the police, posted pictures of his badly mutilated face on the Internet. His case sparked an immediate protest in his home city and reinvigorated an opposition movement in Egypt that had strayed into the doldrums after some high points a few years earlier when it had seemed that it might wreak national change.

A little later, a young Internet executive called Wael Ghoneim anonymously created a page on Facebook called ‘We are all Khaled Said’. When he posted a call for protests in the middle of Cairo’s Tahrir Square, it got 55,000 subscriptions. Roughly that many actually turned up on 25 January, in a flash making history in Egypt and catalysing street protests that progressed from calls for human rights to be respected, to demanding a change in government, to the resignation in disgrace, just eighteen days later, of Mohammed Hosni Mubarak, the man who had ruled Egypt for thirty years. Some estimates put 3 million Egyptians in the streets that day demanding the resignation of a man whose portrait looked down from every government office, every shop, and most of the squares in Egypt, and who only two years before had captured public sympathy when he was visibly shaken by the death of his grandson.

The spirit of rebellion spread. In the Libyan city of Benghazi a lawyer called Fathi Terbel appealed for a Day of Anger to take place on 17 February to demand human rights and the investigation of an alleged massacre at Abu Salim prison some fifteen years previously in which hundreds were rumoured to have died. He was arrested and when relatives came to protest, some of them were shot. The whole of the east of the country rose up against the forces of Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, Libya’s ruler for the past forty-one years.

In Syria a bunch of schoolboys were arrested when they spray-painted slogans on the walls of the southern town of Deraa. In Bahrain, thousands gathered daily at Pearl Square in the heart of the capital Manama, demanding public freedoms. In cities all over Yemen, tens of thousands of demonstrators clashed with the forces of President Ali Abdullah Saleh.

The Arab Spring had begun.

The events triggered by these cases are still in play and, it seems safe to say, will remain so for some time. Nobody knows where, if ever, the fire lit by Mohammed Bouazizi will eventually peter out. But it has turned the Arab world upside down.

This book is in your hands because, sitting in Europe where we had recently moved from the Middle East, I was hungry to see history in the making in a region where I had spent a decade of my adult life. And from late January on, when the protests against Hosni Mubarak reached hundreds of thousands, it was clear that history was being made. Even before Mubarak was forced out, these were already once-in-a-generation events. That’s how stagnant the Middle East had been.

Because for me personally, up until that moment the staggering thing about the Middle East since I first set foot there in 1985 had been how grindingly little it had changed. I’m forty-six years old. Of the two Arab autocrats who have gone, Mubarak was already in power as I stepped ashore that June morning in the Syrian port of Latakia, keen to mischannel the funds from my college bursary to study classical ruins into learning Arabic. He had acceded four years earlier, when I was learning Greek, thought I looked pretty cool smoking Gauloises and wondered if I would ever get a girlfriend. Ben Ali was to follow just two years later, in 1987, as I went to grad school. I remember we talked about it in the excited tones of young specialists whose specimen had just stirred inside the jar. Two other autocrats who could be up next, Yemen’s Ali Abdullah Saleh and Gaddafi in Libya, were also firmly ensconced, Saleh having seized power in 1977, just about the time I bought my first record, the Stranglers’ Walk On By, and Gaddafi in 1969, before our house got television.

I framed these events in terms of my own life story because I found the numbers alone didn’t really convey the aching longevity of these men’s rule – Mubarak 30 years, Ben Ali 23, Saleh 34, Gaddafi 42. But link them to the global big picture and we get concepts like the fact that all of them came to power while the Soviet Union and East and West Germany still existed, when the Internet as we know it today didn’t, the European Union numbered ten member states and there were 2 billion fewer people alive on the planet.

Or, in terms of popular culture, Zine el-Abideen Ben Ali, the most recent of them, came to power when Suzanne Vega released her first album Solitude Standing, with ‘Tom’s Diner’. Cool students were enjoying what would later become known as dance music, notably Substance by New Order, and John Cougar Mellencamp was king of American rock with Lonesome Jubilee. The top-grossing films that year were Three Men and a Baby, Fatal Attraction and Beverly Hills Cop II. I remember devouring Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities and Bruce Chatwin’s Songlines when they both came out, and Jose Saramago published Baltasar and Blimunda.

Meanwhile, so much happened in the rest of the world. Eastern Europe became eastern Europe, and we rediscovered Mitteleuropa on the terraces of Prague and Budapest. Latin America democratised, Africa too, in parts, India and China emerged as roaring capitalist economies. Goa, Phuket and Machu Picchu went from being adventure tourist destinations you had to save up for to bucket-shop tours. World music brought us first the West Africans and then everyone else, in its own way. Bollywood sneaked up on Hollywood, amusing our jaded Western palates with its vim, and then forcing us to respect its aesthetic through fusion films. Climate change went from being a fringe issue for tree-huggers to the dominant global concern. Globalisation became a fact, first celebrated in the rush after the collapse of communism and then the target of a protest movement, Turin and Seattle, the plush and clever chitter rising from the salons of the World Economic Forum in the Swiss mountain resort of Davos being answered by the World Social Forum, dressed down and indignant wherever – Porto Alegre, Dakar, Mumbai.

The Middle East seemed largely left behind. Its main narratives, born in an earlier time, lived on, unaltered. Israel and the Palestinians were locked in conflict. Iran was trying to export its revolution. The West depended on a cluster of fragile absolute monarchies in the Gulf for oil to keep the global economy ticking. Nostalgia was rife in the Arab world for a system of government, Arab nationalism, which no longer worked and maybe never had. No countervailing progress made up for the wars – Lebanon, Iraq and Iran, Iraq and Kuwait, the US invasion of Iraq – and a crisis of confidence that accumulated over the many failures for anything to shift on the Palestinian issue. There was some fanciful talk, here and there, of liberalisation, usually shorthand for World Bank austerity programmes and brand invasion. But more pervasive were the undercurrents of bitterness, captured in a fundamentalist discourse that framed the West as morally corrupt and, in extremis, infidel. The Middle East’s most noted contribution to the globalisation debate was al-Qaeda.

I had started to learn Arabic at the age of twenty while studying Classics, entranced by the idea of learning not just to read but to speak a classical language, determined to get to know a non-European civilisation in some depth. Having something of the obsessive-compulsive, and the spare time of an Oxford undergraduate, I spent several thousand hours at it, then went to Georgetown for a master’s in Arab area studies, then joined Reuters. Arabic is a premium language in the news agency world, so I was immediately posted to the region, where I spent six years for them.

I had gone through the almost inevitable attraction-to-Other stage in my twenties and then what I would imagine to be a fairly normal progression, from infatuation with the region and the culture, to mild disappointment, to renewed affection and a deep sense of familiarity. Arab friends gave me an Arab name, Hanna al-Gharbi, the literal translation of my name. It was comfortable. But as time went on, and the rest of the world changed around the Middle East, it all came to seem a little drab. I was tired of being the Other myself now, a role you were often thrust into as an Arabic-speaking Westerner.

I also instinctively distrusted my most obvious career path, to become an Arabist. Not only did I not want to be pigeonholed, because there was so much more going on out there, but Arabist was just too loaded as an identity and didn’t make sense to me. I spoke and read Arabic fluently and had studied and travelled a fair amount. But I have a friend who’s done the same with Spanish and lives with his flamenco dancer wife in Valencia. Jason has written five well-received books about Spain but nobody calls him a Hispanist. There’s some paradigm not just of knowledge but of inscrutability and power, who knows what about who and does what with it, which underlies the Arabist thing, and I wasn’t comfortable with it.

All of which is by way of saying that I had stayed away from the Arab world for more than a decade and had only just returned to the region, working for the United Nations on oil policy and the vexed question of how to make that industry work better for the people of the countries where it is produced.

I spent three years in Afghanistan just after 9/11, building a network of local radio stations for an American NGO and learning classical and modern Persian. Later, when our son was born, we gave him the name Omar, after the poet Omar Khayyam.

And I had continued to follow the Arab world from a distance. In 2007, while living in Paris, I had become incensed late one night when a surf on the Internet revealed that no book written by an Iraqi in Arabic post-2003 had yet made it into English for a Western audience. There were dozens of memoirs by foreign correspondents, some good, many just awful. But nothing by Iraqis. Mesmerised by the image of an undiscovered Shakespeare languishing in Sadr City, I spent six months searching in my spare time for a text to translate to bring at least one Iraqi voice to a Western audience, and then, once I had found one, a year of to-ing and fro-ing to Iraq to work with its author. The result was The Devil You Don’t Know, a memoir by journalist Zuhair al-Jezairy of his 2003 return to the native land he had to flee in 1979 and his subsequent years working to bring independent journalism to Iraq for the first time, as director of the Aswat news agency.

At the end of 2009, we had moved to Jordan for a year to reconnect to the region. Jordan is a great place for a family and it would be nice to think that the desert treks, trawling through the huge market at Abdali on Friday mornings, and the unfailing courtesy of the Jordanian people will stay with the kids into adulthood. But there had been no hint of revolutionary change in the air that year, even up to the days and weeks preceding the outbreak of protests in Egypt, when we moved on to Berlin for work reasons.

And yet now here it was: massive, positive change looking us straight in the eye through the TV screen, the courage and wit and humanity of the crowds in Tahrir Square. The Arabic blogosphere fizzed with hope and the right kind of anger, long impromptu poems and heartfelt pleas. It had taken a long, long time coming. But now the hold of the Arab national security state had been broken, it seemed, and a new era was beginning.

I just had to get back there.

But something else struck me. Even as I watched the Tahrir Square protests, full of admiration, it felt like it wasn’t where I needed to go. I couldn’t help thinking about the sparks for the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, and how they came from such out of-the-way places. A small town 200 miles south of Tunis, known for nothing in particular. An old district of Egypt’s second city. The final hours of the old regimes might have played out in Tahrir Square and Habib Bourguiba Avenue, the main drag in Tunis. But the game had started on the margins of society, both literally and metaphorically.

Mohammed Bouazizi lived out his life in the underclass, hand to mouth, scrabbling to support a large family in the informal sector, unlicensed and vulnerable, the embodiment of what the French call la précarité. Khaled Said belonged to a counter-culture, alienated by the stunning hypocrisy of a regime that preached traditional values and responsibility while pillaging the country’s assets and neglecting its young.

I decided to travel to the birthplaces of these sparks, Sidi Bou Zid in Tunisia and Alexandria in Egypt, to see how the world looked from there.

This book is about my attempt to discover what I could of the feel and character of these places and the people who live there.

It is not about the personal stories of Mohammed Bouazizi and Khaled Said, neither of whom saw himself as a revolutionary. It is about their neighbourhoods, their extended families and social networks. Who influenced their lives, and why and how. Where they hung out, where they went to school. It is about their worlds, not their lives, and through them the lives of the millions of young protesters who peacefully brought down two dictatorships in less than two months.

I knew both countries, though Egypt somewhat better. I had spent a summer studying Arabic in Tunis back in the 1980s, but I’d lived in Cairo as a Reuters correspondent for three years. It was my first posting, in the early 1990s, and like most first postings carries some of that first-love feel for me. The country was like a huge playground, the Reuters card giving me licence to roam and access to almost anyone. It’s an intoxicating feeling at twenty-six to interview a minister and then debrief with the cabbie on the way back to the office.

But although I drove all over the country back then, I was also aware of how little time I, like many involved professionally in the Middle East, really spent in the back of beyond, particularly in more recent years. Except when something was happening of course. As journalists we are often drawn to out-of-the-way places, developing intense relationships with places we haven’t even heard of the week before. But it’s usually because of some conflict or natural disaster, which we follow like moths along a narrow beam, blind to everything else. Reporters spend so much time recounting trips to weird and wonderful places precisely because they are the highlights, not the everyday.

In the two years I was in Afghanistan, immediately after 9/11, I spent a lot of time in the provinces because we were building a network of thirty local FM radio stations. But in the Arab world, especially in recent years with the United Nations, I had frequented capitals and people of authority, close to the epicentre of their political cultures.

The initial game plan was simple. Just get to these places, Sidi Bou Zid and Kleopatra, and hang out, and let whatever story there was come to me, instead of chasing it. As I did so, talking mainly to the young who had taken part in the protests but also to old friends, experts, pillars of society and so on, three broad lines of inquiry emerged for what became, in effect, a street research project: the role of the Internet, the future of political Islam, and the present mass unemployment.

One of the most stunning features of the revolutions to the outside world was how digital they seemed to be. Slogans spray-painted on walls in Tunis said ‘Thank you Facebook!’, organisers spread word by text and Twitter, and bloggers were part of the revolutionary vanguard. But on the airwaves there was an immediate backlash from analysts saying the Facebook Revolution idea trivialised the real issues – corruption, police brutality, tyranny, mass unemployment – and was some dumb projection of Western levels of computer literacy that had nothing to do with the realities of the Arab world.

Where did truth lie in that debate? What role had the Internet and particularly social networking sites played in the revolution? Much of the debate concentrated on the role the Internet might or might not have played in the days of the protests. That seemed short-sighted to me. What about the before and after? Had the Internet played a significant part in political culture in Egypt and Tunisia in the weeks and months and years beforehand? Most crucial of all, what role would the Internet play now? Was there some way in which, as an acknowledged part of the revolution, it might be integrated into the heart of Tunisia’s and Egypt’s new democracies?

I had a professional interest in this debate as I had been involved in many projects developing both traditional and digital media around the world, including across the Middle East.

The second question was political Islam, which as the revolutions went on, seemed to be lurking somewhere in the background, hovering over us and affecting the way we in the West were reacting. Although in both Egypt and Tunisia we were seeing classic people’s power, peaceful, huge, witty, and brave demonstrations in favour of all our most cherished public values, relatively few people I knew seemed unguardedly happy about it. ‘What about the men with beards?’, people would say, or mean, perhaps knocked off balance by the TV images of thousands of protesters prostrate in prayer. Some commentators warned knowingly about how it was not just naïvety but cultural imperialism to assume that crowds who opposed tyranny wanted democracy. Because Arabs aren’t like us.

Was that true? Were the Muslim Brothers just waiting there in the wings, rubbing their hands with glee, dusting off their plans for a new caliphate and full shari’a law? And if they were, could they achieve it? Did the obvious piety of the protesters in Tahrir Square mean they could be swayed, even if they weren’t extremist themselves? Could this be a rerun of Iran 1979, which had also begun with students and leftists, people we recognised as being ‘like us’, out on the streets protesting against the Shah?

We had just moved to Berlin and I reflected that in 1989, the Berlin Wall Moment resonated way beyond the people who were physically there because you could imagine yourself there, stepping through the wall, hugging the people on the other side. But while the Arab world was delirious with joy, there would never be a Tahrir Square Moment of solidarity in the West. What happened if you turned to hug the nearest stranger and it turned out to be a man in shalwar khamis and a chest-length beard, or a woman with a headscarf?

Was it fear of political Islam that kept support and solidarity in check? That prevented a Berlin Wall Moment?

Lastly, there was the issue of mass unemployment. We had heard a lot about the youth bulge, and the fact that the Arab world needed 100 million new jobs. Where could they come from? Unemployment had been the defining issue when I came of age politically, in Margaret Thatcher’s Britain, and I was interested to see how it would play here. What were the social effects of this unemployment, particularly when the brunt of it fell so heavily on the young?

What were the expectations of the unemployed now, and the debates around how to address the issue? The protests had been accompanied by a slew of reports on the Arabic satellite TV channels about the corruption of the ruling families. Fabulous sums had been mentioned by Al Jazeera – up to $70 billion stolen by the Mubarak family alone, billions more by their lieutenants.

Corruption was clearly endemic. Catching up with contemporaries, now in early middle age, it is clear that some made life choices that involved a complicity with the system that they would rather have avoided. These are spaces left in our conversations, moments where the journalist in me – So since that doesn’t quite add up, what’s the racket exactly, how much did you get or pay and why, why couldn’t you think of another way of getting ahead? – is bested by the old friend. And the knowledge that in their place I cannot say what I myself would have chosen.

But had the unravelling of corruption scandals now created a straightforward connection in the popular mind between corruption and unemployment – there were no jobs because so much had been stolen? If so, what would happen when in one or two years’ time so many young people still lacked jobs? How would they use their new-found voices then?

I tried to entertain as few preconceptions as possible, which, if truth be told, is hard when you’re dealing with an area you feel you know of old. It became a lot easier when I could keep in mind, as I always tried to, that nobody had seen this coming. Nobody.

From time to time august authorities such as The Economist or the Human Development Report published by the United Nations issued earnest warnings about the population bulge and the impoverishment of both natural and human resources in the Middle East. And there was no shortage of scathing opeds, inside as well as outside the region, slamming the Arab gerontocracy, the domination of nearly twenty countries by men who just got older and older but refused to die or make way. But nobody even came close to predicting these kinds of protests, unfolding in this way, with these kinds of results.

The Arab Spring is not unique in this, of course. Its unpredictability is its right of entry to what might be called, courtesy of Nassim Nicholas Taleb, the Black Swan Hall of Fame, joining the collapse of communism, the ill-fated Oslo peace agreements and the global financial meltdown. But it meant that none of the experts now telling us what it all meant, to be careful about this or pay attention to that, really knew what they were talking about.

From the first days, these revolutions had so many threads to them – police brutality, the young without a future, vain old autocrats believing they were indispensable, technology leapfrog. But even before I hit the ground in Tunisia, one word kept cropping up again and again on the Arabic channels when the protesters, singly or in groups, described how they felt, and what they thought they were doing. Karama – dignity, or honour, or perhaps even self-respect.

They didn’t mean some baroque or epic code of ethics. They meant not being slapped about by some idiot policeman just because he felt like it. Not being denied even an interview for the job because you didn’t have family connections. Not being lied to, smugly and repeatedly, by leaders who had ended up believing their own cheap propaganda. Not being told, in a thousand little ways, to accept mediocrity and falsehood and poverty and a perpetual state of helpless emergency.

This revolution is about karama, said the young man with the keffiya round his neck. We won’t stop now, we just want our karama back, said the young woman in hejab.

I wanted to see that karama. I set out to find it, at the wellspring of all the Arab revolutions, the town of Sidi Bou Zid, in southern Tunisia, where Mohammed Bouazizi had burnt himself to death.


PART ONE

Tunisia


1

A Revolution of Wit

Sidi Bou Zid has never been a place for the faint-hearted. A mid-sized town 200 miles south of Tunis, it has none of the capital’s Mediterranean airs, its tree-lined boulevards and crowded terrace cafes. Many more women wear headscarves here, often on top of baggy, shiny tracksuits, the obligatory stripes down the sides patterned and gaudy rather than white. The town is in the plains, but the mountains of Djebel Salloum loom on the horizon, for generations the last refuge of rebels and brigands.

In the Second World War, the area witnessed a full-on fight between Rommel’s retreating Eighth Army and Montgomery’s advancing Desert Rats, and a war memorial behind the governorate building lists over 200 men from this relatively small district who died in Tunisia’s independence struggle against the French in the 1950s.

I asked a companion about the number, saying I was surprised it was so high. I thought Tunisia’s independence struggle had been relatively short and bloodless, certainly compared with neighbouring Algeria’s.

‘That’s true in Tunisia as a whole,’ said Aida. ‘But not here. Sidi Bou Zid led the war of independence.’

Older townsfolk have described how they felt Ben Ali deliberately starved the region of resources to force its young to migrate towards the softer towns of the coast, Sfax and Sousse and Monastir. Despite a nationwide programme to establish universities in all the provinces, Sidi Bou Zid, seat of a province of the same name with a quarter of a million people, is the exception. What the region lacks in terms of higher education, it was famous for making up for by manning the security forces. Clashes between police and young men, and even between rival gangs of teenagers, were not uncommon. Tough town, tough people.

Nevertheless, when Mohammed Bouazizi immolated himself on 17 December 2010, in full public view on a main street, the news spread like wildfire. An extended clan of Bouazizis lives in the town, ten miles or so from their ancestral village of Gara Benour, and Mohammed was known to a broader section of the town simply because every day he stood at the main junction of the town, by his cart, selling his produce.

I had arrived in the town after a few days in Tunis, keen to understand what had changed. But, only four weeks after the revolution had removed Ben Ali from power, all the talk, not unnaturally, was of the glory days of the protests, when the young men of Sidi Bou Zid had taken on the might of the police state, and won. I needed to find someone who had been in the thick of it.

Anis al-Shoaibi, from the same district in Sidi Bou Zid as Mohammed Bouazizi, went to demonstrate the day Bouazizi set himself alight. He didn’t know Bouazizi personally, but in the tightly knit community of Hay an-Noor everyone knew everyone else’s family. Like hundreds of his friends and neighbours, he didn’t leave the streets for the next four weeks. They faced down everything the Tunisian police state could throw at them until, on 14 January, President Ben Ali fled for Saudi Arabia. The protests had become a revolution and the revolution had won.

He is thirty years old and lives at home with his parents. Although he finally landed a job as a PE teacher in a secondary school last September, three months before the protests, he was unemployed for five years before that. A self-declared ‘Internet lad’, he spent those years online, eking out the pennies he made from odd jobs to stay as long as possible in the cafes. Espresso and Facebook. Espresso and Facebook. He could make an espresso last two hours.

He wears a Nike-branded sweatshirt and baseball cap, peak forward. He uses his hands constantly, as if he is conducting his own conversation with smooth, graceful gestures.

The hint of a smile often plays at the edges of his mouth and in his big, expressive eyes, even when he speaks of serious things. For although he talks graphically and passionately of the events he was caught up in, at another level you sense a disinterested observer, a raconteur with a fondness for the ironies of life, able to step outside himself.

At the plush cafe where we first met, he teased a young woman for not joining in the conversation. She was right back at him, saying she couldn’t possibly get a word in over his booming narrative. ‘Yeah I know. I’ve tried to work on it before,’ he replies. ‘What can I say? I’m working-class.’ He shrugs and smiles and everybody laughs.

He is, in short, the ideal eyewitness. You would not want Anis as an enemy. You would want him as a friend.

‘That first day, when the events started, there was absolutely no sign that it would lead to where it did, to a change in regime,’ he said. ‘If the authorities had reacted differently, I assure you Zine el-Abideen Ben Ali would still be president today.

‘The day after Mohammed Bouazizi set himself alight, there was a peaceful gathering in front of the municipality by the people of his neighbourhood, and his work colleagues, the other street vendors,’ Anis said.

‘His uncle gave a very powerful speech, which many people took to heart. Meanwhile the officials inside sent for reinforcements from the security forces. But up to this point it was still peaceful. Things were calm. The demand was for peaceful dialogue.’

Even at this early stage there was a mood in the wind. Nobody knew for sure why Mohammed Bouazizi, who had endured repeated humiliation at the hands of the police, had snapped this time. Perhaps being forced to the ground, perhaps being dominated by the woman police agent, Fetya Hamdi. But his shocking self-immolation triggered a reaction to meet and protest which was completely reflexive and unconsidered. It was enough for the provincial governor – the town of Sidi Bou Zid is the capital of a province of the same name – to phone his superiors in Tunis to ask them if he could meet with a delegation from the crowd gathered outside. The word came back: absolutely not.

Meanwhile hundreds of police had massed and were milling about. In Ben Ali’s Tunisia, there was only one way such a stand-off was going to end.

‘Then they used tear gas grenades and sticks to break up the demonstration. And everything exploded,’ said Anis. ‘This was the nub of it, the denouement as they say in the films. Everything else unfolded from here.’

Trained to regard the people as subjects rather than citizens, the police simply waded into the crowd and laid into them with riot batons, tear gas and abandon. Among those that Anis saw them beat were a disabled woman in a wheelchair and her ten-year-old son trying to protect her. Since police had so forcefully broken up the demonstration in the centre of town, in front of the governorate building, other protests, less orderly, started to break out in the various residential districts immediately nearby, Hay an-Noor and around the Omar ibn al-Khattab mosque.

By nightfall everything had changed. The town had turned into a battlefield. Young men were in the streets shouting with anger, throwing stones and bottles they found lying to hand. Their elders were no longer trying to hold them back. The police were careering through neighbourhoods in patrol cars, picking up whoever they could grab, beating them mercilessly. All semblance of law and order had vanished in an afternoon. Nobody could guess it was never to return, at least not under the rule of the man whose portraits hung everywhere around the town, Zine el-Abideen Ben Ali. Before Anis and his friends were through, those portraits would be ripped down and Ben Ali himself would have fled to a protected compound in the Saudi Arabian port of Jeddah.

What did you think when you went into the streets the first time? I asked. You must have known the risks.

‘To be honest, that first time, we weren’t thinking at all,’ he replied. ‘It was an instinctive reaction. Mohammed Bouazizi had burned himself to death and when we wanted to ask questions their only answer was to beat us.

‘Then, in the following days, it kept escalating and the feeling developed that there was no way back now. We had risen up because of our karama, our honour. After so much fear and humiliation we could not lose that again. It really was victory or death. There was no third path.’

By the time the town woke the next morning, hundreds more police had arrived in the night from Gafsa, Gabes and Sfax, the biggest nearby towns. The streets swarmed with cops in search of a fight.

‘Within three or four days the police on the streets reached between six thousand, maybe eight thousand men, from all over the country,’ said Anis. (The entire population of the town is maybe 50,000 people.) ‘A rapid-intervention force came from Tunis, a special anti-riot squad. As the units came from other parts of the country, the lads showed them a warm welcome. The Tunisian way, and the way of Sidi Bou Zid. With rocks.’ The smile flickers again at the edge of his mouth. ‘Actually 2010 was supposed to be the official year of youth. They kept talking in the state media about dialogue with the young and how the future belonged to us. Well, this is the dialogue we had. Rocks and tear gas.’

At the same time, though, the noted families of the town invited the newcomers in for tea, which, Anis said, gave the visiting police the impression there wouldn’t be much trouble.

‘After they had given the police food and drink, it was like they said: “Please, go to your positions, and we’ll go to ours,”’ he said. You mean, I asked, just to be sure, that it was understood while the police were in the houses of these families that they would shortly afterwards find themselves in combat on opposite sides?

‘Oh yes, absolutely. No doubt about it. This is our nature as Arabs and as people from Sidi Bou Zid. That is what hospitality means to us. While he is in your house he is your guest. He should eat and drink. When he leaves, then you can stand up and fight,’ said Anis.

Like the chivalry of old, I said, knights with their codes.

‘In a way. In a way, yes, that was the mindset, that of the knight, as you mention. And with it, an awareness of traditional values, from our ancestors. For instance, if someone says “Salaam alaikum” to you, you should expect peace from them. No harm will come to you in that interaction,’ he said.

The first three days, the protesters hit the streets by day, attacking the town hall and municipality buildings on the main street. ‘But we soon realised it was a losing battle,’ said Anis.

The police had overwhelming superiority of numbers and equipment. They were photographing all the protesters and picked up something like 200 young men from the town in those first three days. Many of them were tortured, some sent to detention centres in cities on the coast.

So the protesters decided instead to retreat into their own districts, where they knew the backstreets and alleyways, and to fight by night. That way they couldn’t be photographed and it would be hard to round them up.

‘The lads would wait for five o’clock with the utmost impatience,’ said Anis. ‘Why five? Because it was the start of protest time. From five in the afternoon until three or four o’clock in the morning.

‘In that first week, we went into the streets with a mixture of anger and joy. The anger you know about. The joy? Because lads who had had nothing to live for for years now had a fascinating challenge in front of them. It was gripping. Addictive, almost.’

The same pattern of careful rules and some sort of spontaneous, unarticulated code continued. The night was for street fighting but there was a truce by day. Anis had some work to do by day and would pass through half a dozen police checkpoints.

‘I would greet them and they would greet me – “Salaam alaikum” – as if there wasn’t a problem in the world. At night, returning home, it was the same. I’d pass through the checkpoints and then, after 100 metres, I’d slip into the crowd and be back at them, throwing stones.’

By day, police and protesters even sat side by side in the same cafes, sipping their espressos.

‘You’ve been in this town a few days, you’ve seen how it is. There’s nothing to do except cafes. And between one cafe and the next, there’s another cafe. Well it was common to see police in the same cafe as the lads. They would exchange pleasantries about football, or TV – anything but what was going on.

‘Once I saw a lieutenant come in and sit down next to an old man. Pointing to a group of youngsters chatting peacefully, he said: “Is that them?” “Is that who?” replied the old man. “You know. The group who are burning tyres and dropping rocks on us every night,” the policeman said. “Yes. Of course,” the old man said, evenly. “Lord have mercy!” replied the policeman. “We always thought they were so puny. We thought they were just the Internet lads.”’

For twelve days the youth of Sidi Bou Zid fought virtually the entire apparatus of the police state alone. Al Jazeera had found Ali Bouazizi’s video and rebroadcast it, along with others from the town, but the protests didn’t spread in force to other towns until 29 December.

‘What the authorities never got was that, particularly for the unemployed, this became a revolution of karama. You take a man thirty-five years old, unable to marry or work. Day by day he was getting stronger, losing his fear. We were also starting to fight smarter. Keep away from the centre of town, the main installations. Always keep just below the line that would let them use live ammunition on us.’

The fighting in Sidi Bou Zid was brutal but rarely lethal, reminiscent perhaps of the first Palestinian intifada against Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza at the end of the 1980s, which I remembered well. The sheer theatre of the shebab, or young men, dancing out into open view to throw their rocks or Molotov cocktails against tanks and armour, danger enough to make the adrenalin pump but not enough to kill all dissent. The compulsive nature of the clashes, the heady mix of danger and moral righteousness drawing you to it rather than turning you away. Once or twice back then it had taken as much discipline as I had not to simply join in, the experience of being there just so compelling.

There were only four deaths in Sidi Bou Zid out of some 200 across the country. Later, as the protests spread, police under pressure to quell protests that were turning into a nationwide revolution frequently used live ammunition, most notably in the neighbouring city of Kasserine, where on 10 January some twenty people were killed in a single day.

Gradually, the slogans and demands were evolving. From the specific case of Mohammed Bouazizi, it broadened into demands to solve the issue of unemployment. From there, to removing the corruption that riddled all levels of the Tunisian state. And from there, to changing the rulers who presided over this mess. There was a primal, perhaps even inarticulate logic to the sequence. There weren’t enough jobs because of corruption. Corruption flourished because of dictatorship.

But karama, honour or dignity, remained the underlying motif.

‘The fiercest day of fighting was when the state TV, Channel 7, carried its first piece about Mohammed Bouazizi. They treated it like it was just some individual incident, a young man who had killed himself, like it was sad but it was his fault. And the whole piece was just thirty seconds.

‘They were mocking us. We were shocked watching it. The lads went mad with anger, and the police became the object for that. That was the fiercest day,’ he said.

He recalled an incident he saw on his own street. Police were constantly breaking into houses, violating the sanctity of the home which is so deep a part of traditional values. When they went into one of his neighbours’ houses a young man hurled a burning car tyre down from the first floor, taking down one of the riot police coming through the front door: ‘We don’t know what happened. If that policeman lived or died. But there were moments in the fighting when you just lost your reason and reverted to instinct.’

But although the protesters, many of them high-school or college kids on winter break, may have fought with heart and, at times, blinding anger, they had an innate sense of limits even to combat. Anis is proud of the fact they steered clear of atrocity.

‘There was this policeman who got lost in the backstreets and was surrounded by the lads. They closed in on him and started to hit him. But when they lifted his riot helmet off they found he was old and bewildered. So they released him,’ said Anis.

Another time, when a policeman was separated from his colleagues and surrounded, the young protesters dowsed him with petrol. And then let him go.

‘We used to tell each other: “Do whatever you have to do in the street. Whatever is necessary. But don’t attack or damage public property,”’ he said. As elsewhere in Tunisia, and indeed Libya and Egypt, the protesters targeted only symbols of the regime, such as the headquarters of the ruling RCD party. What little looting there was could not be clearly laid at the protesters’ door, as the regime used agents provocateurs and their own militias from the first hours of the conflict.

I asked Anis about his family’s reaction to his new life as a revolutionary. ‘The overwhelming feeling from my parents was anxiety. But they knew why we had to do it. They’d lived with the regime longer than we had.

‘For twenty-three years there had been non-stop propaganda. On the TV, in the newspapers. All that time there was no freedom. You could talk about anything except politics and the president. The media made him out to be a god who never made mistakes.

‘And there was an extremely strong intelligence apparatus, very much in control. They knew how many cups of coffee you drank a day, how much sugar you put in it. They had complete information – who your friends were, where you went, who you met, the colour and make of your car, the number plate. And that meant we weren’t connected as a society. We didn’t talk to each other or have solidarity because of the fear.

‘So my parents understood. In my own case, for five years I had been supposed to be employed by the state as a sports teacher. A programme was announced, they were hiring thousands of teachers every year, they said. But for five years, nothing happened. There were men of forty-five who were unmarried, still effectively suspended in an age where they couldn’t grow up.’

I asked if this state of suspension between youth and adulthood, as it must have been experienced by hundreds of thousands of Tunisians, affected family life.

‘I was unemployed for five years and went through a lot,’ he told me. ‘When I woke up there would be coffee, cards and the Internet. And that was it, from nine in the morning until midnight. I had no purpose. What does it mean when you’re thirty years old that you wait for your father to give you pocket money? To buy coffee, or cigarettes? It definitely created a sort of tension in my relationship with my parents. I know I got short-tempered with them. It was all hope for a job, and then despair when it didn’t happen. And then tension with my parents. I tried. I won’t hide from you I tried to get a job many times. Just to get pocket money.’

He recalled at one time considering trying to get an RCD party card for his mother, who is functionally illiterate, and at another time debating whether the family could pay 8,000 dinars, $6,000, as a ‘consideration’ to a distant relative in return for getting a party recommendation for one of the precious teacher jobs being allocated. Both times they pulled back, under the realisation that to go ahead would commit them to a lifestyle of corruption simply to recover what they had already invested.

For four years, Anis helped out as a volunteer instructor in a karate club. When he had proved his worth by working several months for free, the club paid him an occasional stipend. By the time he left the job several years later that had risen to a monthly ‘consideration’ of 300 dinars a month, or about $220. In a middle-income country like Tunisia, where prices are little short of southern Europe’s, that just about counts as pocket money, disposable income for a young single adult providing he’s careful.

There were also internship schemes introduced, where the state would pay 100 dinars a month for youngsters to be taken on by private companies, a kind of Youth Opportunities Scheme. But, as Anis tells it, you needed connections even to get one of these spots. And in any case Sidi Bou Zid, in Tunisia’s traditional hinterland of the southern interior, had no industry and few companies of any size that this scheme could apply to in the first place.

As in environments of low economic opportunity the world over, drugs and crime began to be attractive. In Sidi Bou Zid, petrol smuggling from neighbouring Libya achieved a certain kind of street cred. Good money, fast, with a degree of risk from defiance of big power, and popularity for providing a much-needed service – fitting work for young men seeking to prove their mettle. But even the smugglers were to become a key part of the uprising, furnishing a limitless supply of old car tyres to burn in street blockades, relayed in shifts.

In as much as they needed structure, Sidi Bou Zid’s protests were self-organising.

‘The lads divided up responsibilities spontaneously. It was a war of attrition. Some would go up to the front line and attack. When they got tired, they would fall back to defence and others would take their place. Then there were the cameramen, and those whose job was to bring tyres to burn,’ said Anis.

For sure, existing institutions played a role. Tunisia’s trade union movement had been nobbled at national level but retained a certain kind of activism in the regions. In Sidi Bou Zid and other towns across the south, new groups had sprung up in recent years to represent the chronically unemployed. Activists in the PDP, one of the officially sanctioned opposition parties, joined in the protests early. But these were supporting roles. These institutions endorsed, justified and explained the protests. They did not plan or run them in Sidi Bou Zid, cradle of the revolution.

The glue that cohered this spontaneity, according to Anis, was social media. He himself was well versed in digital media, having started a Web radio station with a small group of friends when he was unemployed. But he describes a situation in which awareness of and participation in social media is a given among the young men of this small town, marginalised in just about every way from the mainstream of Tunisian society. Channels and hash tags arose spontaneously, a new one opening each time the regime infiltrated or closed an old one.

‘I would be on the streets fighting from eight until eleven. Then I would go home and the battle on Facebook would begin. The battle in the virtual world was just as fierce as on the street. First, the lads took scenes from the fighting on video, just on their mobile phones, and we had to upload them. Second, there was a lot of operational information being exchanged in real time, in chat rooms or by text.

‘“Where are the police concentrating now?” someone would ask. “Over in Hay an-Noor,” someone else would reply. “No they’ve moved to the main street,” a third person would say.’

The struggle online was cat-and-mouse, just as in the streets. Tunisia’s security services had their own hackers who hijacked Facebook accounts and created mined links that removed admin privileges from pages, or simply destroyed user accounts altogether, if you clicked on them.

‘In the first days we would use proxies,’ said Anis. ‘Then they would close the web servers the proxies were on. You couldn’t use the http’s secure protocol. You couldn’t get on to Facebook. But we didn’t stop. If they closed your account, you opened a new one. If they shut a page, you opened a new one.’

The number of Facebook accounts among Tunisia’s 11 million people had doubled in the previous twelve months from 1 million to 2 million, a higher proportion than in most European countries. Some individual pages had over 100,000 subscriptions when the protests started.

The revolutionaries of Sidi Bou Zid in those weeks experienced two parallel information ecosystems.

The first was their own social and personal media networks. At its rawest, rapportage direct from the streets, but also the next level up, an unpaid army of collators and editors, synthesising and summarising the revolution as it spread. These networks were fast gaining recognition from international satellite TV stations such as Al Jazeera and the Arabic language services of France24 and the BBC, which fed back into the impetus of the protests themselves. If you’re risking your life, it helps to know, and to know other people know, that you’re a hero.

‘You could go into the street and burn one or two tyres, create a lot of fire and smoke. And there was the chance that could end up on satellite TV,’ said Anis. ‘That was serious motivation to keep on protesting.’

The second ecosystem was the old world of state media, where the protests, once they could no longer be ignored, were being painted into the same old, tired set pieces of political theatre the Arab world has known for the past fifty years. Curiously, by the time the protests began, this may even have been a contributing element to the revolution. State media had long lost any credibility to persuade, but they retained the ability to offend and goad with the pap they disseminated about the protesters: uneducated elements bla bla bla, armed gangs bla bla bla, foreign interests bla bla bla. The main terrestrial channel, TV7, was so disgraced that it had changed its name, to National Tunisian TV, within a week of Ben Ali leaving power.

In 2008, industrial unrest at some mines in the town of Gafsa had created a stand-off that lasted for months. People died, parts of the town were under siege, and the government cut off Facebook across the entire country for two months.

So why hadn’t the authorities simply closed the networks down again, I asked Anis. If they had done it before, and had enough skill to sabotage individual accounts and pages, surely they were aware of the power of these platforms. Why didn’t they just pull the plug?

‘They simply didn’t expect anything from us, the Internet lads, and by the time they did it was too late,’ he replied.

‘There were two main differences between Gafsa in 2008 and Sidi Bou Zid in 2010. The first was that we were able to get the story out, and keep getting it out. The second was that our demands were public and national: freedom of speech, the right to work, elections. Whereas Gafsa was a particular issue affecting a particular group.’

They might get sympathetic talk around the dinner table, in other words. But not feet and voices in the streets.

The spreading of the protests from Sidi Bou Zid to Tunisia’s other towns and cities meant the unravelling of the regime. The security forces no longer had the resources to play cat and mouse. The units which had thronged the streets of Sidi Bou Zid were dispersed to fifteen other towns at once. These other places experienced much less of the delicate dance of repression and defiance, tiptoeing around the line of lethal force, which had characterised the protests in Sidi Bou Zid. In Kasserine, Gabes and eventually Tunis, the security forces opened fire with live rounds, killing people. Every time they did the funerals of the martyrs escalated the scope of the demands and the ferocity of the protests. It took only two more weeks for the regime to fall.

So, I said to Anis, you won. This revolution which you didn’t even know you had inside you succeeded, the tyrant fled, and it’s a new era. What impact do you think it will have on your life? If we were in 2030, what would you expect to say about the Tunisian revolution?

‘I was born in 1980. But I feel like I was born in 2011. The last thirty years have been wasted. Not even the basics were there. And at the same time, I feel as though the revolution has only been half achieved.

‘In the media and the new political players, they have addressed some of the side issues of the revolution. But not its core. They’re still not engaging us, the young people, in proper dialogue. Instead they’re mucking about in wage
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