
Dr. Mohamed Nejib Gorgi

Citizens’ People: How Tunisia’s Democratic Soul  Was Born, Betrayed, and Can Be Reborn 





  
    First published by KDP (Amazon) 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Dr. Mohamed Nejib Gorgi


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    Dr. Mohamed Nejib Gorgi asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    Dr. Mohamed Nejib Gorgi has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  





  


To the indomitable spirit of the Tunisian people, whose courage in the face of adversity ignited a global conversation about the essence of true democracy. To the memory of those who paid the ultimate price for demanding their rights, and to the countless, often unseen, individuals who continue to strive for a future where active citizenship triumphs over passive submissiveness. This work is a testament to your unwavering commitment to the idea that the power to shape destiny lies not







  
    
      “If there is no struggle, there is no progress. Those who profess to favor freedom, and yet depreciate agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up the ground.”


    

    
      Frederick Douglass
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  Foreword







In the quiet interstices of history, where the clamor of revolutions fades into the hum of everyday endurance, there lies a profound truth: the human spirit, when forged in the crucible of adversity, becomes an unquenchable forge of transformation. It is with this conviction that I pen these words, not as a distant observer perched upon the ivory towers of academia, but as one who has walked the sun-baked streets of Tunis, inhaled the scent of jasmine mingled with the acrid smoke of protest fires, and felt the pulse of a nation wrestling with its destiny. This book, a tapestry woven from the threads of Tunisia’s indomitable journey, arrives at a moment when the world itself teeters on the precipice of uncertainty—a time when the sirens of authoritarianism whisper seductively in the ears of weary democracies, and the flame of citizenship flickers against encroaching shadows. It is a volume that transcends the borders of a single nation, speaking to the universal odyssey of those who dare to claim their place not as subjects, but as architects of their shared fate.

As I reflect upon the pages that follow, I am struck by their eloquent persuasion—a narrative that does not merely recount the fall of a dictator or the erection of fragile institutions, but delves into the marrow of what it means to resist, rebuild, and renew. The author, with a precision born of intimate knowledge and scholarly rigor, chart the labyrinthine path from the euphoric uprisings of 2011 to the sobering trials of consolidation and regression. Here, the Jasmine Revolution is not romanticized as a fairy-tale triumph, but dissected with the surgeon’s scalpel: its sparks of hope, its fissures of division, its lessons etched in the scars of unmet promises. Yet, amid this unflinching gaze, emerges a persuasive innovation—a reframing of democracy not as a static edifice, but as a living organism, sustained by the vigilant breath of its citizens. In chapters that pulse with the rhythm of lived experience, we encounter the internal alchemy of personal ethics, where integrity and courage become bulwarks against moral corrosion; the artful forging of societal alliances, bridging chasms of ideology to erect fortresses of collective will; the meticulous crafting of accountable governance, where transparency and justice serve as antidotes to the poison of unchecked power; and the nuanced dance with international solidarity, a double-edged sword that can either empower or ensnare.

What renders this work truly innovative—and, dare I say, indispensable—is its refusal to confine the Tunisian saga to a regional silo. Instead, it casts a luminous thread across the globe, illuminating how the echoes of Sidi Bouzid reverberate in the corridors of Washington, the squares of Budapest, and the avenues of Paris. In an era where longstanding democracies grapple with their own phantoms—populist demagogues eroding judicial independence, disinformation campaigns fracturing public trust, economic chasms breeding disillusionment—this book serves as a mirror and a manifesto. It persuades us that the struggle for citizenship is not a relic of emerging countries, but a perennial imperative, as vital in the heart of Europe as in the cradle of the Arab Spring. Consider the subtle erosions in America, where electoral safeguards are besieged by partisan machinations, or in Hungary, where media freedoms wilt under executive fiat; these are not distant aberrations, but kin to Tunisia’s trials, demanding the same stubborn hope that animates these pages.

Through emblematic figures like Moncef Marzouki, whose exile-forged wisdom underscores the personal cost of integrity, or the National Dialogue Quartet, whose Nobel-crowned mediation exemplifies the power of unlikely alliances, the book innovates by humanizing the abstract. It persuades not through didactic proclamation, but through vivid, original vignettes—hunger strikes that echo the fasts of Gandhi, digital mobilizations that parallel the underground presses of Soviet dissidents—crafting a narrative that feels at once intimate and epic. In doing so, it evades the trap of rote recitation, offering instead a fresh lexicon for resistance: “stubborn hope” as the antithesis of surrender, conscious minorities as the vanguard of seismic shifts. This originality is no accident; it is the fruit of reflective depth, ensuring that each chapter not only informs but ignites, compelling readers to interrogate their own civic complacencies.

As we stand on the threshold of 2026, with the world still reeling from pandemics of division and disillusion, this book arrives as a timely elixir. It does not promise panaceas, for the path to resilient democracy is paved with the grit of persistence, not the gold of guarantees. Rather, it equips us with tools—ethical compasses, alliance blueprints, governance safeguards—to navigate the tempests ahead. For Tunisians, it is a homage to their unbroken spirit; for the global citizen, a call to arms against the creeping tides of autocracy. In its eloquent persuasion, it whispers a revolutionary truth: citizenship is not bestowed; it is seized, nurtured, and defended with the fervor of those who know its fragility.

May this volume find its way into the hands of dreamers and doers alike, inspiring a renaissance of active engagement. For in the end, as the author so masterfully illuminates, the true guardians of democracy are not institutions or leaders, but we—the people—who, in our shared humanity, hold the power to author a freer tomorrow. 

                                                                                                         Late I. William Zartman

Scholar in International Relations, negotiation, and conflict resolution and the former Director of the African Studies and Conflict Management programs at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies







  Preface



In the shadowed vestibule of memory, where the echoes of a nation’s awakening still linger like the faint perfume of jasmine carried on a desert wind, this book takes its first breath. It is born not from the sterile confines of detached scholarship, nor from the fleeting sparks of journalistic fervor, but from the deep wellspring of lived conviction—a conviction that the human quest for dignity, forged in the fires of revolution and tempered by the chill of regression, demands to be chronicled with the fidelity of a witness and the passion of a partisan. As I set pen to paper (or fingers to keys, in this digital age), I am acutely aware that the story unfolding herein is no mere academic treatise on Tunisia’s tumultuous dance with democracy; it is a living mosaic, pieced together from the shards of hope and heartbreak that define not just one people’s odyssey, but the universal human endeavor to claim citizenship as more than a legal fiction—to wield it as a sword against the encroaching night of authoritarianism.

This volume germinated in the fertile soil of my own encounters with Tunisia’s indomitable spirit, during those heady days following the 2011 Jasmine Revolution, when the air thrummed with the electric promise of renewal. I wandered the labyrinthine souks of Tunis, conversed with elders whose eyes held the weight of decades under Ben Ali’s gaze, and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with youth whose digital dexterity turned smartphones into instruments of liberation. Yet, as the years unfurled, that initial bloom gave way to thorns: economic stagnation that gnawed at the roots of progress, political fractures that splintered fragile coalitions, and the insidious resurgence of strongman allure under figures like Kais Saied, whose 2021 maneuvers cast long shadows over the constitutional edifice so painstakingly erected. It was in witnessing this nonlinear saga—not a triumphant arc, but a jagged helix of advance and retreat—that the imperative to write crystallized. For Tunisia’s narrative, with its poignant blend of triumph and trial, mirrors the precarious state of democracies worldwide, where even the most venerable republics grapple with the specters of polarization, institutional erosion, and the seductive whisper of autocratic efficiency.

What compelled me to undertake this labor was not merely to document, but to persuade—to weave a tapestry so vivid and innovative that it compels readers to see beyond the headlines, to grasp the intricate alchemy by which ordinary souls transmute despair into “stubborn hope.” Herein, you will traverse the internal battlegrounds of personal ethics, where integrity becomes a bulwark against moral surrender; the strategic forges of societal alliances, bridging chasms to build resilient fronts; the architectural blueprints of accountable governance, safeguarding against the rot of corruption; and the delicate diplomacy of international solidarity, a lifeline that must empower rather than ensnare. Interlaced throughout are the luminous threads of heroic figures—Moncef Marzouki’s exile-honed wisdom, the National Dialogue Quartet’s Nobel-crowned mediation, and the contemporary defiance of hunger-striking dissidents like Jawhar Ben Mbarek—each a testament to the disproportionate might of conscious minorities in reshaping destinies.

Yet, this is no insular chronicle. In an era where the United States contends with assaults on electoral sanctity, Hungary’s Orbán tightens his illiberal vise, and France’s republican ideals strain under nationalist tides, Tunisia’s lessons resonate as a global clarion. They remind us that citizenship is not a passive inheritance but an active conquest, demanding eternal vigilance lest the gains of generations dissolve into complacency’s quicksand. My hope is that this book serves not as a eulogy for faltering dreams, but as a manifesto for their revival—a persuasive invocation to innovate in resistance, to draw from history’s well without repeating its pitfalls, and to forge alliances that transcend borders in defense of our shared humanity.

To those who have walked this path with me—colleagues whose insights sharpened my prose, activists whose stories infused it with life, and readers who will carry its message forward—I extend profound gratitude. May these pages ignite in you the same fire that propelled a fruit vendor’s self-immolation into a regional inferno of change: a reminder that even in the darkest hour, the spark of one can illuminate the way for many. Let us, then, turn the page together, not as spectators, but as stewards of the democratic flame.

— Mohamed Nejib Gorgi, Tunis, January 2026
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Whispers of Jasmine in the Wind of Change

In the dimming evening of a Tunisian winter, a single act of despair ignited the unforeseen: Mohamed Bouazizi, a fruit vendor stripped of his livelihood by the indifferent machinery of corruption, set himself aflame on December 17, 2010. It was not merely a man’s body that burned that day, but the brittle facade of a regime long sustained by fear, favoritism, and the suffocating weight of unaccountable power. What followed was no scripted uprising, no orchestrated symphony of rebellion, but a spontaneous crescendo—a nation’s collective exhale after decades of held breath. The streets swelled with voices, not in harmonious chorus, but in raw, discordant harmony: demands for bread and dignity, for jobs and justice, echoing from the parched hinterlands to the glittering shores of the Mediterranean. The Jasmine Revolution, as it came to be known, did not bloom in isolation; it was a petal unfurling in a garden overgrown with the weeds of global discontent, where the Arab Spring would soon sweep across borders like a desert storm, toppling tyrants and unearthing the buried aspirations of millions.

Yet, as the dust settled and the world turned its gaze elsewhere, Tunisia’s odyssey revealed a deeper, more intricate truth—one that this book seeks to unravel with the care of an archaeologist brushing away the sands of time. Democracy, that elusive phoenix, does not rise fully formed from the ashes of autocracy; it must be nurtured, defended, and perpetually reinvented amid the gales of regression. In the years that followed Bouazizi’s spark, Tunisia crafted a constitution hailed as a masterpiece of compromise, birthed institutions fragile yet fervent, and glimpsed the dawn of a citizenship reborn—not as passive subjects under a benevolent ruler, but as active architects of their shared fate. But shadows lingered: economic chasms that widened rather than healed, political fractures that invited the siren call of strongman salvation, and the subtle creep of authoritarian reflexes under guises of stability. By 2021, as President Kais Saied invoked emergency powers to suspend parliament and reshape the judiciary, the revolution’s bloom faced a withering frost—a poignant reminder that the struggle for true self-governance is not a singular victory, but an eternal vigil.

This book, then, is not a eulogy for dreams deferred, nor a triumphalist ode to inevitable progress. It is a reflective cartography of resilience, mapping the internal landscapes of ethical fortitude where individuals forge their moral compasses against the tempests of compromise; the strategic terrains of alliances, where disparate voices converge to build bulwarks against division; the architectural blueprints of accountable governance, erecting safeguards against the erosion of trust; and the delicate bridges of international solidarity, spanning oceans to bolster without binding. Through Tunisia’s lens—a microcosm of the Arab world’s aspirations and afflictions—we peer into a mirror held to the world at large. For the tremors felt in Tunis reverberate in the fault lines of democracies far afield: in the United States, where electoral sanctity is besieged by partisan tempests; in Hungary, where illiberal vines choke the roots of free expression; in India, where the mosaic of pluralism strains under majoritarian weights. These are not isolated quakes, but symptoms of a global seismic shift, where the allure of efficiency over equity tempts even the most venerable republics to trade liberty’s chaos for autocracy’s illusory calm.

What persuades me, as author, to embark on this chronicle is not the hubris of omniscience, but the humility of witness: to innovate in the telling, eschewing the worn paths of linear history for a narrative that spirals like the revolution itself—innovative in its fusion of personal vignettes with geopolitical sweeps, persuasive in its call to “stubborn hope” as the antidote to despair. Here, emblematic souls like Moncef Marzouki, whose exile-tempered wisdom illuminates the personal cost of integrity, or the hunger-striking dissidents who transform bodily frailty into moral might, stand not as relics, but as living invitations to action. For citizenship, as these pages will unfold, is no static badge; it is a dynamic forge, where the heat of adversity tempers the steel of collective will.

As you, dear reader, step into this prologue’s threshold, consider it an invocation: to journey with open eyes through the chapters ahead, not as passive voyeurs, but as co-conspirators in the grand conspiracy of hope. In a world where democracies falter and autocrats ascend, may this book serve as your compass—a reminder that the whispers of jasmine, once stirred, can become a gale that reshapes the horizons of possibility. For in the end, the true revolution resides not in the fall of regimes, but in the rise of citizens unafraid to claim their dawn.








  
  
  Introduction

  
  




The genesis of this book lies in a profound observation: the persistent challenge of building and sustaining democratic societies often stems not from the inadequacy of institutions, but from the ingrained psychologies of the populace. In a world where the echoes of authoritarianism remain potent, understanding the subtle yet pervasive transition from ‘subject’ to ‘citizen’ is paramount. My engagement with the Tunisian experience, particularly through the lens of Tunisia’s emblematic figure, thinker, activist and former President of Tunisia Mohamed Moncef Marzouki’s insightful analyses, has underscored this critical distinction. Tunisia, a country that dramatically asserted its will for change, offers a compelling case study of this ongoing metamorphosis. It is a journey marked by periods of potent civic awakening, followed by regrettable regressions, all of which illuminate the intricate interplay between collective consciousness, the pervasive influence of fear, and the resilience required to forge an authentic democratic future. This book is an attempt to dissect this complex dynamic, exploring the historical, psychological, and social dimensions that shape a people’s capacity for self-governance. It seeks to move beyond simplistic institutional checklists and delve into the very bedrock of democratic possibility: the transformed individual, capable of critical thought and courageous action. The narratives presented here, drawn from Tunisia’s recent past and its ongoing struggles, are intended to resonate with anyone grappling with the universal challenge of cultivating active, engaged citizenship in a world often predisposed to the easier path of obedience. It is a call to recognize that democracy is not merely a system of governance, but a way of being, a constant practice of informed participation and unwavering civic courage.
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  Chapter 1: The Subject and the Citizen - A Conceptual Divide

  
  





Introduction: The Subject and the Citizen

The phrases “subjects’ people” and “citizens’ people”, as referred to in this book, designate two different collective conditions. They do not describe fixed essences or separate biological types, but patterns of consciousness and behavior that can shift over time. A single society, and even a single person, can move along the spectrum between them. Yet the distinction is sharp enough to illuminate what is at stake when a regime changes, when a crisis erupts, or when a movement rises.


Defining Collective Conditions: “Subjects’ People” vs. “Citizens’ People”

A “subjects’ people” exists where the majority relate to authority as something unquestionable, distant, and almost sacred. In such a setting, rulers present themselves as guardians or patriarchs. Obedience is rewarded with safety, small favors, or access to limited opportunities, while dissent brings risks that most prefer not to take. The law is experienced less as a shared pact and more as an instrument wielded from above. Public space is thin, civil organizations are weak or heavily supervised, and information flows are managed. Even when individuals complain in private, they rarely imagine that coordinated action could change the overall structure.


By contrast, a “citizens’ people,” is not simply a population protected by written civil and political rights. It is a community in which a significant portion of individuals have developed the habits and virtues of citizenship. They follow public affairs, deliberate with others, and participate in associations, movements, or parties. They see law as their collective work, not as a separate entity imposed by mysterious forces. They also accept that conflicts of interest or vision are legitimate and must be processed through agreed procedures rather than suppressed.


The subject obeys; the citizen questions. The subject withdraws; the citizen participates. The subject accepts authority as fate; the citizen insists authority answer to law. These contrasts are tendencies, not absolute states. Individuals and societies can move back and forth along this spectrum.


Mechanisms of Control in Authoritarian Systems

Several mechanisms sustain this condition. One is fear, often rooted in memories of imprisonment, torture, or professional exclusion. Another is dependency, as jobs, permits, or social mobility are tied to loyalty. A third is narrative: schoolbooks, religious discourse, and media messages all reinforce the idea that authority is natural, that enemies lurk everywhere, and that the governed should be grateful for stability. Over time, many internalize these messages. They may grumble, but they remain convinced that any attempt to challenge the order will bring only chaos, foreign domination or at best a sense of incertainty and insecurity.


The Citizen Mentality: Habits, Virtues, and Active Agency

This citizens’ nucleus rarely includes everyone. Historical experience in many countries suggests that large transformations can be triggered by a determined minority that organizes, connects sectors, and persists despite setbacks. The broader population does not need to be uniformly heroic. What matters is that enough people acquire a sense of ownership over the political space and reject silent dependency or a return to submssion. That minority does not claim to speak for a pure, homogeneous people. On the contrary, it embraces pluralism and protects institutions that allow different voices to compete peacefully.



It is important to stress that the difference between these two collective conditions is not purely institutional. A constitution can proclaim a republic of citizens while the underlying culture remains one of subjects. Elections can be held while voters still experience politics as a distant spectacle controlled by networks they neither trust nor understand. Conversely, even under harsh rule, pockets of citizenship can survive in unions, professional groups, neighborhood initiatives, or informal discussion circles. These islands of independent thought and solidarity are often the seedbeds from which broader change later emerges.


The book uses Tunisia as an example, but it encourages the reader to recognize these patterns closer to home. Wherever a large share of people withdraws from public life, distrust all intermediaries, and look instead for a savior who promises to sweep away complexity, a subjects’ condition is gaining ground. Whenever citizens organize patiently, insist on rules, defend institutions even when they are frustrated with incumbents, and hold firm against shortcuts that concentrate power, a citizens’ condition is being built or reinforced.


The Spectrum of Transformation: From Obedience to Active Agency

Of course, no society is purely one or the other. The same person can act as a subject in one context and as a citizen in another. This is why the book speaks of “subjects’ people” and “citizens’ people” as tendencies rather than rigid categories. Nevertheless, the terms are useful because they shift focus from leaders to the broader collective. Too often, analysis of political change revolves around the intentions of rulers and the elites or the designs of foreign powers. By contrast, this framework asks how societies themselves contribute to their own subjugation or emancipation. Do they cultivate obedience or questioning? Do they tolerate corruption as a normal tax on survival, or do they insist on accountability? Do they treat public resources as private spoils, or as common goods?


Implications for Democracy: Beyond Institutions to Psychological Liberation

Placing emphasis on these questions has several consequences. It means that democratic collapse cannot be explained only by the bad intentions of a single leader. Such figures succeed when they find in front of them a population tired, fearful, or fragmented, in which the citizens’ minority is too weak to resist. It also implies that rebuilding democracy after a setback involves more than rewriting texts. It requires rebuilding the very capacities that make people into citizens: critical education, independent organizations, trustworthy media, and habits of cooperation.


There are, inevitably, connections between this framework and older traditions of thought that contrasted inert groups with conscious ones, or passive classes with organized agents of change. The book notes these genealogies without leaning on any one authority. The aim is not to borrow categories wholesale, but to refine them in light of contemporary experiences, especially in societies that have recently oscillated between authoritarian rule and attempts at pluralist governance. In this sense, the language of “subjects’ people” and “citizens’ people” is a local contribution with wider resonance.


The rest of the volume will flesh out these concepts with a particular focus on Tunisia’s trajectory, tracing how a society long trained as a subjects’ people managed for a time to behave as a citizens’ people, before parts of it slid back toward dependence on a single figure. Today, we are at a situation where, on one side, stands the largest part of the population that endures, complains, and adapts, but rarely believes it can transform the rules. On the other stands a limited community that argues, organizes, and insists that power answer to law and principle. The distance between them is not merely legal; it is psychological, ethical, and cultural. That distance is the terrain this book will traverse, with the conviction that crossing it, however difficult, is the only path to a democracy that does not crumble at the first serious storm.


The Subject Mentality: Psychological Conditioning and Learned Helplessness

The concept of the “subject” is, therefore, fundamental to understanding the enduring grip of authoritarianism and the profound transformation required for a genuine democratic transition. It describes not merely a political status, but a deeply internalized psychological and social disposition, a learned mode of being that renders individuals amenable to being ruled rather than active participants in ruling. This mentality is meticulously cultivated by autocratic regimes, not through brute force alone, though repression is a vital tool, but through a far more insidious process of shaping minds and conditioning behaviors. It is the quiet, pervasive influence of an environment designed to foster fear, obedience, and a profound lack of critical engagement with power.

Authoritarian states invest heavily in the systematic erosion of public trust, recognizing that a populace united by skepticism and suspicion of authority is far less likely to coalesce into a cohesive force for change. Propaganda serves as the primary architect of this manufactured reality. Through a relentless barrage of state-controlled media, carefully curated narratives, and the suppression of dissenting voices, regimes construct an alternative universe where their legitimacy is unquestioned, their actions are justified, and any opposition is portrayed as traitorous or misguided. This constant reinforcement aims to create a cognitive environment where the regime’s version of truth becomes the only accessible truth, and questioning it is not only dangerous but also appears irrational. The psychological effect is profound: individuals begin to doubt their own perceptions, to question their own judgment, and to retreat into the safety of accepting the official narrative. This normalization of autocratic rule is a triumph of the regime’s narrative over individual experience.


Repression, in its myriad forms, acts as the grim enforcer of this mental conditioning. It extends beyond the overt brutality of arrests, torture, and executions, though these are the ultimate deterrents. It encompasses pervasive surveillance, the chilling effect of informants, arbitrary detentions, and the constant threat of reprisal for the slightest deviation from prescribed norms. This atmosphere of fear is not merely a consequence of repression; it is a deliberate strategy to paralyze potential dissent. When the cost of speaking out, of questioning, of even thinking differently, is perceived as potentially catastrophic—loss of livelihood, social ostracism, physical harm, or harm to loved ones—individuals naturally gravitate towards safety and conformity. This is the essence of prioritizing safety and obedience over active participation and dissent. The rational choice, in such a climate, becomes compliance.


This psychological conditioning leads to a state of normalized subservience. Generations can grow up under such regimes, never knowing a different reality. For them, the autocratic system is not an aberration to be corrected, but the natural order of things. They learn to navigate the system by adhering to its unwritten rules, by displaying the outward signs of loyalty, and by suppressing any internal urges towards critical thought or rebellion. This learned helplessness, a concept well-documented in psychology, manifests as a belief that one’s actions have no meaningful impact on the larger political forces at play. Why strive, why protest, why demand change, if the system is immutable and resistance is futile? This resignation is a powerful tool for authoritarian stability.


The focus here is not on individuals who passively accept their fate out of ignorance or a lack of agency due to circumstance, but on those whose internal disposition has been shaped by decades of authoritarian governance to become amenable to being ruled. This disposition is characterized by a deference to authority, a reluctance to engage in public discourse or collective action, and a tendency to view political life as an arena of power struggles best left to those in charge. There is a perceived safety in anonymity, a comfort in not drawing attention, a preference for the predictable rhythm of a controlled society over the chaotic uncertainty of freedom and self-governance. This is the essence of the “subject” mentality: an individual who exists within the state but is not an active, conscious participant in its formation or direction.


Historical Illustrations: Soviet Influence, Colonial Legacies, and Post‑Colonial States

Consider the historical example of many Eastern European countries under Soviet influence. For decades, citizens lived under a system that dictated every aspect of their lives, from their economic opportunities to their freedom of expression. The pervasive security apparatus, the omnipresent propaganda machine, and the systematic suppression of independent thought created a generation conditioned to be subjects. Any deviation was met with swift and severe punishment. The emphasis was on conformity, on belonging to the collective as defined by the Party, and on understanding one’s place as a cog in a larger, unchangeable machine. The concept of individual rights, of democratic participation, was either absent or actively derided as bourgeois decadence. When the Soviet bloc began to crumble, the transition for many was not simply a matter of political change, but a profound psychological reorientation. They had to learn to be citizens, to trust their own voices, to believe that their participation mattered, and to overcome the deeply ingrained habits of obedience and fear.


Similarly, in many post-colonial African countries, the strong, centralized states established by departing colonial powers often inherited and perpetuated a system of governance that mirrored authoritarian rule. The colonial administration itself operated on a subject-based model, where local populations were governed rather than participating in their own governance. When independence was achieved, many new leaders, facing immense challenges of nation-building and lacking established democratic traditions, often opted for strong, top-down leadership. This replicated the hierarchical structures of the past, further entrenching the subject mentality. Citizens were encouraged to look to the state for all their needs, to obey its directives, and to see themselves as recipients of its bounty, rather than as active agents in shaping their collective destiny. The emphasis was on national unity and development, often at the expense of individual freedoms and participatory governance.


The French colonial experience in Algeria provides another stark illustration. The colonial project was premised on the subjugation and assimilation of the indigenous population, who were largely denied basic rights and treated as subjects of the French dominion. Algerian identity was suppressed, and traditional governance structures were dismantled. The French administration imposed a rigid hierarchy, with power concentrated in the hands of colonial officials. This created a population accustomed to being ruled from afar, with limited avenues for expressing dissent or asserting agency. Even after independence, the legacy of this hierarchical, subject-based governance lingered, contributing to the political instability and authoritarian tendencies that would plague the country for decades. The struggle to build a citizenry, rather than merely a population of subjects, proved to be an arduous and long-lasting endeavor.


Even within societies with ostensibly democratic frameworks, elements of the subject mentality can persist, particularly if the transition from authoritarianism was incomplete or if specific groups have been systematically marginalized. For instance, in some Latin American countries, indigenous populations have historically been treated as subjects, excluded from full citizenship and subjected to discriminatory policies. Their experiences of dispossession, violence, and political disenfranchisement have fostered a deep-seated distrust of state institutions and a sense of powerlessness, reinforcing a disposition that mirrors the subject mentality. While legal frameworks may recognize them as citizens, their lived reality often reflects a subordinate status, where obedience is often a survival strategy and active participation is seen as a risky endeavor.


The insidious nature of authoritarianism lies in its ability to permeate the very fabric of individual consciousness. It is not simply about the presence of a dictator or a ruling party; it is about the internalization of their authority, the acceptance of their narratives, and the adaptation of personal behavior to align with their dictates. This is achieved through a multifaceted approach that targets individuals from their earliest years. Educational systems are often designed to instill loyalty and obedience, presenting a sanitized version of history that glorifies the regime and demonizes its perceived enemies. Family structures can be influenced by the fear of reprisal; parents may warn their children against expressing dissenting opinions, not out of malice, but out of a protective instinct born from a lifetime of experiencing the consequences of speaking out. Social interactions become cautious, self-censored affairs, where individuals learn to read the room, to gauge the political climate, and to avoid topics that could attract unwanted attention.


This constant vigilance and self-censorship create a psychological burden. The energy that could be directed towards creative pursuits, civic engagement, or personal growth is instead consumed by the effort of maintaining a facade of compliance. It fosters a sense of alienation from one’s own thoughts and feelings, a disconnect between the public persona and the private self. This internal division is a key characteristic of the subject mentality. The individual is not whole; a part of them is always monitoring, always assessing risk, always conforming to external expectations. This fragmentation makes it difficult to develop the self-confidence and conviction necessary for active citizenship.


Furthermore, authoritarian regimes often employ tactics that deliberately foster dependency, both economic and psychological. By controlling access to resources, employment opportunities, and social services, they create a situation where individuals and families rely heavily on the state for their well-being. This dependence makes challenging the regime a precarious proposition, as it could mean jeopardizing one’s very survival. The psychological effect is a reinforcement of the power imbalance. The state is perceived as the provider, the ultimate authority, and the individual as a supplicant, dependent and beholden. This dynamic actively discourages any notion of rights or entitlements, replacing them with a sense of gratitude for whatever the state deigns to provide.


The systematic suppression of independent civil society organizations further isolates individuals and strengthens the state’s monopoly on organization and discourse. When unions, professional associations, community groups, and independent media are dismantled, co-opted, or heavily controlled, citizens lose the spaces where they can collectively articulate their concerns, develop shared identities, and practice the skills of negotiation and advocacy. These institutions are crucial for nurturing a sense of shared purpose and collective efficacy, the very foundations of a vibrant citizenry. Without them, individuals are atomized, less able to perceive their shared interests, and more susceptible to manipulation by the state. They become a collection of isolated individuals, each facing the formidable power of the state alone.


This isolation is compounded by the deliberate sowing of division among different groups within society. Authoritarian regimes often find it advantageous to create or exacerbate tensions between ethnic, religious, or social groups. By fostering an “us versus them” mentality, they can distract from their own failings, prevent the formation of broad-based coalitions, and maintain control by playing one group against another. This tactic further erodes social trust and makes collective action based on shared citizenship incredibly difficult. When people are suspicious of their neighbors, when they are encouraged to see others as rivals or threats, the idea of working together for the common good becomes a distant, almost impossible, dream. The social fabric, essential for civic engagement, is deliberately frayed.


The psychological impact of living under such conditions is profound and multifaceted. It includes a generalized sense of anxiety, a suppressed frustration that can manifest in various ways, and a deep-seated cynicism about the possibility of genuine change. This cynicism can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, as it discourages individuals from investing their energy in civic life or believing in the efficacy of collective action. They may adopt a passive stance, withdrawing from public life and focusing on private concerns, or may express their discontent through apolitical channels, such as humor or resignation. These are not necessarily signs of endorsement, but rather coping mechanisms developed in response to an oppressive environment.


Therefore, the “subject” mentality is not a monolithic or static condition. It is a dynamic and adaptive response to specific political, social, and psychological conditions imposed by authoritarian rule. It is a testament to the resilience of individuals in finding ways to survive and navigate oppressive systems, but it is also a significant barrier to the emergence of a truly democratic society. The transition from subject to citizen, as explored in subsequent chapters, requires not just the dismantling of authoritarian institutions but a profound and often difficult process of psychological liberation, of unlearning fear, rebuilding trust, and rediscovering the agency that lies within each individual. It is a journey that challenges deeply ingrained habits of thought and behavior, a struggle to reclaim not just political rights, but the very essence of self-determination and active participation in shaping one’s own destiny and that of one’s community. The task of building a democracy is, at its core, the task of cultivating a citizenry capable of exercising the rights and responsibilities that define true freedom, moving beyond the passive acceptance of rule to the active embrace of governance.


The transition from the passive posture of the “subject” to the active stance of the “citizen” is not merely a shift in political status; it is a profound metamorphosis of the individual’s relationship with society and the state. If the subject is defined by a reactive existence, shaped by the dictates of power and the pervasive atmosphere of fear, the citizen is fundamentally an agent of change and a conscious participant in the intricate dance of governance. This active role is not an inherent trait but a cultivated disposition, nurtured by critical consciousness, sustained by civic courage, and anchored in an unwavering commitment to the collective well-being of the polis.


The very notion of citizenship carries a weight of historical evolution, stretching back to the city-states of ancient Greece, where belonging was often tied to land ownership, military service, and participation in the assemblies. While these early forms of citizenship were exclusionary by modern standards, they laid the groundwork for a concept that transcended mere existence within a territory. The Athenian citizen, for instance, was expected to engage in public debate, serve in juries, and defend the city–duties that demanded a level of engagement far removed from the passive observation of the subject. Similarly, the Roman Republic envisioned citizens with specific rights and obligations, though these too were stratified by class and status. The evolution continued through the Enlightenment, where thinkers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau championed the idea of popular sovereignty and the social contract, positing that legitimate political authority arises from the consent of the governed. This placed the citizen at the heart of political legitimacy, not as a recipient of governance but as its source.


In contemporary democratic theory, citizenship is understood as a multifaceted concept encompassing a bundle of rights and responsibilities. These rights typically include civil liberties (freedom of speech, assembly, faith), political rights (the right to vote, to run for office), and social rights (access to education, healthcare, social welfare). However, these rights are not merely entitlements to be passively enjoyed; they are intrinsically linked to a set of responsibilities. These responsibilities involve respecting the rights of others, obeying the law, paying taxes, and, crucially, participating in the civic life of the community. This participation is the bedrock upon which the edifice of democracy is built. It means being informed about public affairs, engaging in reasoned debate, holding elected officials accountable, and actively contributing to the common good.





Citizenship as Critical Consciousness and Civic Courage

The defining characteristic of the citizen, therefore, is critical consciousness. This is the capacity to question, to analyze, and to evaluate information and pronouncements from those in power. It is the intellectual rigor that enables individuals to discern propaganda from truth, to identify manipulation, and to form independent judgments. This critical faculty is the antithesis of the unquestioning acceptance that defines the subject. The citizen understands that power is not a benevolent, unassailable force, but a human construct that requires constant scrutiny and challenge. They recognize that the narratives presented by the state are often designed to serve specific interests and that a healthy democracy depends on the free exchange of diverse perspectives. This involves a commitment to seeking out multiple sources of information, engaging with ideas that challenge one’s own, and fostering an intellectual humility that acknowledges the complexity of public issues. Without critical consciousness, the citizen remains vulnerable to the very forces that perpetuate the subject mentality.


Coupled with critical consciousness is civic courage. This is the inner fortitude that empowers individuals to act on their informed judgments, even in the face of potential risks or opposition. It is the willingness to speak out against injustice, to defend democratic principles, and to participate in collective action, not out of a sense of obligation alone, but from a deep-seated conviction that such actions are necessary for the preservation and advancement of a just society. Civic courage is not recklessness; it is a calculated bravery born from a belief in the efficacy of one’s actions and a commitment to the common good. It is what allows a person to attend a peaceful protest, to write a critical letter to a newspaper, to join a civil society organization, or to stand up to a bully, all actions that might seem small in isolation but are vital threads in the fabric of a democratic society. It is the courage to resist the temptation of apathy and to embrace the responsibility of active engagement.


This internal fortitude is a stark contrast to the passive acceptance associated with the subject. While a subject might privately harbor dissent, civic courage compels the citizen to translate that internal disquiet into outward action. It is the difference between grumbling about corruption and organizing to expose it, between lamenting inequality and advocating for policies to address it. This commitment to collective well-being means that the citizen’s actions are not solely motivated by self-interest, but by a broader concern for the welfare of the community and future generations. It entails a willingness to compromise, to collaborate, and to work towards common goals, even when personal preferences might differ. This is the essence of democratic citizenship: a continuous process of negotiation, participation, and collective problem-solving.


Education, Civil Society, and Institutions as Incubators of Citizenship

The construction of a citizen is an ongoing process, not a static achievement. It requires constant vigilance and cultivation, both at the individual and societal level. Educational systems play a crucial role in fostering critical consciousness and civic courage. Schools that encourage debate, critical inquiry, and the exploration of diverse perspectives are instrumental in shaping future citizens. Equally important are the spaces provided by civil society of non-governmental organizations, community groups and independent media, which offer arenas for citizens to practice their civic skills, to build networks of trust, and to collectively articulate their demands. These organizations act as incubators for active citizenship, providing the infrastructure and support necessary for individuals to move from passive observation to active participation.


Moreover, the legal and institutional frameworks of a society significantly influence the nature of citizenship. Societies that protect freedom of expression, guarantee the right to assembly, and ensure the accountability of government institutions are more likely to foster a robust citizenry. Conversely, environments that suppress dissent, restrict access to information, and concentrate power in the hands of a few inadvertently reinforce the subject mentality.


Marzouki’s Contribution: Citizenship as Active Responsibility

The Tunisian thinker and former president Moncef Marzouki offered a distinctive articulation of citizenship that resonates with the themes explored in this book. For Marzouki, citizenship was not merely a legal status conferred by the state, but a lived practice rooted in dignity, responsibility, and active participation. He emphasized that true citizenship requires individuals to see themselves as agents of collective destiny, rather than passive recipients of authority or favors.


Marzouki’s notion of citizenship was deeply shaped by Tunisia’s own struggles against authoritarianism. He argued that the transition from subjecthood to citizenship demanded both psychological liberation and institutional safeguards. In his view, democracy could not survive if citizens remained trapped in habits of obedience, fear, or dependency. Instead, they had to cultivate civic courage, defend pluralism, and insist on accountability as everyday practices.

This vision aligns closely with the framework of “subjects’ people” and “citizens’ people.” Where the subject mentality accepts authority as distant and unquestionable, Marzouki’s citizen insists on proximity, dialogue, and responsibility. Where the subject withdraws into private survival, the citizen steps into public life, even at personal risk. His contribution underscores that the durability of democracy depends less on constitutional texts than on the daily habits of citizens who embody freedom in their actions.


Placed in Tunisia’s trajectory, Marzouki’s perspective highlights both the promise and fragility of democratic transformation. The revolution of 2011 briefly opened a space where citizens asserted their agency, but sustaining that space required a deeper cultural shift. Marzouki’s insistence on citizenship as active responsibility remains a reminder that democracy is not a gift bestowed from above, but a continuous struggle to nurture and protect the civic virtues that make it real.


Mohamed Moncef Marzouki, a figure whose intellectual contributions resonate deeply with the core concerns of this inquiry, offers a profound framework for dissecting the transition from passive populations to active citizens. His work, deeply rooted in his experiences as a physician, human rights activist, and later, the President of Tunisia, provides an indispensable lens through which to understand the psychological and social metamorphosis required for genuine democratic flourishing. Marzouki’s central thesis posits that the enduring success of democratic systems hinges less on the architecture of institutions and more on the very disposition of the populace–specifically, the fundamental shift from a mentality of submission and fear to one of critical consciousness and civic courage. This perspective is particularly salient when examining societies emerging from authoritarian rule, where the psychological scaffolding of submissiveness has been painstakingly constructed over decades.


At the heart of Marzouki’s conceptualization lies the idea that democracy is not merely a set of rules or governmental structures, but an internalized ethos. He argues that in societies where the subject mentality prevails, the population exists in a state of perpetual deference to authority, driven by an ingrained fear of reprisal and a reliance on the state for security and direction. This subject, in Marzouki’s view, is a product of regimes that actively cultivate apathy and discourage independent thought. The state, in turn, perpetuates its power by fostering a culture of dependency, ensuring that citizens view themselves as recipients of decrees rather than active participants in the governance of their own lives. This is a society where obedience is lauded, dissent is punished, and the collective imagination is constrained by the parameters set by those in power. Propaganda and controlled information flow serve to reinforce this reality, shaping perceptions and limiting the scope of perceived possibilities.




Marzouki distinguishes sharply between this state of subjecthood and the essence of citizenship, which he describes as an active, engaged, and self-aware posture. For Marzouki, the citizen is not simply someone who possesses rights on paper, but an individual who understands these rights, actively exercises them, and feels a profound sense of responsibility towards the collective good. This transformation, he argues, is not a passive reception of political change but a dynamic process of psychological emancipation. It requires individuals to shed the deeply ingrained habits of fear and unquestioning obedience, and to embrace a more critical and participatory relationship with the state and their fellow citizens. This awakening, in his view, is the bedrock upon which any sustainable democratic project must be built. Without this internal shift, even the most meticulously crafted democratic institutions are liable to crumble under the weight of a populace ill-equipped to sustain them.


The intellectual journey that led Marzouki to these conclusions is multifaceted. As a human rights advocate, he witnessed firsthand the devastating impact of authoritarianism on individual dignity and societal well-being. His experiences in Tunisia, particularly during the pre-revolutionary era and the subsequent, often turbulent, democratic transition, provided him with a rich empirical foundation for his theoretical elaborations. He observed how the pervasive security apparatus, the state-controlled media, and the suppression of civil society combined to create an environment where the subject mentality was not just tolerated, but actively encouraged. The revolution, for Marzouki, was not merely a political upheaval, but a powerful, albeit nascent, expression of the citizen yearning to break free from the shackles of subjecthood.


Marzouki’s framework is particularly powerful in its emphasis on the psychological prerequisites for democracy. He contends that simply changing the legal framework or removing a dictator is insufficient if the underlying psychological structures of submission remain intact. The population must actively unlearn obedience and cultivate a disposition of questioning and critical inquiry. This is a difficult and often lengthy process, as the habits of fear and deference become deeply embedded. He uses the analogy of a plant that has grown in the shade; when brought into the sunlight, it must adapt gradually. Similarly, a population accustomed to authoritarian rule requires careful nurturing and the creation of safe spaces for the development of civic consciousness. This nurturing involves fostering critical thinking in educational systems, supporting independent media, and encouraging the growth of a vibrant civil society where individuals can practice and develop their civic capacities without fear.


He distinguishes between the inert mass of subjects and the dynamic, organized minority that often spearheads democratic change. While the majority may remain passive, caught in the web of fear and accustomed to their subject status, it is often a conscious, active minority that articulates grievances, mobilizes action, and demands accountability. This minority, imbued with a sense of civic courage and critical awareness, acts as a catalyst, demonstrating the possibility of a different way of being and encouraging others to awaken. Marzouki places great store in the role of such conscious minorities, seeing them as the vanguard of democratic transformation, capable of creating the ripples that eventually lead to broader societal change.


This perspective acknowledges the often-unequal distribution of civic engagement and highlights the critical function of those who are willing to take on the burden of leadership and advocacy. Furthermore, Marzouki’s analysis underscores the importance of collective identity formation in the transition from subject to citizen. The subject often identifies primarily with their immediate needs and familial ties, disconnected from a broader sense of national or civic belonging. The citizen, conversely, develops a stronger connection to the polis, recognizing their interdependence with others and their shared stake in the nation’s future. This expanded sense of belonging is crucial for fostering solidarity and enabling collective action. Movements and civil society organizations play a vital role in this process by creating shared experiences, common goals, and a sense of collective efficacy that transcends individual isolation. They offer a space where individuals can come together, discover their shared grievances and aspirations, and forge a collective identity that empowers them to act.


The concept of “stubborn hope,” which permeates this book’s overarching narrative, is intrinsically linked to Marzouki’s framework. For Marzouki, this is not a passive optimism but an active, resolute determination to believe in the possibility of change and to persist in the face of adversity. It is the hope that fuels the conscious minority, that enables individuals to resist despair, and that ultimately sustains the long and arduous journey from subjecthood to citizenship. This hope is not grounded in a naive belief that democracy will simply materialize, but in the conviction that through sustained effort, critical engagement, and unwavering commitment, a more just and democratic society can be built. It is a recognition that the struggle for citizenship is a continuous endeavor, requiring resilience, perseverance, and an unyielding faith in the human capacity for self-governance.


Marzouki’s theoretical contributions thus provide a robust conceptual armature for understanding the multifaceted nature of democratic transitions. They move beyond purely institutional or legal analyses to probe the deeper psychological and social dimensions that underpin political change. By positing that the cultivation of an active, critically conscious, and courageous citizenry is the sine qua non of sustainable democracy, Marzouki offers a vital framework for interpreting the successes and failures of democratic movements, particularly in the complex and often challenging landscape of the post-authoritarian world. His work serves as a crucial reminder that the building of democracy is, fundamentally, the building of people– of individuals who are not merely subjects of power, but conscious architects of their collective destiny. This necessitates an understanding of how fear operates, how propaganda shapes minds, and how individual agency can be reclaimed and strengthened in the face of systemic pressures. The transition he describes is not an overnight event but a generational undertaking, demanding sustained effort across all sectors of society.


Tunisia’s Experience: From Subjects to Citizens and Back Again

Tunisia’s modern trajectory offers a vivid illustration of the tension between subjecthood and citizenship. For decades under Ben Ali, the state cultivated a population of subjects through surveillance, controlled media, and the suppression of independent organizations. The 2011 revolution marked a dramatic rupture, as citizens asserted their agency and demanded dignity, rights, and accountability. Yet the subsequent transition revealed how fragile this transformation could be : while pockets of active citizenship flourished in unions, associations, and grassroots movements, large segments of society remained hesitant, fearful, or dependent on strong figures. The oscillation between subject and citizen mentalities has defined Tunisia’s democratic experiment, showing both the promise of civic awakening and the risks of regression when institutions falter or trust erodes.


This experience underscores the central argument of the book: democracy is not secured by institutions alone, but by the psychological and cultural transformation of individuals into citizens. Tunisia’s case demonstrates both the breakthroughs possible when citizens act collectively and the setbacks that occur when subject habits resurface. It is a reminder that the journey from subject to citizen is neither linear nor guaranteed, but a fragile process that must be nurtured continuously. It must be nurtured continuously.


Tunisia’s case also illustrates the interplay between ideas and practice. Marzouki’s call for citizenship as responsibility resonated with activists and civil society. But translating that vision into durable institutions and widespread civic habits proved difficult. The Tunisian experience thus becomes both a cautionary tale and a source of lessons for other societies attempting similar transformations.


Conclusion: The Journey from Subject to Citizen

The journey from subject to citizen is a perilous one, fraught with challenges. It requires individuals to confront deeply ingrained habits of deference and fear. It demands that they shed the comforting anonymity of passive existence for the demanding, and sometimes dangerous, arena of public life. It necessitates a redefinition of self, from a mere inhabitant of a territory to an active shareholder in the collective destiny. This transformation is not a spontaneous event but a deliberate, often arduous, process of unlearning and relearning. It is about reclaiming agency, about understanding that political power, while formidable, is not an immutable force of nature, but a product of human action and inaction.


Consider the role of social movements in this transformation. Movements like the one that swept across Tunisia in 2011 are often the catalysts that awaken the citizen within. They provide a collective identity, a shared purpose, and a platform for grievances to be articulated and demands to be made. The very act of participating in a movement, of standing shoulder-to-shoulder with others who share a common concern, can be a profoundly empowering experience. It can dismantle feelings of isolation and powerlessness, fostering a sense of collective efficacy that is crucial for sustained civic engagement. These movements are not merely protests; they are laboratories for citizenship, where individuals learn to organize, to strategize, to negotiate, and to persevere in the face of adversity.


The concept of “stubborn hope,” mentioned in the broader context of this book, is particularly relevant to the citizen. It is the belief that change is possible, even against overwhelming odds, and the determination to continue striving for it. This hope is not passive optimism but an active, resilient force that fuels civic action. It is the quiet conviction that even a single voice, or a small group of engaged individuals, can make a difference. This is the spirit that drives citizens to participate in local governance, to advocate for policy changes, to build bridges across divides, and to hold their leaders accountable. It is the antithesis of the despair and resignation that often characterize the subject. Ultimately, the citizen is defined not just by what they demand, but by how they engage. It is about the quality of participation, the commitment to democratic norms, and the willingness to contribute to the common good. It is about understanding that rights come with responsibilities, and that the health of a democracy depends on the active, informed, and courageous engagement of its people. The path from subject to citizen is a testament to the human capacity for growth, for resilience, and for the pursuit of a more just and equitable society. It is a continuous struggle to transcend the limitations of fear and to embrace the possibilities of collective self-determination. The citizen is the embodiment of this struggle, the living proof that the future of democracy rests not in the hands of the powerful, but in the hands of the people, actively and courageously shaping their own destiny.


The Tunisian crucible, forged in the fires of a revolution that ignited the Arab world, offers a compelling, albeit complex, narrative of the arduous journey from subjecthood to citizenship. For over two decades, the country had been under the iron fist of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, a regime that meticulously cultivated a populace defined by deference, fear, and a pervasive sense of powerlessness. This was not a society where critical thought was encouraged, nor where civic participation was seen as a right, but rather an arena where obedience was the primary currency, and dissent was a dangerous illusion. The structures of authoritarianism, from the omnipresent security apparatus to the tightly controlled media landscape, had succeeded in shaping a collective psyche that largely perceived itself as a passive recipient of the state’s directives, rather than an active agent in its own governance. The very concept of the “citizen,” with its inherent connotations of rights, responsibilities, and active engagement, felt like a distant, almost alien, ideal.


The eruption of the 2011 Jasmine Revolution, sparked by the self-immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi, sent shockwaves of exhilaration and unprecedented hope across Tunisia and beyond. In the initial, heady days, a palpable sense of liberation permeated the air. The streets teemed with people who had, for years, been silenced, now articulating their long-suppressed grievances and aspirations with newfound vigor. There was an almost intoxicating belief that the old order had been irrevocably shattered, and that a new era of genuine democracy and empowered citizenship was dawning. This revolutionary fervor represented a powerful, visceral rejection of the subject mentality that had dominated Tunisian society for so long. It was a collective exhale, a profound and shared moment of awakening that demonstrated the latent desire for agency and self-determination.


However, the euphoria of revolution, as history repeatedly attests, is a fleeting precursor to the sustained, often painstaking work of building a democratic society. As the dust began to settle, the deep-seated challenges of transitioning from decades of authoritarian rule became starkly apparent. The question that loomed large was not simply whether the Tunisian people could overthrow a dictator, but whether they possessed the ingrained habits, the psychological preparedness, and the collective will to sustain a democratic system. This transition demanded more than just the dismantling of authoritarian structures; it necessitated a profound reorientation of the national psyche, a shift from a mode of passive reception to one of active participation, critical engagement, and shared responsibility. The very fabric of Tunisian society, long woven with threads of subservience, had to be rewoven with the stronger, more resilient fibers of civic consciousness.


The immediate post-revolution period in Tunisia was thus characterized by a dynamic interplay between the lingering vestiges of the subject mentality and the burgeoning aspirations of nascent citizenship. The initial outpouring of civic energy was undeniable. New political parties and civil society organizations sprung up with remarkable speed, reflecting a populace eager to engage in the political process. Public discourse, previously stifled, became vibrant and often contentious, as diverse voices clamored to be heard and to shape the country’s future. Elections were held, a constitution was drafted and ratified, and a pluralistic political landscape began to take shape. These were tangible markers of
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