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ABSTRACT
In Tunisia, during the initial years of the democratic transition, the number of
registered associations has doubled. The few studies available point out that a
significant proportion of the new associations’ membership is made up of
young people. This specific participation of young people in the network of
associations that emerged from 2011 onwards is not very well-known either.
In this article, we wish to contribute primarily to providing information that
facilitates understanding of the changes that have taken place in the
associative sector and in the participation of young people in it. Furthermore,
we believe that Tunisia is, in a way, a ‘laboratory’ in which civic participation
in contexts of democratic consolidation can be explored. Specifically, using
data obtained from two surveys conducted in 2015 and 2016 we propose,
first, to examine the profile of the young people active in the associations and
the areas in which their associations intervene, in order to see to what extent
the argument regarding the plural representation of the heterogeneity of
young people can be verified through the network of associations. Second,
we aim to evaluate the contribution of socialisation through associations to
the inculcation of a democratic culture that would be verified in the electoral
behaviour of young association activists. Third, we aim to open a debate
about the possible ‘macro’ or systemic effects of these data; that is to say,
about the representation of pluralism and diversity in Tunisian society, as well
as the legitimation of democratic institutions.
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Introduction

In Tunisia, both young people and civil society organisations occupy a promi-
nent position in the accounts of the ‘Revolution’ in the winter of 2010–2011
and the subsequent democratic transition process. Beyond the medias, the
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official narrative has recognised the prominence of young people in the fall of
the authoritarian regime of Zine El Abedine Ben Ali on 14 January 2011, and
the new constitution of 2014 has granted young people an unprecedented
symbolic influence in the future of the country. Thus, in the official calendar
of the Tunisian Republic, 14 January has become the ‘Day of the Revolution
and Young People’, and the new constitutional text dedicates article 8 to
young people.1

Parallel to the recognition of young people as social and political actors,
Tunisian civil society received international backing at the highest level
when it was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2015 ‘for its decisive contri-
bution to the building of a pluralistic democracy in Tunisia in the wake of
the Jasmine Revolution of 2011’. Specifically, the prize recognised the role
of four organisations – Union Générale Tunisienne du Travail (UGTT) (Tunisian
General Labour Union); Union Tunisienne de l’Industrie, du Commerce et de
l’Artisanat (UTICA) (Tunisian Confederation of Industry, Trade and Artisans);
La Ligue Tunisienne pour la Défense des Droits de l’Homme (LTDH) (Tunisian
Human Rights League); and Ordre National des Avocats de Tunisie (Tunisian
Order of Lawyers) – for their successful mediation in unblocking the consti-
tutional process that threatened the continuity of the democratic transition.2

The Nobel Committee also alluded to the concern of part of the international
community regarding the fragility of the ongoing democratic transition
process and, consequently, attributed a fundamental role to the civil society
organisations in the consolidation of the new democratic regime.3 From the
very beginning of the change of political regime, a series of association acti-
vists mobilised to participate in the institutions responsible for driving the
democratic transition, like the Higher Authority for Realisation of the Objec-
tives of the Revolution, Political Reform, and Democratic Transition, whose
155 members included representatives of thirty-three associations and
unions4 (Bras and Gobe 2017). These actors also contributed to the early lib-
eralisation of the right to association with the reform of legislation in Septem-
ber 2011 (Al-Farshishi 2016). These facts strengthen the thesis defended by
Diamond (1994), which argues that the role of civil society, understood in
essence as non-profit voluntary associations that structure the public
sphere,5 does not lie so much in driving the processes of regime change as
in mobilising multiple actors in order to complete the processes of democratic
consolidation, knowing that its democratising potential is limited and
accompanied by tensions and contradictions. In his opinion, the organisations
of civil society – ergo the associations – have three functions: to legitimise the
authority of the democratic State when it is founded on the rule of law; to
liaise with it without attempting to take its place; and to strengthen pluralism
and diversity. By retrieving Diamond’s argument, we are not discussing the
contribution of associations to the fall of the Ben Ali regime, since in our
opinion this question is biased by the reality of the associative sector
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weakness which were the legacy of twenty-three years of authoritarian rule,
during which most of the organisations were created to serve as mere trans-
mitters of the regime’s orders, while at the same time dissident voices were
persecuted (Djebali 2015). In fact, very few organisations had a history of acti-
vism and geographical implantation similar to that of the quartet, a fact that
was reflected during the opposition to the previous regime in which the
associative sector as a whole failed to play a relevant role. The aim of this
article is rather to analyse the unprecedented rise of the phenomenon of
associations in the history of the country, which is one of the major social
phenomena that has accompanied the democratic transition period.

In the initial years of the democratic transition, the number of associations
registered has doubled, from 9,000 in 2011 to over 20,000 in 2017.6 In January
2015, given the growing importance of the associative phenomenon, the
government nominated a minister to be in charge of relations with consti-
tutional institutions and civil society with the aim of better understanding
this new reality and, in particular, the different ideological currents that
characterise it, as well as the sources and uses made of the substantial
funding that they receive.7 Despite this exponential growth, the associative
phenomenon has been analysed very little.8 The few existing studies,
whose purpose is often social intervention or the application of public pol-
icies, show that the associations respond to a social demand due to the short-
comings of the State and the business sector, which cover multiple areas and
fulfil a wide range of functions but that do not have sufficient financial and
human resources to respond to the demands of the population. Finally,
they point out that there is a high percentage of young people among
their members.

This specific participation of young people in associations that emerged
from 2011 is not very well known either. The few data available that come
from various surveys (Abbott, Andrea, and Sapsford 2018; Gertel and Hexel
2018; Roberts, Siyka, and Kabaivanov 2017), indicate that the level of partici-
pation of young people in associations varies greatly depending on how it is
defined and presented in the surveys and how the interviewees understand it.
These different definitions and representations mean that it oscillates
between a commitment from a very small percentage of young people
when asked about activism, affiliation, or belonging to an organisation
(between 2.9% and 13%), and a fairly extended collaboration when they are
asked about their specific contribution in certain activities of the associations
(30%) or their proximity to them (28%).9

Nor are theremany qualitative studies on this phenomenon. Alongside some
academic research that focused on just one organisation as a channel for youth
participation (Antonakis-Nashif 2016; Gobe 2017), we found various reports
from institutions of international cooperation that, although they confine them-
selves to several organisations, often restrict the contribution of their analyses to
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the justification of prescriptions for future measures or policies.10 The interest of
these institutions in the participation of young people in the new sector of
associations lies in the growing concern of ‘donors’ with respect to the con-
dition of insecurity and social and economic exclusion of Tunisian youth. We
need to remember that the unemployment rate among young people (15–29
years) is a stable 35%, year on year since the ‘Revolution’,11 and, in particular,
among unemployed graduates (33%). Moreover, estimates of the proportion
of young people who are not in education, employment, or training (NEET)12

or who have either emigrated or wish to leave the country13 are alarming; as
is the attraction that some show towards different forms of violent radicalism.14

The financial support that the various international organisms provide to
the associations derives from the thesis of Putnam (1993, 2000) on social
capital, according to which greater density of associations and greater partici-
pation in associations leads to greater participation in conventional politics
and, as a result, to greater legitimation of democratic institutions. Thus,
they argue that young people fail to participate not because they do not
want to, but rather because they have not been asked to, there are no organ-
isations, or they are unaware of the presence of associations in their social
environment. That is why it is necessary to extend the range of associations,
facilitating the building of new organisations and the strengthening of exist-
ing ones so that young people, a majority of whom still support democratic
values and the democratic system, are able to participate. In short, they are
convinced that supporting the idea of associations contributes to fomenting
trust among young population in institutions, to the creation of dialogue with
the different territorial political-administrative levels, and to the capacity of
young people themselves to create responses to the errors of the political
class, the State, and the private sector.15

Starting from the contradiction that exists between, on the one hand, the
deep change and interest produced by the ongoing processes of youth par-
ticipation and a rise in associations and, on the other hand, the lack of knowl-
edge about these phenomena, in this article we wish to contribute mainly by
providing information that facilitates an understanding of the changes that
have occurred in the associative sector and in the participation of young
people therein. Furthermore, we believe that Tunisia is in a way a ‘laboratory’
in which civic participation in contexts of democratic transition can be
explored. As a result, we believe it is a relevant case in which to revisit the
classic argument developed by Diamond (1994), which has not been empiri-
cally corroborated in the case of North Africa.

Specifically, from the data obtained through two surveys carried out in
2015 and 2016, in which over 200 young people who were active members
of sixty associations participated, we propose to identify a series of ‘micro’
data. These data will inform us, first, about the profile of the young people
active in the associations and the areas in which their associations intervene,
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With this in mind, we decided to use the two following criteria to demar-
cate the age of the category ‘young person’: one political-civil criterion, war-
ranted by the highly political objective of the study; and one sociological
criterion, which we had already tested in a previous study on young Maghrebi
participants in the World Social Forum in 2013 (Desrues and Velasco Arranz
2015). From a political-civil perspective, the minimum age for the category
‘young person’ that we have used is the voting age, namely 18 years,
knowing full well that the age required to be elected is 23. With regard to
the maximum age limit to form part of the ‘young person’ age group, we
decided upon 35 years, simply following the criteria used by the Tunisian
legislators to define the quota reserved for young people in the Assembly
of Representatives and the minimum age required to stand in the presidential
elections. From a sociological point of view, the data from our survey endorse
our demarcation, given that people between 18 and 35 years have not com-
pleted most of the different transitions (economic, professional, family, and
residential) that make people be perceived socially as autonomous individ-
uals. Thus, even when some variables enable us to distinguish in our
sample between a group of adolescent young people between 18 and 24
years – mainly students or unemployed people and single people living
with their parents outside the working population – and another group of
young adults between 25 and 35 years that, over the years, become part of
the active working population, it is true that these young people, even
those who are 35, still face social and economic difficulties in terms of
getting married and starting a family.

Finally, we need to recognise that this sample does not attempt to be
representative of youth activism in associations, but it does seem to us
sufficiently significant to be able to corroborate the hypotheses set out in
the introduction of this article and to point to some ongoing trends.

Before moving on to the analysis itself, we must specify that in the text the
percentages of the two surveys are in brackets. The first percentage corre-
sponds to the survey of the 2015 Forum, and the second to the survey of
the 2016 Forum. As you will see, the data show convergent tendencies,
with differences generally being of little significance.

The profile of young actors in associations and the biases in the
representation of Tunisian youth

Since September 2011, forming part of associations is legally free and volun-
tary in Tunisia for all people over 13 years, although only those of legal age
can constitute an association or form part of its board. However, the sociode-
mographic profile of the interviewees shows it is not just anyone who partici-
pates. The data we have collected show that associations promote a triple
cultural-educational, social, and economic selection. They confirm that

6 T. DESRUES AND A. VELASCO ARRANZ



activism requires a certain level of cognitive resources, cultural and edu-
cational capital, and abilities relating to class or economic capital to overcome
the obstacles to active participation in general; this final indicator has a big
impact in the case of those who assume positions of responsibility. One of
our findings is the demonstration that it is this combination of resources or
capital, which can be economic (income), or related to skills (education, teach-
ing, training) or time available, and that are usually determined by the
person’s social status, that distinguishes them from the rest of Tunisian
young people, and makes them prepared to be able to assume positions of
responsibility in the organisations in which they are active. The fact that the
vast majority of the association actors interviewed share resources or capitals
contradicts the hypothesis of heterogeneity and, therefore, of the contri-
bution of the network of associations to the representation of Tunisian
youth as a whole.

The young people interviewed make up an intellectual elite with respect
to the rest of the population, considering that more than 80% were taking, or
had taken, higher education courses at the time of the survey. This pro-
portion is much higher than the average of young people between 20 and
24 years who undertake higher education in Tunisia, even taking into
account that this has been increasing, going from 25% to 36% between
2002 and 2012. The Tunisian case confirms what all the national studies
show; that going through a process of higher education correlates to a
greater knowledge and experience of associative action. This social stratifica-
tion based on a diploma in higher education is strengthened by a mastery of
several languages. This polyglot nature of the interviewees lies in the tra-
ditional diglossia – dialect Arabic and modern and classic Arabic – to
which is added the generalisation of triglossia. Thus, 100% said they spoke
French and 75% English. Among these, a large majority read the newspaper
in French (73%; 59.8%), and, many use English on a daily basis (31.1%; 25%).
Among the activists that are employed (26.9%; 20.6%), their professions are
mainly related to the areas of law, engineering, health, and education, and
another significant proportion describe themselves as advanced technicians,
entrepreneurs, or association staff (3.4%; 7.8%). These young people thus
have cognitive abilities such as reading, writing, organising, and communi-
cating in public that are useful tools that allow them to more easily deal
with the requirements of participation. In addition, being able to speak
languages like French and English fluently enables them to communicate
with foreign interlocutors and, in particular, it opens the doors to foreign
‘donors’.

The predominant profile of these young people is not surprising. They are
available, educated, and have knowledge, which is what the associations
require, whether they be organisations with a high level of specialisation or
due to the growing professionalization and bureaucratisation of the
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associations that benefit from public funds and, in particular, those that come
from international cooperation.

Furthermore, most of them are students (40.3%; 31.4%) or young unem-
ployed people (16%; 27.4%), or single people living with their parents (71%;
72.3%); that is to say, those surveyed are not held back in their activism by
family burdens (5.9%17). They have free time and socio-professional positions
that allow them to focus on association activities.

Furthermore, their cognitive resources and educational capital are related to
the comfortable economic situation of their families. Over 80% of those surveyed
are among the well-off social class or upper-middle class. This socio-economic
status sets them apart from the rest of the young people their age, the majority
of whom are among the lower-middle or working classes.18 The similar status of
the activists is also seen in the frequent presence of parents in professions
related to the State and public administration (66%) and, in particular, to edu-
cation (18%; 2.5% for fathers and 15.1%; 6.9% for mothers).19 Lawyers, architects,
and other engineers and advanced technicians – professions that often require
collegiate membership – are also very present. All these professions require an
education equal to or higher than the baccalaureate and they are also character-
ised by a greater presence of unions or professional associations than other
sectors. One can intuit, then, an endowment of educational, cultural, social,
and economic capital transmitted by parents that contributes to the strengthen-
ing of the elitist features of this group, which was already suggested by the pos-
session of educational and linguistic capital.

This elitist profile and the biographical availability facilitate not only partici-
pation but also the assumption of positions of responsibility within organis-
ations. More than two thirds of the participants (70.6%; 66.6%) are
members of the associations’ board, and one in five (19%; 15.9%) occupies
the position of president. These are young people who are highly committed
to the organisation. For the young activists that take on positions of respon-
sibility and that have free time, participation in these types of meetings where
we have conducted the surveys form part of the reward for commitment to
the association. Consequently, the very logic of the collective action means
that it is they who primarily benefit, which does not reduce the value of
our conclusions about the homogeneity of a group of young single activists
that is rather representative of the middle and well-off classes, of professionals
with higher studies and that is, in sum, far from representing the heterogen-
eity of Tunisian youth.20

Family socialisation and friends: the social transmission of
activism

We have just seen the profile convergence of the young people in our sample,
especially with regard to their condition in relation to the family institution
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