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Fleury Beéatrice, Walter Jacques. (2009). «Penser le Genre en sciences de
I'information et de la communication et au-dela». Questions de communication,

numéro 15. Presses universitaires de Nancy, pp.189-190.
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Médias, Information et Communication, Ouvrage collectif sous la direction de
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Alin Nonjon. Paris, éditions: Ellipses Marketing.
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Voir a ce propos: Sous la direction de Florence Millerand, Serge Proulx et Julien (1)
Rueff. (2010). Web social - Mutation de la communication. Presses de I'université

de Québec, p.47.

Voir a ce propos: Cadron Dominique.(2010). Confiner Le Clair- Obscur, Reflexions (2)
sur la protection de la vie personnelle sur le Web 2.0, Web social - Mutation de la

communication, Presses de I'université de Québec, pp.316-328, p.321
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Voir a ce propos: Kaplan Daniel. (2010). Vouloir un web coopératif, avec la (1)
collaboration d’Hubert Guillaud.Web social- Mutation de la communication.
Presses de I'université du Québec pp.160-167, p.161
Kaplan Daniel, Op.cit, p 162 (2)
Voir a ce propos: Kaplan Daniel, Op.cit, p 166. (3)
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Thompson John B. Transformation de la visibilité, op.cit, p.189. (1)
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Nicolas Burnens: Les Envoyés Spéciaux, la voix de la jeunesse algérienne, (1)
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- Les émettes en Algérie: Alger, Annaba Msila¢ Consulté le 12/7/2011 in
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- CAMRA gréve nationale des médecins résidents algériens CHU de SETIF 28 -03-
2011.flv, consulté le 12/7/2011 in http://www.youtube.com/watch?v = G7TBGI8-KuKY
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351 Sexual politics and social media in Tunisia

Sexual politics and social media in Tunisia:
discourses on gender, sexuality and society before
the Revolution

Dora Carpenter Latiri

Although the Tunisian Revolution broke down censorship and
transformed the content of political discourses and strategies displayed on
the web and on the social networks, this research shows that women issues that
are today at the core in the conflicting models of society between the Islamists
and the liberals were already running deep. The state feminism promoted by
Ben Ali had been covering up and nurturing deep resentment against women.

In this paper I would like to analyse discourses on sexualities and society.
My corpus is based on data collected between 2008 and December 2010. While
subsequent events inevitably call for a socio-political as well as a sociolinguistic
perspective and for data from other sources to be considered, my initial focus
was on French-speaking Tunisian women’s blogs with a particular interest on
French usages and code-switching in this emerging genre of electronic writing
of the self. Blogs are autobiographical and as they are not retrospective but
chronological, they are close to the diary genre. The blog as a genre allows the
construction of a virtual space in which discourse is both intimate (as it is
amongst Arab women) and public (because of its accessibility via the web); the
register in the blog genre is often informal and blogs also allow interactions
with other web users. Web interactions are similar in their contradictory
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dynamic, both intimate and public as they are direct and most often informal.
Amongst Tunisian bloggers, there have been social networks established:
many bloggers and their regular interlocutors have met and do meet. There are
two levels of interactions within the blogosphere, depending on whether the
bloggers and their conversation partners have met or not. Sometimes the
interaction through the blog threads becomes confrontational, and in many
cases the virtual identities remain hidden. As I have also related the topics
discussed to other broader society issues in Tunisia, I found it relevant to also
incorporate Facebook groups and conversation threads to provide further
illustrations to the issues raised whilst staying within the research field of
electronic writings and interactions on the web.

My research on the women bloggers started using the references from the
aggregator site TN-Blogs.com. I have also moved around from blog to blog, as
bloggers quote each other and post links to their favourite fellow bloggers. It is
from this stage that I have selected topics specifically relating to women and
started incorporating debates and conversation threads as they appear on the
Facebook networking site. At the early stage of this research, Facebook was
already becoming the location of many debates and it is still a place of interest
for research on new debates and discourses.

Although the main language is French, women bloggers and Facebook
users will also switch to Tunisian Arabic and will often use the now codified
way of transcribing it using a French keyboard. On the sites, some web-users
will also use Arabic script, as can be seen in the conversation threads. On the
whole, the base language of the blogs I chose to analyse is French and the
women are either living in Tunisia or in the Western world, sometimes in an in-
between position, as is the case for students travelling back and forth between
Tunisia and France. The topic of narratives of the self, sexualities and society
has allowed me to embrace Tunisian discourses that would not be perceived as
directly political by the State under Ben Ali’s powerful Internet Police
(nicknamed Ammar 404) and to bridge the separation between discourses
produced within Tunisia and discourses produced in the Diaspora. A 2009
study has shown how some Tunisians of the Diaspora take advantage of the
Internet to keep themselves involved and informed and to denounce what they

consider as unjust in their native country. However not all Tunisian bloggers
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abroad are politically upfront, and not all discourse produced in Tunisia is
necessarily moderate. Tunisians abroad and in Tunisia develop indirect
strategies whereby debate takes place on the margins of the political and more
particularly on the issues dealing with women and society. These issues
highlight a convergence between discourses from the Diaspora and local
discourses, and break the dichotomy between Tunisians abroad and Tunisians
in Tunisia. Reference to the web as a third-space is therefore relevant. Whether
it is on blogs, on discussion forum or - more and more - on the network site
Facebook, Tunisians are expressing their views and producing discourses on
the social changes in their society and resistance to them. Conversation
threads, on forums or on Facebook give also an insight on a society
experimenting with public debate, with different skills and different levels of
awareness of netiquette.

An interesting example is the following Facebook discussion targeting
Tunisian men asking them in Arabic which sort of woman would you choose?
(€90 Jos Ll & Lgﬁ, the discussion is accompanied with two
photographs, one of a veiled woman, the other of a woman with long floaty
hair and wearing a mini-skirt. This implicit questioning on the ideal Tunisian
woman attracted over 1500 comments, the anonymity of the web allowing for
some disturbing ones, such as this one, posted in French:
et satisfaire nos besoins sexeulle kikikkikikikikikiki :))

Another recurrent debate on Facebook started in the last years of the Ben
Ali dictatorship and is about equal heritage rights between men and women.
The issue of equal heritage is very sensitive as it encapsulates tensions between
literal tradition quoting the Koran, modern Islamic interpretations allowing
for equal heritage and also demands for a secular State. Neither literal nor
modern interpretations of the Koran question the Islamic status of the state.

Tunisian women blogging in French: who are they?

Blogging in French amongst Tunisian women requires first of all linguistic
and computer skills and, of course, access to computers. In spite of the
relatively broad access to computers and new technologies in comparison with
other Arab and Islamic countries, access to computers remains the privilege of
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the educated middle-classes. In 2009 under Ben Ali, the official figure for web
users in Tunisia was 3 million, which reflects a penetration rate of 29%. In
comparison the number of web subscribers is only 3%. Bloggers or regulars on
the web belong to this very selective and elite group. Nevertheless Internet use
was growing already under Ben Ali and this was a result of the desire of the
Tunisian State to make access to the Internet more democratic. At the same
time the State exercised strong control of the Internet as it was also perceived as
a threat. A relevant point to remember for this study is that in Tunisia access to
new technologies has progressed hand in hand with censorship and control of
the media and cyberspace. The informal and multilingual style and the
politically indirect content of blogs are the result of this control, and display
also a strategy for avoidance of detection. For Tunisians inside and outside the
country, this has allowed to also use the Internet as a space where an opposition
could emerge in the public sphere.

The choice of French is another feature that indicates class and education.
A study in the Tunisian magazine «Réalités» in May 2006 indicated that the
women bloggers were aged between 20 and 40 years old. Today, among the
blogs I visited, the assumed ages varied between 18 and 50+. Amongst
Tunisians, studies on representations on languages have shown that French
has connotations of modernity, femininity and feminism. Also - and although
not the official language - French is actually a marker of class and education
and an important tool for social promotion. When French is used in women
first-person narratives, as displayed on the web, these features of modernity,
femininity and feminism are highlighted. The use of French is also a marker of
age, as according to research on use of languages and generations in Tunisia -
the older generations - here the group aged 40 + - will be more likely not to
alternate between languages. The proportion of code-switching within the
blogs, i.e. alternating between languages, most frequently with Tunisian
Arabic, often transcribed in the Latin alphabet, or sometimes English, is
certainly higher amongst younger Tunisian bloggers.

Nevertheless, the oral style and informality of blogging shows that all
generations do switch between languages and do use Tunisian Arabic in their
blogs. The following examples illustrate code-switching with Arabic (using the

Arabic script) and also English:
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Je vais assister a un colloque ou il n y a que des maghrébins ou est le mal?
«Parce que le vice président de 'organisation faisait partie de la CIA «heu
excusez moi mais fouillez un peu dans le passé des personnes qui gouvernent ce

monde vous n’allez certainement trouver ni des saints ni des gentils coeurs.

Et anyway, 31 1s 3 sl uﬂ G

It has also similarities with text speech with usage of codified
abbreviations, smileys, etc., with great latitude in terms of spelling,
punctuation, etc.:

Ecrit par : Girl in the moon | 17 janvier 2007

que la gente masculine m excuse si je [ offence :) mais franchement on

en a marre de se faire aborder de la sorte :

-«chnowa okhti yo9tel stylek» [la g envie de lui balancer mon poing

dans la figure]

-«chbini mana3rfekch win kont metkhobiya» [g envie de lui repondre
fi debbou echrab fokkni barka ]

.... et d’autres merveilles...

je trouve que la facon la plus naturelle d’aborder les gens c’est par le

regard...

mais il faut etre patient meme tres patient :).... moi il m en a fallu 6

mois pour faire comprendre a un mec qu il me plaisait enormement | )
PS: moon ton blog est super, j adore.

PPS: jai cru comprendre que tu as fait ( ou tu fais) école d’ingenieurs,

bon courage w rabbi m3ak.
Ecrit par : bea | 17 janvier 2007

Code-switching and usage of vaguely codified Tunisian Arabic in the
blogs also allowed subversive political discourse to go undetected by the
search engines used by the Tunisian censors. This strategy was used by many
bloggers. Code-switching with Tunisian Arabic narrows down the audience
of the bloggers to a specific Tunisian audience, and builds-up a third-space
level of intimacy into which Tunisian speakers are invited. This is reinforced
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when the discourse deals with specifically Tunisian issues, not necessarily
directly political but often social.

In blogs, code-switching with Tunisian Arabic, and dealing indirectly with
political issues whilst addressing social issues and using humour and
euphemism, shows the vitality and creativity of Tunisian cyber discourse
before and after the Revolution. The informality of the registers and the usage
of non-standardized mixed-language is a form of freedom of expression that
confirms the growing freedom accessed by Tunisians in cyberspace.

Sex, society and the State: sexual freedom under Ben Ali

In 2009, Nessma TV, a new Tunisian private TV channel was launched
broadcasting across the whole of the Maghreb. What lies behind the launch of
Nessma TV is interesting: the channel is 25% financed by Berlusconi and its
tone is light with sexual topics treated as entertainment. The appearance of
sexual topics on a Tunisian medium is a new phenomenon. Nevertheless, sex -
like state controlled religious celebration, or football or cheap food advertised
everywhere - was here part of a bread and circuses populist tactic played by the
Ben Ali State to hijack claims for freedom of expression. Under Ben Ali, sex
itself became talked about as a serious topic in the official media with local
experts making announcements such as «La légalisation du Viagra en Tunisie,
sauverait 40% des foyers tunisiens, de la séparation», the conclusion of a
conference on sexuality and society along with a project to launch a local
version of Viagra (the pharmaceutical company was owned by the son-in-law
of the ousted Tunisian president).

In Tunisia, for the majority, sex - as an issue discussed in the public sphere -
remains as sensitive as it is in other Arab and Islamic states. The tone as well as
the topics treated by Nessma TV have at times generated strong reactions
which illustrate the conservatism and rigidity of Tunisian society when it comes
to women. A good example could be seen on a Facebook group created to
protest against the female comedian Sawsan Maalej after she made a sexual
joke about the size of her co-presenter’s penis. Insofar as gender can be gauged
from Facebook names, contributors in this group were mainly male. This story
and the ensuing strong reactions of Tunisians confronted by sexual humour
coming from a woman underline the irony and the contradiction between a

representation of liberated women with free speech on sexuality and the
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conservative rigidity of a society that is still unfamiliar with freedom of
expression and the forms this can take.

In the private sphere, and in the streets of Tunis, sex jokes, and also sexual
verbal aggression from men to women are part of everyday life. Still, broadly
speaking, in public, for Tunisians under Ben Ali the taboo topics were religion,
tradition, sex and politics. Within Tunisia, under Ben Ali, the regime
overreacted to any political criticism but the issue of sex in relation to
traditions and religion was an area where discussion and criticism became
more visible, and also more political. It was under Ben Ali that it started
reaching out from the individual to an awareness that it is a women’s rights
issue, inevitably connected to human rights.

The opening for sexual discourse from the State was part of Ben Ali’s larger
strategy to take over all subversive discourse and to incorporate it into a
movement of diversion from political opposition. This was done with religion
via the creation of a State owned radio-channel called «zitouna» broadcasting
and promoting local, folkloric and moderate Islam with an agenda of cutting
down on political Islam. This specific area also illustrates the tensions and the
dynamics in an Arab and Islamic society where a dictatorship has been
implementing state feminism without dissociating itself from the traditional,
conservative Islamic structures which are still prevalent and which have
become more visible after the Revolution.

Amongst Arab and Islamicsocieties, legislation and social transformations
since Independence, with family planning and equal access to education and
employment have been some of the defining features of the Tunisian exception.
Nevertheless, the State feminism of Tunisia has been constructed in negotiation
witha trend of liberal Islam and was never secular. Tunisian society remains very
traditional and conservative and this has become obvious after the Revolution
and in the election results; the combination of conservatism and Islam targets
women and threatens their rights as defined in the Code of Personal Status.
Whilst promotingstate feminism, western modernity and consumerism, the Ben
AliStatewasalso tryingto protectitself from a populist base takingits references
in a conservative postmodern wave of Islam as promoted by Arab religious
satellite TV. The achievements of Tunisian women and women’s rights are part
of the image of modernity which the Ben Ali State used and projected but the
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related issues of democracy, human rights and secularism were considered a
threat to the State. Tunisian society - as confirmed by discourses relating to
women on the web - appears to be a fragmented society with on one side, a base
that would be suspicious of the West and defending a pan Arab conservative
Islamic tradition, and on the other side the modernists, often stigmatized as the
secular-westernised-French speaking group.

Fetichizing virginity

There are different blog pages and Facebook debates about virginity,
about defloration on the wedding night and also about hymen reconstruction
or virginity certificates delivered by doctors. The issue of the virginity of
women before marriage remains sensitive, which is in contradiction with the
discourse proclaiming gender equality. In October 2010, the documentary film
by the Tunisian-Belgian Jamel Mokni «Hymen national» was rejected as
controversial at the JCC (Carthage film festival), Hymen national is about
virginity and hymenoplasty, the voluntary surgical procedure women undergo
to restore their honour. «Nuit de noces a la tunisienne» is a man’s blog dealing
with the topic but it displays a long thread of passionate reactions from men
and women about the issue of a woman’s virginity before her wedding night.
The main arguments are against the double standards of equality on one side
and demands for proof of virginity imposed on women on the other side; the
hypocrisy of society is criticized with examples of hymenoplasty provided; also
attacked are the psychological cruelty and the intrusion on the couple’s
privacy.

The issue of women virginity highlights a strong contradiction between the
most basicequal rights position proclaimed within the State feminism promoted
bythedictatorshipandtheconstantreferencetotraditionandtoreligiontoplease
the conservative views of Tunisian society. There is a contradiction between
encouragements of women taking on social responsibilities while there is social
controlovertheirbodies,and thispointremainssensitiveafter the Revolution, as
Tunisian society - like the Arab world in general - continues to define acceptable
sexuality only within the limits of marriage. This defense of traditionalist views
withregardstowomendoesnottakeintoaccountotherchangesinsocietysuchas
marriage happening later in life: a 2005 study in Jeune Afrique shows that the
average marriage age for women is 30 and 33-34 for men.
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Despitetheauthoritarian context of the Ben Aliera thatdid little to promote
theemergence of spacesforindependentexpression, over the pastten years, such
spaces have been emerging. Democratization of Internet access has given
greater visibility to the variety of trends across Tunisia. The growing number of
blogsand Facebook has given rise to new forms, dispersed over the web, making
itincreasingly hard for the authorities to control. The issues of women, sexuality
and society on the web create a prism through which could be seen a society
affected by profound internal tensions that have indubitably contributed to the
Revolution. After the Revolution and post-elections, a utopian representation
ofearly Islamisbeing put forward by the Islamist leading party, political Islam s
promoted as a guarantee against corruption and for the defense of moral order.
Two conflicting models of society are emerging, one liberal (and Islamic), the
other Islamist. Although the Tunisian revolution was first and foremost a
Revolution for dignity and for freedom of expression started by the young and
the unemployed, the political debates post-Revolution are often focussed on
women’sissues: single mothers, the veil, theniqab, polygamy, «orfi» or «motaa»
marriage, even female excision (which is not part of Tunisian practice). There
seems here to be aninvented nostalgia, whereby Islam is made a pretext for male
supremacy over women and their bodies, and a discourse on Islamic dignity (on
the scarf, for example) specifically targets women.

The analysis of discourses on the web before the Revolution shows the deep
tensions brewing within Tunisian society; after the Revolution, issues dealing
with women highlight continuity in conservative values between the Ben Ali
era and the Islamist governance following the October 201 1elections. Ben Ali
used women through his strategy of State feminism and allowed the visibility of
discourses around sex but could not hold on to power for ever. It is virtually
inevitable that women’s issues and broader human rights issues will be
subordinated to economic crises such as the one that is currently hitting
Tunisia hard. The critical issues discussed in virtual social forums prior to the
fall of Ben Ali remain, but the context is changing and new ones are emerging.
In the period I researched before the so-called Jasmine Revolution, demands
for bridal virginity and stained bedsheets were seen as archaic by bloggers and
activists. It was barely imaginable that polygamy, stigmatization of single

mothers, let alone genital mutilation might become new battlegrounds.
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Discussions took place under a repressive regime claiming to promote the
cause of women as a showcase for its legitimacy and presenting to the world a
cosmetic economic miracle. Faced with the challenge of securing economic
recovery the new powers that may also see women’s issues as a welcome
diversion, devising an Islamic utopia in which some kind of male supremacy is
handed over to Tunisian men as their Islamic right whilst the position of
women in this Islamic utopia is presented as a return to dignity. In the new
Tunisia there are new voices to be heard in discussions, with less traditionally
feminist contentions, arguing for a different status for women, at odds with
that sought by previous web revolutionaries.





