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ABSTRACT

In Turusia, (North Africa), housing is an issue on the State agenda, as are social
inequalities. Both became important in 1990s Tunisia, with social divisions becoming
marked as the economy opened up. The present dissertation aims to improve
understanding of Tunisian social policy by posing the question of difference,
representation and the discursive presence of policy. The study focuses on one aspect of
housing provision for the disadvantaged. With respect to multi-occupancy in a downtown
area, a coherent problem emerges in planning documents and the media, while other
claims and interests disappear from the public domain. The present dissertation attempts to

follow how this ‘disappearance’ takes place.

Drawing on sociolinguistics and cntical discourse analysis, I examine the varying
discourses and representations in circulation. The Oukala Project, the clearance of the
unsafest multi-occupancy dwellings 1n the old city or médina of Tunis, depends on a
specific construction of the relationship between State and society. 1 also pay attention to
professional cultures and institutional context, crucial to what can be said and what must
be left unsaid. A rupture between written word and lifeworld emerges, with the Oukala

Project figuring as an ideal and effective solution to a deep rooted problem — within the

limits of a neo-patnarchal discursive formation.

The representation of 1ssues — and hence their treatment — 1s thus closely tied to socially

created limits placed upon expression and action. In Tunisia, the strongly differentiated
linguistic resources available to social agents reinforce these boundanes — and the apparent
hegemony of the State. But ultimately, the research also shows the discursive mask of
State hegemony to be strongly challenged, by both professionals and the rehoused people.
Neo-patriarchy limits expression in the public domain - but challenges can still be
expressed through other channels within the system.



A l'oukala du Negre - ainsi dénommé parce que le propriétaire, d'un brun foncé, a les
cheveux crépus et de grosses lévres - les hommes sont déja de retour. Les oukalas - si
vous l'ignorez - sont les palais de la vieille Hara. Amas de petits cubes sans fenétres
encadrant un vaste patio sur quoi ils prennent jour. Chacun est occupé par une famille,
souvent de plus de huit personnes. Dieu benit avec largesse les mariages juifs. A tous le

patio dispense lumiére crue, eau fangeuse, air alourdi de l'odeur des détritus amonceles.

Ryvel, alias Raphaél Lévy (1931 / 1981) L'enfant de l'oukala et autres contes du ghetto
Tunis: Ed. Bouslama (republished 1981, Panis: J.-C. Lattes, p.33)

The men are already back at the OQukala du Négre, so called because the dark-skinned
owner has crinkly hair and thick lips. Unless you are unaware of the fact, the oukalas are
the palaces of the old Hara. A mass of small windowless cubes surrounding a vast patio
from which they draw daylight. Each one is occuped by a family, often of more than eight
people. God blesses Jewish couples generously. To all the patio dispenses raw light,
muddy water and air heavy with the smell of piled-up rubbish.
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Frontispiece: street map of the Khaled Ibn El Walid Estate, Douar Hicher,
western suburbs of Tunis (1991-92) (source: Municipality of Tunis (1995) The Oukala
Project: results and future horizons Tunis: Municipality of Tunis)
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REPRESENTATIONS OF POVERTY, AUTHORITY AND THE CITY:
A DISCOURSE ANALYSIS APPROACH TO AN ASPECT
OF HOUSING POLICY IN NORTH AFRICA

Introduction

The present thesis, which took as its main focus an aspect of late twentieth century social
housing policy in Tunisia, a small North African country, was written in a British academic
context. It brings together a number of areas of academic and empirical themes which

have interested me since the late 1980s. Some of these themes began to take shape in an

MA dissertation on urban conservation in Tunis researched in the early 1990s. The main

theoretical interest, discourse analysis, belongs to an area of research which expanded
considerably in British universities in the 1990s. There is an intellectual debt to the
writings of Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu. In this research, using a discourse
analysis approach, I have tried to examine the peculiar structures of representation
charactersing policy in Tunisia, undertaking a re-reading of contemporary press writing
and official documents. This textual analysis is set against textual work of another kind,
representations of housing policy from the actual residents concerned, structured by my
outsider's anthropological gaze. I subsequently reach conclusions about the usefulness of
discourse analysis and the nature of policy and power in the contemporary Tunisian state,
about the development and presence of discourses making the professional activity of

planners powerful and acceptable.

It goes without saying that this thesis, produced from such a diverse range of matenal, the
vast majority of it unfamihar to an Anglophone academic public, requires some initial
background. This I give in the first chapters of the thesis. Here in this introduction, I
provide rapid presentations of the policy issue (slum clearance and rehousing), the context
(contemporary Tunisia and the city of Tunis), the communities researched (professional

planners and poor inner urban residents), and the rationale and sources for the study (press



and document corpora; field interviews). I also provide and overview of argument and

conclusions, and provide a chapter by chapter breakdown of the thesis. The introduction is

completed by a short note on terminology and acronyms.
The issue: slum clearance and rehousing

The housing cnisis 1s an 1ssue which most states have to face at different stages of
development, and the social segregation resulting from attempts to provide decent housing
for all 1s an 1ssue which has been widely researched in Europe and elsewhere. Housing is
an 1ssue on the Tunisian government agenda, as are the inequalities in Tunisian society.
The latter 1ssue 1s of particular importance in the context of Tunisia in the 1990s, as
divisions in society, the gap between the poorest and the richest, would appear to be
becoming more marked. There have been a number of recent studies on the built
environment and housing in Tunisia, and one of the aims of the present dissertation is to
improve understanding of the way the Tunisian state operates in this field by posing the
question of difference, representation and the discursive presence of policy. Very little
research of this kind has been done on Tunisia, and as such, the present dissertation 1s

something of a first, using a mixed approach (as will be seen below) to a major policy

1SSuUe.

The present study focuses on one aspect of housing provision for the disadvantaged. With
respect to multi-occupancy in a downtown area, a coherent problem emerges in the media,
while other claims and interests disappear from the public domain. One of the themes of
the present dissertation is to follow how this ‘disappearance’ takes place in discursive

terms. These are terms which imply my commitment to researching policy with attention

to dominance and exclusion.



The context: contemporary Tunisia and the city of Tunis

The research was undertaken in the city of Tunis, a town which I had first come to know
in 1985 as a lecturer at the University of Tunis. The mid-1980s were a period of crisis in
the history of Tunisia, a central Mediterranean Arab country which had become
independent from France in 1956. A change of régime was in store: President Bourguiba,
leader of the country's independence movement and 'father of the nation', was basically
senile, and was removed from power by his then prime minister, Zine el Abidine Ben Al,
in November 1987. A few words are necessary here on the political context of this small

republic where I conducted my research in the 1990s.

Contemporary Tunisia: emergence of a ‘policy style’

Tunisian political life since independence has shown a remarkable degree of stability,

notably in terms of the direction and application of policy. In Tunisia, as in neighbounng
Libya, the political leadership, right from independence, has always followed the line that
the improvement of the majority's living conditions was the way forward. Education and

health, infrastructure and housing, and in recent years, leisure facilities have always been

the focus for investment. (The army, which in both Morocco and Algena, for different

for this large and stable group in society, content to work and enjoy the prosperity
brought by the policies of the technocratic é€lite.

Under Bourguiba, there was little room for public debate on the policy line adopted by the
government. He had himself referred to as al Mujahid al Akbar, translated into French as

le Supréme Combattant. In Arabic, the term carries a hint of jihad or holy war.
Bourguiba considered himself to be leading a jihad against ignorance and poverty, only

the application of reason could bring about development and well-being. The leadership
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style was paternalist, to say the least. The National Assembly essentially functioned as a
forum for announcing decisions already taken at presidential level, the country was run by
a growing body of university graduates who supported the modernising policies of the
Bourguiba's pnime ministers because they were a product of them. The improvement in

living conditions was apparent to all

But the Bourgwba system' also had a very personal, and often flamboyant touch. The
Tunisian people came to know all the details of their president's life, the influence of his
mother, the oft-declared poverty of his childhood. And then there was the issue of the
succession. A succession of prime ministers were groomed to take over. They would be
raised to dizzy heights by Bourguiba. And then, when things began to go wrong, for
whatever reason, political or economic, they were disgraced and unceremoniously
removed from office. The rise and spectacular downfall of Tunisia's prime ministers were
part of a saga that kept Tunisia, and in particular the chattering classes, entertained for
decades. And then in 1987, when things had finally got seriously out of hand 1n both
political and economic terms, Bourguiba himself, basically senile and unfit for office, was

removed by prime minister Ben Ali (see above).

Under Ben AlL the leadership style altered radically. Speculation about manoeuvrings for
influence in the Carthage Palace disappeared. Sobre-suited President Ben Ali, surrounded
by a team of steady technocrats, is a discrete figure. Gone is the flamboyant rhetonc,
quiet efficiency is the order of the day. The main policy options, (continued economic
development and highly publicised concern for the well-being of low-income groups), are
broadly the same. While Bourguiba came from a family of upwardly mobile landowners
from the Sahel region, Ben Ali had a more difficult start in life - hence the interest in
improving conditions for the poorest members of society. Outside official State occasions,
the President's visits to remote regions or poor urban areas attract the most media
coverage. Immediate improvements are seen to fbﬂow these visits. The question of Ben

Ali's successor remains on hold, however. In 1990s Tunisia, stability was the watchword



in public life. Given the state of the country's neighbours, it was in nobody's interest to
rock the boat.

The city of Tunis in the 1990s: deepening socio-economic divisions

My first year in Tunis, in the mid-1980s, was spent lving in the city centre. I later moved
to a coastal village, Sidi Bou Said, which I left in the early 1990s as rents rose in the

increasingly gentrified area. The fieldwork for the dissertation was undertaken while
based in the old city or médina at the centre of Greater Tunis, very much an area of mixed

and often conflicting property use. The Médina has the variety of buildings one would
expect in a Mediterranean city with a long and interesting history - hence the growing

interest of professional groups.

The Meédina of Tunis is today the historic centre of an urban area with a population of
some 1.5 million. It became capital of a regional Muslim statelet in the late ninth century.
The present layout of the central areas, a dense mass of courtyard buildings served by
narrow streets, goes back to the late Middle Ages. Much of the finest building still extant
dates back to the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Domestic building
earher than this 1s rare. However, it is because Tunis is felt to represent 'Arab-Muslim
urban fabnc' that it 1s considered worthy of preservation.

In the nineteenth century, a modern town on a gridiron pattern grew up next to the
Médina on reclaimed land. Simple apartment blocks were put up in the eastern parts of
the Médina, close to the European consulates, to house an incoming population of Italians

and Maltese. After Tunisia became a French protectorate in 1881, the development of the

new town speeded up. New models for domestic housing appeared, including Haussman-

style apartment buildings and wvillas. Originally intended for a European population, in tha

' I had already done work on heritage conservation in Tunis when I started work on the present
dissertation. See my unpublished MA dissertation, McGuinness, Justin (1993) The development of
conservation management for a pre-industrial North African city: the case of the Médina of Tunis
University of Durham, Faculty of Social Sciences



1930s, the housing of the new Tunis proved attractive to the increasingly prosperous
Tunisian Jewish population and a westernised fringe of the Muslim population. By the
1950s, the 270 ha area today referred to as the Médina had a population which was highly

mixed in both ethnic and social terms.

Independence brought about huge changes in the ethnic composition of the city. Along
with the French and longer established Italian populations, the Tunisian Jews were forced
out. Large amounts of prime property were available cheaply in the modern areas, and the
opportunities were quickly seized by Tunis' Muslim residents. Some property was
distnbuted to reward clients of the ruling Neo-Destour Party. In the 1960s, empty
property in the eastern, once mainly European sectors of the Médina was quickly filled by

poor rural migrants. The multiple-occupancy problem, which had already existed in the
poor Jewish areas in the 1930s, spread to the rest of the old town.

In the 1960s, the Médina developed a reputation as a place of poverty and petty

cniminality. After riots following the mismanaged demolition of some homes in the mid-
1960s, the Municipality realised that it had a problematic population about which it new
very little living at the heart of the city. In 1969, a special agency, the Association

Sauvegarde de la Médina (ASM), was set up to undertake research into the Médina and
suggest solutions for its problems. The issue of multi-occupancy dwellings, referred to as
oukalas in local parlance, was one of the areas examined. Based around the ASM and the

Municipality, a group of technical experts, essentially architects, were to put forward
solutions for resolving the Médina's taudification or transformation of its buildings into

slum accomodation.

To widen the focus, by the time this study was undertaken in the 1990s, Tunis was a city
of increasingly marked socio-economic divisions. Simphfying heawvily, the poor have
opted en masse for self-build housing on former agricultural land to the west. For the
stable, salaried middle classes, there 1s a hierarchy of suburbs to chose from, with El
Menzah and El Manar north of the city centre preferred to the southern suburbs. This



category can opt for developer-built accomodation in the northern areas, or else buy
serviced land for private villa development. Old money prefers the northern coastal
suburbs. In the second half of the 1990s, the Médina still had a large number of the most

precarious families, and certain areas still kept their reputation for criminality and poverty.

Incipient gentrification was observable close to the Kasbah area.
The project researched: multi-occupancy housing in old Tunis

The multioccupancy issue was first identified in central Tunis back in the 1930s, when the
main population concerned was the poorest, least educated section of the Jewish
community. The term used for a multi-occupancy dwelling was (and still is) oukala. The
issue was further investigated by the ASM in the 1970s and the 1980s without any wide-
reaching action being taken. In the meantime, the most able households found solutions to
their housing problems: they left the Médina for self -build or State self-built homes
elsewhere, generally on the western edge of Tunis. By the late 1980s, the families left 1n
the Médina would seem to have been the most vulnerable, 1.e. famihies with irregular

sources of income, single parent households, etc.

The issue came to the fore in 1990, when the President of the Republic visited two
oukalas in the Médina. Under presidential supervision (pressure?), a committee was put
together which was eventually headed by the Mayor of Tunis. (The project to rehouse the
families was to be an occasion for the Municipality to show its technical competence).
Funding and land was made available, and 1,200 families were rehoused on three new
estates in the western suburbs. The final phase of the rehousing was complete by 1996. In
the late-1990s, a 'home loans for upgrading works' programme was set up. The term
Oukala Project (le Projet Qukala) came to be used to refer to both the rehousing and the
newer loans for improvents programme, despite the very different populations targetted.
The present dissertation is concerned with what can now, from a late-1990s standpoint, be
seen as the first half of the project. It also represents part of the wider changes taking
place in central Tunis, part of the oft-trumpeted ‘return to the centre.



production, its main form of communication with its political backers. The former Médina
residents I tackled through interview, mainly conducted at their homes on the new
rehousing estates on the western edge of the city. There are no independently produced
wrntten documents recording what city residents think of their housing. The interviewing
was conducted 1n 1996 and 1997. A range of languages were used, French predominating

in discussions with the professional group, spoken Tunisian Arabic with the rehousees.

The group I refer to as 'professional planners' was based in three organisations: the ASM

de Tunis, the ARRU (Agence de rénovation et de réhabilitation urbaine) and the

Municipality of Tums. This selection of professionals fully or partly involved with the
oukala rehousing project included architects, municipal employees, para-medical

personnel and social workers. Although on occasion guarded in their comments, they

were generally critical of the way the slum clearance and rehousing operation was handled.

I also spoke with planning professionals who had been involved with the Médina and its
problems at an early stage of their career. This last group was particularly forthcoming in
terms of cntcising the Oukala Project.

The 'rehousees' from the city centre were generally unrestrained in their comments. I soon
found that no-one from the planning establishment was willing to accompany me in my
visits to the new estates to which former oukala residents were decanted during the 1990s.
I thus established contact by visiting the estates by myself. Residents proved willing and
generally keen to talk, and I had discussions with a wide range of people, of all ages, who

were very generous with their time, and patient with my questioning.



The result of my information gathering, which first started in the early 1990s when I had
no 1dea that I would focus on the multi-occupancy issue, was a diverse corpus of field
notes, reports and technical documents, and press coverage. I had to somehow organise
this matenal. A proper introduction implies a discussion of my rationale, presenting my

decision to depart from the accepted ways of looking at the city in the Tunisian academic

community.
The rationale and sources for the study

There 1s little academic writing on the city of Tunis, and none of it could be said to
challenge the status quo in any way. In the recent studies, the best of which is Jellal
Abdelkafi's La Médina de Tunis, espace historique’, the focus is on the teleological
progression of the city towards its current status as national capital. In the case of
Abdelkafi's work, there 1s a clear intent to relate urban development to the activities of the
State. Focusing on one small area of urban policy, I sought to continue along these lines.
In view of my rather heterogeneous matenal, my goal became that of providing a new
interpretative approach combining analysis of different discourses of and from the city. 1
wanted to highlight questions of social segregation, language and the power of naming,
and the uses of professional knowledge - all of this in the light of official power to impose

a given set of acceptable representations of authornty, poverty and the city.

My sources were a personally constructed discursive archive, put together from - and with
the help of - the communities mentioned above. Just as important as the press and
document archives were ‘the voices from the city’, telling of the rehoused people's
experience. There are few oral histories of Tunis. I thus sought to give something of the
experience of being rehoused. The result was a very different representation from that
advanced in the official media. I am well aware, however, that there are difficulties in
using these fragments of life as source matenal. The interviews with rehoused people -

and I had discussions with easily a hundred people - can not be considered a wholly

2 Abdelkafi, Jellal (1986) La Médina de Tunis, espace historique Paris: CNRS
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representative sample. But then what is lost in terms of generalities is more than made up

for in fine grain detail about the rehousing process.

Methodology

As 1s apparent from this brief rundown of the sources of the study, I was faced with a rich
if rather sprawling selection of material, an archive that told an interesting story if only I
could draw the different strands together. There were what appeared, from a western
perspective, as holes in this archive too. There were no written documents produced by

rehousee community members, few 'authored' news articles - unsurprising in the Tunisian

media context.

For many years, in fact I had been interested in the press presentation of issues. For
western students of of Arab culture, the treatment of information in Arabic press reporting
1s immediately stnking. (In my case, critical analysis fo these codes led me to a more
critical awareness of western reporting styles). In my readings into socio-linguistics, I
found that there was much work on the press treatment of various issues - on racism,
immigration and themes like the Gulf War. However, there appeared to be few studies

where an 1ssue was looked out in terms of all the different discourses in circulation.

Thus, drawing on the tools of the socio-linguistic tradition which has become known as
critical discourse analysis or CDA in English, I attempted to examine the discourses
surrounding the Médina slum / rehousing 1ssue, looking at both text and 1mage, in short, at
the representations present. The question which I was asking, in methodological terms,
was 'what actually is the value of doing in depth analysis of words and images present in

documents and people's reflections noted and collated.

I had not chosen an easy option, it has to be said. In the event, my formal CDA had to be
restricted to the wrnitten part of the 'oukala archive', namely the two corpora, the planning

documents and the press articles. These corpora range over two written languages.



it did nearly three decades, proved just as interesting. A real story of a changing

professional relationship to the state's intervention emerged.

So what actually did I do with the two corpora? How did CDA work for me? (Would 1t be
useful for other researchers approaching urban policy issues?). Basically, critical discourse

analysis as used here goes into the detailed linguistic and iconographic mechanisms of text

in two languages, French and Arabic. French dominates in the first, technical corpus, there
1s an even Arabic / French split in the second, media corpus. A broadly similar approach is

adopted to the two corpora, although because of the nature of the texts, an identical

tformulaic approach would not have allowed me to reveal the particularities of the two

types as easily.

In both cases, I examine the keywords used to represent the issue. I look at the ways the
texts work to produce a convincing standpoint - and the main methods brought into play
to do this. In the technical corpus, the use of figures is on salient feature, as is the
impersonal tone, the removal of all indication of the presence of the individual with
opinions. In detail, I examine a form of technical discourse which appeared towards the
mid-1990s, the institutional press, through which the planning professionals position is
communicated to a wider public than in the technical reports. With respect to the press
corpus, I undertake a detailed analysis of headlines and images present 1n the press articles
providing information on the oukala issue. I look at the social actors involved. In contrast
to the first corpus, easily identifiable figures are present. I look at the way rehousees
opinions are presented, and the manipulation of figures and expert opinion. Finally, the
final part of my formal discourse analysis looks at the way the oukala story fits into the
symbolic environment of the Tunisian nation, through a detailed examination of one
specific event. Here, all the above elements of CDA are brought together to produce a
picture of the visual and textual elements in the format deemed suitable for the

presentation of policy by the Tunisian state apparatus. The style is heavily neo-patniarchal.



To complement my analysis of the mechanics by which these policy rhetorics seek to

become convincing, I went to talk with people directly concerned by the oukala project.
As I was unable, for reasons explained in the thesis (the sensitive political situation,
people’s worries about ‘going on record’), to tape people’s words, detailed linguistic
CDA of a formalist kind was impossible. Hence the second major methodological strand in
this thesis, the field interview. Through discussions with those concerned, I was able to
build up a picture of the most powerful images circulating of the rehousing project. I
looked at “words from the city’, everyday representations of policy as seen from the user
end. This provided me with a powerful contrasting view of the suburban solution for the
oukala people. Methodologically, I felt that this approach was an effective foil to the
constraints of formal CDA. The combination of these two approaches, as far as I know,

had not been used to look at policy in a North African (or Middle Eastern, for that
matter) state.

So to recapitulate, for the present dissertation, I chose to research a specific sub-field of
housing and urban policy. The term 'policy' is taken as the discursive and real practice
through which the State seeks to tackle the question of its legitimacy. Through the
detailed analysis of text and image, and from the study of micro-narratives, fragments of
everyday life, I seek to reach an understanding of the workings of the policy process in a

Mediterranean Arab state. An underlying methodological question 1s how the plurality of
representations clustering around a given 1ssue can be approached: I draw on two main

methodological strands - sociolinguistic analysis and the field interview.

But what then is the main line of argument followed here regarding discourse and the
State?



The argument

from the French republican tradition, also relates to Islamic discourses of the charismatic

leader, defender of religion; provided that the tenets of faith are respected, there 1s no

reason to question State practice.

The main argument of the dissertation is that the way problems of deprivation are
represented and tackled is closely tied to socially created limits placed upon expression
and action. In the Tunisian case, the strongly differentiated linguistic resources available
to social agents reinforce these boundaries. In theoretical terms, I base my argument on a
number of starting points including the debate on the nature of the state in the Arab world

and 1ssues of language, image and representations "through which social agents imagine

the divisions of reality and which contribute to the reality of divisions".’
The Oukala Project, the operation to clear the unsafest multioccupancy dwellings from the
Médina of Tunis, my argument runs, depends upon a specific construction of the
relationship between State and society. In analysing the words and images of policy
documents and the media, I also pay attention to professional cultures and institutional
context, so important for what can be said and what must be left unsaid. The Oukala
Project may thus figure as an ideal and effective solution to a deep rooted problem.
However, as Hajer* puts it, "Policy making is not just a matter of finding acceptable
solutions for preconceived problems. It is also the dominant way in which modern

societies regulate latent social contlicts.”

3 Bourdieu, Pierre (1991) Language and Symbolic Power (with an introduction by J.B. Thompson)
Cambirdge: Polity Press, p.226

* Hajer, Maarten (1995) The Politics of Environmental Discourse: ecological modernization and the
policy process Oxford. Clarendon Press



Conclusions

The theoretical discussion on the formulation, representation and practice of State policy,
the improvement of the physical, domestic environment as the main way of
conceptualising the problems of poverty and exclusion raises a whole chain of questions:
to what extent to individual actors have any impact on the policy process? can this form
of urban project, displacing hundreds of families, driven through chiefly by a political
programme, be viewed from the angle of the debate on the 'neopatriarchal' workings of the
contemporary Arab state? what room is there for learning within the policy process? at
what point do more cntical, reflexive forms of policy discourse emerge? These are

questions which for the most part are beyond the scope of the present dissertation.

Nevertheless, from textual analysis and interview, 1t emerges that there 1s a very clear hink

between what I term the 'discursive environment' and the style of policy delivery.

The combination of discourse analysis and interview has allowed me to explore social
exclusion through housing and locality. Drawing from cntical hinguistics and social
anthropology has helped me to focus on the representational, the symbolic side of policy,
but also helped reveal what one might term, following Michel Foucault, an aspect of the
micro-physics of pdwer at work in Tunisia, the ebb and flow of command and consent
between groups in society. I cannot claim that my account of slum clearance in central
Tunis provides anything more than an indication of how the Tunisian State works.
Nevertheless, I feel that this perspective on State policy, with its sociolinguistic,
representational focus, is a preferable to viewing an Arab polity from the essentialising
viewpoint taken by the theorists of 'neopatriarchy’, a concept which is attractive in its

simplicity, but ultimately unable to account for the nuances of the local.



necessary.

Chapter 1 discusses the views of language and sociolinguistic research informing the
present dissertation. Following Pierre Bourdieu, language is seen as 'a variable social
phenomehon, competences in which are socially defined, unevenly distributed and
valorised, and rooted in hierarchically structured communicative contexts.” The chapter
goes on to sketch in the background to the Tunisian 'linguistic market'. During the

research process, I became expernienced in the codes of this market, and was often called

upon to reflect on the nature of linguistic competence.

The academic research practice referred to as discourse analysis, which shades off in
cntical language study (CLS) and cntical discourse analysis (CDA) has developed
considerably since the late 1980s, and has come to cover a wide range of techniques and
approaches which range from attempts to operationalize parts of the work of Michel
Foucault to the detailed study of conversational interaction. In terms of policy analysis
and discourse, Maarten Hajer's 1995 book The politics of environmental discourse 1s of
particular interest. With this in mind, Chapter 2 thus provides an account of CDA, the
background theory to the dissertation, reviewing areas of focus and certain critiques.
Chapter 3 moves into greater detail, examining a number of recent pieces of discourse
analytic work, and from these perspectives develops a framework for the analysis of

Tunisian media discourse. Among the major authors discussed are Hodge and Kress on

5 Jenkin, R. (1991) Pierre Bourdieu London: Routledge (key sociologists series)
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are constructed, produced and received, and Chapter 4. 'The discourse context', deals

with the socio-historical background to the substantive policy field. The discursive

practices of the Tunisian State are outlined, the area of urban policy discussed along with

the evolution of the Oukala Project.

Chapter S focuses on two samples of the discursive output of the State, namely a first
corpus housing and planning documents relative to the Oukala Project, and a second
corpus of newspaper articles presenting the project. The 'planning corpus' is dealt with in
section 5.2, and the analysis shows some interesting developments in the treatment of the

multi-occupancy issue in the documents produced by built-environment professionals.

The newspaper corpus, analysed in section 5.3, comprises feature and chronicle pieces as
well as editonals collected between 1990 and 1996, representing a comprehensive sample
of print-media coverage of the project. Attention is paid to the interplay of visual and
verbal forms 1n the process of representing deprivation, policy and authority. Through
close examination of media texts, I explore the ideological premises of State policy.

- Images and text argue for the improvement of society, arousing sympathy for poor inner
urban dwellers and portraying a concerned, dutiful President of the Republic as the fount

of all decision and action. An inclusive vision of a homogeneous, national community

° Hodge, R. and Kress, G. (1979, 1993) Language and ldeology London: Routledge

" de Goede, Maricke (1996) ‘Ideology in the US welfare debate: neo-liberal representations of poverty’ in
Discourse and Society 7 (3) pp.317-357

® Brookes. Heather Jean (1995) “”Suit, tie and a touch of juju” — the ideological construction of Africa: a
critical discourse analysis of news on Africa in the Bnitish press’ in Discourse and Society 6 (4) pp.461-

494

® Meinhof, Ulrike H. and Richardson, K. (eds) (1994) Text, Discourse and Context — representations of
poverty in Britain London: Longman



working together for the development of the nation underpins this press discourse.

Following van Dijk, I see media reporting as establishing ‘... the general outline of social,

political, cultural and economic models of societal events'.'® The underlying question,

however, 1s why this news narrative turns out as it does. News of this kind clearly has to

conform with a certain pattern expected in Tunisian society.

The example of this particular slum clearance / rehousing project was not picked at
random. Firstly, I had a certain knowledge of the issues through an earlier research
project on the Médina, the old city of Tunis where the majority of the multi-occupancy
dwellings were located. Secondly, the Oukala Project stood out in terms of media
coverage. In a context where democratic political activity and press freedom is severely

Iimited, such projects with highly visible impact can function to raise the profile of the

State. The clearance of the slums and the provision of new housing can be seen as a

metaphor for eftective State action.

But the Oukala Project is an interesting case because, aside from the clear-cut message of
the media coverage, it could only but raise areas of conflict. If the press discourse seems
sure of its 'ownership' of the truth, discussions with planners, social workers and rehousees

revealed more nuanced and contradicting versions of the story.

These alternative versions are the focus of Chapter 6, which brings into play somc of the
actors directly concerned with the project. Here language constitutes a rather different set
of representations of rehousees and the city. The oukalas and the new housing areas,
salpable policy targets in the press and policy documents, emerge as the settings for real
lives, the background to careers, both political and professional. In chapter 6, throu gh a
series of thematic sub-sections, I try to write my way to an understanding of the Oukala
Project, aware of my position as a researcher sifting through multiple accounts, multiple
representations of an essentially top-down home displacement operation. A certain

control is surrendered by me here - although only to a limited extent. The researcher is

10 yan Dijk, T.A. (1988) News as Discourse Hillsdale, N.J.:Erlbaum, p.182




obliged to code and order the interview matenal, at the risk of being overselective and
excluding information to slant the argument one way or the other. However, hope to have

revealed the power relations at work, who shapes the descniption of the problem.

Through tackling unsafe, unhealthy housing, the Tunisian State portrays itself as capable
of achieving policy objectives to improve the lot of the underprivileged. (In the light of

fundamentalist upnisings and violence in neighbouring Algeria, perhaps the policy is best
viewed as a vanation on the theme of mollfiying the potentially dangerous poor.) Yet as
interviews revealed, the State's response to the physical side of the problem was only a

partial solution. The families and individuals concerned often faced multiple problems -

1ssues which never found their way into policy documents and only rarely into the press.

ter 7 'On methodology and paternalist policy', draws together substantive and
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theoretical conclusions. "The suburban solution?' (7.1) highlights the provicmis facing tng

estates | argue that the multiple issues facing poor urban dwellers should be recogmsed
in policy. Urban deprivation defined on the basis of multi-occupancy and unsafc building
is one possible representation of the issue, one discursive problem. While the journalists
"observe the form and formalities of [their] field" (Thompson 1991: 20), while planners
and municipal employees follow procedure and process potential rehousees, other modes

of representation with different focuses circulate in the city, unable to find their way to

printed form and wider diffusion.

'From Médina to media, representations of policy and poverty' (7.2), evaluates the
contribution of discourse analysis to analysing a policy issue like housing disadvantage.
Certainly, the linguistic analysis of text does allow the researcher to demonstrate the

mechanics of representation, how certain actors are excluded. 1 conclude however that

AARN/ A A

the methodology is only useful with wide-ranging comment on context, both textual and

real-world. Discourse analysis is thus a useful, complementary set of tools to getting at

how relations of domination are maintained.
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Sub-section 7.3, 'Myth, hegemony and neopatnarchy' situates the dissertation in the
debates on hegemony and neopatriarchy. I attempt to evaluate the contribution of
research of this kind to an understanding of the Tunisian polity, and perhaps to southemn
Mediterranean Arab societies in general. The use of a combination of critical discourse
analysts of text and fieldwork can shed light on the symbolic presence of urban policy,
revealing the limits placed on public expression and the dense web of interpersonal
relations created in the implementation of policy. Personal relations emerged as being of
considerable importance in this particular policy initiative, inevitably given the place of the
individual home as the locus of family reproduction. In the press accounts there is just one
account of a form of socio-spatial exclusion, as for the moment the State 1s unabie to let
other voices emerge in the public domain. Behind the official representations of poverty,
authority and policy, are multiple voices and images from across the city, engaged in a

*

nant forees, challenging the neopatnarchal hegemony established 1n
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written text. As Jane Flax'' suggests:

Perhaps reality can have 'a' structure only from the falsely umversalizing
perspective of the dominant group. That is, only to the extent that one person or
group can dominate the whole will reality appear to be governed by one set of

rules or to be constituted by one privileged set of social relations.
Risks and perspectives

Getting to know - and then analysing and writing on a society very different from one's
own is a task fraught with dangers. Western anthropologists working earlier this century
could work with small, often isolated social units. But as Hylland-Eriksen'’ notes, today
it is difficult for a researcher "to develop an overview of the entire social universe.”

Researcher must be aware of shifting perceptions and attitudes across sprawling cities

' quoted in Linda Nicholson in Linda, N. (ed) (1990) Feminism / Postmodernism London: Routledge p.6

2 Hylland-Eriksen, Thomas (1995) Small Places, Large Issues: An introduction to social and cultural
anthropology London: Pluto Press, p.236
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where contacts are maintained across the world. My ultimately rather focused data has

attempted to show how language and image constituted representations of poverty and
priviiege tie in with policy positions and different groups premises about their society. By
shedding light on the workings of symbolic media politics, the traditional and 'rationa!
symbols drawn upon by the Tunisian State to draw the population into its all-inclusive
republican consensus, it may just be possible to open the way for a more critically
informed, 'listening’ type of policy practice. Metaphors of 'community development' and
'empowerment’ are already circulating in Tunisian NGOs: the challenge would be to ensure
that firture policy discourses, based on new sets of representations of disadvantage, bnng
3V hacie Oar

dialogue to official knowledge, making possible 3 more nuanced, individual vasis 101

action.

Justin McGuinness
Marrakech and London, Apnl/May 1999



Note on terminology and acronyms

The Tunisian Arabic term oukala, denived from the Standard Arabic wikala, (meanino
"agency’), signifies a multi-occupancy dwelling in the older parts of Tunis. Until the
1960s, the term essentially referred to rooming houses in old Tunis. Later, in the early
1970s, the term came to be used by professional planners and housing experts as

shorthand to designate unsafe, overcrowded accommodation in the oider, centrai parts of

the city.
The following acronyms figure frequently 1n the text:

ARRU - Agence de rénovation et de réhabilitation urbaine
ASM - Association Sauvegarde de la Médina de Tums
FADES - Fonds arabe pour ie développement économique et social

FNAH - Fonds national pour I’amélioration de I’habitat

FNS — Fonds national de solidante
MEH — Ministére de ’environnement et de ’habitat




BACKGROUND THEORY:
ON LANGUAGE AS SOCIAL PRACTICE AND DOING SOCIAL
RESEARCH

1.1 Introduction: maison minima

Consider then the postcard views of the Médina of Tunis at the beginning of this
century. This was a city of contrasts: the buildings are often tumbledown, weeds
sprout on the terraces, a fig tree grows picturesquely out of a wall. Seen from afar,
the city was an expanse of low, flatroofed buildings, with here and there a minaret,
and towards the northern sector, the great whitewasehed cupolas of Sidi Mehrez. But
already the new, European Tunis was taking shape. Splendid stucco apartment
buildings presaged new ways of life, new comforts, taken up by the wealthy urban
gentry of Tunis from the 1930s. As described by Jacques Berque!, the members of
this class which had lived enclosed within a city devoted to craft, trade and study, felt
unable to adapt to the modern world 1n the confines of their palaces - ill suited as

these buildings were to the new ways.

With the gradual departure of the urban gentry, the Médina became refuge for the
rural migrants seeking a foothold in the city. The population of old Tunis, an area
stretching close on two miles from north to south, and about a mile across at its widest
point, had climbed to 168,000 by 1956. The once fine houses were rented out room
by room, extended families crowded into small apartments left by the departing
Italians and Jewish Tunisians in the 1960s. The walls of the narrow streets were
damp and peeling, the wide marble patios were divided with makeshift brick and
concrete partitions. Galleries were filled with washing, cooking smells and the chatter
of children. One water point and one WC was the norm for a houseful of families.
The 1960s thus saw a vast expansion in multi-occupancy - the phenomenon which
came to be referred to as oukalisation by Tunisian planners from around the early
1970s: the Tunisois term owkala, a sort of hostel for tradesmen spending some time In
the city, came to be a byword for any decaying, overcrowded rented property in the
Médina. In the 1960s, grandiose projects were drawn up for the future of the Médina
- none of which concerned its growing and recently arrived population, slowly

I Berque, Jacques (1962, thurd edition) Le Maghreb entre deux guerres Pans:. Le Seuil / collection
Esprit. See especially chapter 11 'Fragments d'histoire locale’, subsection IV, 'Quartiers’, pp.200-231.
Berque focuses on the rue du Pacha neighbourhood of the Médina of Tunis.



acculturating to the ways of the city. The Municipality of Tunis eventually woke up
to the fact that it had an unknown underclass (to use a recently fashionable Anglo-
Saxon term), in its midst, and in 1967 created a special planning body, the
Assoclation Sauvegarde de la Médina de Tunis, to survey and analyse the population
of the Médina. With the reconstruction of the Hafsia site, in the mid to late 1970s, an

exemplary housing project was realised, fitting neatly into the existing built fabric,

and with the aim of rehousing some of the neighbourhood's multi-occupancy
residents.

The Hatsia Project was not the first attempt to imagine ideal solutions to the problem
of housing the urban poor in Tunisia. From 1943 to 1948, the French authorities
undertook to reconstruct a country devastated by Axis and Allied armies, and
launched an attempt to satisfy the needs of potentially restive local population. A
team of architects looked to traditional rural housing for inspiration; the so-called

Tunisian maison minima, a modular dwelling of vaulted rooms round a courtyard,
seemed to offer a solution:

The rural house 1s already, most often, a house reduced to its most simple
expression. The matenals and labour required are easily organised, the layout
1s well adapted. [This house] more than is usually thought, satisfies the
profound aspirations of those concerned who will only be too happy to have
the means to replace their archaic huts. There is no need to look any further.?

Across Tunisia, the paternalist architects of the reconstruction period planned and
built a scattering of 1deal estates. For the Zehrfuss team, the message of whitewashed
vaults and blind exterior fagades was 'home' - for the deprnived Muslim populations.

The challenge faced by these architects working in the 1940s remains essentially the
same today: how to achieve high density housing without loss of family privacy, how
to make low-budget homes part of a desirable, pleasant and practical environment,
how to plan for groups least privileged in terms of their access to resources. In
Tunisia, however, as in a number of other Mediterranean states, the vast majority of
housing is self-built, without recourse to professionals, and 1s often constructed on

unserviced land.

The present dissertation aims to contribute to the understanding of how the maison

minima, accommodation for low-income groups is created in Tunisia, through an

e

2 Rolland, Maxime (1950) La maison minima tunisienne' in Architecture d'aujourd’hui, 20, p.77



examination of a rehousing programme conducted jointly by the local and central
State in the early to mid-1990s. At one level, the dissertation represents a preliminary

evaluation of this Oukala Project, an operation to remove the worst multi-occupancy
housing in central Tunis.

Many evaluations have been written on rehabilitation and upgrading poor
neighbourhoods in the North African countries (notably for Egypt and Morocco).
However, the onginality of this dissertation lies (I hope) in its methodological focus.
As far as I know, there is little other work which employs a mixed approach,
combining a wide reading of text on policy with actual fieldwork. Thus the
dissertation makes and interesting contribution to North African studies, anthropology
and the new field of discourse analysis. I hope that it will prove useful to others
secking to develop critical approaches to policy in contexts where there is little
tradition of open debate and public information.

I tackle the issue of sub-standard housing by detailed attention to the linguistic and
iconographic resources deployed in texts produced about the oukala issue. Thus
detailed background is given on the theoretical issues raised in doing socio-linguistic
research in a foreign culture, as well as on the methodologies of discourse analysis.
Present in the texts studied are seemingly simple representations of a policy initiative
- representations which cannot be separated from the general political context and the
interaction between social agents and local and central State institutions. Which leads
me to the third area in which this dissertation aims to make a contribution.

Régimes like the post-colonial Tunisian government have often been qualified as neo-
patriarchal - yet often with little detailed analysis of actual State practices. Although
the implementation of the Oukala Project represents a significant departure in housing
provision at local State level, it is the representations rather than the actual content of
policy which I see as significant. Through a project aiming at the satisfaction of
minimum housing needs, the Tunisian State establishes a persuasive narrative of
successful action, thereby strengthening its moral hegemony. In the wntten texts
examined, the degree of consensus and acquiescence is remarkable: conflict there is
not in this neo-patriarchal realisation of State legitimacy. In a sense then I am
attempting to see how a given myth retains its hold in the collective mind, developing
a case study of a small group of linguistic signs: 'oukala’, 'solidanty’, ‘the weak’, 'the
Artisan of the Change'. Nevertheless, the dominant narrative does not go
unchallenged, as a series of micro-narratives analysed in the last major chapter reveal.
Here the threads that run through actual discussions of the oukala issue are sorted and



placed to create another set of representations, of the key, real-life themes? which
emerged behind this most mediatised of projects.

An underlying interest in this dissertation, therefore, is the intermeshing of objective,
technical evaluations of housing need and the subjective ways of dividing up the
world as experienced - subjective approaches which are part of the reality of
categorisations of all kinds. Bourdieu underlines the need to consider this very
clearly, the necessity of understanding the links between objective classifications,
whether acted out or represented and their practical relationship with the strategies of
individuals and groups to put them to use for their material or symbolic interests,

maintaining and changing them. Thus, following Bourdieu, in this study I am
concerned with:

the objective relations of material and symbolic power, and the practical
schemes (1implicit, confused, and more or less contradictory) through which
agents classify other agents and evaluate their position in these objective
relations as well as the symbolic strategies of presentation and self-
representation in which they oppose the classifications and representations (of
themselves) that others impose on them.4

To draw on a metaphor from geography, Tunisian State discourse reduces the
differences between people and places to a simplified 'map' of relationships linking
leader and citizens, unsafe and fit housing. But beyond this mapping are a
heterogeneous, varied set of practices, of agents working to construct their own lives
in the city. This dissertation is therefore situated at the meeting place of the stones
told by the State-controlled media and individual life histones.

However, based as it is on a multitude of perspectives, the dissertation is in effect a
further, more wide-ranging construct of the oukala issue. I recognise this artificiality,
and hope I have managed to take an open, subtle position which avoids creating
heroes and villains from the characters in my data. 1 may not have been able to bring
the arid world of the note administrative and the presentation report to life, but at least

3 Following Ely, M., Anzul, M. et al (1991) Doing Qualitative Research: circles within circles
London: Falmer Press, p.150, the following definition of ‘theme' scems particularly relevant: 'A theme
can be defined as a statement of meaning that (1) runs through all or most of the pertinent data, or (2)
one in the minority that carries heavy emotional or factual impact.’

4 Bourdieu, Pierre (1991) 'Identity and representation’, p.227 in Language and Symbolic Power
Cambridge: Polity Press, pp.220-228



I hope to have shed some light on the rhetorical workings of this vital part of any
planned housing project - and its links with wider State-produced media discourse.

Clifford Geertz tells us that in anthropological work we need to 'convince our readers
that we have actually penetrated (or been penetrated by) another form of life, of
having, one way or another, truly "been there" '.5 I therefore begin with a look at
1ssues of language, the key to being part of it', to communicating in a foreign society.
Starting with the theoretical perspectives of Pierre Bourdieu on power and language, I

move to a discussion of the complex socio-linguistic field in Tunisia and a reflection
on the position of the researcher therein.

1.2 Linguistic habitus, linguistic market: the power of words in the work of
Bourdieu

For Pierre Bourdieu, language cannot be analysed outside the cultural and societal
conditions of its production and reception. This is the main theme of a selection of

papers, translated and edited by John B. Thompson under the title Language and
Symbolic Power (1991)¢ In these papers, Bourdieu is essentially providing a critique
of earlier, structuralist linguistic research, essentially Saussure and Chomsky. The
linguistic models of these writers - the division between langue and parole for the
former, between ‘competence' and "performance’ for the latter depend upon the
existence of an 1deal structure of language (the work of grammarians), used in
everyday life for our communicative needs.

Bourdieu, however, would agree with Benedict Anderson on the importance of

standard languages in the constitution of nation states, and his interest in language and
its role in the work of academics (Homo Academicus?) or the establishment of

regional identity3 represents an attempt to span ‘the division between linguistics and
sociology [which] is unfortunate and deleterious to both disciplines.® In what

5 Geertz, Clifford (1988) Works and Lives: the anthropologist as author Cambridge: Polity Press,
pp.4-5

6 Bourdieu, Pierre (1991) Language and Symbolic Power edited by John B. Thompson Cambridge:
Polity

7 Bourdieu, Pierre (1984) Homo Academicus Cambnidge: Polity Press

8 jbid (note 6) chapter 10



follows, I will outline some of the main features of Bourdieu's approach to language,
drawing in part on John B. Thompson's editorial introduction to Language and
Symbolic Power, as well as to the more acessible, 'workshop-based' volume, An
invitation to reflexive sociology '® As will become clear in the analytical chapters
which follow (5 and 6), I find Bourdieu's view of language as being firmly located in
social relationships and interaction between agents particularly helpful, although 1t is
maybe not 'the original, innovative approach to linguistic phenomena' that some
commentators have claimed it to be.!! Jenkins!? sees the approach as being:

basically the modification of Bourdieu's general theoretical scheme of the
current sociolinguistic conventional wisdom, which sees language as a
variable social phenomenon, competences in which are socially defined,

unevenly distributed and valorised, and rooted in hierarchically structured
communicative contexts.

Whatever, Bourdieu from an early stage in his career was aware of the dangers and
limitations of the Saussurian brand of linguistics, of the risks of 'a certain kind of
intellectual imperialism, whereby a particular model of language could assume a
paradigmatic status in the social sciences as a whole', as Thompson puts 1t.13

Bourdieu's project centres on an attempt to move beyond the sociological dichotomies
of individual versus society, action versus structure. In his writings, a cluster of key
concepts recur - 'subjectivism'’, ‘objectivism’, 'habitus', le sens pratique, 'hexis’, 'field’
as well as economic sounding terms, 'market' and 'capital’. The baseline compnises
two intellectual orientations, subjectivism and objectivism, both of which are seen as
too limited to perceive the social world. Subjectivism for Bourdieu means "an
intellectual orientation to the social world which seeks to grasp the way the world
appears to the individuals who are situated within it"4, while objectivism 'places the
primary experience of the social world in brackets and attempts to elucidate the

? Wacquant, Loic D. (1989) Towards a reflexive sociology: a workshop with Pierre Bourdieu' in
Sociological Theory 7,1 pp.26-63

10 Bourdieu, Pierre and Wacquant, Loic D. (1992) An invitation to reflexive sociology Cambridge:
Polity Press

11 Qee John B. Thompson (1991) Editorial Introduction’ in ibid (note 6) pp.2-31
12 jepkins, Richard (1992) Pierre Bourdieu London: Routledge (key sociologists series), p.156
13 jbid (note 11) pp.3-4

14 jbid (note 11) p.11




structures and principles upon which primary experience depends but which it cannot
directly grasp.!5 Although the latter position, for Bourdieu, is the more acceptable, it
unfortunately cannot provide the link between the knowledge generated by the analyst
and the praxis of individuals in the social world. Hence the elaboration on the

concept of habitus to try to bridge the gap between the practical knowledge of actors
and the models elucidated by the researcher.

The habitus 1s 'an acquired system of generative schemes objectively adjusted to the
particular conditions in which it is constituted'; it is 'a set of dispositions which
incline agents to act and react in certain ways.''”. These dispositions are inculcated
and structured, reflecting the childhood conditions in which they were acquired. They
are the basis of the habitus which 'gives [individuals] a 'feel' for the game', a sense of
what 1s appropnate ..., a 'practical sense' (le sens pratique)''® Closely related to
habitus 1s hexis, a term which Bourdieu uses to refer to the way the body holds itself
in the world, how it is deployed.

Habitus, le sens pratique, and hexis are the ways by which Bourdieu seeks to
approach the schemes and principles underpinning practices and perceptions, works
and appreciations of individuals. However, individual praxis is to be understood not
as the result of habitus alone, but as arising from 'the relation between the habitus, on
the one hand, and the specific social contexts or 'fields’ within which individuals act,
on the other.'t?

Field is the key term here, but game and market are also important metaphors, as 1s
capital, used in a sense beyond the merely economic. For Bourdieu, individuals work
to accumulate not only material capital, i.e. wealth, but also the educational
qualifications he refers to as cultural capital and the intangible honours constituting
symbolic capital. These varying forms of capital, and the idea of linguistic practice
and a linguistic market will emerge as being of importance in the present dissertation.

15 ibid (note 11) p.11

16 Pierre Bourdieu (1977) Outline of a theory of practice Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
p95, quoted in Jenkins, R. (note 11) p/4

17 ibid (note 11) p.12
18 jbid (note 11) p.13

19 jbid (note 11) p.14




Language in its differing forms and manifestations, from a Bourdieu-based

perspective, is a form of practice arising from the relationship between linguistic
habitus and linguistic market. As Bourdieu puts it:

What I sought to demonstrate is that a very important part of what goes on in
verbal communication, even the content of the message itself, remains
unintelligible as long as one does not take into account the totality of the
structure of power relations that is present, yet invisible, in the exchange.2

Language resources and competencies are by no means equally distributed. As
Thompson?! puts it:

... the forms of expression which receive the greatest value and secure the
greatest profit are those which are most unequally distributed, both in the
sense that the conditions for the acquisition of the capacity to produce them
are restricted and in the sense that the expressions themselves are relatively

rare on the markets where the appear.

Thus Bourdieu 1s interested in how the hegemony of certain linguistic codes takes
shape, how such codes, taken as part of an individual's cultural capital, are linked to
dominant groups. All speech acts are seen as being the outcome of two causal series,

namely:

the linguistic habitus, 'encompassing the cultural propensity to say particular
things, a specific linguistic competence ... and the social capacity to use that

competence appropriately’, and

the linguistic market, 'which takes the form of sanctions and censorship, and
which defines what cannot be said as much as what can'.?2

The present dissertation is very much concerned with policy in a highly specific
linguistic habitus and market, that of contemporary Tunisia (explored in the next
section, 1.3). However, it 1s not enough to deal with linguistic analysis alone, for, as

L.D. Wacquant, (one of Bourdieu's closest collaborators) notes:

20 jbid (note 10) p.142
21 jbid (note 11) p.18

22 jbid (note 12) p.153



Even the simplest linguistic exchange brings into play a complex and
ramifying web of historical power relations between the speaker, endowed
with a specific social authority, and an audience which recognises this

authonity to varying degrees, as well as between the groups to which they
respectively belong.23

Before moving on, however, to a discussion of the linguistic resources which I came
across as I was working on this project, I want to briefly discuss a number of other
concepts raised by Bourdieu in his discussion of language and symbolic power.
Despite the complexity of Bourdieu's academic style24, I find him to be a writer whom
it 1s very useful to 'think with'. I therefore move to a discussion of two other points
raised 1n Language and Symbolic Power, namely 'the oracle effect', and censorship.
Bourdieu's development of these interpretative concepts can be found essentially in
chapter 9 (‘Delegation and political fetishism')?’ of the above mentioned work.

Censorship 1s important for Bourdieu because it is one of the factors determining what
can and cannot be said. However, censorship does not always take the form of
outnight interdictions laid down by higher authority. This need falls away:

as the mechanisms which ensure the allocation of agents to different positions
... are increasingly capable of ensuring that the different positions are occupied
by agents able and inclined to engage in discourse ... compatible with the
objecitve defnition of the position.2¢

Put more simply, the more people operating in the system believe in 1t, the more the
need for explicit forms of censorship is reduced.

I turn now to Bourdieu's discussion of the symbolic effects of political delegation, to
the so-called 'oracle effect’ operating through language. Bourdieu gives no concrete
examples (apart from a brief discussion of Soviet State art?”). However, the

23 Wacqant, L.D. (1989) "Towards a reflexive sociology: a workshop with Pierre Bourdieu' in
Sociological Theory, 7 (1989), p.46

24 Bourdieu is generally more accessible in the interview based volumes where he discusses his work.
See for example ibid (note 10).

25 'Delegation and political fetishism' in ibid (note 6) pp.204-219
26 jbid (note 6) p.156

27 ibid (note 6) pp.213-14
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discussion, drawing on Marx and more importantly Nietzsche, is interesting in
theoretical terms for my subsequent analysis of Tunisian State rhetoric. For Bourdieu,
delegation’, the process by which a group entrusts an individual with powers to
represent 1t 1s ‘an act of magic which enables what was merely a collection of several
persons to exist in the form of a fictitious person, a corporatio' 28 Through the act of
delegation, individuals come to exercise a sort of ‘'usurpatory ventriloquism'??, giving
voice to the people in whose name they are authorized to speak. Thus:

The oracle effect is the exploitation of the transcendence of the group in

relation to the single individual, a transcendence that comes about through an
individual who in effect is to some extent the group.3

This monopolization of a collective truth may be explored, suggests Bourdieu, by a
linguistic analysis of 'the rhetorical strategies through which the structural bad faith of
the spokesperson 1s expressed'.3! It is here that we get to the nature of the symbolic
domain (‘where takeovers by force appear as takeovers of form"2), and a point crucial
to the present dissertation. When the nature of these takeovers in the discourses of the
symbolic domain is considered in this light,

... one can turn linguistic analysis into an instrument of political critique, and
rhetonc 1not a science of symbolic powers.33

It 1s the relevance of this line of thought in Bourdieu which I intend to reveal in my
study of the manipulations of abstract and technical language enveloping government
policy - and how this contributes to the legitimation of the delegate.

First however, an examination of the linguistic situation in Tunisia. The country is far
from having a unified linguistic market, the result in part of colomal factors - and
perhaps because this society, in which the process of nation building 1s taking place,

28 ibid (note 6) p.208
2% ibid (note 6) p.211
30 jbid (note 6) p.212
31 jbid (note 6) p.213
32 ibid (note 6) p.213

33 jbid (note 6) p.213
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differs in many respects from the European model. But then perhaps disunity,
heterogeneity in linguistic markets is really the norm in most areas of the world.

1.3 Social artefacts, the languages of Tunisia

A purist 1s one who maintains a dualistic view of
a referent as containing desirable and
undesirable elements, who feels able to
recognise these elements in a given referent and
who, prompted by a desire to promote its well-
being and prestige, seeks to remove those

elements he deems undesirable. George Thomas
(1991)34

The first time visitor to Tunisia is immediately aware of the linguistic mix: signs and
posters are in Arabic and Latin letters, and the Francophone visitor will quickly pick
out fragments of French mixed into the local spoken language, the Tunisian dialect of
Arabic. If the visitor is a tounist, they will soon become aware that in resort towns,
shop owners, occasional guides, beach entertainers and others are adept at flicking
back and forth between European languages. Perhaps on a day trip, groups of
Tunisian students may sing the old Um Kalthoum songs of the fifties and sixties in
Egyptian or classical Arabic - and may equally well know all the words to the latest
Céline Dion or Michael Jackson hit. If the non-Arab visitor is in the country for an
official conference, they will come across the stiff declamatory style used for the
official speeches in Modern Standard Arabic, (as it 1s called in English language
textbooks), the ‘arabiyya learnt at school.

The linguistic situation in Tunisia is complex, as this brief impressionistic sketch
illustrates. Given that the dissertation is dealing with the words in which policy 1s
expressed (and challenged), I feel that a fairly detailed account of the linguistic
situation, and attitudes within it, is essential background. After looking briefly at the
development of Arabic, I focus on the Tunisian linguistic market - and look at

something of the tensions within it.

[ —
34 Thomas, George (1991) Linguistic Purism London: Longman,
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On the linguistic situation in the Maghreb

A number of commentators, foremost among them Grandguillaume33, have written on
the complex linguistic situation prevailing in the Maghreb countries. (In Tunisia with
only a very tiny Berber speaking population, barely 1 % of the total, the situation i1s
far simpler than in neighbouring Algeria and Morocco, both with large Berber
populations). In all three central Maghreb countries, French was the language of
modernity, the vehicle by which, even after independence, the nationalist élites
ensured the transfer of technical knowledge and commercial know-how. Abderrahim
Youssi®* sums up the role of the former colonial language thus:

With the exception of Libya, [French] is the only language which is spoken,
read and written. Despite arabisation, French has a preponderant place in the
educational system from the middle of primary school (for the well-off, from
pre-school, or even home), nght through to University; there is excellent
educational material in French, rich and efficient, which provides a link with
the western world. For the minor and middle bourgeoisie, French remains the
instrument for access to the machinery of the State and all forms of social and
economic advancement... French 1s part of the cacophony of the city streets of
the Maghreb, where a good part of the population has a functional mastery of

the language.

Youssi goes on to stress the importance of French in the audiovisual media (70 % of
air time)37 and underlines how arabisation, launched with the intention of
democratising acess to education, has in fact reinforced the division between ‘the 10%
of the bourgeoisie which educates its children in French schools or private schools,

and the rest of the population’.3®

35 see for example Granduillaume, Gilbert (1996) L'arabisation en question' in Qantara 1996, 19,
pp.4345

36 Youssi, Abderrahim (1991) "Un trilinguisme complexe' in C. et Y. Lacoste (eds) (1991) L'Etat du
Maghreb, pp.272-277; see also Jochen, Pleines (ed) (1990) La linguistique au Maghreb Rabat:

Editions Okad
37 This percentage figure is to be taken with caution. With the advent of satellite television, the pay
channel Canal Plus Horizons in Tunis and 2M in Morocco, North Africans have increased access to a

wide range of entertainment produced or dubbed in French. But satellite television also grves access to
the international Arabic channels, including London-based MBC and Qatari-based Al-Jazeera, highly

respected for its debates and news coverage.

38 ibid (note 36) p.277
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of bilingualism, someone would often express admiration for the skill of the former
president, Habib Bourguiba, as an orator in both French and different levels of Arabic.
Incapacity to find the 'right word' in standard Arabic or French for a formal situation
1s often the subject of some amusement, and ostensibly bilingual Tunisians, operating

in French and dialect in their professional life often have difficulty in writing and
understanding formal Arabic.

On the development of Arabic

Arabic, al-lughat al-fusha, as used today in the Arab states is the product of a long
history. The wntten form of the language 1s denived from the mid-seventh century
semitic bedouin dialects of the central-western Arabian peninsula, and subsequently
codified 1n institutions established by Arab-Muslim rulers in the ninth and tenth
centuries. The language experienced a renaissance, the Nahdha, in the nineteenth
century, when Arab linguists went to work to bring the terminology of science and
technology, economic and politics into their language. But as George Thomas>?
notes, the aesthetic conservatism and retrospection of the Arabic literary tradition

were an overriding influence, reflected:

in archaising and élitist purism, an unwillingness to facilitate the entry of
loanwords into the native phonological and morphological systems, a whole-
scale invention of new words using Arabic roots, designations of the realia of
modern technological society, and a perception that local, vernacular forms of

Arabic are bastardised or debased.

The purism which dominated Arabic linguistic thinking was of course dependent on
historic conditions. The Arabic language is mentioned twelve times in the Quran as
the language of the last celestial revelation - without however being referred to as a
divine language (as opposed to a liturgical language like Latin). The Quran was
revealed in Arabic for its qualities of clarity (bayan), rhythm and flexibility.
However, the fact that the revelation took place in a language without a developed

-

39 ibid (note 34) p.140
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Writing system made an immense effort necessary to prepare for the transmission and
development of the Islamic religion:

all information relative to the 'discourse of the Arabs" poetry, texts, tales,
fragments of eloquence, proverbs was compiled... all the available
grammatical and lexical data was assembled, either by studying rules or lexical
usage from this corpus or by consulting native speakers from the North of the
Peninsula who would not have been 'contaminated’ by contact with foreign
languages. 40

This tradition of seeking out purity was to resurface with the authors and translators of
the Nahdha, who:

maintained the founding myth - in part illusory - of continued access to a
classical knowledge held as the golden age of Arabic literature: the distance
that the authors of the first centuries placed between the language in use in
their day and ‘the language of the Arabs' was effaced. 4l

Talking to Tunisians in the 1990s about language, one may hear comments like 'Oui,
on parle arabe... mais pas le vrai arabe' (‘'We speak Arabic, but not the real Arabic')*2.
So what do Tunisians speak? What implications does this have for the Anglo-
researcher?

Diglossia, pluriglossia - and the practicalities of communication

The 'vrai arabe' (‘real Arabic') is referred to as ‘arabiyya, in contrast to darja, dialect,
the language of everyday spoken communication. And within the range of dialect,
certain types are valued over others: urban dialects, notably the speech of the beldia
or Tunisois élite, 1s more prestigious than rural speech; darja mhdheba, 'elevated
dialect’, used by school teachers and perhaps officials in addressing meetings,
commands respect. However, despite its being the mother tongue of all Tunisians,

darja has no widely used public written form - although it is used in writing in private

40 Dichy, Joseph (1996) La langue arabe dans l'histoire’ p.25 in Qantara, 1996, 19, pp.24-27

41 jbid (note 40) p.25

42 QOrdinary Tunisians are thus unwitting purists in their attitudes to language. As Thomas puts it,
'wurists view the removal of undesirable elements as a problem to be solved in order for the language to
achieve or maintain its proper status as a prestigious code.' ibid (note 34) p.216
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correspondence. Dialect is also the language of cinema, television game shows and
drama series, a flourishing experimental theatre, and (perhaps a sign of a change in
attitude), the mid-1990s saw the publication of a number of plays, including the

scripts of the hugely popular Klem el-Lil satirical sketches. Some journalists in the

Tumsian tabloid papers make use of a large number of dialect words when writing on
local 1ssues.

The linguistic situation prevailing in the Arab states (marked split between written
and spoken forms, presence of a European second language) has been described and
analysed by a number of commentators, and has been referred to as diglossic and
plunglossic. Hinds and Badawi (1986)%3, in the introduction to their dictionary of
colloquial Egyptian Arabic, give a particularly good analysis of the range of linguistic
registers available to the educated Egyptian. This pluriglossia is seen as a block to
literacy by some writers. Others, however, stress the historic roots of Arab
pluriglossia:

In its current state, and from the Ummayad period, the Arabic language may
be qualified as pluriglossic. This concept, put forward in preference to
'diglossia’, reflects the complexity of the system of knowledge which
corresponds to the ease of communication held by a cultured Arab with a

'good average level.'#

With respect to the Tunisian case, Aziz Krichen (1987)% provides a polemical
discussion of diglossia and bilingualism, and their social implications. Walters in a
1996 article#6 provides the most comprehensive recent account in English, noting the
diglossic switching between what MSA (modern standard Arabic) and ETA (educated
Tunisian Arabic), and code switching, i.e. between different languages, practised by
educated Tunisians between Arabic and French. And he stresses:

43 Hinds, M. and Badawi, El Said (1986) A Dictionary of Egyptian Arabic Beirut: Libraine du Liban,
pp.Vil-X

44 ibid (note 40) p.27

45 Krichen, Aziz (1987) 'La fracture de I'intelligentsia. Problcmes de la langue et de la culture
nationales' in M. Camau (ed) Tunisie au présent - une modernité au-dessus de tout soupgon ? Pans:

Editions du Cnrs, pp.297-342

46 wWalters, Keith (1996) 'Gender, identity and the political economy of language: Anglophone wives
.1 Tunisia' in Language and Society 25, pp.515-333 (see esp. pp.525-531 on background to language

in Tunisia)
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The customary exploitation of all available communicative resources - TA
(Tunisian Arabic), MSA, French diglossic switching and code switching -
especially among highly educated speakers, has given rise to a highly localised
way of mixing codes and languages... The ability to engage in diglossic
switching or codeswitching is contingent upon a speaker's level of formal
education. Hence the use of either or both strategies, indexes of particular

kinds of life experiences and participation in certain economic and symbolic
markets.47

Many of those interviewed for the present dissertation would move back and forth
between darja and French with ease, the former language more often than not the
base language - although with exceptions. Researchers working in such a situation
must therefore very quickly grasp its implications, for they must necessarily learn to

cope with codes of a complex linguistic market and habitus, to return to Bourdieu's
terminology.

The Tunisian linguistic market: recent developments

It therefore seems useful to provide a broad outline of the recent evolution of this
linguist market with a hint of the symbolics at work in language use. Here are my
comments are based on my experience researching planning issues, but also as a
university lecturer and interpreter / translator. However, I also draw on Herzfeld's
discussion of national language developent, "'The Language Fetish'*®, based as it 1s on
the example of Greece, a country which until recently had a diglossic situation similar
in some ways to that prevailing in the Arab countnes.

In Tunisia, formal written Arabic, in official terms, is at the top of the tree. As Article
1 of the 1976 Tunisian constitution clearly states, 'Tunisia is a free state, independent
and sovereign, its religion is Islam, its language is Arabic, and its régime is the
republic.' The reinforcement of Arabic at all levels of public life has been an
important area of Tunisian government policy since independence in 1956:
correspondence in Arabic within and between certain government ministries became
compulsory, the teaching of Arabic in schools was expanded, and various parts of the
State bureaucracy, hitherto in French, were 'arabised' with new terminology being

47 ibid (note 45) p.530

48 Herzfeld, M. (1992) The Language Fetish', chapter 4 of The Social Production of Indifference
Chicago: Chicago University Press, pp.98-126
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developed.4 Arabic as the national language was seen as a key part of building the
new Tunisian Republic. The process of course is a familiar one. As Herzfeld puts it

Nationalist rhetoric fastens people's attention on language as though it were an
immutably perfect simulacrum of the nation itself 0

However, the situation is, as indicated above, rather more complex than the
essentialist ideology of the modemn Tunisian state suggested. The all-encompassing
1dentity of the national language was to be impinged upon by the inevitability of a

bilingual policy if modem technology was to be mastered by Tunisians - and by the
divisions within the local usages of written Arabic itself.

Hamzaoui, writing on the arabization process in the early 1960s, suggests that there
are three sorts of arabe litéral (written Arabic):

1. hiterary Arabic (['arabe littéraire) as used by writers;

2. wrtten press Arabic, which plays 'a major role in the transformation of
Arabic syntax where calque terms dominate', and

3. admunistrative written Arabic, closely related to the language of the press.

Hamzaoui refers to this latter as 'arabe moyen ('middle Arabic') 'as written and read
by the Tunisian bureaucrat of average culture'.’! Hamzaoui's prediction was that this
language would maintain its presence as an intermediary language - rather like that of
the various legal corps in earlier Tunisian history.

But in opposition to what was this 'middle Arabic' to maintain its presence?
Hamzaoui was no doubt thinking of an increased use of higher status forms of written
Arabic - or possibly, of an eventual threat posed by another major component of the
Tunisian linguistic scene: French. Although the independent Tunisian State granted
primacy to written Arabic, French was essential to the effective functioning of the
economy and the educational system. Put bluntly, large areas of the economy
functioned (and still function) in French where the linguistic purism of Arabic 1s

49 On this see Hamzaoui, Rached (1970) "L'arabisation au Ministére de I'Intérieur. La brigade de
circulation de la Garde nationale' in Quelques aspects du bilinguisme en Tunisie, Cahiers du CERES,
Série linguistique 3, (Universite de Tunis) November 1970, pp.11-73 plus appendices. The paper sheds
some light on the adaptations and compromises reached n the development of a new Arabic lexis for

the Tunisian highway police.
50 ibid (note 47) p.113

51 jbid (note 48) p.73
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unable to keep up with the plethora of new concepts and terms requiring a high degree
of precision in translation.

The situation remains broadly the same today, although the educated Francophone
Jewish community has all but vanished. French is the language of the liberal
professions, technology and the business community; it is also the language of some
intellectual groups, and is probably increasingly understood at a basic level by large
numbers of people who watch international news and sporting events, and French-
dubbed Hollywood films on satellite television. To all intents and purposes, the
French language looks set to maintain its position, along with darja, the language of
everyday communication, despite the 'discursive veneer' of official Arabic.52 The
question remains as to whether the written form of Arabic will be able to keep up with
the needs of the modern economy - and hence the linguistic market, or whether
dialect, with its capacity to take on and coin new lexis3, will achieve a improved

status alongside languages for communicating with key European partners, French,
Italian and English.

lensions in the linguistic market and the planning profession

This diverse linguistic market 1s not without its tensions, however, as I was to
discover in the course of my interviews and discussions. One higly competent
French-educated planner had found it difficult to operate in Arabic - and had hence
left the municipal administration for private sector consultancy. Another remarked on
the perils of using French in high level meetings, even when important concepts were
at stake, saying that at this level, speaking in French 'you're less and less credible’
Said another technical expert:

(fieldnotes,14 January 1997) 'I've attended
meetings where I felt unable to take the floor -
even when I disagreed with what was being said -
because I couldn't intervene 1n Arabic. There s too
much dogmatism. There should be a full debate...

52 ibid (note 47) p.102

53 wexler makes a useful observation on this: 'The gap between written and spoken forms can be
heightened by the closure of the former and the opening of the latter to a given resource, e.g colloquial
Arabic is more receptive to foreign loans than modem written classical Arabic which prefers loan
translations formed from native components' Wexler, P. (1971) Diglossia, language standarization

and purism: parameters for a typology of literary languages' in Lingua 27, pp.330-54
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but that won't happen under the current government.
It's only the countries on the southern shore of the
Mediterranean which use Arabic, with all this talk

about opening up, what about our opening up to the
other countries.'

Another planner summarised the issue of planning and language as follows:

(fieldnotes, 18 January 1997) 'Look, when I prepare
planning regulations or construction guidelines, T
use short phrases, so that in the event of
translation, the Arabic will be clear. The
Arabisation of planning will take place in the next
twenty years. Wwhen I was in Sanai, the Yemenis said

to me, you're lucky (in Tunisia), you can read the
documents 1in the original. French permits the

regular transfer of knowledge. It may be élitist -
but 1n your home town in England, who reads the
planning regulations, apart from the experts.
French allows the transmission of practices and
knowledge. we express as far as we can in Arabic.
The thing 1s we use very separate linguistic
registers... lots of the TV i1s 1in Egyptian,
everybody understands it, but no-one speaks it...'

Though French 1s the language 1n which the vast majority of highly educated
Tunisians express themselves with ease and precision, discussion forums on the
Tunisian national television are almost invanably in Arabic. Speakers codeswitching

between French and Arabic may be upbraided by presenters or show hosts. The
subtext to the use of French - or Franco-Arabic - by educated Tunisians is that failure
to use the national language with ease somehow disturbs '... the committed
complacency with which the language is thought to stand for the purity of the
people.’>?

This discussion of the languages 1n use in present day Tunisia may seem a little
lengthy. However, its importance will emerge later with the analysis of planning

54 ibid (note 47) p.102
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reports and press articles on a piece of government policy with a strong symbolic
dimension. Tunisia does not have a unified linguistic market in the sense that this
exists in many European nation states, and educated Tunisians, with wide language
resources available to them are adept at shifting 'from one sign system to another in
response to a variety of socio-psychological circumstances dictated by particular
communicative requirements.'> The tensions generated by the rarity of certain
linguistic resources®¢, access to them and the requirements of the job market are yet to
emerge as a public issue - consensus around the 'national language' (Arabic) for the
moment commands general support. However, as Herzfeld puts it:

The creation of a national language, as the example of the French Revolution
shows, offers and attractive way of collapsing the ramified cultural history of
the nation into a single atemporal unity, dazzling those critical eyes that might
otherwise tempted to examine more closely the inequalities and disunity that
the real actions of the leaders promote.57

In terms of the material analysed later on - documents, reports, people's words, in
different languages, registers and semiotic units, with varying rhetorical purposes and
textual standards - I do not consider these items as linguistic production merely to be
understood and deciphered. Rather, following Pierre Bourdieu, ‘they are also signs of

wealth, intended to be evaluated and appreciated, and signs of authority, intended to
be believed and obeyed."?

55 Hatim, B. and Mason, 1. (1990) Discourse and the Translator London: Longman, p.129

56 Kress and Hodge also raise the issue of the scarcity of linguistic resources: ‘Our case is only that
'language’ ... displays massive regularities but also systematic contradictions, and its forms are widely
distributed but not equally shared throughout a community of users' in Hodge, R. and Kress, G. (1993)

Language as ldeology London. Routledge

57 ibid (note 47) p.113

s8 Bourdiew, Pierre (1991) Language and Symbolic Power edited by J.B. Thompson, translated by G.
Raymond and M. Adamson Cambridge: Polity Press, p.66
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1.4 Researching the city, researching in the city

This asymmetry has its counterpart in the
anthropologist's project: the Self's search for
knowledge of the Other takes the form of a
personal expedition into the Other's cultural and
social termitory, to seek a kind of understanding
that has been defined by the needs of western
institutions. Kevin Dwyer, 1982, xvi5?

As a foreigner learning Tunisian Arabic, mastering the code-switching process for
everyday communication, investigating an area of public policy in Tunis, the
researcher 1s quite a novelty for most of the T<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>