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ABSTRACT 

The thesis analyses three youth cultures in contemporary Tunisia: metal, rap, and 

electro. Tunisia is a North-African country which has often been represented as a bridge 

between Europe and the Arab/Muslim world. It is a crossroad of cultural influences, and 

its complex situation of economic disadvantage and social inequality imposes peculiar 

conditions to the existence of local youth cultures and popular music scenes. Moreover, 

its history of dictatorship, and its 2011 revolution (which inaugurated the so-called Arab 

Springs), render it a locus of political and cultural struggle. For these reasons, the 

Tunisian context offers the possibility of expanding the research on youth culture 

beyond the much-covered West.  

The thesis is built upon data coming from a fieldwork research that was carried out for 

eleven months between 2014 and 2015. Data were collected through interviews with 70 

participants in the three scenes (musicians, concert organisers, venue managers, 

journalists, fans); through participant observations at concerts, DJ sets, and other sites of 

scene interaction; and through the analysis of textual data coming from Internet 

websites, song lyrics, newspapers, and the like. 

Metal, rap, and electro are studied through the framework of scene (Bennett and 

Peterson, 2004). Scene has become, since the 1990s, a useful tool for studying youth 

and popular music cultures in a less static and essentialised way than classical 

approaches based on subculture. Scene has been conceived as a space of practices in 

which different cultural sensibilities interact, cultural products are fostered, and 

identities are developed. Moreover, scene well explains the interactions between youth 

cultures and locality. The thesis focuses on the relations between locality in the 

traditional sense of the spatial positioning of a cultural phenomenon and locality as 

explained by Arjun Appadurai (1996). For Appadurai, locality is a 'structure of feeling' 

that produces togetherness. At the same time, it needs to be constantly revived and 

offers the context for conflicts. In this sense, Tunisian scenes as fragile ones: the poor 

conditions in which they exist, and their own precariousness, influence the structure of 

scenes' internal cohesion, putting them on a constant risk of disappearance. The 

symbolic dimension of locality and the fragility of scenes are articulated through the 

concept of sceneness: sceneness is the density of a scene’s existence and interactions: it 

is a form of emotional proximity that creates social proximity. Sceneness is shaped by 

the interactions of scenes’ infrastructures and discourses, and, as such, it can take 
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different forms within the same scene, thus functioning as an element of conflict, 

pushing the evolution of scenes and, sometimes, their dissolution. 

The fragility of sceneness offers the base for a broader reflection on scenes and locality 

in Tunisia. How are the local metal, rap, and electro scenes structured? What are the 

consequences of the interplay between the Tunisian context and the existence of those 

scenes? What kind of material infrastructures (bands, labels, webzines and the like) are 

thus fashioned, and how do these infrastructures interact with the sense of togetherness, 

and the moral meanings that members of the scenes invest into them? A second point of 

interest concerns the Tunisian local and its interactions with the three scenes. What is 

the place of local phenomena such as Islam, Tunisian folklore(s), Middle Eastern 

identities inside metal, rap, and electro scenes? A third focus relates to the political 

transformations of Tunisia: in which way do scenes articulate the post-revolutionary 

experience, and what can we learn, by the Tunisian case, about the debate on youth 

cultures and resistance? 

The thesis is organised in three parts. Part One sets the background for the study. The 

first two chapters offer a review of literature on youth cultures and popular music in the 

West and in non-western contexts, and a theoretical elaboration on sceneness and 

fragility. Chapter 3 analyses the contemporary history of Tunisia and its social and 

political stakes. Chapter 4 focuses on the methodology employed in the research. Part 

Two delves into the analysis of the three scenes: metal, rap, and electro are examined in 

separate chapters and then are compared in Chapter 8, along the lines of sceneness and 

the common influence of State intervention. Part Three shifts the focus to the Tunisian 

local as intended in a concrete sense. In particular, Chapter 9 recapitulates the 

interactions between Tunisian scenes and religion, and puts scenes in the context of the 

struggle for a Tunisian national culture. Chapter 10 analyses the ways in which social 

inequality is articulated by metal, rap, and electro; while Chapter 11 investigates the 

links between the three scenes and the Tunisian political environment, with an attention 

on the changes brought by the 2011 revolution.  
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A NOTE ON ARABIC TRANSLITERATIONS USED IN THE TEXT 

 

The transliterations of Arabic characters I employed in this thesis are based on the two 

main forms of transliteration used in Tunisia. The first, more formal, employs French 

orthography. French is the second official language of Tunisia, and personal names, as 

well as city names and road signs, are usually both written in Arabic and transliterated 

in French. An example is the word Bouchoucha (بببببب), designating a 

neighbourhood in Tunis. In this word, the English reader has to pronounce the ou as oo 

(as in the word “fool”), and the ch as sh (as in the word “shine”). Those are the only 

sounds that are transliterated differently in French than in English.  

The other system of transliteration is called 3arabizi or Arabish. 3arabizi is an 

Arabic/English slang mostly used in internet and cellular phone chats: its use of 

artihmographemes (numbers used as letters) allows users to transliterate letters of the 

Arabic alphabet that have no correspondent in the Latin one (Bianchi, 2012). Numbers 

do not transliterate the same letters all through the Arabic-speaking world: the uses of 

3arabizi are, to a certain extent, incoherent. I will refer here to the 3arabizi employed by 

Tunisians. In the course of the thesis, the reader will only find 3 arithmographemes: the 

number 3 transliterates the letter ب(‘ayn, or /ʕajn/ according to the International 

Phonetic Alphabet) letter that has to be pronounced through ‘a tightening of the throat 

resembling a light gargle’ (Bianchi, 2012, p. 91). The number 7 transliterates the ح (ha 

or /ħaːʔ/ in IPA), pronounced as a heavy h. The number 9 transliterates the letter ب(qaf 

or /qaːf/ in IPA), a guttural q.  
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INTRODUCTION 

TRASH INTO TRASH, CLUBBING STORMTROOPERS, AND A 

PHOENIX THAT STRUGGLES TO RISE AGAIN 

WE REGRET TO ANNOUNCE THAT THE BAND HAS SPLIT UP!!! 

THANKS TO EVERYBODY WHO HAS BEEN SUPPORTING US ALL ALONG 

THESE YEARS!!! 

[Facebook message by the band Deadmoon, 18/10/2013. Translated from French] 

After mature reflection, it's with big regret that we announce the end of the group.  

We care to thank all the people who have supported and encouraged us, directly or 

indirectly, all along our path… 

[Facebook message by the band Wrong Side Out, 7/11/2013. Translated from French] 

Happy new year 2014 metalheads!!! 

The band is actually on hold. I'm getting a break (and a loooooong one), and I'm sorry 

about that. But heck, you don't give a fuck do you? 

As you can know we were working on a new material, but the sessions were stopped 

some months ago. 

Wait. It was last year. Damn... 

The reason? Bah. Who cares? 

Maybe Vielikan will be stopped. Maybe the band is just getting a break. Maybe and 

maybe... 

I'll be back guys, for some news... maybe? 

Fedor 

[Facebook message by the band Vielikan, 1/1/2014] 

Deadmoon, Wrong Side Out, and Vielikan were three of the most incisive metal bands 

in Tunisia. They had built a following between the late 2000s and the early 2010s. 

Those years witnessed a historical transition in the small North-African country: 2011 

saw the twilight of the regime of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, which had dominated 

Tunisia for 23 years, and the dawn of an unprecedented revolution, which sparked the 

so-called Arab Spring and was followed by a complicated phase of “democratisation”.  

When I first went to Tunisia for my MA research on local metal (from November 2010 

to June 2011), Deadmoon, Wrong Side Out, and Vielikan embodied the diversity and 
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liveliness of Tunisian metal. During that period, I had seen them live several times, 

talked to them and got a picture of their future plans, artistic desires and career 

perspectives. All had just released new music right before they disbanded: Deadmoon 

had published their debut EP online in 2012. Vielikan was struggling to get gigs and 

promote their debut album “A trapped way for wisdom” – furthermore, they were in the 

process of writing new songs. Wrong Side Out was recording and publishing their first 

album: indeed, their goodbye message on Facebook was accompanied by a link to the 

song Singing about this world, a last gift to their fans. 

Those three bands were just the tip of an iceberg. ApostoL, Cartagena, Flagellation, 

Infinity, 13 Years Later were just a few of the other groups that split up or were put on 

hold in the same period. Some of their members accomplished their dream of leaving 

Tunisia and kept on creating music from their new cities around the world, such as Paris 

or Montreal. Some others re-made themselves as cover band musicians and played 

songs by Stevie Wonder or System of a Down in the bars of the northern banlieue of 

Tunis. Someone discovered DJing or started producing dubstep music. Somebody got 

married and dropped out. A Few embraced Salafism, a radical current of Islam.  

It is impossible to say that such a collapse of the Tunisian metal scene came out of the 

blue. The basic conditions of its existence had always been precarious, and the 

revolution was followed by a series of small losses, disappearances, and subtle signs of 

decay. And yet, if one looks at the time frame of the three messages above, their 

coincidence is striking. Why did so many bands (indeed, nearly all of the prominent 

metal bands in the country) split up at the same time? How was it possible that a music 

scene, however weak, had passed from feeble and yet constant presence to almost 

complete silence in a couple years? 

This shift is all the more striking if we consider the post-revolutionary musical 

panorama in a broader sense. The events of 2011 had put Tunisian youth on the map, 

with its political struggles and cultural shout-outs. Countless journalists and academics 

stormed the country in order to document the revolutionary youth – the hipster 

cyberactivists, the angry poor males, the bearded Islamist radicals, the graffiti artists, the 

b-girls, the students in hijab and Converse All Stars, the emergent political leaders and 

the permanent political losers. And along with the media, there came the fluss [money 

in Tunisian Arabic]. NGOs, international agencies, foreign states, and private 

corporations began investing in Tunisian youth, financing projects that would foster 

capacity building, improve the conditions of the devastated inland regions of the 

country, promote the rights of women and minorities. Art was often seen as a strategic 
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weapon, especially forms of art that were most related to street culture – rap, graffiti, 

and breakdancing in particular. The idea that these kinds of art were inherently akin to 

the spirit of protest, and to the lives of disadvantaged youth, made them valuable as an 

alternative to the material poverty and political silence that had affected local youth for 

decades. This assumption did not come from nowhere: after the success of the political 

anthem Rayes Lebled and the arrest of its author, the rapper El General, in the latter 

days of the Ben Ali regime, rap came to be celebrated as the music of revolution, and 

knew an unprecedented surge in the years following the revolution.  

Upon my arrival in Tunisia, in March 2014, it was seemingly impossible to avoid 

listening to Houmani. The song, by Hamzaoui Med Amine and Kafon, kept on blasting 

from taxi speakers and shop radios, invading the streets. It had already received some 

five million views of Youtube, and its success would grow relentlessly: at the time of 

writing, in May 2016, it counts almost 25 million views – that is, more than twice the 

population of Tunisia itself
1
. Houmani focuses on the hard life of youth from the houma

['quarter' in Tunisian; the word mainly indicates the disadvantaged neighbourhoods], 

who were described through metaphors such as 'Zebla fi poubella' ['trash into trash']. 

Therefore, the song totally fit with the post-revolutionary narrative that apparently put 

poor, revolutionary youth at the centre of Tunisia's national consciousness. Kafon 

himself – released from prison in the days of my arrival, after a ten month sentence for 

minor drug offences – perfectly represented the stereotype of the Tunisian rapper from 

the houma: a boy of modest origins that was cracked down on by the police for his 

streetwise lifestyle and, implicitly, his art. 

Barely a month before, a musical event had shaken Tunisia, seemingly inaugurating a 

new era in the country's pop culture and its musical (and tourist) industry. Les Dunes 

Electroniques [The Electronic Dunes] brought international DJs and clubbers to the 

desert outside Nefta, at the south-western border of the country. The festival was hosted 

at one of the locations where the 1977 movie Star Wars was filmed, and consequently 

the marketing of the festival borrowed the iconography of the movie, casting it into the 

imaginary of the Tunisian Sahara: images of the movie's stormtroopers and robots 

dancing in the desert were key elements of the event's advertising. The festival was 

actively endorsed by the new “technical” government set in place after the celebrated 

launch of the new, democratic Tunisian Constitution, at the beginning of 2014. The new 

Minister of Tourism, Amel Karboul, promoted Les Dunes Electroniques as a giant party 

for the accomplishment of the democratic transition. The year 2013 had been shadowed 

1
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mz3p3a4EiXA Accessed 27/05/2016. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mz3p3a4EiXA
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by the terrorist murders of two prominent political figures and by a wave of unrest that 

put the very national cohesion of Tunisia in danger. Now the risk was over: Tunisia had 

the most progressive constitution in the Middle East and North Africa, and nothing 

could stop its modern and democratic youth from celebrating. Those modern youth – 

the narrative went on – would naturally oppose, with their coolness and joy, the 

backward brutality of Islamic terrorism. While several members of the rap and electro 

scenes criticised Houmani and Les Dunes Electroniques, it was hard not to consider 

them as “signs of life” for these two scenes, and milestones of an interestingly shifting 

cultural landscape.  

The pacified atmosphere of Tunis was also visible in the signs that testified to the 

removal of the state of emergency for the first time since 2011. No military tanks were 

present on the central Avenue Bourguiba anymore, but downtown Tunis still retained 

some barbed wire fences and a curious ambiance of suspended tension. Everything 

looked the same, and totally different, from how it had appeared during my first 

fieldwork trip. A couple days after my arrival I attended a spectacle by the avantgarde 

electro musician Ynfl-x: a live sonorisation of the movie The Seventh Seal. A couple 

days later an amazing performance by the electro/metal artist Fusam took place in the 

city centre. During the same week, I also witnessed a quite different musical event: its 

audience was distant from the ones of Ynfl-x and Fusam; and inexplicably unknown to 

me. It was The Rise of Metal II, a metal festival crowded with teenage bands and black-

clad fifteen-year olds. The event had the ambition to re-establish the glory of Tunisian 

metal after years of decadence. Its Facebook event disclaimed: 

For All The Tunisian Metalheads. This is our second concert lml [an “emoticon” 

signifying the “horns” hand gesture typical to metal] 

After The Heinous Collaps Of Metal Music In Tunisia, We Decided To Rise The Metal 

Again And Forever! Because Metal Is Our Beloved Music, Metal Is Art, Metal Is 

Culture, Metal Is A Part Of Our Lives. We Should Fight And Rise The Metal High In 

This Country Because METAL Is The LAW! 

So, We Decided To Make This Concert As A Revenge For Our Glorious Music And It's 

Time To Show To People Who We Are! lml If You Are A Real Metalhead Be 

There!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2
 

Other concerts and festivals, with a similar aim and titles such as The Phoenix, would 

2 See the Facebook page of the event: <https://www.facebook.com/events/244214652423912/> Accessed 

19/05/2016. 
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be organised during my research. Soon, I felt the urge of disentangling the 

contradictions of such a cultural scenario. What made metal decline at the same time in 

which rap and electro were booming? How did these processes of ebb and flow interact 

with the wider cultural mechanisms of post-revolutionary Tunisia? 

The context and questions described above set the stage for my research on the Tunisian 

metal, rap, and electro scenes in 2014 and 2015.  Metal, rap, and electro were 

commonly acknowledged to be part of the Tunisian musical “underground”, or the 

underga3 as it was sometimes called mixing English and Arabic. They were more or 

less widespread and well-known realities in the local youth environment, but they 

lacked the support and interest of public and private institutions working in the musical 

and cultural domain – ministries, unions, labels and the like. Members of each scene 

usually had some knowledge and some opinion about the other scenes. Such opinions 

often formed sketched ethnosociologies of those scenes: scenesters’ efforts to the 

“sociological” comprehension of those scenes and their members (see Chapter 10). 

There existed a degree of collaboration and exchange between the scenes: electro 

producers sometimes worked as beatmakers for rappers; metalheads could be part of hip 

hop crews; and certain venues hosted patrons and shows from all the three scenes.  

Moreover, some Tunisian scenesters shifted from one scene to another, following at 

least partially standardised paths: after 2011, metalheads in their twenties often quit 

metal in order to join the electro scene or the rap scene, while I never saw any examples 

of rappers or clubbers becoming metalheads. Although this could be seen as a global 

tendency, and thus not limited to the Tunisian context, such a tendency was certainly 

shaped by the ebb and flow of these scenes as described above, and by particular 

features of metal, rap, and electro in Tunisia. I will explain those features in the course 

of the thesis. 

Besides these elements of continuity and integration between scenes, metal, rap, and 

electro were to some extent separate social worlds presenting different conditions of 

existence, different internal discourses, and a different interplay with the political, 

social, and cultural institutions of the country.  Metal had been a “trendy” scene in the 

2000s: the Tunisian scene had hosted some international concerts and a growing 

number of local bands for a while, before suffering the decline I described. Rap existed 

for more than ten years before the revolution: in the following years, it quickly became 

the most visible and popular youth culture in Tunisia. Electro enjoyed a less widespread 

popularity than rap, but it became a constant and growing presence after the revolution. 

Clubbing, which in different forms had always been a tourist attraction in the country, 
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came to be a culturally diverse form of leisure, catering to different audiences through a 

varied palette of musical styles. 

Each of the three scenes had to confront a complex local environment. This 

environment was marked by an array of specific features: the political quakes that 

followed a 23 year regime and a revolutionary process; the economic and social 

hardship of a country belonging to the global south; and the diverse cultural influences 

of a State situated between the Arab/Muslim world and Europe. Throughout the thesis, I 

will present the formation and reproduction of the three scenes as related to the above-

cited aspects of the Tunisian environment.  

The thesis is organised in three parts. Part One contains the necessary background 

material to familiarise the reader with the theme and focus of my research. Chapter 1 

reviews the most important literature on youth cultures and music scenes (a literature 

that has to date focused primarily on western examples); the chapter then presents a re-

elaboration of the scene framework, one that can assist in understanding the fragility of 

Tunisian scenes. Chapter 2 focuses on youth culture outside the west, taking into 

account the non-western world and the global south: a review of metal, rap, and electro 

outside of Europe and the United States of America completes the chapter. Chapter 3 

focuses on the recent history of Tunisia, and offers some perspectives for the analysis of 

Tunisian politics and society. Those perspectives can help understanding the condition 

of music scenes in the context of Tunisia. Part One concludes with Chapter 4, which 

describes the ethnographic methodology applied in this research and considers some of 

the most challenging aspects of my fieldwork in Tunisia. 

Part Two presents case studies of metal (Chapter 5), rap (Chapter 6), and electro 

(Chapter 7) in Tunisia. Each scene is analysed with reference to its structure and its 

construction, two categories proposed by Keith Kahn-Harris (2006) in order to indicate, 

respectively, the institutions present within scenes and their underlining discourses. I 

end Part Two with Chapter 8, which examines the role of State bureaucracy in 

influencing the three scenes under investigation in this thesis and offers a comparison of 

the interplay of construction and structure in each one of them. 

In Part Three, I relate Tunisian scenes to different aspects of the local. Chapter 9 

discusses the cultural context of Tunisia: its main themes are religion and 

irreligiousness; and the cultural heritage of Tunisia in its “oriental” and national forms. 

Chapter 10 explores social inequality and lifestyles in Tunisia and their relation to the 

metal, rap, and electro scenes. Chapter 11 deepens the analysis of those scenes in the 

context of post-revolutionary politics. I conclude Part Three by returning to the key 
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concerns raised in this Introduction, that is, the demise of metal in Tunisia and the 

simultaneous flourishing of electro and rap, suggesting a series of reasons as to why this 

happened.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

FROM SUBCULTURE TO SCENENESS. 

AN OVERVIEW OF YOUTH CULTURE STUDIES AND A 

REWORKING OF SCENE 

1. Introduction

My analysis on youth culture and music production in Tunisia takes local scenes as its 

main focus. Reflecting on scenes means undertaking both an empirical and a theoretical 

choice. On the empirical side, my emphasis is on social formations that were recognised 

as scenes by their participants. My informants lived their scenes: their cultural 

production was articulated through scenes' networks; they discussed the definition and 

boundaries of their own scene, and they often worked for its improvement. On the 

theoretical side, approaching my object through the framework of scene means 

engaging with a wide spectrum of debates on youth culture at large. In fact, the concept 

of scene has been one of the key resources “post-subcultural” theorists have applied in 

order to overcome the weaknesses they attributed to subcultural theory, for decades the 

hegemonic paradigm in the fields of youth culture and popular music. Scene in 

particular epitomises such debates, since its uses sum up the forces and flaws of post-

subcultural theories: on the one side, elasticity and non-essentialism; on the other, a 

certain theoretical vagueness. 

In this chapter, I will take into account those debates, outlining the features of 

subcultural and post-subcultural paradigms. As a part of this, I will present an in-depth 

critical analysis of the scene framework, and consider its most important uses and 

theorisations. I will thus propose a reworking of the scene framework, one that can both 

overcome the weaknesses attributed to it by its critics, and represent the specific 

features of Tunisian scenes, accounting for the hardship, shifting equilibrium, and 

political economy as this applied in the Tunisian context.  

2. Subcultural and post-subcultural paradigms

2.1 Subculture and its critics 

The version of subculture theorised by the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary 
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Cultural Studies (CCCS) has dominated scholarly reflections on youth culture from its 

introduction, in the mid 1970s, through to the late 1990s. CCCS scholars presented a 

diverse use and application of subculture, but a general feature of all their work on this 

theme involves a Marxist rethinking of subculture as originally fashioned by 

sociologists at the Chicago School (Muggleton, 2005). Chicago theorists elaborated the 

concept of subculture in various forms, but generally understood it as a problem-solving 

device: subcultures were enacted by marginal male youth in order to overcome their 

situation of socio-economic inequality and stigma. Subcultures provided these youth 

with the means to attain social status in a society that had denied them the “legitimate” 

resources for that; or it provided a parallel set of values that subcultural youth could 

follow as an alternative to the dominant ones, which were condemning them to social 

exclusion (Blackman, 2014).   

The CCCS scholars critically reworked this interpretation of subculture as a way to map 

the cultural responses of British working class youth during an age of communitarian 

disintegration (Cohen, 1972). The Post Second World War period provided working 

class teenagers with enhanced possibilities for consumption. This new affluence created 

the context for youth culture to become more visible and complex, due to the 

appearance of a great amounts of goods designed for the adolescents' market, which in 

turn helped identifying youth as a distinct consumer niche and social group (Chambers, 

1985). However, such affluence did not, according to CCCS authors, mean the 

disappearance of social and economic differences. Rather, consumption reinforced the 

teenagers' experience of class and inequality. Subcultures such as the teddy boys, 

skinheads, or the mods manipulated mass culture in order to “gain space”, both physical 

space in local neighbourhoods and ‘cultural’ space (through which to articulate their 

collective, spectacular identities), in a war between the winning bourgeoisie and the 

losing working class, a war whose stake was the definition of cultural hegemony over 

the commonsensical meanings of everyday culture. Commodities and styles thus 

became weapons in a cultural battle, albeit a mainly subconscious one (see Waters, 

1981), against the hegemonic senses of normality imposed by the dominant classes on 

everyday life. In this battle, style was used as a tool to reconstruct – in a limited, merely 

ideological way – a lost sense of working class community (see Hall and Jefferson, 

1976, Hebdige, 1979)
3
. CCCS theorists used a palette of cultural frameworks, taking 

inspiration from Gramsci's theory of hegemony as well as Levi-Strauss's conception of 

                                                 
3 The first, influential theorisation of subcultures in terms of “magical recovery of community” was 

elaborated by Phil Cohen (1972).  
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bricolage, and – with the exception of Paul Willis (1978) – based their research on the 

semiological analysis of subcultures rather than on the ethnographic methods of the 

Chicago School. Subcultures were thus “read” by subcultural theorists, who interpreted 

subcultural style and practices as texts in which mass cultural signifiers were reworked 

and used in a defiant way. 

Although highly influential, the CCCS work was not without its critics. According to 

Rupa Huq (2007), the criticism directed against subcultural theories can be summed up 

as covering three core issues: omissions, structural over-determination, and 

methodological problems. As for the omissions, it has been noted how the subcultural 

focus rests on the white teenager, whereas girls and the ethnic Other are either 

obliterated or treated solely in relation to their white male counterparts. In this vein, 

practices like “Paki bashing” (the beating of Pakistani immigrants) and rape were 

contextualised as a means against subordination and the collapse of community (see 

Huq, 2007). Moreover, Birmingham scholars concentrated on the “spectacular 

minority”, seeing the most stylised youth as a symbol of an entire class reproduction, in 

spite of the more “aesthetically silent” and less rigidly subcultural mass which 

constituted, nevertheless, the mainstream youth landscape in Britain (see Frith, 1981). 

Structural over-determination can be understood as a double-faceted issue: tight 

structuralist theorisation, and excessive emphasis on the structural determinants upon 

society and individuals. The result was a landscape of sharply defined and internally 

homogeneous subcultures, whose meanings and purposes directed and eluded their 

adherents’ voices and choices. The bond between the working class and subcultures, 

paralleled by the one between the middle classes and the hippie counterculture, was for 

the CCCS more of a premise than a research finding. This meant that the political 

subtext of resistance – a resistance deprived of consciousness and material success – 

was central in style, consumption and leisure, while further possible significances, such 

as identity exploration or fun, were not even recognised as such. The fact of class 

belonging not only precluded the possibility of non-proletarian subcultural youth, but 

any cultural practices of subculturalists were interpreted by subcultural theorists as 

pushing them towards their oppressed position in the social strata. Hence, rather than 

considering consumption as a way to break previous class constraints and reinvent one’s 

identity, subcultural theories saw it as a practice which reconfirmed class ties. The 

absence of ethnographic data in the CCCS research has been seen as one of the main 

causes for such muting of subcultural youth: the emphasis on top-down textual analysis 

eluded the voices of subculturalists themselves (see Cohen, 1987).  
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Critiques of the CCCS model, however, could already be found within the CCCS 

debate: for example, Hall and Jefferson’s (1976) edited collection Resistance through 

Rituals – the CCCS manifesto – hosts an attack, by Angela McRobbie and Jenny 

Garber, on the biases which led subcultural studies towards an oversight of girls’ 

subcultures (McRobbie and Garber, 1976). According to the authors, the invisibility or 

“marginality” of girls within subcultures was, at least in part, an effect of the focus and 

methodology of the (male) researchers, so that 'Girls subcultures may have become 

invisible because the very term 'sub-culture' has acquired such strong masculine 

overtones' (p. 211). On a different note, Paul Willis criticised the term ‘subculture’ 

because it suggests the idea that subcultures are ‘sub’ a clearly definable, absolute main 

culture: this vision of dominant culture was, for Willis, misleading (see Blackman, 

2005).  

Deconstructions and readaptations of subculture took place throughout the 1980s and 

the 1990s. According to some critics, the concept has been increasingly watered down, 

losing many of its Marxist and structuralist underpinnings, and remaining ‘little more 

than a convenient “catch-all” term for any aspect of social life in which young people, 

style and music intersect’ (Bennett, 1999, p. 599). Indeed, the most commonly used 

versions of subculture are more and more designed on hints of group coherence, vague 

structural ties and diverse understandings of “resistance”. These characters are more or 

less the ones that led to the emergence of what became known as post-subcultural 

theories of youth culture during the late 1990s and early 2000s. 

 

2.2 Post-subcultures and beyond 

 

As with subculture, post-subcultural theories can be better understood as a diverse 

theoretical landscape, rather than as a unified approach. And yet, the different points of 

view which fit under the post-subcultural perspective serve a common purpose: getting 

rid of (or at least nuancing) the structural determinism of subcultures, intended both as 

tight theoretical schemes that conceptualise youth cultural groups as solid and 

homogeneous, and as signs of class/race/gender constraints which ‘appear to act as dead 

weights on young people’ (Bennett, 2005, p. 256). The reasons for the emergence of 

post-subcultural theory lay not only in relation to the above mentioned biases of CCCS 

theories, but in relation to historical transformations as well: late modernity is 

contextually described as an era of cultural fragmentation in which previous social 

affiliations have weakened, leaving room for new individual possibilities and anxieties. 
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A milestone in post-subcultural development has been Sarah Thornton’s work on club 

cultures (1996): retaining a version of subculture (more dependent on its original 1950s 

Chicagoan formulations than on the CCCS adaptation), Thornton questions notions of 

authenticity and homogeneity inside youth cultural groups. She uses Bourdieu’s (1984) 

theory of cultural capital to describe club cultures as fields in which distinction provides 

an internal hierarchy: “subcultural capital” is, therefore, a symbolic resource which 

allows the coolest clubbers to separate themselves from the naiveté of newcomers and 

affirm their underground knowledge. CCCS authors tended to see mainstream media as 

purely labelling and demonising spontaneous subcultures – and, subsequently, coopting 

them as new mainstream fashion styles (see, for example, Hebdige, 1979). Taking a 

critical view on this approach, Thornton illustrates the way media participate in 

constructing subcultures: they affect the forms of subcultural capital present within 

them, both by giving a bad name to club cultures, and so developing their “alternative” 

appeal, and by sponsoring their elements (for example, “smilie” T-shirts in the acid 

house era), thus condemning those elements with unhipness among those “in the know”. 

Clubcultures have been even proposed as a substitute to subcultures by Steve Redhead 

and other researchers in the Manchester Institute for Popular Culture (Redhead, 1993). 

Redhead attacks subcultural theory, offering the argument that ‘subcultures were 

produced by subcultural theorists, not the other way around’ (Redhead, 1990, p. 25) 

Using postmodern theory (in particular, Baudrillard’s (1983) ideas about “the end of the 

social” and simulacra), he sees clubs as the places in which individuals are temporarily 

freed from their structural ties and enjoy a collective experience on the dance floor. 

Redhead’s work can be conceived as the origin of post-subcultural theory, which was 

subsequently more fully developed by a new wave of authors at the turn of the 21
st
 

century. David Muggleton (Muggleton, 2000, Muggleton and Weinzierl, 2003) in 

particular, identifies subcultures with shifting and not clearly bounded social 

formations: individuals can move across them, and create hybrid identities through 

practices of creative consumption, as a form of postmodern cultural playfulness. 

Muggleton’s critique is grounded in a Weberian “nominalistic” frame as countered to 

the “realist”, Marxist commitment of CCCS theorists in individuating a material basis – 

class conflict – as the founding background of youth cultural theory. Thus, Muggleton 

refuses to recognise any “real” categories which do not come from a researcher’s 

commitment to values and which cannot be fruitfully ‘compatible’ with the informants’ 

accounts of reality. While Muggleton sees postmodern play as something which 

involves a deep expression of one’s inner self, and the surfaces of popular culture as 
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tools for a politics of style, an extreme development of such a postmodernist conception 

is expressed by Ted Polhemus (1997), who confines contemporary identity to a simple 

game of commodity mixing, the playful anomie of a “Supermarket of Style”. 

Further evolutions of post-subcultural theory created alternative concepts to subculture. 

Michel Maffesoli’s concept of neo-tribes (Maffesoli, 1996) has been an important 

influence in this sense. Maffesoli, a French sociologist, also engages with the heritage 

of Max Weber and with a certain version of postmodernism, in that he celebrates an end 

of grand narratives and social determinism which leaves room for a far looser and more 

provisional criterion of togetherness: a particular ambience characterised by affective 

ties and Dionysian pleasure. Such a climate is responsible for neo-tribes, temporary 

groupings based on the common joy of coming together for a purpose, in a flux of social 

life which favours appearance and momentary pleasure over rationality: a similar 

ambience goes along with a crisis of the individual, whose calculating identity 

fragments into the theatrical, multiple masquerade of the persona. Authors like Andy 

Bennett (1999) and Ben Malbon (1999) have taken neo-tribes as a source of inspiration 

in their explorations of dance cultures. In post-subcultural uses of neo-tribe theory, 

Maffesoli’s description of a free-floating sociality is tempered by references to 

“solidifying” factors, or by methodological remarks: thus, Malbon criticises the lack of 

empirical confirmations in the work of Maffesoli, while Robards and Bennett (2011), in 

a paper about online sociability, express the possibility that neo-tribes can simply 

represent a phase, ‘a process of temporal wandering’ which can eventually lead to 

denser affiliations. 

If Maffesoli celebrates a decline of the individual, accounts of popular culture based on 

lifestyles point to the agency of late-modern individuals in creating their own identity 

through critical consumption. In this sense, Steven Miles argues that ‘Lifestyles can be 

described as the material expression of an individual’s identity’, and that ‘young people 

are potentially more willing and active subjects in the creation of their own lifestyles 

than they may have been in the past, and consumption may well provide a useful 

resource in this context’ (p. 28). 

 Lifestyle, again a concept of Weberian lineage, has been deepened by David Chaney as 

a particular manifestation of cultural change (Chaney, 1996). While “ways of life” 

embodied, for Chaney, the social order of stable societies, lifestyles display a creative 

approach on the self, mediated through consumption. Such work (and play) on identities 

is aware of irony and reflexivity as key features of late modernity, features that seemed 
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not to emerge from the determinism perceived in structure-laden analyses
4
. Chaney also

criticises subcultural paradigms as outated in a society in which culture is, at the same 

time, fragmented and omnipervasive. Such a status of culture in late-modernity cannot 

be adequately described in terms of a monolithic parent culture against which 

subcultures articulate rebellion; and subcultures as coherent forms of identity are 

replaced by more incoherent and composite lifestyles (Chaney, 2004). Their different 

points on individualism notwithstanding, neo-tribes and lifestyles have been used as 

complementary concepts, in that the personal shaping of identity is seen to account for 

more temporal and loose-bounded forms of association.  

Locality has been identified as an important vector in the construction of lifestyles: it 

constitutes a theatre for sociality and a constraint on the available life choices – a 

constraint which is also a “stabiliser” against the fluidity and multiplicity of postmodern 

culture. For this reason, lifestyles have been seen as playing a role within musical/ 

cultural scenes, intended as a form social life importantly tied to locality (Stahl, 2004). 

Scene is perhaps the most commonly applied counter-concept to subculture: it has been 

conceived as a space of practices in which different cultural sensibilities interact, 

cultural products are fashioned, and identities are developed. I will analyse it in depth in 

the following sections of this chapter. I will now discuss the critiques to post-

subcultural theories and the ongoing confrontation between subcultural and post-

subcultural theorists. As we will see, scenes are iconic of such a confrontation. 

An on-going discussion about the virtues and defects of post-subcultural theories has 

been taking place, involving contributions by Shane Blackman (2005), David 

Hesmondhalgh (2005), Andy Bennett (2005, 2011), Tracy Shildrick & Robert 

MacDonald (2006) among others. The central critiques against recent theoretical 

orientations concern their neglect of social structure and, in some cases, their weak 

empirical background. 

The centrality accorded to consumption practices, as in Muggleton’s or Chaney’s work, 

has been contested on the basis of inequality. ‘Leisure poverty’, and collateral forms of 

marginalisation from the joys of neoliberal societies – from mental illness and drug 

addiction to the lower standards of living associated with poorer countries – are judged 

relevant enough to counter the optimistic stances on consumerism which are seen as 

integral to postmodern theories, and to claim the need for a further social/structural 

grounding. Shildrick & MacDonald notice how post-subcultural authors continue to 

4 I will go back to the debate on lifestyles in Chapter 10, when I will consider the concept in the ambit of 

Tunisian social structure. 
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highlight the ‘spectacular few’ as the CCCS did, and to map essentially middle-class 

forms of youth leisure. These studies, according to Shildrick & MacDonald, tend to 

avoid the type of ‘street corner society’ that continues to dominate the existence of 

many poorer youth. Blackman argues that the political commitment of many youth 

culturalists (for example, rave scene participants) has been underplayed by accounts 

focused on the celebration of appearences and ‘pleasuredom’. 

Those accounts, notes Blackman, tend to celebrate individualism, appearance, and 

temporary sociality, neglecting the strong proof of more stable, complex, and politically 

significant groupings that marked youth culture in the new millennium’s first decade. 

Depicting contemporary youth culture (and contemporary culture tout-court) as fluid is, 

according to this point, an exaggeration. In a paper which reflects on the debate, Bennett 

(2011) concedes that the idea of fluidity is somehow taken for granted in post-

subcultural studies. If social concerns have pushed Shildrick and MacDonald (2006) to 

take back subculture and its emphasis on inequality, Paul Hodkinson (2002) defends 

subculture in the light of his ethnographic work on goth culture. Hodkinson individuates 

in goth a “subcultural substance” opposed to that idea of fluidity: a combination of 

distinctiveness, shared identity, commitment, and group autonomy. On the contrary, 

while Hesmondhalgh criticises post-subcultures, he nonetheless refuses to defend 

subculture, in that he considers it more useful for accounts of style and youth practices, 

than for popular music studies (his own field). 

Opponents have individuated in vagueness a further weak point of post-subcultural 

theories. Thus, it is argued, anxious to liberate themselves from the narrow angle of 

structuralism, post-subcultural theorists have provided frameworks that lack clear 

definition and explanatory power. For example, Hesmondhalgh (2005) and Keith Kahn-

Harris (2006) observe that neo-tribal frames make sense of a particular atmosphere, and 

the consequent volatile associations, but fail to explain how these groups create their 

(however ethereal) boundaries. Both theorists are also critical about the reductionism in 

gathering very different forms of collective behaviour, from dance cultures to protest 

marches, under the same term. Debates on the vagueness and fluidity of post-

subcultures gain a particular emphasis when it comes to scene, which thus subsumes the 

discussion about recent approaches to youth culture. I will now turn to scene, and put it 

in the context of these criticisms.  

 

3. Defining scenes 
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As we have seen, scene is one of the most used conceptual frameworks within the so-

called post-subcultural paradigm: this is because of its accent on space and practices 

rather than stable identities inscribed in style. Through its diverse uses, scene has been 

established as a theoretically elastic construct. The alleged flexibility of the concept has 

guaranteed it multiple applications: from the creative social buzz of metropolitan 

landscapes (Straw, 2001) to the public spheres of Internet forums (Bennett, 2004b); 

from local musical networks (Shank, 1994) to global phenomena (Kahn-Harris, 2006); 

from DIY circuits of cultural production (O'Connor, 2002) to particular forms of 

fandom (Vroomen, 2004). This situation is the consequence of very loose conceptual 

boundaries: for this reason, scene has been either praised as a fruitfully versatile concept 

(see Frith, 1995) or dismissed for its vagueness (Hesmondhalgh, 2005). My aim, here, is 

to develop the scene framework in order to preserve its elasticity while giving it a 

tighter and more dynamic definition, one that can account for the fragile, shifting 

situation of Tunisian scenes. I will discuss the most influential studies on scenes, and 

will then set out my own rethinking of the concept.  

 

3.1 The debate on scenes 

Subculture is a term born of sociology. It went through a long scholarly history before 

becoming visible enough to penetrate non-academic discourses of youth and culture, 

including the self-descriptions of “subculturalists” themselves. Scene, instead, went 

through the reverse path. Before permeating post-subcultural theory, scenes have been 

evoked by journalists in the 1940s to narrate the bohemian life-world of jazz (Peterson 

and Bennett, 2004). The term seeped into youth cultural practices, where it was used to 

describe local or translocal communities particularly dense in networking, cultural 

commitment and self-identification. Thus, talking of “the Seattle scene”, “the 

Norwegian black metal scene”, or “the worldwide hardcore-punk scene” had become 

commonplace well before the concept was academically formulated. This path has no 

doubt influenced the ways in which such formulations have been developed: while it is 

fairly easy to define something as 'a scene', it has proved harder to conceptualise scenes, 

drawing their theoretical and material boundaries in ways suitable for comparative 

analysis. This non-essentialism of scene frameworks, their focus on practice and space 

rather than text and identity, makes them a symbol of the shift that has occurred in 

youth culture and popular music studies since the 1990s and the rethinking of 

subcultures.  
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The first definition of scenes in cultural research is seen in the work of Will Straw, who 

employed the concept in his account of alternative rock and dance music's local and 

translocal “logics”. In this context, scene is 

 

that cultural space in which a range of musical practices coexist, interacting with each 

other within a variety of processes of differentiation, and according to widely varying 

trajectories of change and cross-fertilization (Straw, 1991, p. 373). 

 

Straw is particularly concerned by the problem of community in the ambit of musical 

reproduction: he characterises scene as opposed to community, intended as a more 

stable, traditional sphere of music localised in a material place (whose identity is 

reinforced by and, at the same time, reinforces the musical substance of community). In 

this respect, scenes are way more dynamic cultural spaces. Two dialectical relations are 

therefore involved is Straw's argument: the tension between former musical identities of 

a local space and their evolutions – which inside communities are rendered appropriate 

by their respect of the past – and the interaction between the way a scene organises itself 

and the global music industry which influences this process. In other words, the 

historical patterns of scenes are, at the same time, spatial patterns: they represent the 

diverse ways in which different local circuits react to a translocal 'system of 

articulation'. Two of the core elements in scene theories are thus present in this early 

formulation: the definition of community and the local/translocal relation. 

Such elements, in particular the latter, have been central to the accusation of vagueness 

that the scene concept has attracted. Hesmondhalgh (2005), in particular, criticises scene 

for its exceeding elasticity: such a framework ambiguously aims to describe both city 

life and worldwide phenomena such as global metal. Straw (2001) expresses exactly the 

opposite stance. According to Straw, the term's vague character provides its usefulness, 

although ‘it seems to isolate no viable political agency’ and ‘theorisations of scene 

rarely name anything to which scenes might be opposed’ (p. 252). And yet, its anti-

essentialism liberates the field of social science from the inconveniences of structure, 

and metaphorically represents the fluidity of urban leisure. At the same time, the fluid 

leisure experienced within scenes is orderly and pleasantly slow if compared to the 

other rhythms of life in the city, and to the obsolescence of modernity. For Straw, 

scenes are thus an antidote to urban flux: they slow down sociality and give it coherence 

by establishing rhythms and rituals of leisure and interpersonal encounters. 

Another early description of scenes informs Barry Shank's work on musical practices in 

the city of Austin, Texas. In his book Dissonant Identities (1994) Shank narrates, with 
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intense emotional participation, more than three decades in the life of Austin music, 

from the “cosmic cowboys” era to the South by Southwest Festival and the full 

development of a music/tourism industry as a part of the city's identity. The basis of 

such narrative is a theory which borrows from Jacques Lacan: 

 

The most interesting and vital musicians of Austin are produced as such within and by 

that intensity of far commitment and cultural production known as scene. A scene itself 

can be defined as an overproductive signifying community, that is, far more semiotic 

information is produced than can be rationally parsed (Shank, 1994, p. 122). 

 

Scene is a 'world of desires': desire pushes individuals towards ephemeral 

identifications, which keep alive an anxiety to remain emotionally attached to the scene 

– an anxiety that reproduces the semiotic overload and the consequent libidinal bonds 

which link its adherents to the scene. This process is rooted in 'adolescence', a condition 

based on intensive engagement with the imaginary and the abject. Shank introduces 

another central element in the scene framework: the articulation of identity and 

collectivity. In this case, the body mediates between structure and agency, in that 

musical culture (intended as a system of signs) acquires a social life through 

embodiment. While its Lacanian background has not been so influential in the debate on 

scenes, Shank's work prefigured the centrality of cultural politics in the post-Fordist life 

of the cities, which use scenes as means of self-promotion, cultural reproduction and 

economic reinvention in late modernity. Similar concerns are important to the work of 

Geoff Stahl (2004, 2008, 2009), who follows Straw in describing scenes as sites of 

urban sociality. 

Stahl offers a critically 'post-subcultural' conception of scene. While scene frameworks 

are generally part of the post-subcultural reaction, it is worthy to say that not every 

employment of scene polemises against subculture: Ross Haenfler's work on straight 

edge, for example, is centred on a definition of scene which implies subculture: 

'Generally, scene refers to subcultural identity, overlapping networks of people that hold 

similar interests and beliefs and follow similar styles' (Haenfler, 2006, p. 22). Similarly, 

Paul Hodkinson's work seeks to integrate scene with his redefinition of subculture 

(Hodkinson, 2004). On the contrary, Stahl's use of scene in the mapping of city life in 

Berlin and Montreal is intended to start where subcultural analysis ends. Stahl 

introduces scene not necessarily as a substitute for subculture, but rather sees the 

concept's dynamism as a way to overcome some weaknesses of previous youth cultural 

theories, in particular the exclusive focus on spectacular minorities and social 
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determinism: 

 

In order to impose some limits, we can consider two salient aspects of scene: at a 

semiotic level, an emphasis on scene over subculture would not do away with style 

necessarily, but reposition it within a more complex set of shifting and mobile practices 

which could then be considered in relation to specifically urban sensibilities, more akin 

to lifestyles, and, in terms of the symbolic and material infrastructures in the city, the 

broader scope of the term “scene” would incorporate more effectively modes of cultural 

production, aesthetic strategies, kinds and degrees of social mobility, affective states 

and ideologies which have pronounced spatial consequences. […] “Scene” will be used 

here to denote the formal and informal arrangement of industries, institutions, audiences 

and infrastructures (Stahl, 2004, p. 54). 

 

Scenes represent both 'a context of enactment and a point of contact': they have semiotic 

as well as spatial significance, and the latter quality can offer an understanding of the 

interconnections between local and translocal processes, as in the work of Straw. A 

closer look at the structure of scenes pushes Stahl to describe it as some kind of balance 

between two different elements: a hard infrastructure and a soft one. The former gathers 

the material institutions of a scene, while the soft infrastructure is its human substance, 

which gives the scene a discourse, motivation, and a common ambience. The advantage 

of this distinction relies on its dynamism: one set of infrastructures affects the other. In 

Montreal, the lack of “official” hard infrastructures pushed people to “do it themselves”, 

developing a human network. Furthermore, this situation gave Montreal the rhetoric of 

a “bohemian” environment, which made the city an ideal cradle for quiet artistic work, 

despite metropolitan trappings.  

As I mentioned above, Stahl's reflections on scene engage with the economic 

metamorphosis of the urban landscape, its cultural turn that gives scenes (and cultural 

enterprise in general) the role of 'selling cities'. The commodification of scenes results 

makes them contexts of business encounters – ambits in which contacts become 

contracts (Stahl, 2008; 2009). Some authors (for example McRobbie, 2002) have seen 

in this process a contradiction of capitalism:  this ambience, which couples ferment with 

depoliticisation, positions bohemian cityness as the source of a neoliberal economy that 

erodes the same welfare system at the basis of cultural productivity: the semiotic city 

overweighs the material one. Stahl, however, sees this dynamic as more complex than 

its critics portray it: that same process is responsible for 'the cultural power borne by 

artists, entrepreneurs as avatars (and opponents) of neoliberalism' (Stahl, 2009, p. 254). 

The relation between scenes and the market sheds a light on the problem of 
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“authenticity” and community in cultural production: are scenes “natural”, grass-roots 

expressions which come to be 'defused' through commercialisation? If we go back to the 

contributions regarded as paradigmatic of scene studies – in particular the work of 

Straw and Shank – we can begin to appreciate Hesmondhalgh’s  (2005) concern 

regarding the muddled nature of scenes research in that Straw and Shank present 

contradicting views as to how scenes cohere, or not, with community. As we have seen, 

scenes are, for Straw, a historical alternative to communities, born of a translocal 

interplay which rewrites local 'logics'. Conversely, Shank narrates the way in which 

Austin came to be ‘sold’ through its musical scene, an emphasis on the city's rock 

community (and the ambiguities of its flirtations with the market) is the axis of his 

work. Such ambivalence is a transversal trait of the literature on scenes; it is, indeed, 

dependent on the ways in which youth and music have been understood and discussed 

within popular culture. In the early 1980s, Simon Frith reworked the CCCS subcultural 

theory, conceiving the rock imagery not as a kick back to the experience of its fans' 

class culture, but as a way to explore a different class condition: 'fantasies of community 

(drawn from images of lower-class life) were sold to middle-class youth' (Frith, 1981). 

While working class youth was fascinated by the artistry and sexual freedom of 

rockstars, values which represented a grand version of college middle class youth 

mores, the kids of the bourgeoisie were attracted by the “folk” pillar of rock – a cultural 

myth which stood for the grass-roots creativity and what they perceived as the edgy and 

gregarious street life of their poorer counterparts. We saw, with Stahl, how scenes can 

become cultural commodities; communities can be observed also as commodities 

circulating inside scenes. Ideologies of community, its ‘fantasy’ as Frith says, can work 

as a point of reference inside scenes, vehiculating individual, relational and even 

political stereotypes. 

Closely linked to community, authenticity can be seen as another case of scene 

commodity: David Grazian (2005) has investigated how “real blues” is sought, 

diversely represented, and eventually marketed among the thousand nuances of the 

Chicago Blues scene. Tourists look for authentic black blues, employing romanticised 

racial prejudices; different kinds of musicians characterise blues in many ways, 

adopting different criteria of purity; the map of city clubs draws on a range of blues 

stereotypes that are marketed to customers (from naive newbies to skilled hipsters) with 

the warmth of being together in a familiar place; Chicago sells itself as the “City of 

Blues”. Authenticity, according to Grazian, is not important for what it really is, but for 

what it means, in its thousand fashions, to its seekers. 
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A totally different approach, both in considering community and in studying scenes in 

general, comes from Keith Kahn-Harris' (2006) writings on the extreme metal scene 

worldwide. In Kahn-Harris' theory, scenes are communities. They serve to establish an 

order inside the chaotic dystopia of modernity, to root people in a space that makes 

sense – even if, as the metal community does, they can reproduce in their core both 

utopia and dystopia. The duality of metal, represented by two forms of subcultural 

capital, expresses the precarious equilibrium of modern communities: mundane 

subcultural capital is acquired through a sober way to live the apparently spectacular 

world of youth culture, displayed through an ethics of work, everyday commitment, and 

fine connoisseurship of Metal; but a community based on mundanity tends to be 

absorbed by the alienation of modernity. Transgressive subcultural capital – made of 

extremism and spectacularity – is an antidote to such homogenisation, but modernity, 

according to Kahn-Harris, keeps transgression at its margins and makes it a barely 

viable life option. Moreover, the play with the abject which characterises transgression 

reproduces the forms of discrimination experienced in the wider society – against 

women, ethnic others, homosexuals and so on. Thus, the transgressive community both 

incubates the evils of modernity and elaborates collective responses to them. 

Kahn-Harris' theorisation of scene retains an emphasis on space without confining it to 

accounts of urban life – choosing, instead, a translocal and comparative purpose. Scenes 

are described both as a theoretical framework and as a social reality – these two senses 

of the term are, according to Kahn-Harris, homologically linked. On the theoretical 

level, scenes are conceived as an intersection of holism and spatiality; as an object, a 

scene exists as the intersection of 'construction' and 'structure'. The goal of Kahn-Harris 

is to concretely cast holism – 'a perspective that recognizes the interconnection between 

different elements of social phenomena' (p. 11) – in space, intended as a socially and 

culturally defined reality. Scenes are a way to unify these two aspects. As an 

ethnographic object, they are organised (and compared) along two dimensions: 

construction, seen as the sphere of discourses which define the scene and its aesthetics; 

and structure, intended as the corpus of institutional features which guarantee a scene’s 

character and the reproduction of its practices. Elements of the structure are its 

infrastructures (that is, a scene’s material institutions), its stability, its relation to other 

scenes, the forms of material and symbolic capital which enter it, and its volume of 

production and consumption. Construction and structure, then, are associable with 

Stahl's soft and hard infrastructures. Arrangements of construction and structure are 

used by Kahn-Harris to enact a comparison between several local extreme metal scenes: 
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the composition and vitality of these realities vary according to their construction and 

structure, which depend, in turn, on several broader contextual features (for example, 

the welfare systems of the countries which host them). 

3.2 Scenes, fields, and the habitus 

Much of the work on scenes draws on ideas developed by the French sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu. Concepts of habitus, field, and capital have proved particularly relevant for 

the study of scenes and of the individual lifestyles within them. By habitus, Bourdieu 

means a series of dispositions that social actors embody, “internalising” social 

structures. Social structures thus become a sort of generative matrix of individual 

actions, unconsciously regulating the actors' regular habits and even improvisation, or 

the adoption of new habits. The habitus has a role in guiding a person's taste and 

distaste, her way of doing things, and even her body posture (see Bourdieu, 1984). 

Field, in the sense of Bourdieu, has been employed as a model for describing cultural 

production – and, hence, scenes. According to the author, 'a field is a separate social 

universe having its own laws of functioning independent of those of politics and the 

economy' (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 196). Bourdieu applied this idea to several of those social 

universes, including art and cultural production. His purpose was to break away from 

the two opposed standard interpretations of art and culture: on one side, the mystique of 

the artist as a genius, of art as the pure result of visionary individuals; on the other, the 

total deconstruction of art as “superstructure” of the economy.   

Two metaphors coexist in the sociological use of field. One is the force field, as in 

physics: a space onto which a certain force insists, with different degrees of intensity. 

The other one is the game field, as in sports: a space in which a game is played, and 

whose players follow certain rules aiming at certain goals. And yet, fields are peculiar 

games: players do not purely seek to achieve goals in a rational way, and the rules are 

not taken for granted as much as they are constantly renegotiated – indeed, defining the 

field, and even players (for example, defining what art is, and what an artist is), is one 

of the crucial tasks of the game.  

Capital is the main logic of the game: it is at the same time the “equipment” of players, 

and their desired goal. A particular combination of economic, cultural, and social capital 

posits each actor in the field, and provides her with a particular “sense of the game”, as 

an expression of her habitus. At the same time, the actors in the field struggle, and bend 

the field itself, in order to obtain forms of capital that are relative to each field. In the 
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case of art and culture, those resources can be a material recognition or artistic glory; 

avantgarde coolness or wide popularity. Not only do these differences express 

differences between the actors and subsections of the field; they also represent different 

extents to which the actors struggle for the autonomy of their field. While fields are 

somehow autonomous from their social context – for Bourdieu, the field of power and 

the economic field – this autonomy is always a matter of struggle. For example, while 

many artists embrace “commercial” forms of art, catering for mainstream audiences, 

some artistic movements fight to define art as detached from the market: they want to 

render the field of art more autonomous from the economic field. Therefore, field is a 

way of linking social structure with particular conflicts, for example aesthetic disputes 

in the field of art. The interplay of actors' positions in the field, their dispositions (that 

is, how their habitus fits in the field), and their position takings (for example works of 

art or manifestos, which change affinities and conflicts in the field) pushes the field 

itself to transformation, in relation to historical changes affecting society. 

Bourdieu has been a central influence on scene theories for several reasons: the accent 

on practices and cultural capital, and the field metaphor – which “spatialises” cultural 

struggles and introduces conflict within communities – have proved useful for studying 

scenes. Bourdieu's theories inform Straw's concept of logic, in that logic represents the 

reciprocal accommodation between fixed values and possibilities of change, as does the 

field of cultural production. Stahl uses the concept of habitus in his analysis: 

improvisations inside scenes are in some way regularised by infrastructures. Kahn-

Harris's theory, in which scene is described as a field, also employs the concepts of 

habitus and cultural capital, both in Thornton’s re-elaboration – subcultural capital – 

and in its original sense. But these borrowings tend to downplay the Bourdieusian 

emphasis on social structure and class as an – albeit indirect – determinant of cultural 

choices. 

In any event, some theorists push the debt with Bourdieu further, and oppose his post-

structuralism in favour of looser postmodern theories. That is the case, for example, 

with Alan O'Connor (2008), who conceptualises the international DIY punk scene as a 

field of cultural production, trying to trace a line between the social backgrounds of his 

informants and their cultural trajectories. Elsewhere (O'Connor, 2002) compares local 

punk scenes (with a particular emphasis on peripheral ones, like the Mexican scene) 

contesting some theories of cultural globalisation that, in his opinion, consider cultural 

flows as totally free and equable. O'Connor talks about habitus in order to re-introduce 

social constraints, poverty, and global marginalisation inside the landscapes portrayed 
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by postmodern authors. One of his targets is Arjun Appadurai (Appadurai, 1996), who 

narrates a world of free and chaotic cultural flows and highly idiosyncratic local re-

contextualisations of the apparently homogenising global culture. On the contrary, 

Mexican punk is not US, or even Spanish punk: it lacks material resources, symbolic 

advantages (English language, for instance) and perspectives of expansion. And those 

limits account for its cultural outcomes, the “aesthetic of poverty” which the scene 

elaborates by profiting from its own difficulties and rendering them a political stance. 

In the course of the thesis, I will draw on Bourdieusian themes such as habitus and field 

in order to highlight some features of Tunisian music scenes. Rather than fully 

borrowing Bourdieu's model, I will use the concept of field as means through which to 

comprehend the way in which different understandings of the scene itself, of its 

purpose, and of its sense of community interacted. I will also, to some extent, retrieve 

the emphasis of Bourdieu upon the links between social structure and cultural 

production, although this will be adjusted to Tunisian reality, one in which social 

difference was expressed in relation to complex cultural idioms that often eluded the 

one of class (see Chapter 10). 

3.3 Sceneness 

Perhaps the widest definition of scene comes from a book edited by Andy Bennett and 

Richard A. Peterson (2004). The book summarises an ample spectrum of uses of scene, 

analysing a range of different objects – from salsa venues to Kate Bush fans. According 

to the authors 

Since some people are more involved in a scene than others, and because scenes ebb 

and flow with time, there is no hard line between what is and what is not a scene. 

Consequently it is not useful to try to draw a line between scenes and nonscenes and 

between members and nonmembers (Peterson and Bennett, 2004, p. 12).  

Hence, the two editors illustrate a series of contexts which vary in their degree of 

interconnection and in their spatial configuration – local, translocal, virtual. Scenes thus 

appear as a continuum, which is comprised between family-like communities and feebly 

networked taste publics. In the latter case, it seems to be that scene works more as a 

metaphor, or as a “way of looking at” an object, rather than being seen as an object 

itself. 

But what exactly shifts across this continuum? What is the “density” of a scene, and 
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what happens in youth cultural environments in which its degree is zero? That is, I 

believe, the central question with theories of scene: if we want to retain the concept as a 

valuable alternative, we have to define “sceneness”. Some boundaries must be cast 

while attempting to save the floaty versatility offered by the category. The only 

alternative is to condemn scenes to the vagueness criticised by Hesmondhalgh, or to use 

the term just as a way of speaking. This, however, would not do justice to scene's 

immediacy, its diffusion in everyday language that seems to denote a “real” thing both 

for scholars and scenesters. In this section I will explore in detail the problem of 

vagueness associated with the concept of scene, and attempt to offer a definition of 

sceneness, or scene density, that could allow for a thicker description and overcome the 

notion's problems. 

My own rethinking of the scene framework addresses both the theoretical shortcomings 

I identify above, and the specific challenges which appear by studying Tunisian scenes 

– or scenes in any “difficult”, disadvantaged or culturally problematic environment. The

two issues are related. A more focused definition of scene has to account for actual 

scene dynamics: it has to explain how their internal processes and the outside context 

concur in transforming their structure and boundaries, and how community and conflict 

are enacted within scenes themselves. Such dynamics are all the more visible and 

significant if we consider scenes such as the Tunisian ones I have studied. Although 

change has often been recognised as an element of scenes (Shank, 1994, Spring, 2004), 

it seems from most scene studies that the scenes in question, as stable and vital entities, 

are taken for granted. In cases such as post-revolutionary Tunisia the situation is 

different: the disbanding of just one group, the simple closure of a club, a particular 

political turnover (in a place in which these events were recurring) could put a scene’s 

existence at risk. The music scenes in Tunisia are fragile scenes, struggling to exist 

against the permanent possibility of disappearance. While the usual focus on western 

realities obscures such conditions of fragility, in Tunisia those conditions reveal the 

constitutive skeleton of scene and its mutations.  

Scene frameworks try to catch, at the same time, the immediacy of living scenes and the 

explorative potential of theoretical abstraction. They want to keep up with empirical 

reality while being useful scientific tools that can compare different objects and provide 

a thick description of cultural life. Scene studies do so by attempting to bridge a series 

of dichotomies: for instance, etic and emic; local and translocal; material and virtual.  

In social sciences, ‘emic’ refers to the concepts used by, and recognised in, the cultural 

environment examined, while ‘etic’ refers to concepts employed by the researchers. 
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Subculture and scene could well be compared according to this difference between etic 

and emic: since, as we have seen, 'scene' is a term that comes from the practice of actual 

cultural circuits, the goal of researchers is to retain the emic meanings that “real” 

scenesters attach to “real” scenes, while developing a fully operating framework of 

analysis not limited to their here-and-now. This kind of bridging can also be seen in 

relation to the other dichotomies I have mentioned: scene studies try to keep the 

richness of localised scenes (for example, the potential of scene in explaining city life) 

while assuming the global and translocal dimensions of many scenes that provide a 

peculiar sense of immediacy between people who are not physically together. This 

ambiguity concerns also the virtual existence of scenes: are “virtual scenes” possible? 

How should they be understood, since the Internet can be seen both as a context of 

enactment for scenes and a tool material scenes employ? (see Bennett and Peterson, 

2004). For these reasons, scene has to be conceptualised in a way which can explain the 

emic discourses of scenes without being limited to them, employing a sufficiently 

dynamic sense of locality, and calling into question the possible shifts in the relation 

between scenes and contexts, both broad and narrow. 

My proposed rethinking of the scene concept begins with Stahl's notion of hard and soft 

infrastructures, coupled with Kahn-Harris's work on construction and structure. Both 

frameworks represent effectively the intertwining of local constraints (such as State 

regulations, conditions of poverty, and the like), material formations of scenes (bands, 

venues, zines, networks), and their sense of community and internal debate. Sceneness 

is situated at the crossroad of those dimensions: it practically explains how, in Kahn-

Harris's terms, holism is articulated through space, but in a less functionalistic way than 

in the author's model. While Kahn-Harris assumes that ‘all musical and music-related 

activity takes place within a scene or scenes’ (Kahn-Harris, 2006, p. 21), thus choosing 

an inclusive paradigm of scene, I am more interested here in the insecure and fragile 

conditions that govern the survival of scenes (such as the material conditions affecting 

scenes in global south countries), and in what transformations a youth culture can 

encounter when its scene-based organisation weakens or fades. If one conceives the 

existence of a scene as tied to the shifts in a certain density, or substance, of it, there 

appears the question of what happens to a youth culture when its scene dies: what would 

become, say, of Tunisian metal if its scene disappeared or become close to 

disappearance? 

I propose Arjun Appadurai's concepts of locality and neighbourhoods as useful tools for 

my analysis. Appadurai thus defines locality and neighbourhoods: 
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I view locality as primarily relational and contextual rather than scalar or spatial. I see it 

as a complex phenomenological quality, constituted by a series of links between the 

sense of social immediacy, the technologies of interactivity, and the relativity of 

contexts. This phenomenological quality, which expresses itself in certain kinds of 

agency, sociality, and reproducibility, is the main predicate of locality as a category (or 

subject) that I seek to explore. In contrast, I use the term neighbourhood to refer to the 

actually existing social forms in which locality, as a dimension or value, is variably 

realized. Neighbourhoods, in this usage, are situated communities characterized by their 

actuality, whether spatial or virtual, and their potential for social reproduction 

(Appadurai 1996, pp. 178-179). 

 

I will use Appadurai's locality as a metaphor of sceneness, so that actual scenes can be 

imagined as neighbourhoods in Appadurai's sense. Scenes are, therefore, contexts in 

which sceneness as a dimension is realised: sceneness provides a scene with coherence 

but, at the same time, it is shaped in diverse ways by the dynamics of a scene. 

Appadurai's locality connects 'the sense of social immediacy, the technologies of 

interactivity, and the relativity of contexts' – that is, it effectively represents the 

interplay of networks, sense of community, and (internal as external) context in scene 

dynamics. There are several advantages in using Appadurai's idea for studying scenes.  

Locality, as intended by Appadurai, 'situates' people and cultural processes in a way that 

is not spatial in a merely material sense (although also the standard literature on scenes 

tends to see space as socially produced). Appadurai defines locality as 'a structure of 

feeling'; it has more to do with a sentiment of co-presence than with just acting in the 

same place. While it is still important to describe the facets of the local in a spatial and 

geographic sense, Appadurai's locality effectively explains the intermingling of physical 

and symbolic closeness: in this sense, the mechanisms of locality have much to do with 

the way in which Benedict Anderson’s 'imagined communities' are enacted (Anderson, 

1991). That is, it creates the feeling of sharing space among people who have never seen 

each other
5
. Locality is carved in people and space, creating local subjects and 

socialised spaces. Hence Appadurai proposes to re-imagine in this fashion distant 

concepts such as rites of passage (as, for example, circumcisions or tattoos, which 

inscribe locality into bodies) and rites that define and sacralise the territory – and, 

indeed, the very work of ethnography as something which locates culture. Using this 

concept in the study of youth culture provides an original way for bridging the ideas of 

                                                 
5 Connel and Gibson (2003) draw a similar comparison talking about the new possibilities provided to 

independent music scenes by the Internet.  
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subculture (cultural identity embodied in style) and scene (practices located in a cultural 

space): baseball hats, piercings, or long hair can be seen as ways in which symbolic 

locality is established through bodies. 

Locality is fragile. The insistence on ritualising it, on policing the boundaries of 

neighbourhoods, is justified by its easy decay. Similarly, sceneness is something that 

does not rest simply on the availability of spaces and infrastructures. Construction can 

influence and put at risk the existence of structure. Debates about authenticity are a 

typical example of this process: a big part of the life and internal discussion of scenes 

aim to evoke, contest, and revive the “meaning” of community (think of the endless 

discussions about who is ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ that occur among members of youth 

cultures). At the same time, even the process of discussion strengthens relational 

immediacy, although posing the bases for discord. 

This has a connection to the last point I want to make. Appadurai describes 

neighbourhoods as paradoxically relating to contexts: neighbourhoods require contexts 

and are contexts themselves. They are designed within wider landscapes that are 

portrayed as “external”, wild and hostile. But as locality renders the social practice 

inside neighbourhoods natural, the same social practice expands its area of influence, 

treating the source neighbourhoods as contexts in which the delineating of new cultural 

spaces occurs:  

 

As local subjects carry on the continuing task of reproducing their neighbourhood, the 

contingencies of history, environment, and imagination contain the potential for new 

contexts (material, social, and imaginative) to be produced. [...] Over time, the dialectic 

changes the conditions of the production of locality as such (Appadurai, 1996, p. 189).  

 

In a similar way, scenes define themselves against the mainstream, or against the grey 

flow of urban ‘non-places’ (Augé, 1995). But then their existence becomes an arena for 

the production of new definitions and significances: this, in turn, pushes scenes to 

mutate, splinter, and experience new forms of sceneness. 

At this point, it is possible to see how sceneness – shaped through Appadurai's ideas of 

locality and neighbourhoods – can improve the description of scene processes. 

Sociality, infrastructures and contexts interact producing sceneness as a 'structure of 

feeling': a form of social density which takes the shape of a symbolic sense of place. 

Sceneness has its way through 'agency, sociality, and reproducibility' as in Appadurai's 

model, and yet these dynamics are ambiguous. On one side, they are needed, in that 

sceneness itself is fragile and needs to be constantly reaffirmed. On the other side, the 
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practice of reaffirming it is conflictual. This amounts to the paradox of scenes: the 

debate (and fight) over different conceptions of a scene often constitutes a huge part in 

the discursive existence of the scene itself, as everybody who has read Internet “flames” 

on who and what is real (punk, metal, hip hop, goth and so on) knows very well
6
.

Scenes cast boundaries in order to exist; and yet boundaries can also be observed within 

scenes, rather than between scenes and other social groups: they divide people and yet 

constitute the substance which ties them together in communication.  Although dissent 

on their definitions and founding ideals is supposed to scatter scenes, such dissent is 

articulated inside common practices and infrastructures which actually bond quarrelling 

scenesters. What wounds a scene is, at the same time, its lifeblood. 

This paradox makes sceneness move and mutate. Scenes (as neighbourhoods in 

Appadurai) exist in contexts, but through these debates they become contexts 

themselves, in which new ideas of sceneness are created. This transforms the density of 

scenes in varying ways, and does not necessarily end up in reconfirming their functional 

equilibrium. Rather, scenes can be scattered by such processes: new forms of 

community and conflict appear. Different versions of sceneness, or its weakening, come 

to life.  

4. Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, I have engaged with the critical debate concerning youth 

cultures that began with the emergence of subcultural theory in the 1970s. I presented 

subculture as it was theorised by the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies and examined some of the criticisms that the CCCS subcultural approach 

attracted while simultaneously noting how it has long been critically hegemonic in the 

field of youth culture studies. I then looked at the alternative frameworks that have been 

elaborated by theorists dissatisfied with subculture, widely gathered under the umbrella 

term of post-subcultural approaches: clubcultures, lifestyles, neotribes, scenes. I 

presented the criticisms that have been directed against those post-subcultural 

frameworks, and concentrated on scene, which is the framework I am employing in my 

thesis, and which can be seen as symbolic of the strengths  and flaws of post-subcultural 

approaches. 

In order to optimise the scene framework, I then proposed a re-elaboration of it, one that 

6 Sarah Thornton's model of subcultural capital (Thornton, 1996) vividly depicts these forms of scene in-

fighting.  
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can maintain its dynamism and improve its solidity. My own formulation of scenes is, 

moreover, tailored to scenes existing in non-western societies and poorer countries, 

which act as problematic settings for the development of scenes whose existence is 

always fragile, always prone to abrupt transformation and to the risk of disappearance. 

For this purpose, I introduced the concept of sceneness. On the one side, I defined 

sceneness as the density of a scene, in line with Arjun Appadurai's idea of locality. 

Sceneness is, thus, an emotional proximity that generates social proximity. As a fragile 

construct, it needs to be constantly revived, and this process of re-enactment poses the 

basis for the transformation of scenes. On the other side, I understood sceneness as the 

arrangement of a scene's construction and structure: Keith Kahn-Harris sees these two 

dimensions, respectively, as the discourse underlining a scene, the sense of community 

within it (construction); and as the interaction of the scene's hard infrastructures with its 

social background (structure). Different forms of sceneness are different arrangements 

of construction and structure, and they articulate in different ways the problem of 

community and conflict. Conflictual aesthetics and definitions of a scene match with 

conflictual desires for unity (a form of unity tailored upon each actor's personal 

definition of the scene), and with further divergences, in rendering sceneness an 

unstable formation. The instability of sceneness causes it to split: within a scene, 

different conceptions of sceneness can coexist precariously, and act as further reasons 

for conflict.  

Therefore, sceneness is a useful idea that allows for understanding scenes as diversely 

“intense” or vital. It provides a way to analyse this intensity as a changing dimension, 

and to see how different forms of community and conflict are the result of such change. 

In the next chapter I will expand the debate on youth cultures that I have examined here: 

I will take a look at how subcultures and post-subcultures have been used for studying 

youth cultures outside the west, with a particular emphasis on metal, rap, and electro.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

YOUTH CULTURE BEYOND THE COMFORT ZONE. 

METAL, RAP, AND ELECTRO IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

 

1. Introduction  

 

In the previous chapter I located my work on scenes within the debate on subculture and 

post-subculture. Bringing such a debate to the Tunisian context required a restyling of 

the scene framework so that its validity could be measured in the context of non-

western musical circuits, with their characters of fragility and scarcity. As we will see, 

both subculture and post-subculture have not been among the most used frameworks for 

the study of youth in the global south, and in the MENA (Middle East and North Africa) 

region. Sociologists employing subcultural and post-subcultural frameworks have rarely 

worked on non-western case studies; at the same time, researchers working on youth 

culture outside the west have rarely employed those families of frameworks. In this 

chapter I will address the reasons for this oversight.  

I will then go on to map studies of metal, rap, and electro around the world. I will 

illustrate the specific, local features taken by these cultures outside the west, as well as 

the main theoretical approaches adopted by the researchers who have undertaken this 

work. At the same time, this excursus will offer me the possibility to reflect on the 

globalisation and transnationalisation of scenes, as uneven worldly processes 

conditioned by differences in wealth, power, and cultural heritages. My analysis of 

global metal, rap, and electro literature reflects the asymmetry in the worldwide 

diffusion of these three youth cultures/popular music styles – which, in turn, has had an 

impact on the interest paid to them by academics.  

Rap (and hip hop) is by far the most diffused culture among the three I am studying, and 

it has attracted a lot of academic interest in a glocal context (see, for example, Mitchell, 

2002). Its proliferation in non-western and racially non-white countries can be explained 

by factors such as its mainstream importance in the last decades, the relatively low-cost 

conditions of its production (requiring extremely simple and widely accessible means, 

such as a microphone and a computer), and its resonance with the Black Atlantic
7
 

(Gilroy, 1993) flow of cultural materials. Due to the scale of global hip hop studies, I 

                                                 
7 By “Black Atlantic”, Gilroy means a transnational cultural space initiated by the trade of African slaves 

to the New World, and the subsequent circulation of black cultural imaginaries influenced by the African 

heritage and the culture of diasporic black communities. 
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will rather concentrate on the presence of rap in the MENA, and its scholarship: not 

only do the Middle East and North Africa effectively represent the specificities of 

developing a rap scene in poor and unstable countries, but these regions also provide an 

interesting case study per se due to the importance of rap for the recent events known as 

the Arab Spring.  

In contrast to rap, metal requires more specialised means of production, including the 

necessity of acquiring and mastering music instruments and accesses to space and 

facilities for the recording of a band. Playing metal live, as well, is not a viable 

possibility everywhere in the world, for logistic and sometimes censorship-related 

reasons. Furthermore, metal often carries a stigma due to its alleged associations with 

Satanism (Richardson, 1991) and promotion of violence (Epstein et al.: 1990), that have 

resulted in moral panics and censorship in the United States and Norway as well as in 

Morocco and Egypt. Nevertheless, metal is more and more diffused in global south 

countries, as a significant number of documentaries and press materials serve to 

illustrate. Accordingly, global metal is attracting an increasing amount of attention from 

scholars. In the metal section of this chapter I will trace the lines of such literature, 

touching also on the works that have appeared on the theme of metal in the MENA. 

Comparing the Tunisian electro scene with international examples and their accounts is 

a little more complicated, since it does not call into question a singular field of study, 

but rather has to do with partially separate ambits such as DJ culture, clubbing, the 

tourist economy, indigenous electronic music styles, and nomadic electronic music 

cultures. For this reason, I will pay attention to different phenomena that help in 

shedding light on the specific concerns of the electro scene in Tunisia. Some of the 

literature references cited in this chapter will be more deeply presented in the next 

chapters, as they offer material for comparison with specific aspects of my Tunisian 

ethnography
8
.  

 

2. Subculture and post-subculture outside the west 

 

As noted in Chapter 1, Resistance through rituals (Hall & Jefferson, 1976), the volume 

which gathers the first CCCS efforts towards the theorisation of subcultures, is subtitled 

Youth cultures in post-war Britain. Such specification is hardly redundant, since the 

Centre’s analyses were deeply embedded in the peculiar transformations of post-war 

British society – in particular, the tension between enhanced possibilities for youth 

                                                 
8 The literature review in this chapter will be limited to works in English and French. 
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leisure consumption and a strictly class-based organisation of everyday life. Indeed, 

criticism coming from both within and without the CCCS would point, in the 1970s and 

the 1980s, to the exclusive whiteness and maleness of the case studies in subcultural 

analyses. In those works, as critics argued, minorities appeared either indirectly or 

through semiotic representation – as in Hebdige's Subculture. The Meaning of Style 

(1979), where a 'phantom history of race relations' in the United Kingdom is traced. 

Later CCCS-related authors, such as Jones (1988) and Hewitt (1986), would move 

beyond Hebdige's text analysis and provide an ethnographic means for the study of race 

relations in Great Britain. Through the work of these authors, categories of subcultural 

theory such as the neat distinction between underground subculture and dominant 

culture are put into question. This new wave of studies thus paved the way for a more 

decidedly postmodern and postcolonial reading of practices of creolisation and 

“cut'n'mix”, deemed to orient both inter-racial relations and the very composition of 

black racial imagery (see Muggleton, 2005).  

A fully post-subcultural development of such work on British minorities can be found in 

the use of the “microcultures” framework introduced by Helena Wulff in the study of 

everyday racial interactions between teenage girls in South London. Microcultures are 

flows of meanings born of everyday interaction rather than determined by structural 

positions: through this framework, Wulff breaks with the “underground versus 

mainstream” distinction present in subcultural theory (the girls she studied developed 

their interactions through both mainstream and underground cultural resources), as well 

as with the need for taking macro structural explanations into account – be they class 

belonging, or even race intended as a grand narrative (Wulff, 1995). The work of Rupa 

Huq, in focusing on hybrid cultural phenomena such as bhangra and raï, takes post-

subculture as an explicit starting point for the development of a study of such styles 

with decidedly non-western origins (Huq, 2007)
9
.

In the 1980s and 1990s the CCCS conceptualisation of subculture was extended beyond 

the borders of the United Kingdom, eventually becoming the main idiom for scholarly 

discourses on youth, style, and leisure in the West. And yet, exporting this conception to 

other – even Anglo-Saxon – countries often required some adjustment. Studying youth 

culture in the United States, for example, requires considering that country's specific 

history of class relationships, in which communal class experiences have been 

overshadowed by narratives of individual success, and the weight of ethnic distinctions 

(Frith, 1981). Michael Brake similarly points out the features of Canadian youth 

9 For Huq's critique of subculture, see the previous chapter. 
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experiences, based on individualism, fashion borrowing (influenced by both its 

geographical and cultural proximity to the United States), a sociability concentrated on 

malls rather than the streets, and a scarcely populated and culturally divided nation 

(Brake, 1985).  

Difficulties in the adjustment of subculture increase when it comes to conducting 

research on youth outside the Anglo-Saxon world. An important study is, in this sense, 

Pilkington’s examination of the trajectory of subcultures and post-subcultures in Russia 

(Pilkington, 1994). The author focuses not only on actual Russian youth cultures 

themselves, but also on the ways in which youth culture was depicted by the Russian 

State and by local academic scholars. Soviet academia disparaged subcultural 

paradigms for being ‘bourgeois’, illustrating barely “magical” solutions to structural 

problems, and highlighting cross-generational conflict. Subcultural theories thus began 

to gain attention in Russian universities only as recently as the perestroika period of the 

mid-late 1980s and into the early 1990s: for this reason, Russian frameworks bypassed 

the original resistance-based connotation, and carried a “post-subcultural flavour” from 

the beginning, interpreting youth conducts in terms of lifestyle choices. In any event, 

imitation of the West has remained a common theme throughout the history of Russian 

youth studies, and a central character of Russian subcultures. Interestingly, Pilkington 

situates such lifestyle cultures in a country that went through a peculiar modernisation 

path, in which both consumption and individualisation differed substantially from their 

western versions, considered as pivotal in the making of modern, post-subcultural 

identities. On the contrary, the Russian experience is characterised by material scarcity, 

an official distrust towards western values, chaotic urban life, and an oppressive (rather 

than liberating, as in club cultures narratives) sense of crowd gathering (see also 

Chapter 4).  

Factors that prejudice the applicability of subculture to non-western realities are 

numerous and multi-faceted. The different conceptions of life-course and social ageing 

render youth a non-homogenisable concept: this is, in particular, true of countries in 

which economic hardship renders the passage from childhood to adulthood more sudden 

and education less pervasive; or, on the contrary, makes the markers of such transition – 

for example marriage, work, and the possession of a house – unachievable, thus 

condemning youth to a frustrating, never-ending phase of incompleteness
10

. Also, the

centrality of the industrial working class as a signifier of social inequality is difficult to 

“export” in the analysis of countries which see informally-working underclasses as the 

10 See for example Honwana and De Boeck (2005) on African youth and ‘waithood’. 
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main symptom of such inequality.  

Due to the lesser rigidity of their theoretical frameworks and their focus on 

ethnographic approaches, post-subcultural frameworks have been sometimes suggested 

as more applicable in the study of such non-western settings (see Amit-Talai and Wulff, 

1995, Nilan and Feixa, 2006). However, very few authors have used concepts like neo-

tribes, scenes, or lifestyles for understanding youth cultures in the global south. Perhaps, 

the optimism about the identity-making possibilities of consumption involved in some 

of these frameworks has discouraged them as tools of analysis: many authors might 

have wanted to avoid the risk of depicting a world of homogeneous middle class active 

consumers (Blackman, 2005; see Chapter 1 for an analogous discussion about post-

subcultural views on western society). In this sense, the general background idea of 

postmodernity as an age of global flows, that put “peripheral” youth in a creative 

position, has been criticised by Alan O'Connor as insensitive to the global power 

relations that render those flows uneven (O'Connor 2002). In their edited collection on 

youth cultures in a global context, Pam Nilan and Carles Feixa state that, although post-

subcultural approaches effectively describe the fluidity and hybridisation at the heart of 

contemporary youth cultures across the world, 'most of these new terms for youth 

cultures are based on ethnographic data and theorising taking place in only a few 

western capital cities'. For this reason, their book hosts 'medium-level concepts, based 

on local and national knowledges, most of them non-western, that can be used in cross-

cultural investigation' (Nilan & Feixa, 2006, p. 6).  

Nevertheless, I wish to argue here that it is worth using post-subcultural theories in the 

study of non-western youth cultural phenomena. The reason for preferring to import the 

subculture/post-subculture debate to those realities depends, in my opinion, on the 

fruitful tension between the etic and the emic in such a usage. It is true that post-

subcultural frameworks have been designed in, and for, the west, and that they exhibit 

weaknesses when applied in the analysis of other realities. But terms like subculture or 

scene have, to some extent, become of use all over the world as emic concepts. Indian 

b-girls can talk about the local hip hop scene; Guatemalan punks can discuss their punk

subculture: these words have become of common use following the same global flows 

that brought hip hop and punk to the four corners of the world.  

As we saw in the previous chapter, scene in particular takes advantage of its diffusion 

both in the emic and etic register. Researching Algerian raï in the early 1990s, Marc 

Schade-Poulsen stated that ‘in Algeria you will have a difficulty in finding styles of 

dress signalling the existence of any subculture or counterculture as is found in the 
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literature on western youth’ (Schade-Poulsen, 1999); the author thus stresses alternative 

ways in which Algerian youth could articulate identity and belonging: geographic 

origins and accent, economic status, attitudes towards masculinity. And yet, Algerian 

rap and hip hop would explode in the subsequent decade to Schade-Poulsen’s work 

(Miliani, 2002), becoming in some cases a model for rap culture in the region (Halila, 

2015)
11

. In 2015, a festival consolidated the Algerian metal scene, which had been 

underground but fertile and productive for decades
12

. This example helps us to 

understand how, in certain social groups, even subcultural and post-subcultural terms 

have nowadays become 'concepts based on local knowledges', to paraphrase Nilan and 

Feixa (2006). The shift from scholarly concepts to local knowledge thus becomes the 

problematic core: tracking the elements that change in such a shift can be seen as a 

privileged way for looking at the adaptation of the studied culture in its new social 

context (so that, for example, the use of 'scene' among Tunisian metalheads can say 

something about the development of metal in Tunisia).  

An important consequence of this choice has to do with the problem of reflexivity and 

“authenticity”. Once a globalised youth culture takes roots in a local setting, some of its 

style codes (the mohawks of punks, rappers' baseball caps, metalheads' predilection for 

beer) appear to have been barely imported, accepted at face value and adopted 

dogmatically. If subcultural authors saw style as “signifying” something else, it could 

well be argued that “second hand” adoption of, say, the punk style would signify 

nothing else than punk. That is, through its crystallisation and subsequent export, a 

youth culture becomes so foreseeable that its practitioners seem not to invest it with any 

meanings beyond its mere, calligraphic, “citation”. This process speaks both to the 

“diffusion-defusion” dynamic studied by Hebdige (1979) and the “Supermarket of 

style” that Ted Polhemus (1997) describes. And yet, a similar analysis would pretend 

that youth cultures become localised in a void, and their reflexive, calligraphic use does 

not have any interaction with the social world in which it is carried out. To put it as 

Hilary Pilkington did in the case of punk in Russia, 'there can after all be no social base 

for a movement subverting consumerist lifestyles in a society where a safety pin or a 

dustbin bag is an article of deficit, not abundance' (Pilkington, 1994, p.228). 

On this theme, it is worth considering Jeremy Wallach's work on Indonesian punk 

(Wallach, 2008), as it challenges the original semiotic intuitions expressed by Dick 

                                                 
11 In the following reprints of his book, Schade-Poulsen nuances his assertion limiting it to his own 

ethnographic experience in Oran. 

12 “Algerian metal festival pits fans against conservatives”, The Guardian, 25/11/2015 

<http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/24/algerian-metal-festival-fest-213-pits-fans-

conservatives>. Accessed 12/5/2016. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/24/algerian-metal-festival-fest-213-pits-fans-conservatives
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/24/algerian-metal-festival-fest-213-pits-fans-conservatives
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Hebdige. Wallach argues against an abstract semiotic interpretation of style – an 

interpretation detachable from the temporal and spatial context in which that style is 

enacted. Thus, Indonesian Punks in the late 1990s were totally different from the 

original 1970s British punks, although the symbols they adopted were mostly the same. 

The process through which symbols were detached from their natural and historical 

meanings – individuated by Hebdige – was actually reversed in the Indonesian case: 

while, according to Hebdige, the swastika was used by British punks as an empty 

signifier, their Indonesian counterparts “re-historicised” it, and exhibited anti-swastika 

logos as an indirect anti-Suharto pose. Furthermore, the constant flux seen by Hebdige 

as the matrix of Punk bricolage was, twenty years later in Indonesia, replaced by a 

conservative stance towards the codified punk style. The global coherence of those 

stylistic elements, their established tradition, contributed with potency and ‘materiality’ 

(rather than semiotic force) to the ethos of unrest paraded by Indonesian working class 

punks. More will be said on the problem of adoption, reflexivity, and authenticity in the 

rest of the chapter, taking into account examples drawn from metal, rap, and electro. 

A further topic concerning the globalisation of youth culture is the making of 

transnational communities tied together around a particular subcultural or scene-based 

identity. As I anticipated in the previous chapter, those transnational communities can 

work as symbolic commodities, setting the values and standards of local scenes, but at 

the same time they can have a practical significance, mobilising solidarities across the 

world in order to address localised political or economic problems. To go back to the 

case of Indonesian punk, when in 2011 a group of punks from the province of Banda 

Aceh (in which Shariah law is implemented) was sequestered by the army, and 

forcefully “re-educated”, a wide transnational network was set in place in order to 

sensibilise the international public opinion and gather funds through compilations and 

benefits (Idria, 2015). Again, the topic of the global and the transnational will be 

expanded in the following sections of this chapter, using case studies from metal, rap, 

and electro.  

 

3. Metal worldwide 

 

‘A curious blend of hippy aesthetics and football terrace machismo’ (Hebdige, 1979); ‘a 

loud and direct populism’ (Chambers, 1985). If we try to get an idea of metal by reading 

the founding writers of subcultural theory, the resulting portrait is an embarrassing one 

– both for the reader, for the metalheads described, and for those scholars themselves, 
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who do not seem to be at ease with a youth culture that apparently contrasts with the 

progressive significances attributed to subculture. Andy Brown (Brown, 2003) has 

indeed seen metal as a ‘paradigmatic case of neglect’ for subcultural studies. It simply 

escaped the CCCS radar, because of its hybrid class background (drawing on middle 

class post-hippies and a new working class biker world) and its nature of a “vulgar” 

consumer style. Such a portrait resonates with a broader scholarly, critical, and even 

youth cultural reaction to metal, which has confined the genre to a pariah-like niche for 

decades. 

It is interesting how this academic snobbery has gone hand in hand with the 

predominantly moral panic-based way in which scholars tended to treat metal up until 

the early 1990s. Academic and media accounts concentrated, for more than a decade, on 

the psychological and moral influence – even subliminal influence – of metal's 

“alienating” music and lyrics on the minds and actions of its fans (see Brown, 2011). 

The first organic – and ground-breaking – account of metal culture dates to the early 

1990s. Heavy Metal: A cultural sociology by Deena Weinstein (Weinstein, 1991) 

inaugurates the field of metal studies with a complex work on metal as a subcultural 

practice, which provided an ethos to white working class proud pariahs in the era of de-

industrialisation. Weinstein's work covers seemingly all aspects of metal practice: its 

production, diffusion, and fruition. It interprets the distinction between themes of light 

and darkness in the genre, and their empowering role (the first offering a Dionysian 

celebration of energy, and the second giving a sense of control over death and fear); 

begins a mapping of the genre's fragmentation; and covers aspects such as metal's 

gender politics and anti-metal legal campaigns of the 1980s. 

While Weinstein offers an initial understanding of metal as a subculture – a cultural 

bricolage through which the working class resists social inequality – Andy Bennett has 

been noted how the book is a good example of the loose, vague application of 

subculture as a “catch-all term” in recent decades (Bennett, 1999). It could, however, be 

argued that the understanding of metal as a subculture reflects a shift in the history of 

metal culture itself – from a late form of “arena rock” spectacle to a ' ‘hands on’ musical 

style whose popularity owes much to the small-scale, localised nature of its production 

and performance' (Bennett, 2000, p. 46). An evolution made of the emergence of local 

scenes, underground productions, tape trading across the world, and defiant, 

“unpresentable” sounds – much of the underground expansion of metal in the 1980s and 

1990s was triggered by the formation of extreme subgenres like death and black metal.  

This grassroots phase of metal history was met by a vast, fragmented and 
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multidisciplinary scholarship, stemming from musicological analyses (such as the 

pioneering work of Walser, 1993, and the comparative study of Berger, 1999) to social 

psychology (Arnett, 1996); to insider accounts (Purcell, 2003); to cultural studies- based 

readings of the metal imaginary and its literary and philosophical underpinnings (Bayer, 

2009, Scott, 2007); to daring attempts in fashioning a black metal-influenced 

philosophy (Masciandaro, 2010). Incidentally, this period of style fragmentation and 

development of local scenes coincided with new forms of globalisation and 

translocalisation of metal: if until the 1980s metal was mainly globalised through high 

profile and high-cost world tours by the genre's stars, in more recent decades scene 

formation and the diffusion of media has helped in creating bottom-up metal 

phenomena almost elsewhere. I will now focus on this process, as analysed and 

represented in metal scholarship. 

Though numerous articles and several books on global metal
13

 have so far appeared, 

covering a wide area of the world, the field is not yet complete and systematic. The 

emergence of several documentaries on metal scenes around the world witnesses the 

popular interest in non-western metal: both in and outside the metal scene, the presence 

of metalheads in Iraq or Indonesia seems to arouse interest and sympathy, often not too 

distant from a certain exotic gaze. Global Metal by Sam Dunn (2007) is the most 

important documentary on non-Western metal; many other smaller and scene-based 

works have been produced – films such as March of the Gods, focused on Botswana 

(2014), and Death Metal Angola (2012) have cast a light on the last supposedly metal-

free part of the world, sub-Saharan Africa. 

The main risk in considering global metal a coherent field of studies is the comparison 

between totally non-homogeneous subjects, like one-band scenes in extremely small or 

poor countries and the wide, historically rooted Brazilian metal (a similar approach can 

show the limits of a “the West and the rest” vision of the world). However, this does not 

mean that analysing metal as it exceeds its Anglo-Saxon birthplaces is not of interest 

per se. Here I will try to account comparatively for some themes, instead of comparing 

geographic areas. 

The first element I want to consider is the spatial dimension of global metal. Although 

they are closely intertwined, global, translocal, and local are different, not even 

synchronous aspects of metal's diffusion. Global refers to metal becoming a globally 

known culture, an ideoscape (Appadurai, 1996) which circulates all over the world, 

especially – but not only – through electronic media. The translocal dimension (see 

                                                 
13 Wallach et al., 2011 requires special mention for its systematic treatment. 
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Bennett & Peterson, 2004) is not exactly the same thing as the global one: if we take a 

look at extreme metal scenes developing worldwide since the 1980s, it is easy to notice 

how, at the scene’s beginnings, it consisted of small clusters of fans and artists, 

scattered all over the world, who communicated with each other through mail and tape 

trading. A death metal band in Israel (see Kahn-Harris, 2011) did not really need a local 

scene, and the worldly death metal movement did not need a widespread social and 

cultural recognition. It only took a mail address and a communication flow between 

isolated individuals or bands to develop a translocal scene. Local scenes developed 

properly later, when these scattered individuals gave life to dense and operative social 

groups – creating infrastructures, organising shows, and so on. 

Considering metal a globally circulating ideoscape imposes some reflections on its 

cultural marginality and some related significances. In the pre-internet era pop culture 

diffused in disparate ways: through ‘carriers”, like foreign military or locals coming 

back from trips elsewhere; through electronic media such as television and the radio; 

through established national policies or, on the contrary, reaction to censorship, as 

underground pirate materials. The immediate availability of the internet mutated this 

panorama forever, compressing space and time, reaching massive audiences, but 

generating new inequities as well. And yet, in countries which see computers and 

internet accounts as privileges of the economically empowered few, such a medium 

generates objective disparities in cultural capital, more than previous forms of pop 

culture’s circulation as, for example, cassette cultures (see Manuel, 1993). This situation 

pushes to the extreme the paradox of underground culture as a culture for the privileged.  

Globalised metal ideoscapes put into question the previously cited problem of 

“authenticity”: to what extent is global metal a form of cultural colonisation, and to 

what extent is it a template for local reinvention? In studying Malaysian metal, Marco 

Ferrarese (2015) sees metal as a form of 'globalised nothing' – that is, an empty standard 

form that conveys authenticity to the local scenes by being adopted unquestioningly. 

Malaysian bands are described by local scenesters as “serious” only to the extent to 

which they perform a calligraphic version of western metal in music and aesthetics. The 

work of Emma Baulch on Bali’s death metal similarly shows how metalheads seem to 

‘gesture elsewhere’, apparently neglecting their local identity – and yet such gestures 

express dissatisfaction towards the most tourist-oriented forms of hybrid music (Baulch, 

2003). Elsewhere, it is noted how local conditions prejudice any flawless adoption of 

the ideoscape: Paul Greene’s research on Nepali metal (2011) shows a culture of sonic 

loudness as experienced in a country which simply cannot, for the lack of technological 
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means, adequately express that loudness. Metal in Nepal takes an idiosyncratic form, 

becoming a voice for transgressing local boundaries (its actual lyrical content 

notwithstanding). Surprisingly, it is perceived as dance music, for its accent on music 

rather than lyrics, that are instead emphasised by national pop. 

A connected point concerns the disciplinary reaction to global metal in non-western 

contexts – namely, the weight of politics, religion, and public morals in policing (and 

thus shaping) the ideoscape. Moral panics have spawned everywhere metal has 

manifested itself, and in Muslim countries of the Middle East trials and persecution 

have occasionally surfaced: it is the case of Morocco (Hamma and Guibert, 2006), 

Egypt (Swedenburg, 2000), and Turkey (Hecker, 2012). An original approach to this 

topic can be found in Mark LeVine's exploration of metal across the MENA region 

(2008): instead of simply describing the opposition against the “westernised” habits of 

metalheads and Muslim power, LeVine employs a comparative and trans-genre 

perspective and a political commitment in countering both the ‘Clash of Civilizations’ 

narratives and the local tensions between youth cultural, west-oriented “consumers” and 

Islamist rebels in dictatorial countries. 

If we consider the development of a translocal metal scene, it is commonly recognised 

that extreme metal has been necessary to a similar evolution, because it introduced a 

“low-cost” possibility of building a metal culture and even a metal band. Extreme metal 

is indeed less arena-related, more based on a horizontal communication between 

metalheads and even, in the case of black metal, less technologically and technically 

exigent than classic metal. Black metal bands can even comprise of one person, and 

never play live; the genre profits from low fidelity recording and even allows poorer 

musicianship than the other metal sub-genres. As a result, a band like Saudi Arabia’s Al 

Namrood (an anti-Islamic black metal group) can play and record in a country which 

could severely punish its members, if they were to ‘come out of the closet’ and perform 

live. Death metal has also been portrayed as a genre whose sonic extremism encouraged 

its worldwide diffusion. It has been argued that death metal has worked as a stylistically 

unifying force, a global language of unrest and despair, while black metal has given 

voice to regional identities both on a musical and a cultural/political level (see Wallach 

et al., 2011).  

In this sense, trans-local bands often gained a particular significance inside the metal 

arena by stressing their local ties and heritages, forging hybrid music or rephrasing their 

local identity in metal terms (and vice-versa). This aspect has been much covered in the 

existing literature on metal: for example, Pierre Hecker has observed how Turkish 
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metalheads used the secular Ataturk’s heritage to contrast the surrounding Muslim 

culture (Hecker, 2010). Bands from China have been analysed for their employment of 

local sounds, poetic suggestions, and inherited imageries from religion and mythology 

to say something on masculinity and nationalism (Wong, 2011, Chu, 2006). Sepultura 

has been much studied for its peculiar trajectory: first a purely death metal band, 

anxious to gain a general respectability in the scene, the band later re-discovered its 

local roots (on the album Roots which has become the band’s most famous recording) 

after moving to the U.S.A., trying not to fetishise such indigenous influences as an 

exploitative “world music band”, and emphasising instead the political character of their 

choice (Harris, 2000, Avelar, 2011).  

However, such accounts are sometimes described through a perspective which puts 

forward these bands' ties and “genuine” relations with local culture, rather than 

interpreting them as positions in a trans-local scene. Studying them requires the need to 

take into account reflexivity, since identity is sometimes constructed in a way that takes 

into account an imagined foreign audience. When a band parades local specificities, it 

often has in mind that such specificities render it unique and, in some cases “exotic”, 

fascinating to foreigners' eyes and ears. This is especially true of bands which can 

validate their musical expressions of anger and suffering through a particular biography 

or provenance – see, as an example, the case of the mysterious anti-Islamic, female-

fronted Iraqi band Janaza, which has been suspected of being a hoax
14

. In the case of

black metal bands elaborating local heritages, those elaborations can be seen as ways of 

credibly appropriating the black metal template as much as genuinely expressing local 

concerns.  

For the most part, local scenes have been explored by focusing on their most 

representative bands, rather than on the social network of lesser known artists, fans, and 

media. Such is the case of Mark LeVine’s book and the articles on China cited above. 

Notable exceptions include Nelson Varas-Diaz's work on Puertorican and Caribbean 

metal scenes (Varas-Díaz et al., 2014; see also Varas-Diaz's documentary The Distorted 

Island, 2015), and Yuan Wang's work on metal in mainland China (2015). Closer to my 

case studies, it is important to cite Pierre Hecker's monograph on the development, 

moral panic, and scene dynamics of Turkish metal (Hecker, 2012). Even closer to my 

object is a thesis chapter written by Kerim Bouzouita dedicated to the making of 

Tunisian metal, mapping the diffusion of metal music supports, the growth of the scene, 

14 Anna Breslav – “The Only Female-Fronted Black Metal Band In Iraq Might Be A Hoax”, Jezebel, 

14/7/2012. <http://jezebel.com/5925996/the-only-female-fronted-black-metal-band-in-iraq-might-be-a-

hoax>. Accessed 13/5/2016. 

http://jezebel.com/5925996/the-only-female-fronted-black-metal-band-in-iraq-might-be-a-hoax
http://jezebel.com/5925996/the-only-female-fronted-black-metal-band-in-iraq-might-be-a-hoax
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and its clashes with power in the time span immediately preceding my ethnographies 

(Bouzouita, 2013b): I will make further references to Bouzouita's work later in the 

chapter.  

4. Global rap culture and the MENA region

Since the end of 1970s, rap and hip hop have enjoyed an arguably unprecedented level 

of cultural diffusion. Rap's conditions of production (more low-cost than many other 

musics), its valuation of the local (in terms of language and experiences), its emphasis 

on the socially dispossessed (coupled with the mainstream dimension – and extreme 

availability – of successful rap tunes) have arguably made it the most globally 

significant youth culture in the world.  

It is fascinating how the forms of inequality and social struggle evoked by rap have 

been represented through subculture only in limited, and problematic ways. Taking 

Tricia Rose’s Black Noise (1994) – one of the first, and now highly celebrated, 

academic studies of rap music – as an example, Bennett and Kahn-Harris consider how 

hip hop is paradigmatic in being mainly analysed through frameworks different to those 

applied in subcultural studies which become currency in the study of the other youth 

cultures (see Bennett and Kahn-Harris, 2004). In Rose's work, rap is depicted as an 

expression of general ghetto conditions (and, so, not necessarily as a generational fact). 

At the same time, hip hop crews are seen as vehicles for the creation of new 

communities, instead of an outcome of pre-existent group cultures (such as class-based 

parent culture) as was often the case in subcultural theory (see, for example, Cohen, 

1972).  

The question is indeed complex. While Rose does not characterise hip hop as a 

subculture, she retains several elements of Gramsci’s theory of hegemony which were 

crucial to initial subcultural theories but were almost lost in the further uses of 

subculture. Similarly, Mary Elizabeth Blair interprets Hip Hop’s commercialisation 

using subcultural theory in a peculiar way, which borrows from Mark Gottdinier’s 

semiotic theory of hegemony (Blair, 1993). Murray Forman has sometimes used the 

adjective “subcultural” in reference to hip hop, but his theory is more focused, as it 

often happens in hip hop studies, on ‘the connective logic that links space, place and 

race to an ostensible reality’ (Forman, 2002, p. 9).  

A focus on hip hop as a spatial and ethnicised culture has been the most important 

framework in its study: when it comes to rap and hip hop, it seems like a culture and not 
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a subculture is at stake.  While the study of (white) subcultures points at the fractures 

between a parent culture and youth subcultures, thus articulating themes of generational 

and class conflict, rap is more described as a separate community expression, in which 

generational/social conflict and the link between consumption and identity are worked 

out in a different way. For instance, rap does not break with previous black musics as 

punk did with older rock, nor is rap seen as an underground culture as counterposed to 

black youth’s mainstream culture. The “underground otherness” of rap is instead 

understood through racial and urban marginality – or at least this was the case before 

rap became simply too widespread to keep on signifying mere marginality. The problem 

with such frameworks, however dynamic, is a sort of essentialism in binding culture to 

place and race. This point has been further problematised when discussing rap and hip 

hop outside the USA. The case is made, for example, by Koen Stroeken in his study of 

Tanzanian rap: 

Probably the most effective way to trivialise Tanzanian rap is indeed to label it as a 

subculture. This article too must cope with the expectation, perfectly understandable in 

the tradition of urban and youth studies, of describing 'the local scene' of hip-hop, with 

its colourful personalities, fashions and fanzine-like sensations. Urban sites transpiring 

some of that youth culture exist.  But the fans form a heterogeneous scene, among 

others cross-cut by the popular barbershops where imported music is preferred over 

Bongo rap. […] Tanzanian rap patently claims to deal with events constituting 'the 

times' rather than 'a place'. This claim of global relevance when rhyming about 'the 

world', 'people' and 'life' countermands the outsider's automatism of localising Africans' 

use of such concepts (Stroeken, 2005, p. 494). 

Stroeken talks about rap in Tanzania, but his words are relevant also for the study of rap 

in Tunisia, and, perhaps, many other countries. The paradoxical blend of mainstream 

relevance and ghetto knowledge that informs rap/hip hop determines the impossibility 

to circumscribe its local experiences in terms of committed scenesters or stylish hip hop 

heads. A similar choice would in fact cause the neglect of a wider, heterogeneous youth 

which lives the culture through its generic, mainstream features, or borrows some 

aspects of it without claiming adherence to any hip hop authenticity (which could not be 

said to the same extent when discussing other youth music scenes such as metal or 

punk). Hip hop style has an important influence on a global youth ideoscape of 

redemption through consumption and richness – the same construction Jean and John 

Comaroff termed cultures of desire, having a strong role in fashioning the aspirations 

and deviant social constructs of young men in the global south (see Comaroff and 
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Comaroff, 2000). 

Stroeken's accent is on the globally human, rather than 'extreme local' (see Forman, 

2002) vocation of Tanzanian rap lyrics. This contraposition, it can be argued, underpins 

the debate on the globalisation of rap. This phenomenon has been represented in 

different ways: for example, carrying into question the category of authenticity. This 

category implies a dichotomy: the one between rap as quintessentially black (and tied to 

its American ghetto origins), and rap as a cultural language of diaspora which removes 

any essentialisation of black culture and notices its transformation in a global culture 

(Gilroy, 1993, Bennett, 2004a). A slightly different, but related way of conceiving 

global rap is the accent on its technological deterritorialisation – that is, the way in 

which young rappers take technology into their hands, and “take a stance”, speaking in a 

world order that previously marginalised them. Describing the rise of rap in Algeria, 

Hadj Miliani considered it as a facet of globalisation, intended as  

A dichotomy between the territorialisation of cultures and the deterritorialisation of 

networks. That is, a spatial-temporal configuration marked by a history, some 

ideological and spiritual universes on one side, and an infinite system of interrelations 

which only depends on technical parameters on the other side. (Miliani, 2002. 

Translated from French) 

Miliani thus interprets the networking of global rap as a technological feature of 

globalisation, pointing, for example, at the relationship between the demographic 

weight of Algerian youth and its crucial exposition to audiovisual flows. Interestingly, 

the audiovisual presence of rap in Algeria was, at the time of Miliani’s article, also its 

greatest limit, since the genre existed almost exclusively in the media, without much 

possibility of being represented and diffused in the physical space. On a similar note, 

Muneer Saidani discusses rap in the climate of post-revolutionary Tunisian art in terms 

of shifts of power in the control of technology: 'technologically speaking, the conditions 

of art production, diffusion, and reception are changing, leading to a deep revision of 

the ‘balance of power’ between the genres and artists in the music sub-field'. The 

increasing availability of home studio technologies fostered the diffusion of 

underground rap studios and helped unhinge a previously closed and hierarchical field 

of cultural production (Saidani, 2015). 

As the Tunisian case shows, this technoscape-led (see Appadurai, 1996) dimension of 

rap globalisation can be complemented, in talking about the MENA region, with its 

flow through political ideoscapes. This has become all the more true with the so-called 
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Arab Spring. When Tunisian revolts hit the country centres, the arrest of rapper El 

General marked international chronicles. His song Rayes Lebled [Head of the State], 

published amidst the December 2010 unrest, caused him political persecution, and 

international celebration, as the voice of Tunisian revolution. Rayes Lebled, a heartfelt 

interrogation of president Ben Ali himself about the conditions of misery and 

oppression Tunisia suffered, earned El General ranking among the world's most 

influential people of 2011 in the Time Magazine
15

. From then on, the idea of rap as the

language of the new Arab revolution came to be taken for granted. Arab Rap has been 

depicted as a veritable ideoscape of revolt, with its slogans and lyrics flowing all over 

the world and being embraced by revolting crowds in Egypt, Lybia, Bahrein, Spain (the 

Indignados movement) and the United States (the Occupy movement).  

Some authors have identified this globalisation of the Arab rap message as a 

consequence of its musical grain. Sean O'Keefe, curator of the blog Revolutionary Arab 

Rap, dedicated to mapping the surge of Middle Eastern rap music throughout 2011 

events, stated that  

Hip hop is a fundamentally subversive genre. It has become a universal medium of 

social and political expression for young, dissident, and marginalised people 

everywhere. What Arabic hip hop has given the Arab world is a widely-accessible and 

unfiltered medium for disseminating revolutionary ideas
16

. 

Mark LeVine explained the potential of revolutionary musics in North Africa 

referencing to theorists of the Frankfurt School such as Theodor Adorno and Walter 

Benjamin. For LeVine, the dissonance and harsh sounds of songs such as Rayes Lebled 

or Egyptian metal 'bleed history'; they carry in their musical form the truth of the 

historical vexation of the societies in which they are produced (LeVine, 2012). 

Discussing Tunisian rap, Ilyana Ovshieva argued that, although it cannot be said that 

rap made the revolution, it certainly acted as a mobilisation device, channelling a sense 

of 'emotional resolve' that gathered the young protagonists of the uprising (Ovshieva, 

2013). 

Such analytic accounts were complemented by a series of mainly journalistic reportages 

which constructed the myth of Arab Spring rap by taking the supposed revolutionary 

15 See Gana (2011), who collocates the explosion of El General in the broader context of the Arab 

Spring, of the rise of Middle Eastern rap, and of the connections of American rap with Islam and the 

MENA.  

16 Sean O’Keefe, “Hip Hop and how Arab Youth interact with Revolution”, Revolutionary Arab Rap, 

16/12/2011http://revolutionaryarabrap.blogspot.com.au/2011/12/hip-hop-and-how-arab-youth-

interact.html   Accessed 13/5/2016.  

http://revolutionaryarabrap.blogspot.com.au/2011/12/hip-hop-and-how-arab-youth-interact.html
http://revolutionaryarabrap.blogspot.com.au/2011/12/hip-hop-and-how-arab-youth-interact.html
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essence of this music at face value. This approach is exemplified in books such as Rock 

the Casbah by Robin Wright (2011), which has been criticised by Ted Swedenburg as a 

symptom of a wider misinterpretation of the rap centrality in MENA revolts. 

Swedenburg denies Wright's claim that 'Hip hop was the first voice of political 

opposition in the region' in that it neglects deeper histories of underground opposition
17

, 

and exaggerates the weight of rap above a much more diverse musical landscape that 

sonorised the 2011 movements (Swedenburg, 2012a). Criticism of such enthusiastic 

accounts has sometimes been phrased in the terms of a critique focused on a new form 

of orientalism. Authors such as Yves Gonzalez-Quijano (2013) have denounced this 

orientalism as operating both in the simplification and homogenisation of the rapper's 

character as the epitome of an imaginary modernised (and secular) Arab rapper – thus 

ignoring all the tensions in national rap scenes – and in the general sympathy towards 

“western” means of revolt such as social media and hip hop culture
18

. The making of 

rap as a global ideoscape devoid of further contextualisation is itself under scrutiny. The 

enthusiasm towards modern Arab rap rebels hides the idea that those youth are revolting 

in a language we master; they are revolting through our means. 

Two biases, among the others, have been discussed in the analysis of this vaguely 

coopting narrative of rap and revolt. One is the exclusive accent on politicisation: 

peripheral rappers are meaningful only when they can be taken as political symbols. Ted 

Swedenburg observed this tendency in the accounts of Palestinian rap (for obvious 

reasons, even before 2011). According to Swedenburg, the thematic variety and the 

musical quality of Palestinian rappers has been rendered unidimensional, and forced 

into the 'struggle paradigm': Palestinian rappers are “interesting” not because they make 

good music, or because of their diverse topics, but insofar as they can be represented as 

“resisting” Israeli occupation (Swedenburg, 2012b). A similar discourse is made by 

Youssef Ben Ismail about the post-revolutionary narrative on Tunisian rap: in the 

country's public debate, and in the international media sphere, rappers count only as 

symbols or as trouble-makers
19

. In her account of Moroccan rap Cristina Moreno-

Almeida went further, nuancing the standard vision of rappers as rebels by showing 

                                                 
17 In the case of Tunisian rap, Kerim Bouzouita did an excellent job in tracing the early development of 

the scene by tying it to the urban developments of Tunis and to the ambiguities of the Ben Ali regime, 

oscillating between cooptation and repression. Bouzouita thus links the emergent rap scene to some facets 

of the political dissent against Ben Ali in the pre-revolutionary period (Bouzouita, 2013a; 2013b; see also 

Chapter 11). 

18 On orientalism, see Chapter 9. 

19 Youssef Ben Ismail, “Tunisia’s Hip Hop Artists Are More Than Symbols and Troublemakers”, 

Huffington Post, 10/11/2015. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/youssef-ben-ismail/zomra-a-tunisian-

hiphop-c_b_8525332.html .    Accessed 13/5/2016. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/youssef-ben-ismail/zomra-a-tunisian-hiphop-c_b_8525332.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/youssef-ben-ismail/zomra-a-tunisian-hiphop-c_b_8525332.html
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how the rap nonmovement paraded a diverse quest for space, in which political 

divergences structured the rap scene. Such a scene is put at the core of the celebrated 

Moroccan movida (the Nayda), which was not detachable from the patronage exerted by 

the Royal family upon the spectacle industry (Moreno Almeida, 2013).  

The other bias concerns the relation between revolutionary rap and Islam. A number of 

the above-cited celebratory accounts (including Wright's book) depicted this wave of 

Middle Eastern rap as essentially anti-jihadist and culturally secular. Gonzalez-Quijano 

wrote some blog articles against such a stereotype, illustrating the variety of positions 

towards Islam that “post-Arab Spring” rappers embraced. The author notes how 

American and French journalists celebrating secular rappers completely ignored the 

presence of jihadi MCs and rappers influenced by the Muslim Brotherhood ideology 

acting in countries such as Libya, Egypt, and Tunisia
20

. An interesting article

documenting the Tunisian rap scene before the revolution also reported on such a 

variety of views on Islam (Shannahan and Hussain, 2011). In their study of the late 

2000s Tunisian scene, still at that time relatively small but beginning to grow, 

Shannahan and Hussain elaborate on the different uses of Islam in local rap, both as a 

personal motivator and ideology and as the basis for the foundation of a transglobal 

umma [in Islam, the umma is the community of the faithful]. The authors convincingly 

show how Islam makes Tunisian rap lyrics different, and how it signifies conflict within 

the scene and even within rappers themselves, who, at times, feel shame for their rap 

practice as opposed to true religious behaviour.  

Those conflicts, and the transglobal appeal of a Muslim rap culture, have been deeply 

explored by Hisham Aïdi (2014) in his book Rebel Music: Race, Empire, and the New 

Muslim Youth Culture. The author shows the way in which a new global Muslim culture 

has been constructed by referring to American (and especially black American) icons 

and symbols. Rap plays a central role in this complex ideoscape: Aïdi explains both 

how rap has been used as a diplomacy tool for the United States to “export” their 

ideological views to Muslim countries (using the examples of African-American 

rappers who have converted to Islam) and how different positions among Muslims, in 

the United States and elsewhere, have sprung about both the rap/Islam link and the 

viability of American Islam as a global cultural template. 

In other cases, attempts have been made to distinguish secular and Islamic rap on the 

basis of authenticity. An example is the work of Souad Halila (2015) on Tunisian rap. 

20  See Yves Gonzalez-Quijano, “L’islam politique n’est pas soluble dans le rap !”, Hypotheses, 

23/1/2012  http://cpa.hypotheses.org/3237  ; and “Le rap ikhwangi, une modernité « à l’authentique»”, 

Hypotheses, 30/1/2012  http://cpa.hypotheses.org/3250  Accessed 13/5/2016. 

http://cpa.hypotheses.org/3237
http://cpa.hypotheses.org/3250


62 

Halila's work has some advantages over many of the accounts produced about rap in 

Tunisia. For instance, it enlarges the analysis beyond the usually cited handful of 

Tunisian rappers, among them Balti, El General, Psyco M; it also criticises the 

sensationalism about them, and in particular El General, whose celebrations as the voice 

of Tunisian rap neglected his actual weight in the scene and the local debates on his 

reputation (see Chapter 6). On the other hand, Halila takes too much of a normative 

stance upon Tunisian rap, despising and deconstructing the positions of radical Muslim 

rappers. She also depicts rap rebellion in the post-revolutionary period as explicitly 

aimed at the Islamist “reign” of Ennahdha, which I interpret as a misunderstanding. A 

more detailed account of the Tunisian rap scene will be provided in Chapter 6, while its 

political and religious controversies will be examined in Part Three of this thesis.  

5. Native electronics, techno-nomadism, and dance tourism

The way in which the electro scene was conceived in Tunisia had a strong local 

dimension, one in which different music genres, publics, and activities were 

intermeshed. For this reason, it is not easy to equate the Tunisian situation to a single 

phenomenon being globalised. The globalisation of electronic musics is rather an array 

of processes, partially disjointed, taking place at the crossroads of musical, 

“countercultural”, and tourism industries. 

A global comprehension of it has not taken place even in “western” case studies. The 

audience of club (or rave) goers has received massive attention from scholars, for its 

innovative potential: clubcultures offered a possibility to rethink subcultural formations 

and their supposed homogeneity (Redhead et al., 1997). Thus, they offered a testing 

ground for post-subcultural ideas: Steve Redhead and the Manchester Institute for 

Popular Culture examined what they perceived to be the postmodern condition of dance 

cultures, made up of floating signifiers detached from any real reference, “hyperreal” in 

the sense of Baudrillard (see Redhead, 1993). Sarah Thornton studied club culture and 

rave in order to critically revise the relationship between subcultures and media, and to 

introduce the concept of subcultural capital (Thornton, 1996; see Chapter 1). Authors 

such as Andy Bennett and Ben Malbon have approached the subject through the neo-

tribe framework (Bennett, 1999; Malbon, 1999; see also Chapter 1).  

Comparatively, other infrastructures of EDM scenes have received less attention: the 

fields of DJ studies and electronic music production are still emerging (see Poschardt, 

2002, Attias et al., 2013, Butler, 2006). In countries with highly developed and 
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diversified scenes, the ties that connected Tunisian electro across its subgenres have 

proved less evident, so that genre-specific scholarship has flourished, with monographs 

on house music (Rietveld, 1998); techno (Sicko, 2010), or psytrance  (St John, 2009).  

In comparison to the significant amount of academic work on clubcultures in the west, 

literature on non-western clubcultures is scarce, and some authors have questioned the 

utility of frameworks based on the loss of identity and hyperrealism (as central to the 

work of Redhead and others) in societies that developed a different concept of 

modernity and individualism (Pilkington, 2004; see Chapter 4). In Chapter 7, examples 

of non-western club life as these play out in Tunisia will also be a focus of attention in 

order to uncover some aspects of the local Tunisian dance culture scene. 

As the foregoing brief account suggests, the production of electronic music and scenes 

in non-western countries has received much less attention than examples of this in the 

west. Here, I provide an overview of three interconnected themes in order to provide an 

introduction to electro-music making outside Europe and the United States: the 

formation of local, “native” electronic dance music genres; the global wanderings and 

philosophies of techno-nomadism; and the related exotic settings of rave- and club-

related tourism. 

“Native” genres of electro music have appeared widely across the non-western world 

and the global south: examples are Brasilian funk, Latin American tecnocumbia, South 

African kwaito, or Angolan kuduro. They hardly form a unifiable category but they can 

be observed through some common features, such as the will to mix electronic dance 

music, synths and drum machines with “traditional” (or, in many cases, “popular”) 

styles, a recurrent link with hip hop culture, and a social characterisation as “ghetto 

musics”.  

Brazilian funk (also named funk carioca) and its space of enactment – the baile funk – 

have received some scholarly attention. Funk can be described as a raw and energetic 

sampling exercise, that mixes 'the melodic structures of national musical styles such as 

axe, capoeira, forro, and samba with features of international music, like R&B, techno, 

Miami bass, and hip-hop' (Sneed, 2008, p. 60). Male and female vocalists usually 

alternate harsh rap and chanting on funk tracks: their lyrics sometimes indulge into 

sexual wordplay and sometimes celebrate gangsters of the favelas in which bailes funk 

are usually thrown. The baile funk has been interpreted by Paul Sneed as a 'utopian 

space' in which the excluded favela heightens itself as a symbol of real Brazil against 

bourgeois neighbourhoods, its energy and sensuality are celebrated, and so is the 

mythology of its gangs, which often finance the organisation of bailes funk (Sneed, 
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2008). 

Like funk, kwaito has definite ghetto origins, having been developed in South African 

slums during the late 1980s, at the dramatic terminal phase of apartheid. While funk 

appropriated the sound of Miami bass, kwaito consisted of adding a local flavour to UK 

house music, and embellishing it into an aesthetic style reminiscent of hip hop. 

According to Gavin Steingo (2005), it then turned to embody several ambiguities. It 

presented a political ambiguity, being the music of South African blacks' liberation and 

then becoming an apolitical music, or a music that refused any political meaning. It also 

presented a social ambiguity, being a music of the dispossessed which produced a 

'politics of aspiration' that embraced consumerism and the fascination for gold well 

beyond American gangsta rap. Kwaito thus represented the making of a black middle 

class in 1990s South Africa. 

An example which can be considered closer to my own object of study is Egyptian 

electro chaabi, or mahrangan [festival music]. The genre itself is a frantic electronic 

reinvention of chaabi [folk, popular] marriage music, played with computers and cheap 

synthesizers (and thus more affordable than traditional musical troupes). Ted 

Swedenburg (2012a) highlights its festive, carnivalesque and ironic character, which at 

the same time mocks political ideologies – including oppositional ideologies – and 

figureheads. Swedenburg polemises against the sensationalistic depiction of rap as the 

main music of the Arab Spring showing how in 2011 mahrangan was way more 

widespread among popular classes than rap, which mostly appealed to the middle 

classes. Revolution inaugurated a climate of social openness that established the genre 

as a transversal sensation, captivating other social strata and, at the same time, 

popularising a previously unheard use of profane speech in Egyptian pop music. I will 

go back to the problems of “native electronics” in Chapter 9, where I will discuss the 

Tunisian scene's reaction to orientalism. 

The cases of techno-nomadism and global dance tourism require joint attention: 

although they are two separate phenomena, they have some important connections. 

Techno-nomadism is a movement that originated with the encounter of ravers and new 

age travellers during the 1980s: the result was a mobile counterculture which, 

developing outwards from hotspots in Great Britain and Northern Europe, disseminated 

“free parties” of anarchist vocation and musics such as psytrance all over the world.  

Free parties have been studied as forms of neo-tribal and dyonisian communitas in 

which different forms of hedonistic resistance (obtained through drugs and dance) and 

even political action coexist (St. John, 2009). An echo of such techno-nomadism 
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touched Tunisia: Crystal Distortion, a member of the important DJ collective Spiral 

Tribe, played at one of the local Steppers free parties (see Chapter 7). The wandering of 

techno-nomads has allegedly revived some classic hippie routes towards remote 

destinations, transforming their countercultural significance and making them hubs for 

raves and oriental mysticism. Examples are, in particular, Goa in India and full moon 

parties in Thailand. Ibiza has been considered as a similar enclave, a sort of other-

worldly island in the centre of the western world, that developed a form of centered 

marginality through its expatriate-driven alternative culture (D'Andrea, 2007).  

According to Anthony D'Andrea, techno-nomads, for example the Goa visitors, cannot 

be equated to leisure tourists: they often indefinitely extend their stays, get in touch with 

other facets of the local populations, and refuse the commodity-based tourism of other 

westerners. Still, it can be said that the techno-nomadic wave either accompanied or 

fostered a more general tourism explosion in such locations. At first, it helped the 

development of a local multifaceted economy of small markets, drug dealing, 

accommodation, and local tourists who imitated foreign ones. Then, it became 

surrounded by mass-scale tourism, whose consequences transformed both the socio-

economic and the natural environment. Furthermore, places like Goa do not remain 

simple, detached destinations, but points of arrival and departure into a global scene: for 

example, Israeli trance fans have been observed as central actors in the musical and 

drug economy of global trance, and have brought the scene to their country, creating 

one of the most well-known psytrance scenes in the world (Schmidt, 2012).  

However, both rave-goers and locals generally agree on the fact that these locations 

experienced better, more harmonic and socially integrated conditions when they were 

the exclusive destination of hippies (see Malam, 2008 for Full Moon Parties in 

Thailand, and Saldanha, 2007 on Goa). The introduction of different drugs, notably 

alcohol, whose effects were different to the psychedelic ones favoured by nomads, 

combined with the environmental consequences of mass tourism on once pristine 

natural environments, marked a more conflictual sociality and the expansion of vastly 

incoherent and sometimes barely communicating social groups. Western travellers, 

“freaks”, drug dealers, local beggars and vendors, local middle class tourists, and local 

wealthy families coexisted in sometimes difficult ways, or challenged ravers' 

philosophies of universal inclusion by staging a hierarchical and divided social context:  

Between these factions, there are continually frictions, negotiations, alliances 

happening. This micropolitics should keep us wary of rave culture’s self-proclaimed 
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universalism. Peace, love, unity, respect – sometimes abbreviated to PLUR – are what 

many Goa trancers, especially on the Internet, proclaim in mystical language [...] But 

it’s not so much unity as factions that the music and drugs produce on the dancefloor 

(Saldanha, 2002, pp. 53-54). 

 

Race has been highlighted as one of the ways in which this factionalism is constructed 

under the universal mysticism of trance. Arun Saldanha observes how parties in Goa are 

crowded by different bodies – in particular white bodies that master the codes of rave, 

and black bodies that either “disturb” the party by harassing women or dancing in the 

wrong way, or cater for side functions such as selling goods or begging. In Goa, dawn is 

the moment in which this racial difference is most visible: while “black” Indian bodies 

leave the dance floor, white hippies finally invade it in order to live a subcultural 

experience purified from intruders (Saldanha, 2007).  

Similarly, in Israeli trance parties the rethoric of inclusiveness conceals a series of 

contradictions that reaffirm the divisions in the country's society. Trance parties parade 

ethnic contradictions, distinguishing Ashkenazi middle class youth of European 

background from their contemporaries of North-African or Middle Eastern descent. 

They also represent a secular/traditional cleavage, with observant Jews having their 

own, very different dance parties. Finally, they denote a global/local division, with a 

transnational elite community unfolding in the rave space, and using an international 

symbolism as a means of distinction (Schmidt, 2012). 

Tunisia cannot be counted among “exotic” rave spaces such as Pha-ngan Island in 

Thailand or Goa, but still this literature proves in part useful in analysing its electro 

scene. As we will see in Chapter 7, a tourism-related genealogy, with class and regional 

underpinnings, marked the development of the scene: the development of a Tunisian 

“underground” could be seen as a constant negotiation with such a tourism genealogy. 

On the other side, the faction-making character of Goa rave parties could be visible in 

some of the most important Tunisian festivals, where social exclusion was evident not 

only in terms of possibilities of access, but also in terms of habitus and “correct 

behaviour”. I will expand this point further in Chapter 10, when I discuss the relations 

between the electro scene and inequality in Tunisia.  

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In Chapter 1 I delineated the debate between subcultural and post-subcultural theorists 

as a western-centric one. This chapter expanded the scope of this concern to youth 
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culture outside the west, taking also into account its presence in the poor countries 

usually defined as “the global south”. In the first part of the chapter I reflected on the 

general debate about non-western youth cultures, retracing the possible reasons why 

subculture and post-subculture were not widely employed in conceptualising them as 

research objects. In the second part, I looked more closely at metal, rap, and electro in 

non-western contexts: I sketched the globalisation of such cultures and reviewed the 

literature relevant to each case, thus retracing the main sociological stakes implied in the 

global diffusion of metal, rap, and electro. Many such stakes proved to be relevant to 

my own research on Tunisian scenes: for instance the problems of orientalism, moral 

panics, and difficult conditions of production were important to understand Tunisian 

metal. The analysis of rap in the MENA, and its supposed role as a “motor” of the Arab 

Spring were a fundamental point of departure from which to explore the actual political 

and social situation of the Tunisian rap scene (which, in some ways, exceeded the early 

journalistic accounts of rap that considered it as a quintessentially revolutionary music). 

As for electro, themes such as the complex “localism” involved in native electronic 

genres, as well as the tourism-based factor in the making of non-western electro 

settings, played a role in the analysis of the electro scene in Tunisia. I will expand these 

points in Part Two and Three of the thesis. The next two chapters will set the context for 

such a close description of Tunisian scenes: in Chapter 3 a socio-political history of 

contemporary Tunisia will be presented, while Chapter 4 will give some further 

ethnographic detail through an examination of my methodology.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

POST-REVOLUTIONARY DISPATCHES. 

AN OVERVIEW OF CONTEMPORARY TUNISIAN HISTORY 

1. Introduction

Tunisia shapes my research object in a double-faceted way. Its historical conditions 

created a space in which “western-like” youth cultures could exist; and yet, these 

cultures could only barely exist in such a space, due to the environment of 

precariousness and socio-cultural conflicts that put them in question. Social inequality 

and limited access to conspicuous consumption; the firm existence of cultural and 

political options that questioned “western” lifestyles; the possibility of political 

censorship and crackdowns – such elements disciplined Tunisian scenes and forced 

their existence (not to be taken for granted in any MENA country) into fragility. 

Those historical conditions were a byproduct of the making of Tunisia as a nation. Its 

path as an independent state was forged along the lines of an ambiguous secularism and 

a permanent post-colonial relation with France (coupled with a constant, asymmetrical 

neighbourhood with Europe). Authoritarianism – under the first two presidents of the 

country – underlined such nation making and contributed in forging both the image of 

Tunisia as a secular, “developed” country and its everyday history of oppression and 

inequality. 

The revolution of 2010-2011 triggered the growing contradictions of the Tunisian 

national system and disgruntled the authoritarian regime – or, at least, its formal 

institutional setting. A tumultuous post-revolutionary phase followed. This phase saw 

the coexistence of established free speech and accentuated social instability; of 

emerging political sensibilities and persisting authoritarian traits. In this chapter, I will 

trace the contours of Tunisian history from the age of Ben Ali to the present – the period 

in which a context favourable to the emergence of youth cultures was established. I will 

analyse the political evolutions of this context and make references to the main 

academic theorisations of the Tunisian political system.  

2. A permanent fin de regne?

Youth cultures such as metal and rap took roots in Tunisia during the early 1990s, 
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amidst the era of Zine el Abidine Ben Ali as the president of the country. Ben Ali came 

to power in 1987, through a “medical coup” that ousted Habib Bourguiba, the glorious 

zaïm [leader, warlord] who had guided the independence struggle against French 

colonialism, founded independent Tunisia, and shaped the nation through the politics of 

his authoritarian secularism. The coup was staged at the end of a troubled decade, 

during which Bourguiba's regime was weakened by the president's poor health, growing 

social malaise, and competition by the MTI [Mouvement de la tendance islamique – 

Mouvement of the Islamic tendency], an Islamist movement oscillating between radical 

opposition and a will of integration into the Tunisian political system (Chouika and 

Gobe, 2015). Ben Ali, with the consensus of the PSD [Parti Socialiste Destourien – 

Constitutional Socialist Party], the ruling regime party, obtained a certification from a 

pool of doctors that Bourguiba was incapable of pursuing his presidential role, and took 

power. 

The following years were celebrated as a moment of liberalisation and optimism. Ben 

Ali cast himself as the guardian of a new democratic era in Tunisian history, 

encouraging the birth of a new oppositional press and giving the MTI some limited 

possibilities to participate in legitimate politics. Elections in 1989 would quickly 

dampen such optimism: while Ben Ali was triumphantly confirmed by polls, the 

significant percentages obtained by lists affiliated to the (still illegal) Islamist party – 

now renamed Ennahdha [Renaissance] – would cause the regime to tighten its grip on 

the country. Ben Ali succeeded in proposing himself as the only defence against the 

Islamic threat, thus winning a certain consensus from secular opposition parties for his 

ongoing policies of repression against the Islamists. When Ennahdha protested against 

this repressive campaign, the president took advantage of the situation and enacted a 

definitive crackdown: hundreds of Islamist militants were incarcerated and tortured. 

During the 1990s, the regime would reconfigure its control over Tunisian society, 

rendering it more subtle and fine-grained. On the one side, Ben Ali empowered the 

security apparatus: he strengthened police and established a network of control 

comprising of police officers and their informants. Police would not only exert political 

monitoring; they would also consolidate a brutal hold over society, especially in the 

poorest and most marginal parts of the country. Police authority was exerted through 

arbitrary violence (in particular directed at male youth from poor neighbourhoods) and 

routine acceptance of bribes.  

On the other side, social control was obtained through what has been defined as a 

widespread quadrillage territorial [territorial grid]: that is, the inescapable weaving of 
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regime structures into the social tissue. The party – now renamed RCD [Rassemblement 

Constitutionnel Démocratique – Constitutional Democratic Rally] – implanted its cells 

all over Tunisia, even in the smallest corners of the country. Party cells acted in many 

ways. They were unavoidable gatekeepers: whoever needed an economic benefit, a 

favour, the bypassing as well as the full application of law, had to pass through the 

RCD. At the same time, this network of clienteles functioned as a powerful information 

gatherer. It collected rumours of every kind, allowing the regime to be aware of any 

potential dissidence and, at the same time, making it possible for Ben Ali to be aware of 

even the smallest dispute, asserting his presence in the life of every Tunisian citizen (as 

did his photos, on the walls of every public building and every private shop)
21

.  

While its disciplinary practices unfolded, Ben Ali's Tunisia kept on profiting from an 

array of narratives sponsored by its European allies. According to these narratives, the 

country was experiencing a gradual progression towards a more liberal democracy. The 

permanence of dictatorial practices was seen as a residual evil: human rights violations 

were to be tolerated until the path to democracy was complete. After the 9/11 terrorist 

attacks in the United States and the subsequent “war on terror”, Ben Ali's repression 

was seen as all the more necessary, in its work of keeping Islamic radicals away from 

power in North Africa. The United States and European countries “subcontracted” 

North African regimes, including the regime in Tunisia, legitimating them in being in 

charge of carrying out a “dirty job” against the Islamists  (Beau et al., 2002).  

This liberal rhetoric was an element of modernism as the regime's ideology: an ideology 

made of mild Islam and prudent secularism; of democracy constructed through 

consensus and not dissent; and of gradual economic liberalisation. Those values were 

embodied in the history of independent Tunisia, a history of progressive conquests 

attained through constant and moderate reform: such progresses were seen as the mark 

of Tunisia’s uniqueness, and constituted the essence of Tunisianité [Tunisian-ness] 

intended as the substance of national identity. In this sense, reformism can be 

considered as the backbone of Tunisian modernism and of Tunisianité itself. Rather 

than embodying substantial progress, reformism delimited the space of political 

possibilities in the country: 'in Tunisia, reformism is decidedly the absolute horizon of 

politics. It structures consensus. Reformism is the only feasible mode for the exercise of 

power, the only way for a government of being incontestable' (Hibou, 2005, p. 214 

[translated from French]). Such reformism silenced opponents, labeling them as 

reactionary, and profited from the sympathy of western allies. It could be seen 

                                                 
21 See Camau & Geisser, 2003; and Hibou, 2006. 
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especially in the realm of economy. A “Tunisian economic miracle” was voiced in and 

outside the country; Tunisia was seen as the “apt pupil” by partner states and 

international financial organisations. “European” growth rates, financial trustworthiness, 

the presence of a growing (and product consuming) middle class were taken at face 

value as indicators of Tunisia's exceptional economic health.  

As had happened with the rhetoric of reformism, this ideology of the Tunisian miracle 

mystified the actual data through the manipulation of figures, statistics, and percentage 

rates. ‘Creative’ manipulation of economic indexes was a powerful political weapon 

that fostered internal and external legitimacy. Such play was part of what Béatrice 

Hibou (2006) has interpreted as a 'political economy of repression'. It worked along 

with other economic levers, such as the above-mentioned client networks established by 

the party-State, and the role of bank credit in sustaining consuming lifestyles and, at the 

same time, subjecting citizens to political governance. These economic instruments 

were crucial in assuring the dependence of Tunisians on the regime. According to 

Hibou, the Ben Ali system did not solely rest on coercion, as it exerted power through a 

sort of voluntary servitude: the dominated had an interest in safeguarding domination. 

This interest took the shape of a 'security pact': a promise of safety from danger (be it 

Islamic terrorism or everyday crime), social security, consumption and modernity that 

rested on the omnipresence of the State and its penetration of economy and society. 

Tunisians did not trust each other, seeing in their neighbour a potential regime 

informant; they were inducted to corruption and informal activities and, at the same 

time, put at constant risk of being denounced for such illegal behaviours; they depended 

on credit and solidarity mechanisms (be they bank loans or instruments such as the 

“National Solidarity Service”, a sort of charity-based welfare) whose assistance was 

provided on condition of their obedience to State and party power.  

Power itself infiltrated the structures of the economy, such as entrepreneurship: 

privatisations – rendered necessary by Tunisia's acceptance of IMF structural 

adjustment plans from 1986 – did not imply an actual disengagement of the State, but 

rather a form of indirect control expressed through different means, spanning from 

nepotism to forms of blackmail against entrepreneurs. Economy was thus shaped by 

State institutions as well as by informal bodies – such as the “clan” composed of the 

Ben Ali family and the Trabelsis, the family of Ben Ali's wife, who acted as a veritable 

mafia, heading up both legal and illegal activities (see Beau et al., 2002).  

Stories about the corrupted presidential clan were currency in everyday discourse during 

the late 2000s. I began to hear such stories several days after my first arrival in the 
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country, in 2010. I was hosted by a lower middle class family whose children were not 

active either in politics or in “alternative” culture – and yet they had the common sense 

feeling that the regime was more and more corrupted. This feeling would resurface 

constantly in my subsequent interviews with metalheads. What struck me was the 

coexistence of deep mistrust in but apparent resignation to those discourses, as if they 

could not envisage any near exit for the stagnating situation (at least, this applied to my 

informants, most of whom came from a middle-class, culturally modernist milieu
22

).  

The year 2010 was consecrated as “the year of youth”, which resonated with a part of 

Ben Ali's ideology, based on the enhancement of a modern and educated youth: from 

the year 1990 onwards, the regime invested in mass education. The result was an 

increment of the rate of unemployment among the graduated: the system formed them, 

but could no more guarantee them access to public sector jobs, which were drastically 

reduced through privatisations. Moreover, privatisations did not imply a flourishing 

private sector which could create jobs and absorb unemployment. This was a historical 

shift, since working in the public sector had been the ideal of social upward mobility for 

decades, and still is, in many niches of society, a shared notion of success (Chouika & 

Gobe, 2015).  

The problem of “unemployed graduates” has been considered one of the main causes of 

revolution in Tunisia. Both international media and academic scholars have perhaps 

misrepresented Tunisian youth with higher education qualifications, rendering this a 

homogeneous category and exaggerating its role as a signifier of this historical moment. 

Still, many of my informants fit in that category: children of upwardly mobile parents, 

who were able to attract only menial jobs, such as working in call centres, after their 

graduation. That generation (and social niche) was educated and “westernised” enough 

to cultivate dreams of European consumer lifestyles, which their families could often 

obtain only through indebtedness. At the same time, the fear of a growing presence of 

Islam in public spaces – more and more veiled women, the rise of Islamic finance, the 

persistence of “traditional” vetos, the global menace of terrorism – pushed many of 

these “middle class” youth  to think of Ben Ali as a lesser evil in relation to the threat of 

radical Islam. 

Most of my informants could be counted among the successful “children of the Ben Ali 

era”, leading a relatively privileged existence which, in some cases, allowed them to 

pursue their dreams of a career and / or leisure time abroad (which, for many Tunisians, 

was simply unachievable except for illegal emigration). The brutal face of the Ben Ali 

                                                 
22 See Chapter 10. 
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regime was more clearly visible in the margins of the “security pact”: the disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods of the capital and, in particular, the country's internal regions. Those 

areas had always been neglected by the regime, condemned to circumstances of 

deprivation and used as workforce hubs from which to draw unskilled labour for the 

privileged coastal regions – from which the political elites had traditionally come.  

The extent of this regional inequality was such that some observers have rejected any 

analyses based on policy flaws and “inadequate empowerment” of those regions. The 

situation has been at times represented as the product of 'asymmetric formation of the 

State', a consequence of the effect of global capitalism as well as Tunisian long-term 

political practices and ideologies (Bono et al., 2015)
23

. Retrospectively, strikes during 

2008 in the mining region of Gafsa (Allal, 2010) have been considered as the first crack 

in the Ben Ali system, or even as the beginning of a growing wave of unrest that had its 

apex with the 2010-2011 events I am going to describe. And yet, almost nobody 

foresaw the end of the Ben Ali regime. While the fin de regne
24

 climate was commonly 

acknowledged, it was conceived as a seemingly never ending crisis, in which the 

country could only get more corrupted, unjust, and poor. All of this, however, was to 

change on 17
th

 December 2010.  

 

3. Revolution and beyond: 2011 - 2013 

 

On 17
th

 December 2010, Tarek Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire. Bouazizi was an 

informal street vendor, living in the depressed city of Sidi Bouzidi (in Tunisia’s 

interior). On that day, a policewoman sequestered his fruit and vegetables cart. 

Humiliated for the very last time in a long history of police abuses, Bouazizi immolated 

himself, and died two weeks later. His act unchained a wave of protests that soon 

expanded from Sidi Bouzid to neighbouring cities such as Menzel Bouzaiane, Thala, 

and Kasserine (Ayeb, 2011). This surge of unrest has been described by international 

media as spontaneous, pacific, and leaderless. Cyber activism and the use of new 

technologies, in particular social networks, have been indicated as the core of the 

protests' diffusion dynamic: Tunisians saw videos of the rallies (and the police brutality 

that managed to discourage them) on Facebook, and shared them on their social media 

profiles, thus bypassing official media censorship. 

While those characters of spontaneity and immediacy can indeed be retraced in Tunisian 

                                                 
23 The topic of regionalism will be further developed in Chapter 7. 

24 A French expression that can be literally translated as “end of a reign”, and denotes a phase of 

decadence, such as the one at the twilight of the Roman Empire.  



74 

protests, a more nuanced discourse needs to be advanced. Choukri Hmed, for instance, 

questions the aura of eschatology suggesting that Bouazizi's individual act of self-

immolation was an event that overturned history. The author describes how 'sleeping 

networks', pre-existent structures and histories of mobilisation, turned the contingency 

of Bouazizi's self-immolation (not an uncommon act in Tunisia) into a political event. 

Hmed (2012) points, in particular, to the work of politicisation weaved by the local 

unions. He also emphasises other factors, such as the informal street practices of 

resistance enacted by angry male youth: their daily struggle against the police and State 

regulations became overtly “political” once the contingency of anti-regime protests 

stepped in.  

Protests escalated towards the end of 2010, expanding through the interior regions, and 

then touching the disadvantaged outskirts of the country's biggest cities during the first 

week of January. In that moment, the unrest of the local poor was augmented by people 

from other parts of the social strata: lawyers, students, cyber activists, and intellectuals 

took part in city rallies. The regime tried to administer the situation with violence, 

shooting on the protesters and, thus, only exacerbating the sense of frustration. The 

revolt was further helped by the non-intervention of the army, which allegedly refused 

to shoot on civilians, and by dissatisfaction in the ranks of the ruling party itself. 

Another core actor was the UGTT [Union Générale Tunisienne du Travail – General 

Tunisian Work Union], the main national union. While its central bureau was aligned 

with the regime, local sections of the union were often disobedient, and organised the 

protests since their beginning in Sidi Bouzid. Under the pressure of its base, the UGTT 

proclaimed a general strike for the 14
th

 of January 2011, and Ben Ali tried in vain to

pacify the situation by appearing on TV the night before and accepting people's rage 

and requests for jobs and freedom. The president announced economic reforms, a series 

of political changes towards full democracy, and the end of censorship. But these 

promises were in vain: on the 14
th 

January tens of thousands of Tunisians gathered in

front of the UGTT headquarters and marched towards the Ministry of Interior, symbol 

of the regime's repression. On the same day, Ben Ali flew to Saudi Arabia and his Prime 

Minister, Mohamed Ghannouchi, assumed interim authority over the country. Tunisian 

events would snowball through the MENA region, inaugurating what has been called an 

“Arab Spring” of revolts and regime changes (see Dabashi, 2012).  

As the worldwide crisis kicked in, the “Tunisian miracle” bubble had exploded, 

revealing the true face of a mode of growth that did not signify rising employment rates 

(Chouika & Gobe, 2015), and in which national wealth was more and more usurped by 
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a small family and party clique. Habib Ayeb (2011) has focused on regionalism as the 

keystone in interpreting the revolutionary moment. According to Ayeb, what western 

media defined as a “Jasmine Revolution” (after the national flower), emphasising its 

youth-based, media-centred and fundamentally “western” character, was instead an 

“Alpha Grass Revolution”, the revolt of poor regions against the centres of Tunisian 

power. Béatrice Hibou (2011) read the apparent defeat of authoritarianism through the 

lens of security pact. Qualified as a form of 'moral economy', the security pact 

consolidated the regime's omnipresence as a form of repression and, at the same time, as 

the promise of a social order, of security, and of conspicuous consumption. As the 

country's economy deteriorated, the mass of people outside of the security pact became 

unbearable to the system, and the pact itself lost its credibility. Tunisians started feeling 

like their very “dignity” was been prejudiced by the failing regime, and new forms of 

community and political legitimacy came to be developed upon the ruins of the security 

pact.  

“Revolution of Dignity” was the term most Tunisian militants used to designate the 

event: they deemed “Jasmine Revolution” too fancy, too media driven, and 

unacknowledging of the blood spilled during between December 2010 and January 

2011. “Dignity”, it has been argued, became a buzz-word that could translate the 

frustrations of many social strata (from the southern poor to the capital city web 

activists) and thus consolidate a new political language (Ayari, 2011). 

The subsequent political phase was internationally sponsored as a “transition to 

democracy”: such was the discourse of optimism present in the international media, of 

global stakeholders and of the political allies of Tunisia. Critical voices, on the contrary, 

read Tunisian revolution as simple makeup on the face of a persisting regime, which 

had adopted new democratic manners in order to preserve and consolidate its grip. 

These public debate opinions were paralleled, on a scientific level, by the categories of 

“transitology” and authoritarian resilience. Political scientists either interpreted the Arab 

Spring events as a new wave of democratic transitions – following certain patterns and 

being constantly at risk of downgrading to State failure or authoritarianism – or as sites 

of self-reinvention for the old regimes (see Cavatorta, 2015). 

What happened was, indeed, chaotic and often unpredictable. In the aftermath on Ben 

Ali's demise, pieces of the RCD and the old power establishment joined forces with 

former “moderate” oppositions in an attempt to drive a six month transition to a new 

presidential vote. Two crowded sit-ins at the Kasbah (the government square) trampled 

down Ghannouchi's interim government and opened the way to the planning of a new 
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constitution, one to be written by a democratically elected Assembly. The road to the 

elections was guided by a new government, leaded by Beji Caied Essebsi, an old 

politician who had built his career under Bourguiba. This period was marked by the 

dissolution of RCD and the appearance (or legalisation) of hundreds of parties and 

movements. Ennahdha, now legal, was the only party able to build a mass following.  

Unsurprisingly, elections – held in October – would reflect Tunisians' attitudes 

concerning the Islamic party. Ennahdha reported a majority at the Constituent 

Assembly, but not an absolute one. It had to form a Troika with two smaller parties: The 

CPR [Congrès pour la République – Congress for Republic], the party of long time 

regime opponent Moncef Marzouki; and the centre-left party Ettakatol [Democratic 

Forum for Work and Freedoms]. Marzouki thus became the country's new president, 

while Ennahdha's member Hamadi Jebali was given the role of prime minister and 

Ettakatol's Mustapha Ben Jaafar obtained presidency of the Assembly.  

All through 2012 and 2013, the Troika government would constantly be under scrutiny. 

Many Tunisians – especially those from the most disadvantaged classes – supported 

Ennahdha and considered the Troika as the only political formation with some 

revolutionary credibility; others criticised the will of the party to infiltrate the Tunisian 

“deep state”, replacing the old regime power structures and hegemonising the country 

(Hachemaoui, 2013). While Ennahdha paraded a rhetoric of democratic engagement, its 

critics tended to attribute to the party a “double discourse”, a will of dictatorship and a 

hidden ultra-Islamic agenda, far more extreme than the mild cultural goals affirmed by 

the party's leaders in the public debate. The polarisation of Islamists and secularists was, 

indeed, the main figure of political debate in the new Tunisia. This polarisation slowed 

down the constituent process: no agreement seemed available on themes such as the role 

of Islam in the Tunisian state, the position of women in society (whether equal, or 

complementary to men), or the status of religious freedom and apostasy. Tunisians 

seemed caught in a conflict concerning national identity: the way it was sanctioned in 

the constitutional text would decide the future of the country. Some critics saw this 

conflict as a pure mystification, a mass distraction that took citizens’ and politicians' 

attention away from the most critical problems, such as the failing economy, enduring 

social inequality, and persistent authoritarianism
25

. 

The debate on political Islam could not be limited to Ennahdha alone: a diverse field of 

Islamic politics flourished after the revolution. Parties and movements wanting to 

                                                 
25  Choukri Hmed & Hela Yousfi, “Le peuple tunisien veut la chute du regime”, Nawaat, 15/5/2012.  

https://nawaat.org/portail/2012/05/15/le-peuple-tunisien-veut-la-chute-du-regime/    Accessed 16/5/2016.  

https://nawaat.org/portail/2012/05/15/le-peuple-tunisien-veut-la-chute-du-regime/
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establish a Caliphate appeared: some of them privileged predication and political 

propaganda as their means within which to engage in political struggle, while others 

turned towards terrorism (Merone, 2015). The emergence of jihadism, initially aimed at 

attacking military forces in the country's margins, further revealed the fragility and 

insecurity of the State apparatus.  

A part of the “modernist” elite reacted to the perceived Islamic menace and to the lack 

of security by reuniting in a new party, called Nidaa Tounes. Developed around the 

personal charisma of former prime minister Beji Caied Essebsi, the party gathered 

secular intellectuals, former regime authorities, and some leftists in a mainly anti-

Ennahdha political project. Nidaa Tounes presented itself as the post-revolutionary 

avatar of the classic “reformist” Tunisian politics, wanting to rally tradition and 

modernity and to offer a strong idea of the State, against instability and terrorism. While 

some observers criticised it for being little more than a re-edition of the old RCD, Nidaa 

quickly became the most credible Ennahdha opponent.  

The threat of terrorism reached a whole new level with the assassination of two political 

figures aligned with the secular left: Chokri Belaid (6/2/2013) and Mohamed Brahmi 

(25/7/2013). These attacks had a dramatic emotional resonance among the population, 

and consolidated a feeling that the Troika government was not efficient enough (or, 

perhaps, not willing enough) to persecute the organisers. A sit-in called Errahil [Go 

Away], was organised by opposition forces – in particular Nidaa Tounes and the leftist 

Popular Front – in order to urge the end of the Troika government. Ennahdha and its 

allies were no longer deemed to be legitimate in that they had proved unable to 

complete the constituent process and to battle terrorism. Some opponents even thought 

that the State itself was behind the killings of Belaid and Brahmi. Supporters of the 

governing majority issued a sit-in as well, accusing the oppositions to work for a 

counter-revolutionary coup.  

The confrontation between the two sit-ins dominated the summer of 2013. 

Contemporary events happening in Egypt had the effect of raising the political tension 

in Tunisia. In July 2013, mass street protests offered the Egyptian army the possibility 

to stage a coup: the golpe terminated the Muslim Brotherhood elected government in 

Egypt and inaugurated a fierce persecution of Islamists. Ennahdha (the Tunisian branch 

of the Muslim Brotherhood) feared a similar scenario, as did many other Tunisian 

political actors, who were particularly concerned by the possibility of the democratic 

transition in Tunisia resulting in bloodshed. A National Dialogue, moderated by a 

Quartet of civil society institutions – UGTT, UTICA (the entrepreneurs' association), 
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the Human Rights League, and the Lawyers' Order – was thus set in place to pacify the 

political debate and lead to a smooth completion of the new Constitution. 

 

4. 2014 and 2015 

 

The Dialogue succeeded. Ennahdha had already relinquished some of its more radical 

positions concerning the Constitution, such as the inclusion of shariah law among the 

foundations of jurisprudence. It also renounced to its project of prescribing, for women 

and men, a complementary (rather than equal) role in society. The party accepted public 

requests to guarantee religious freedom and the protection of citizens from accusations 

of apostasy. The Constitution was finally approved in January 2014, and was saluted as 

the most progressive one in the MENA region. Another consequence of the Dialogue 

was the nomination of a new “technical” government cabinet. Its prime minister, the 

engineer Mehdi Jomaa, was charged with supervising the transition to the first 

parliamentary elections of the new Tunisia, and of safeguarding the credibility of 

Tunisia in face of its international allies and stakeholders.  In general, the new phase of 

Tunisian history was seen, by most international actors, as a promising step towards the 

accomplishment of democratisation. 

Some observers have interpreted the final constitutional agreement as the result of an 

“armed peace” between opposite political forces. That is, the Constitution did not 

express a commonly agreed national identity, as much as a precarious compromise 

obtained through exchanges and mutual concessions between parties (Mezghani, 2014). 

That form of consensus can, indeed, be seen as the blueprint of subsequent “democratic 

transition” in Tunisia: a practice of democracy based on consent rather than dissent, in 

which stronger parties guarantee their mutual coexistence and discredit any opposition 

in terms of an attack on national unity. 

A form of such consensus was visible in the country's economic policies. Most Islamist 

and secularist parties did not argue about the need for Tunisia to embrace a neoliberal 

agenda. Such an agenda was, however, implicit in the structural adjustment programs 

suggested by stakeholders such as the IMF, the World Bank, and the United States 

government, which sustained transition through conspicuous loans. Revolution shocked 

the Tunisian economy, whose growth has remained feeble from 2011 onwards, and 

whose unemployment rates gravitated, in the same period, to around 15%
26

. Inter-

                                                 
26 See the World Bank overview: <http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/tunisia/overview> Accessed 

16/5/2016. 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/tunisia/overview
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regional tensions were presented as an imminent concern by all Tunisian post-

revolutionary governments, but not much has been done to attenuate them between 

2011 and the present; as a result, economic protests in the central regions and on 

national borders have remained a consistent aspect of political life (see Bono et al., 

2015). 

Consensus marked, in an ambiguous way, the political panorama of 2014 and 2015. The 

Jomaa government had the task of organising new elections in order to give Tunisia its 

first democratically elected parliament and president. While Nidaa Tounes conducted its 

electoral campaign through the demonisation of Ennahdha and the former Troika 

government, calling secularists to a 'useful vote' against the Islamists (that is, inviting 

them not to disperse votes among small parties), Ennahdha itself chose to “work for 

consensus” and did not designate any presidential candidate.  Parliamentary elections 

took place in October 2014, while the presidential elections were held in November. 

Nidaa Tounes and its allies won the majority of seats and Beji Caied Essebsi became the 

new president, winning over the tenacious former president Moncef Marzouki who 

gathered the votes of poor regions and of the Ennahdha base. In the end, however, 

Ennahdha came to participate to the new government, guided by former RCDist Habib 

Essid. It could be thus said that the government ratified, in practice, the Nidaa Tounes – 

Ennahdha consensus. 

Such government had, as its priority, the need to consolidate Tunisians' faith in the 

State. The security conditions of Tunisia continue to deteriorate: terrorism was a steady 

presence all through 2014, consisting of reoccurring attacks against the military. 

However, 2015 marked its dramatic apex with three major strikes that resulted in a 

carnage including civilian deaths; the first occurring in March at the national Bardo 

Museum (which left 23 dead); the second in June at a resort with many foreign tourists 

in the city of Sousse (which left 40 dead); the third in November, perpetrated by a 

suicide bomber against the presidential guard in the very centre of Tunis (which left 12 

dead)
27

. Terrorism originated from a cluster of small organisations operating between 

Tunisia and Libya, and recruiting most of their members from the poorest corners of the 

country. Tunisia has been considered one of the most prolific breeding grounds for 

jihadists fighting worldwide: it has been estimated that some 4000 Tunisian foreign 

fighters are participating to the Syrian and Libyan civil wars (among whom, as we will 

see, some former rappers can be counted). 

                                                 
27 See Walid Mejri, “Terrorisme en Tunisie : Carte interactive des événements après le 14 janvier”, 

Inkyfada, 14/06/2014 <https://inkyfada.com/maps/carte-du-terrorisme-en-tunisie-depuis-la-revolution/> 

for a history of terrorist attacks in Tunisia since the revolution. Accessed 16/05/2016. 

https://inkyfada.com/maps/carte-du-terrorisme-en-tunisie-depuis-la-revolution/
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The Essebsi/Essid government displayed a “strong State” rhetoric, sometimes directly 

blaming human rights as an obstacle to the enforcement of justice and stability. And yet, 

its efficiency has been put into question: a relevant part of public opinion has criticised 

the government, and its police, for being successful in repressing citizens for minor 

offences and “immoral” behaviour, while being totally ineffective against terrorism
28

.  

A survey by the Pew Research Center in Washington DC revealed that by the end of 

2014 Tunisians had a growing disaffection towards democracy: less than half of the 

survey respondents thought that democracy was the preferable form of government
29

. A 

survey might not be the most accurate means of assessing a population’s view on 

democracy, and yet such an atmosphere of discouragement was widely visible in 

everyday life. Indeed, it was not uncommon in my conversations, for example, with taxi 

drivers or street vendors, to hear comments such as 'Before it was better'. Diminishing 

participation rates at elections further illustrates a certain scepticism – in particular by 

the youth of Tunisia who were considered the protagonists of the 2011 revolution, and 

have allegedly been re-marginalised since
30

. 

This loss of faith in democracy coexisted with the constant exercise of political critique. 

While Tunisians now seemed to be sceptical about democracy, they would not renounce 

to their conquests in terms of freedom of speech. Active social movements kept on 

questioning State power: in different regions, and through different modalities, the 

diverse facets of Tunisia voiced their unrest. Intellectual, “modernist” youth from the 

middle classes launched campaigns in support of freedom and civil rights: from the 

movement against Law 52 (harshly punishing cannabis smokers, and deemed nothing 

more than an instrument of social repression) to the one against the criminalisation of 

homosexuality; from anti-torture activism to the defence of arrested bloggers and artists. 

Socially transversal movements pointed at political causes: examples are the Winou el 

petrol [Where is oil?] campaign, demanding transparency about national energetic 

resources and contracts with foreign states; or the movement against the “National 

Reconciliation Law” – a law that “forgives” old regime figures for having taken money 

out of Tunisia. Turmoil in the interior regions remained constant, often resurfacing 

dramatically: in January 2016, the city of Kasserine was the scene of anti-

                                                 
28 See the International Crisis Group report on security: <http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/middle-

east-north-africa/north-africa/tunisia/161-reform-and-security-strategy-in-tunisia.aspx>. Accessed 

16/05/2016. 

29 <http://www.pewglobal.org/2014/10/15/tunisian-confidence-in-democracy-wanes/> Accessed 

16/05/2016. 
30
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ledrisi/tunisia-s-fight-against-its-revolutionary-youth  Accessed 16/05/2016.  
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https://www.opendemocracy.net/arab-awakening/debora-del-pistoia-lamia-ledrisi/tunisia-s-fight-against-its-revolutionary-youth
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unemployment riots and new cases of self-immolation. 

My fieldwork took place amidst this complex historical phase, in which the anguish of 

State failure and massive violence coexisted with the hope of and fights for freedom. 

Social life was fashioned by contradictions. My informants lived in a country in which 

one could be arrested for possessing self-rolling cigarette papers or a bottle of alcohol 

during Ramadan, but in which terrorist cells seemed able to operate in a totally 

unrestricted fashion. Women suffered a climate of diffused rape culture and police 

arrogance, while homosexuals were in constant risk of imprisonment. Islamists were 

harassed by police because of their visual appearance and stigmatised by many in the 

wider society as public enemies; for many youth in the interior, radical Islam meant 

either a career opportunity or the only opportunity for a social revolution (see Merone, 

2015). Still, forms of creativity and social activism were relentlessly weaved through 

the fabric of a chaotic security State.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

Ben Ali's Tunisia was the ground in which the metal, rap, and electro scenes developed. 

The society that hosted those scenes was built upon an ideology of modernism and 

reformism which had indissoluble ties with political repression and with the 

omnipresence of the State within every form of social life. The regime's governance 

had, according to Béatrice Hibou (2006), the shape of a “security pact”: citizens tied 

their life conducts to the regime because the regime was the ultimate source of stability 

and the main provider of resources (be they economic or social).  

The 2010/2011 Revolution occurred when the limits of such a security pact, its ability 

of keeping Tunisians silent, became evident. In less than a month, protesters caused Ben 

Ali to leave the country, which in turn opened up a phase of complicated regime 

change. The subsequent years were underlined by social and political struggles, and by 

the making of a celebrated and yet fragile democracy. The persistence of economic 

disarray, and political conflicts (the most evident one opposing modernists and 

Islamists) set a scenario in which new forms of authoritarianism coexisted with multiple 

grassroots political movements and many different subjects fighting for freedoms and 

rights. 

Music scenes were enmeshed in such processes: their positioning, as we will see in the 

following sections of this thesis, was often ambiguous and could not be simplified along 

a “power versus resistance” dichotomy. I will explain how the themes evoked in this 
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chapter had a role in metal, rap, and electro: the socioeconomic and political conditions 

of post-revolutionary Tunisia became the background for the construction and structures 

of the three scenes examined in this study, as I will show in Part Two of the thesis. The 

State and its bureaucratic governance will be examined in Chapter 8, while the 

subsequent chapters will be further concerned with themes explored here: the problem 

of religion (Chapter 9); the social structure (Chapter 10); and politics tout-court 

(Chapter 11).  All through the thesis, more will be said about the Tunisian sociopolitical 

climate, as it pervaded the very existence of metal, rap, and electro in the country. 

Chapter 4 outlines my methodological approach and considers how my prolonged field 

work visits to Tunisia allowed me to more fully engage  with facets of Tunisian 

everyday life and, in particular, to gain insight into what I refer to here as the Tunisian 

ethos.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHODOLOGY 

 

1. Ethnography and Ethos 

 

1.1 A sensory access to fieldwork 

 

Upon my arrival in Tunis, I quickly realised what I had read in many sociological 

books: the social structure is perceived by the body well ahead of being understood by 

reason. I had spent my first doctoral year at university on the Gold Coast, a fairly 

affluent tourist hub of eastern Australia; by comparison, my subsequent displacement 

gave me a hint of cultural dissonance and required some adjustment of my lifestyle. 

Tunisia is not the Gaza Strip: it is a diverse country hosting a range of possible 

lifestyles, welcoming foreigners, and even offering the possibility of a fully “European” 

existence to those who can afford it, and are happy to live in a social bubble. Still, the 

experience of a walk in Tunis suddenly unfolded as a dense lesson in sociology, and to 

some extent an exploration of alterity. 

First, life in Tunisia conveyed to me a new discipline of the body. I needed a slightly 

new way of walking – walking on the sometimes uneven road surface; walking through 

the irrational car traffic. I needed to learn not to wander: wandering around the city 

centre meant being a gullible tourist, and gullible tourists attracted beznessa – men who 

baited foreigners pretending to be travel guides, offering a wide range of services and 

relentlessly asking for money. This also meant adopting a particular gaze, using one's 

eyes in a specific way and not looking in everybody's eyes (which was all the more true 

for female visitors). 

Besides walking techniques, my body required a new sensory discipline: tactile, 

auditive, olfactory stimuli shaped a distinctive urban experience in Tunis. This urban 

experience had points of contact with what Hilary Pilkington (2004, p. 123) writes 

about Russia: 'contemporary city living is not characterised by speed, intensity, 

organisation and punctuality so much as disorganisation, negotiation, dysfunctionality 

and dust'.  I shared a flat with an American businessman for a while, and I remember 

him complaining about the way in which the adhan [the chant which invites Muslim 

believers to prayer five times a day] forced its way into one's house and private space: 

'in the United States, we would never tolerate this intrusion'.  
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Intrusions of this kind could be found in all domains of the senses. Contact with street 

crowds was inescapable, especially in areas such as the suq [open market] and the 

shopping areas of the medina [the old city]. Interpersonal distances, contact, and volume 

of speaking were different to the ways these things are experienced in Europe and 

Australia: unknown interlocutors would touch me, hug me and even kiss me only for the 

pleasure of making contact with a foreigner interested in their lives, and this was most 

frequent when I came into contact with youth from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Conversational tone was louder, and its loudness could make it sound litigious to those 

who were not used to it. Taste and smell demanded their share of readjustment as well. 

Mutton carcasses hung in street butcheries (often used as humorous decorations of those 

shops, with their heads sporting sunglasses and the like), bees crowding open-air pastry 

shops, the unhygienic appearances of street eateries initially provoked my western, 

bourgeois sense of disgust
31

.

This was not the first time I had conducted fieldwork in Tunisia, but my former 

experience had been way less immersive, mostly spent in the rich banlieues. Every city 

in the world has a geography of social difference, and articulates inequality through 

space. In Tunis, as I will argue in Chapter 10, this geography was hypostasised and 

overcharged with symbolic relevance. The neighbourhood one came from would, in 

common sense, say everything about that person. The northern banlieue was for the 

bourgeois, and places like La Marsa were the hotspots for night-time fun, Europe-savvy 

supermarkets, and high-class resorts. Ennasr and the Lac were the places for the well-to-

do Muslims: they offered fancy cafes with no trace of alcohol, and, in some cases, 

sported an extravagant architecture which reminded one of Dubai's luxury. Houses for 

the foreigners were in Menzah or Mutuelleville. Ettadhamen, Douar Hicher, Cité 

Intilaka were the “hot quarters”, the “shady zones”: they had an unshakable aura of 

poverty, insecurity, dangerous youth and Islamic radicalism. When I mentioned areas 

such as Jbel Lahmar, Sidi Hassin, Mellasine to taxi drivers they were taken aback: 

'Well, why would you want to go there?' they would ask me in laughter. The sharpness 

of those categories was even more striking when measured against the actual distances 

occurring in a small city like Tunis: it simply took a short walk to pass from the First 

World to the Third World, from villas to the slums. Nor could those differences be 

overlapped on any sterile “modernity versus tradition” interpretation, since the 

31 It must be said, however, that some of those traits were not totally unfamiliar to me, as somebody who 

grew up in Sicily, where such sensory stimuli are well present. And yet, they are often less pronounced, 

being nuanced by a different context of governance (a different presence of the State and of supra-

national organisations) and by higher wealth. 
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traditional medina was the most tourist-crowded space, and apparently “backwards” 

poor neighbourhoods burgeoned with internet points and makeshift videogame rooms. 

Furthermore, the more places of the city were easily and strictly categorised, the more 

their actual social tissue was unpredictable. 

Such bodily apprenticeship of the field and its social structure required a long and 

immersive period of fieldwork to properly unfold. What was initially perceived by the 

body came to be (partly) internalised, and then questioned in its relation to the social 

ethos. In the next section I will more fully explain this process, and delve into the 

rationale of my fieldwork in Tunisia. 

 

1.2 Ethos as a methodological tool 

 

My ethnography was carried out in two separate periods of fieldwork: the first 

extending from March to August 2014, and the second from January to June 2015. I 

spent those twelve months fully in Tunisia, with the exception of July 2014. In 2014, 

July was the month of Ramadan, a period in the Muslim calendar dedicated to fasting. 

Most cafes and restaurants were closed during the daytime, and public life started after 

sunset, when generous family dinners were held. Ramadan nights were long and festive, 

but their nightlife was not really consistent with the youth cultural practices I was 

researching, at least in Tunis: most dance clubs and bars took advantage of that month 

for seasonal closure and maintenance works. People would rather crowd the medina 

cafes, listen to “traditional” music, and attend summertime festivals. I thus decided to 

spend that month away, since I envisaged difficulties in organising interviews. I would 

actually experiment with Ramadan fieldwork in June 2015: a strange and novel 

experience made up of night-time interviews, the hunt for open eateries, and countless 

problems organising a means of transport to and from interview locations.  

I spent one week of July 2014 in Portugal for a conference, and one week in Paris, 

where I did two interviews with Franco-Tunisian scenesters who organised musical 

events in Tunisia and participated in the Tunisian rap and electro scenes. Tunisia is a 

country whose cultural processes often take place through postcolonial routes: those 

routes lead to countries such as Germany, Italy, Turkey, and the Arab Gulf, whose 

commercial and political influence on Tunisia is inescapable; but it is France, the former 

colonial metropole, that has the lion's share of this influence. The local scenes received 

albums, instruments, and stylistic innovations from emigrants living in France; French 

associations organised key events in the country; and France was viewed by many 
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young Tunisian musicians as a dream country to emigrate to (or at least where to play or 

attend shows). Indeed, many of my MA research informants were now based in France. 

In addition to my week in Paris, I would conduct several further research-related 

interactions with Tunisians in France: three Skype interviews, and several emails and 

social network exchanges. 

There were two main reasons informing my decision to spend such a protracted length 

of time in Tunisia. The first was the “micro-historical” framing I wanted to give to my 

ethnography, a factor that also informed my choice to split the fieldwork into two 

periods
32

. My emphasis on fragility demanded such framing: the music scenes under 

investigation in Tunisia were so fragile that a minor change in them, or in their context, 

could lead to their disruption or their critical rearrangement. These music scenes as they 

presented in 2015 were substantially different to how they had appeared in 2014: clubs 

closed and opened, artists went in and out of jail, bands split up. At the time of writing 

this chapter, in early 2016, the panorama was already different from the one I left in 

July 2015. These shifts were reinforced by the rapidly changing history of Tunisia's 

post-revolutionary phase and “transitions”: crucial historical events followed one 

another. The year 2014 was celebrated as the one in which democratic transition would 

be completed, leaving Tunisia free to enjoy the quiet everyday life of a “stable 

democracy”. On the contrary, however, 2015 saw a succession of tragic terrorist attacks, 

government in-fighting, and social unrest. Tunisian music scenes clearly resonated with 

those processes. Therefore, mapping their existence across two years assisted in creating 

a more solid portrait of these music scenes over time
33

 

The second reason informing my decision to engage in such a lengthy and two-stage 

period of fieldwork has to do with what I narrated in the previous section: the need to 

absorb a certain ethos as much as possible, and relate it to my object of study. Here, I 

would like to give a fairly generic definition of the concept: ethos can be considered as 

the spirit and ambience of a population or a social group (Geertz, 1957). Such an idea is 

difficult to handle and is of problematic application in the domain of the sociology of 

culture. A conception of ethos intended as common sense is basic for understanding the 

debate on subculture and post-subculture. Indeed, it can be argued that the idea of 

hegemony that subcultural authors borrowed from Gramsci connotes a sort of political 

battle on ethos and common sense assumptions, on the unspoken meanings of everyday 

popular culture. The critique of subcultural theory posited by post-subcultural authors is 

                                                 
32 Micro-history is here intended in the sense of analyses such as that conducted by Turner (1957). 

33 Micro-historical analysis is also the main reason why I use past simple as the verbal form of my 

ethnographic description.  
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sometimes directed at the very assumption that subcultures are sub-something – that 

there was something like a mainstream culture, and parent cultures, under which (and 

against which) subcultures existed. Different authors called into question the existence 

of such a “mainstream” culture, either because of an epistemological stance towards 

interactionism and the understanding of society as a mainly symbolic entity (Martin, 

2004); or because of a comprehension of late modernity in terms of cultural 

fragmentation (Chaney, 2004). 

Those critiques highlight the difficult manageability of ethos in social sciences. Trying 

to define what the ethos of a people is always proves to be a highly vague, speculative 

exercise. On the other hand, it is often tempting to find examples of such an ethos. In 

the Tunisian case, one could notice how the chaotic car traffic, in which every driver 

tried to take advantage by violating the rules, seemed to have points of contact with 

equally chaotic queues at public institutions, and with the entire political economy of 

corruption I examined in the previous chapter. A common ethos, here, could be seen in 

the low credibility of “universal” rules and models, in a country which, throughout its 

history, has been characterised by the privatisation and bureaucratisation of power
34

.  

Similarly, one must not see the ethos as an immutable, essential character of a social 

group. The tactile aspect of urban crowds I described above was not only a consequence 

of peculiarly Tunisian (or Mediterranean) styles of interaction, made of intimate contact 

and restricted “personal space”; it was more influenced by elements of urban design of 

the city, that accentuated crowdedness in the least advantaged areas, and by political 

processes. A good example was Algeria Square, a place close to the house I lived in 

during 2014 and part of 2015. In the time of reduced control that followed the 

revolution, the square became crammed with informal vendors: it was identified by all 

post-revolutionary governments as a symbol of the city's demise, and was the object of 

recurring discourses on order and discipline (that, in the end, only reinforced the 

complex management of informal vendors, made of bribes and sporadic arrests). 

Taking the ethos into account meant being able to consider the anti-mainstream stances 

of musical scenes. This did not require a monolithic vision of cultural hegemony: 

Tunisian society was a polyphony of voices and points of view. Still, some of these 

points of view were more “central” in the public debate; they had an agreed position as 

signifiers of common sense and their strength was consolidated by the relation to ambits 

of values – media stereotypes, laws, religious folklore, “tradition”, political discourses. 

                                                 
34 See Bono et al., 2015. I am also thankful for some interesting conversations with Damiano De Facci 

on this subject. 



88 

 

As a consequence, such ethos was not at all coherent. To illustrate this point, I will now 

offer an example of how this fluid ethos was articulated in and out of Tunisian music 

scenes.  

For almost all my time in Tunisia, I used to live in a house in Montfleury, a central area 

of Tunis that was composed of middle class as well as “popular” neighbourhoods, and 

bordered the Kasbah (the place where most government’s buildings are) and the 

medina. My house was close to the Bab Jdid [New Door] neighbourhood – a quarter 

which had the fame of being “hot” and disadvantaged, but also had a rich cultural 

heritage: it was the cradle of Club Africain, one of Tunis's foremost soccer teams, and 

hosted a generation of beloved rappers, such as Klay BBJ, Sniper, and Phenix. My 

house was thus a privileged observatory for the diverse lifestyles and ambits of urban 

life in Tunis. And so it was on the inside: I shared the place with a Tunisian family 

which included two young women and one young man, aged eighteen to thirty years 

old. This cohabitation gave me some interesting glimpses on family life and youth 

experience in Tunisia. At the same time, the family rented the ground floor of their 

house to a continuous flow of strangers – journalists, Arabic students, and many young 

scholars: these flatmates allowed me to reflexively discuss the Tunisian reality we were 

immersed in, starting with everyday family life.  

One day I invited the two daughters of my landlady to a concert at Whatever Saloon, an 

alternative cafe which will be further described in Part Two. After a moment of 

enthusiasm, the girls' parents denied them the authorisation to come with me to the 

concert. While on that precise day parental decision was met with rage and sadness, the 

day after, Rim, the youngest girl, started yelling at me: 'My parents were right, you were 

crazy to go there and to invite me! Are you serious? A schoolmate of mine showed me a 

video, it looked like another planet!' Rim went on complaining about the girls in the 

video, who smoked cigarettes, cursed, and dressed 'like prostitutes'; she said that the 

Saloon was full of 'delinquents' who 'have no respect'. This conversation illuminated to 

me the many discourses circulating within scenes, about reputation and public morals. 

While the elaboration of a sense of marginality (see Part Three) was in part a strategy of 

distinction, it also revealed the tribulations of Tunisian scenes in articulating a persistent 

intrusion of “official” morality and social control into their cultural production. It would 

be mistaken to identify Rim's opinions with public morals tout-court, but still they 

sounded striking, in that they came from a fairly youth culture-savvy girl, situated in a 

family of casual metal listeners, and who paradoxically used to smoke herself. 

Besides informing my thoughts on scenes and distinction, apprenticeship of the ethos 
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was a methodological resource. It helped me in refining my expectations about 

interviews, informants' rhetorics, and things that went unsaid. I could better understand 

what to do when informants did not show up after the first thirty minutes of our planned 

meeting, or see behind their apparent enthusiasm when they accepted – on the phone or 

on Facebook – to do an interview. Interpreting the ethos gave me a sense of what my 

position as a foreigner implied in my exchanges with research participants: what were 

my advantages, my duties, and their ideas about my role. 

My entire method was tentatively shaped by such interpretation. My fieldwork was an 

extended one, but it was not as immersive and “full on” as anthropological ethnography. 

It could not be compared to being embedded in a community and sharing its existence, 

as in the case of Rich Jankowsky, who studied Tunisian Stambeli musical healing by 

living with a family of practitioners and learning to play the genre and its performance 

(Jankowsky, 2010). Most of my research was about meeting with people in a cafe and 

engaging in conversation. It looked at scenes not as communities, but rather as social 

networks of individuals in which communities were evoked and negotiated (see Part 

Two). And yet, such an ideal spectrum between society and community (which, of 

course, is a pure abstraction) was covered in different ways by my research objects: 

some of them took the form of freely connected networks, some of them had a strongly 

and more intimate communal configuration. 

Electro and rap scenesters seemed, at times, to be the opposite ends of this spectrum 

(even though members of the two scenes happily intermingled). Electro musicians were 

the easiest ones to interview: they were enthusiastic about the project, mastered the 

interview situation (interpreting questions almost in the same way as the interviewer), 

and in some cases they were even aware of the research's theoretical and 

methodological backgrounds. Interviews with rappers, on the other hand, were the most 

difficult part of my research. It was hard to organise interviews with them: they would 

often be late, not answer the phone, or not come to our appointments. They were often 

wary of the interviewer, and did not focus on the interview, preferring to fuse it with the 

ordinary activities with their friends and crew. I had to learn how to “chase” them in 

their typical cafes, turn the semi-structured interview in an even looser activity which 

sometimes included turning off my recorder. What was at stake, here, was a difference 

in habitus, with electro producers being closer to the western researcher's habitus and 

rap scenesters close to the habitus of young men from the houma, with their routines of 

coffee drinking, time killing, and crew-related activities (this seemed true whatever the 

social background of rappers, as we will see in Chapter 10). Such a swing between 
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communal and social habitus guided my fieldwork activity, urging precarious shifts in 

my methods as I attempted to make them resonate with the local ethos and with each 

scene's relation to it.  

 

2. Research methods 

 

My methodological approach consisted of three main research methods: interviews, 

participant observation, and the analysis of media and secondary sources. Most data 

were collected in Tunis, its banlieues, and the area known as the Grand Tunis, including 

the governorates of Tunis, Ariana, Manouba, and Ben Arous. I also took trips to other 

cities, for the purpose of conducting interviews or doing participant observation. Among 

those cities were Sousse, Sfax, Hammamet, Nabeul, Nefta, Tozeur, Gafsa, and – as cited 

above – Paris. 

Semi-structured interviews were the main source of data. My sample comprised seventy 

participants, aged 18 to 35. Participants were figures of the metal, rap, and electro 

scenes: musicians, producers, DJs, VJs, band managers, venue managers, label owners, 

journalists, radio animators, and fans. Only ten of those participants were women: the 

reason for this disproportioned number of female participants will be explained below. 

Participants were mainly recruited through their involvement in scenes: a survey of 

concert bills, dance nights, or webzines could give me some information about people 

and bands I wished to meet. I then proceeded to contact potential participants by phone 

or, most often, on Facebook, through informal and personalised private messages in 

which I made some specific comments on their music or on common acquaintances who 

had given me the person’s contact. In addition to this sampling activity, snowball 

sampling was also used: interviewees would, thus, put me in touch with some of their 

fellow scenesters, acting as gatekeepers who could assist me in making contact with less 

famous scene members and therefore helping me achieve a more balanced sample. In 

this way, I managed to obtain a diverse pool of participants, from fairly well-known 

personalities to beginner artists or marginal figures; the compact dimension of the 

Tunisian cultural scene allowed for people to get in touch with each other, and rendered 

this kind of recruitment viable. My presence as a foreigner at metal concerts was a 

curiosity which led several scenesters – especially the youngest ones – to welcome me 

and tell me about their local scene. Towards the end of my fieldwork I had become a 

familiar face within all of the scenes I was researching to the extent that informants 

sometimes took the initiative in asking to be interviewed by me. 
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None of this should, however, be taken to mean that recruitment itself was smooth. It 

often happened that people would not answer my messages or phone calls. Those who 

did respond and initially accepted my request to interview them, often quite 

enthusiastically, would sometimes fail to appear once an actual meeting had been 

arranged. Likewise, delayed arrivals at such meetings were normal, and informants 

often needed to be “chased” through persistent phone calls; at times, I would also visit 

my informants’ favourite cafes several times, in order to intercept them and arrange an 

interview on the spot. Such habits were widespread, even though they were unequally 

distributed among scenes: as noted above, rappers were the most difficult people to 

interview. Fellow researchers doing fieldwork in Tunisia often described to me similar 

problems they had encountered in organising interviews, which probably shows how 

those rejection patterns had roots in the local ethos. Reasons for this could be the 

unwillingness to say 'no' when confronted with a researcher; or a lack of enthusiasm 

among potential interviewees in participating in the research, or a preference for more 

spontaneously organised meetings over scheduled dates. In addition to this, I also 

noticed an atmosphere of suspicion about researchers and journalists, this being 

particularly prevalent among the more highly-sought after rappers: I will consider this 

issue again in Chapter 11. 

Before every interview, I undertook careful work to collect background data on research 

participants: I went through the informant's web pages in order to check his/her musical 

and political views, position in the scene, and any conflicts with fellow scenesters. I 

listened to artists' songs, watched their videos, and read any pre-existing interviews with 

my informants I could find in the press. I thus set a generic schedule for the interview, 

organised around four main areas: personal story (the informant's discovery of music, 

his/her personal background, musical and cultural influences, career perspectives); main 

scene activities (description of the informant's bands, label, webzine, and the like); 

vision of the scene (how the informant perceived the scene any problems they identified 

with it, any “alliances” and conflicts); vision of Tunisia (how the scene's problems were 

connected to the national context, the informant's position on politics and current 

events, his/her take on religion, his/her opinion about the revolution and what happened 

later). I managed to gather info on all those areas, but my interviews remained flexible, 

in order to react to the introduction of unanticipated information and themes. I chose not 

be a neutral, unresponsive interviewer, preferring instead to shape interviews as 

conversations between individuals who were both passionate about music, rather than as 

an interrogation. I gave interviewees my personal opinions any time I thought that they 
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would not heavily influence my informants’ accounts and thus the flow of the interview; 

gave them advice on their musical initiatives and informed them on how scenes worked 

in Europe and Australia; shared musical tastes and general views. This helped in 

stimulating the conversation and making research participants more comfortable. 

Interviews were mainly conducted in cafes or bars; some of them took place in private 

houses, on the street, in recording studios, or at workplaces. In addition to face-to-face 

interviews, I also conducted three interviews on Skype (with Tunisians living in France) 

and conducted an email interview with one participant. Interviews were almost always 

carried out in French: seven informants preferred speaking in English, and, towards the 

end, I did three interviews mixing Tunisian Arabic with French (in those cases, my poor 

knowledge of Arabic was helped by the occasional translations of intermediaries). 

Interviews were seldom one-to-one. Bands, crews, or electro collectives usually sent at 

least two of their members; in other cases, while at the interview table, informants 

would invite some fellow scenesters to join in the discussion: this setting helped 

rendering the interview more informal and more natural, making it similar to a typical 

Tunisian afternoon at the cafe. It also stimulated debate among informants, who 

sometimes abandoned the interview exchange for arguing between themselves about 

scene affairs. Collective interviews also had some biases: in particular, the possibility 

for a participant to dominate the discussion due to his/her charisma, thus silencing some 

of the other informants. The shortest interview lasted forty minutes, the longest several 

hours; while the average time for an interview was about one and a half hours. In some 

cases, I would turn the recorder off after a couple hours, and keep on discussing with the 

informants in a more relaxed mood, having lunch or going together to a friend's house 

or a cafe. 

Interviews were digitally recorded. However, it was not uncommon for participants to 

request that the interview not be recorded. Some of them did not feel comfortable 

speaking into a voice recorder and simply wanted me to listen and take some notes. 

Sometimes I just preferred not to turn my recorder on: this happened, for example, 

when the interview situation was surrounded by people (generally friends of the 

interviewee) who appeared to be wary of me, or when the specific situation pushed me 

to prefer discretion. I did not do multiple interviews with the same person except in 

some cases, for example with three people I considered as my key informants – whom I 

kept on asking about any new doubts I had about my object, or about Tunisian news, 

and who were connected enough to put me in touch with important scene personalities. 

Otherwise, the norm was a long semi-structured interview and some episodic 
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conversations at concerts or cafes in which I met up with a particular interviewee again. 

Besides these scene-specific interviews, I conducted some more formally structured 

ones with official figures, such as staff at the Ministry of Culture or at musicians' 

syndicates and organisations.  

Apart from interviews, I also conducted participant observation. This most often meant 

going to concerts or electro sets, and observing the show, its context, and the behaviour 

of patrons. Other observations were carried out as well, in contexts such as recording 

studios, band rehearsals, protest rallies, cafe interactions between scenesters, record 

trades, and private parties. I also attended some long electro festivals, in particular 

Ephemere (two days in August 2014), the Dunes Electroniques (three days in February 

2015), and Naboo (two nights in February 2015, as a Dunes afterparty). I would 

consider this “participant” observation for several reasons. First of all, being part of the 

crowd at music events meant not only watching what happened around me, but also 

participating and co-constructing the event: I would dance, headbang, hail musicians, 

mingle with other spectators, and promote events on social media. Presence at shows 

would foster my “role” in the scene, render me recognisable, and it would be seen by 

performing artists as support for them and their music. I also participated in scene 

activities in other ways. For example, I recruited a bass player for a metal band that 

required one, and gave some advice to metalhead friends wanting to start up a radio 

show (and was eventually interviewed during the show), I helped informants looking for 

a house, or made translations into English or Italian for them. 

Finally, I also collected data through the analysis of media and other secondary sources. 

This meant checking the social media pages of my informants and their musical projects 

(before and after interviews), reading the comments on Facebook event pages of 

concerts, watching videoclips, reading all the possibly relevant articles I could find on 

Tunisian music scenes (both from webzines and general websites or newspapers), and 

following broader national events. I also collected some rap lyrics, which I translated 

with the help of two informants: the lyrics formed a sample that was based on the 

importance of the artist and the song for the local scene, and on the relevance of each 

particular song for a series of key themes (for example the houma, or politics, or 

religion). A very well-informed member of the rap scene helped me constructing the 

sample of lyrics. 

Throughout the process of conducting my fieldwork, I transcribed interviews and the 

results of participant observation made in a fieldwork diary, which I later analysed from 

September 2014 to October 2015: I annotated the most interesting and recurrent topics 



94 

 

that emerged during interviews and were present in my personal notes. Through those 

annotations, I gathered informants’ responses in core thematic areas, which were then 

the pool of data that informed each chapter. I thus managed to get an understanding of 

what the general trends were in participants’ opinions on each theme, and how the 

interplay of different points of view structured the scene; I based my findings on such 

an interplay, which informed my theoretical interpretation as well as my writing. 

  

3. Ethics, challenges, and future perspectives 

 

Before entering the field, my research project required evaluation by the Human 

Research Ethics Committee (HREC) at Griffith University. This evaluation took place 

in two steps. In the first instance, an “Expedited” Ethics application was submitted as 

per the required procedure of HREC: the Committee judged my research topic to be 

sensitive – given that the fieldwork was to be conducted in a politically unstable country 

and, as a consequence, raised 'political, cultural, religious, and possible legal issues'. A 

“Full” Ethics application was thus requested. The Full application required a larger 

amount of data to be given, for example concerning the informants’ age, their capability 

of giving consent to the research and step back from such consent, any illegal behaviour 

that could be registered in the research process, and the prospective advantages and 

risks for the participants in joining the research sample. My project went through a 

minimal restyling in order to meet ethical requirements: for instance, I renounced 

interviewing minors for my sample. An outcome of the Ethics review process was the 

writing of a Project Information Sheet, summarising my research for the benefit of 

prospective participants, for whom an Informed Consent Form also had to be prepared. 

This form listed participants' rights (such as the right to privacy and the possibility of 

withdrawing from the research sample at any point during the research), explained the 

interview process (for example informing the participants that interviews would be 

recorded, subject to their consent), provided brief details about the research outcomes 

(such as conference papers and academic publications). All my informants had to read 

both documents and sign the Consent Form before the interview started. Another 

outcome of the Ethics requirements was the need to appoint a remote supervisor that 

would oversee my research while I was based in Tunisia, report periodically about my 

activity to my Griffith-based supervision team, and act as a point of reference for me 

and my informants in Tunisia. Dr Mounir Saidani, from the University of Tunis El 

Manar, was the designated figure: he performed his bureaucratic duties very effectively, 
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reporting to my Australian-based supervisors on a regular basis and also proved to be a 

highly reliable source of information concerning fellow Tunisian academics, contacts in 

the cultural establishment, and many aspects of Tunisian cultural politics – from laws to 

general tendencies in the field
35

.  

Overall, during my fieldwork I did not encounter major ethical or practical obstacles. 

Nevertheless, the final outcomes of my research do bear the influence of some 

challenges and some shortcomings, in great part related to my structural position within 

the field itself. Those challenges and shortcomings can be seen as the points of 

departure for further exploration of themes and issues addressed in my research.  

The most important challenge was my limited knowledge of Tunisian Arabic dialect 

(derja). In the course of my fieldwork I came to study it, and practice it whenever the 

opportunity arose in everyday life. During the last months of my second period of 

fieldwork, I was also able to carry out some interviews in that dialect – although I 

always had another informant acting as an interpreter. At that stage, my use of derja 

allowed me to formulate questions and understand the general sense of answers, but it 

was not rich enough to enable me to fully engage with the complexity and density of 

discussions I could witness or read on social media. This meant that, to a certain extent, 

I was precluded from some parts of the Tunisian ethos. Language was a problem in 

particular when engaging with the rap scene, and not only because rappers were 

sometimes uncomfortable with French or English. Their lyrics were mostly in derja, and 

had a sophisticated and creative take on the dialect: slang, wordplay, neologisms, 

metaphors, references to the ethos (in the form of proverbs, or popular phrasings, or 

gossipy comments regarding public personalities) were common. More than that, youth 

in the streets used the neologisms present in rap lyrics to enrich their everyday 

language, and thus rendered rap a source for the reinvention of the entire Tunisian 

dialect. Even Tunisians who were not at ease with rap or with “street speech” had 

enormous problems deciphering the lyrics: for this reason, my possibility to fully grasp 

meanings in rap lyrics, and to see how they articulated experiences of the scene and of 

Tunisian everyday life, was limited (although I managed to study some lyrics with an 

informant who was proficient in rap jargon). 

Another difficulty concerned the composition of my sample. As explained above, I 

experienced a significant rejection rate (or, at least, many potential informants I 

contacted ended up coming to pre-arranged meetings). I was not able to interview some 

of the most famous musicians, especially in the rap scene, and other figures I wanted to 

                                                 
35

 The HREC protocol number of my application is OTH/01/14/HREC.  



96 

 

reach (as, for example, some club managers). This, of course, hampered a complete 

knowledge of the scenes I was investigating. My description of Tunisian scenes is as 

Tunis-centric as those very scenes’ existence: musicians went to Tunis, the capital, from 

the rest of the country, which made local, peripheral scenes small and even more 

precarious than the national one. Still, studying the development of youth culture in 

smaller Tunisian cities could be an interesting perspective for further research: it would 

offer the possibility to analyse a more fragile degree of sceneness, different 

arrangements of social and scene-specific infrastructures, and it would give a sketch of 

the relationship between youth's deprivation of leisure in marginal towns and the 

specific meanings those youths attributed to their scenes and preferred musics. 

As I explained in Chapter 1, the study of scenes is centred on what people do rather than 

what people are. Therefore, the sample of informants of a scene-based study tends to be 

different to the one of a subculture-based study: the latter will focus on ‘card-carrying’ 

members of the culture, who testify their cultural identity with style and allegiance to 

the “principles” of the subculture. In contrast, a scene involves, by line of principle, 

everybody taking part to its activities, including members who participate in scene 

practices but have no special commitment to style or a specific kind of cultural identity. 

As a consequence, the amount of people participating in a scene tends to be huge and 

multi-layered, and the researcher usually decides, through her methodology and 

recruitment techniques, upon a “hierarchy” in her emphasis on the scene figures to be 

researched. In my case, emphasis was put on musicians, then on facilitators of scene 

infrastructures, and finally on fans. Less active scenesters tend to be relatively absent 

from a study such as my own – even though, in small scenes such as the ones at the 

centre of this study, all members tend to be prosumers, carrying out their own projects 

and participating in DIY activities while being, at the same time, “pure” fans of their 

local and international scenes. On the contrary, if one studied the British metal scene, a 

member of Iron Maiden would be very different, as an informant, from the youngest of 

his fans: such a distance simply could not exist in Tunisian scenes. Success, in Tunisian 

scenes, was a considerably “smaller” thing than in their western equivalents, and this 

implied a narrower social distance between “famous” scenesters and ordinary scenesters 

– who often frequented the same places and hung around together. 

The emphasis on musicians was at the basis of the gender bias in my research. The 

metal and electro scenes hosted a relevant number of women: girls at metal concerts 

constituted about one third of the total audience, and this percentage was even higher at 

club nights (women were less present in the rap scene, although it can be argued that 
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mainstream rappers such as Balti or Hamzaoui Med Amine had a gender-even fan base, 

and girls often commented on YouTube videos and Facebook pages of rappers). Such a 

gender balance changed when it came to musicians: Female metal musicians active at 

the time of my research totalled less than ten in number: they mostly joined bands as 

singers, bass players, or keyboardists. Female DJs and producers constituted a mere 

handful of the overall number of DJs and producers in the scene; interestingly, some of 

them were homosexuals and militants in queer associations (homosexuality is illegal in 

Tunisia). Similarly, there were few female MCs in the Tunisian rap scene and I did not 

meet any female beatmakers either. Girls were also present in scenes as managers, radio 

DJs, webzine journalists, and as members of associations that organised music events. 

Such an imbalance in gender had particular consequences for the scenes under 

investigation in this study: these scenes reflected the patriarchy of Tunisian society at 

large, hosting women but keeping them at the margins, as fans, girlfriends, or people 

working “behind the curtain”. Even in those cases, female scenesters were met with 

prejudices about their moral conduct, as we saw in the case of Rim's opinion and as will 

be further observed throughout this thesis. At the same time, this “marginality” of 

women is reinforced by the specific angle I, as a researcher, chose for studying Tunisian 

scene. Putting an emphasis on music making, instead of – for example – fan bases, 

reduced the visibility and importance of girls in the scenes
36

.  

My position in each of the Tunisian music scenes I studied was not even. As Paul 

Hodkinson observes, insider research has distinctive advantages (as well as some 

biases) when applied to youth cultures, and yet it cannot be faked (Hodkinson, 2005). 

Clearly, there is no such thing as a complete outsider or complete insider in social 

research: the ethnographer’s life world is always somewhere between absolute distance 

and total homogeneity to the field she studies. I certainly was not a Tunisian insider: I 

came from a different social reality, spoke a different language, and could not grasp 

many elements of the ethos. Nor was I a total outsider: my interest in the research was 

based on my background as an amateur musician with a passion for underground music 

scenes. My age was not far removed from the mean age of my informants (I was 29 

years old when I entered the field); my clothes revealed at least some youth cultural 

savvyness, and I could discuss without many problems about artists, genres, and music 

making. Being a rock musician, I was more at ease with metalheads, while the lack of 

“insider practice” in the domains of electro and rap deprived me of some interesting 

                                                 
36 The problem of girls' marginality and invisibility in scenes echoes Angela McRobbie and Jenny 

Garber's critique of subcultural theory (McRobbie & Garber, 1976). 
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opportunities for being socialised into those scenes (for example, being able to freestyle 

on a beat could have given me respect and street credibility by rappers annoyed with the 

latest curious westerner who wished to investigate their scene).  

Another consequence of the design of my research is that it remains significantly 

focused on “spectacular youth”. In this respect, scenes are here a more efficient tool 

than subcultures: they help going beyond “card-carrying members” of a youth culture 

and allow one to account for “non-subcultural”, everyday fans of mainstream rap or 

episodic club goers. Through the thesis, I will explain how Tunisian scenes diversely 

articulated “ordinary” members and committed ones – who expressed their commitment 

in practices, style, and scene-specific knowledge. Anyway, while the scene framework 

allowed me to include in my sample some non-spectacular youth, this research cannot 

be seen as fully representative of many Tunisian youth with no particular scene or 

subcultural attachments. Further research should be conducted in order to do justice to 

the cultural practices of this diverse, wide, and “non-underground” youth cultural world.  

 

4. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I explained the methodology used in my research. I situated this 

methodology in the context of Tunisian society and its ethos, intended as the often 

unspoken (and fuzzy) ensemble of cultural meanings and understandings that resides at 

the core of a particular society. I showed how certain facets of Tunisian ethos, and the 

need to adjust to it, called for the adoption of a particular methodology, resting upon a 

long and immersive period of ethnographic fieldwork. I then described in depth the 

array of methods I used in the research, which can be classified in three ambits: 

interviews, participant observation, and analysis of secondary data from media and 

other textual sources. I also discuss the ethical requirements I was required to comply 

with in order to conduct my project, and the limits of my research. These limits mainly 

concerned difficulties in building a representative sample, and overcoming the issues 

caused by my position as a foreigner in the field and by my personal background.  

The vignettes of urban life in Tunis that can be found in this chapter set the context for 

the subsequent thick descriptions of the metal, rap, and electro scenes offered in Part 

Two of this thesis. Tunisian ethos will be more thoroughly taken into account during 

Part Three of the thesis, when I will directly reflect on scenes in relation to “the local” 

and its many facets.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE 'HEINOUS COLLAPSE' OF TUNISIAN METAL 

 

1. The agony of a scene 

 

Hardous (plural hrediss) is a word in Tunisian dialect that designates metalheads – 

literally, 'those who listen to hard [rock]'. It is a good indicator of how the metalhead, as 

a character, penetrated the folk imaginary of Tunis at a certain point in time. This 

recognition was not entirely positive, and I will later discuss the nuances of “folk devil” 

that the metalhead persona came to acquire in Tunisia (see Chapter 9). Still, during the 

2000s, metal became a recognisable if not tangible presence in the country (or, to be 

more precise, in the capital city and a few more coastal centres).  

The emergence of metal in Tunisia dates back to the second half of the 1990s. At that 

stage, metal circulated mainly through cassettes that sons of emigrants and teenagers 

with dual citizenship brought back from France or Germany. Satellite dishes, and then 

the Internet, maximized the genre’s diffusion and increased its popularity: by the turn of 

the century metal became, for a while, the core youth culture for Tunisian “alternative” 

youth. Walking along the Avenue Bourguiba, one could stumble upon a black-clad girl 

or boy, hanging around or killing time at the Cafè du Jasmin. Just behind the Avenue – 

indeed, behind the much feared Ministry of the Interior – stood L'Étoile du Nord [The 

Northern Star]. One passed through the door of this theatre/cafe to witness a regular, 

arty student place; from there one could access the theatre room: dim lights, pensive 

background music, ever-changing grotesque scenery (from monster trees to faceless 

puppets), swarms of teenagers in Motörhead t-shirts sipping tea and fooling around. 

Although the manager was not a metalhead, L'Étoile came to host several metal events 

and even two metal music marathons, one of which lasted 48 hours.  

Memorable metal/rock concerts took place on several occasions during the 2000s: a 

legendary Robert Plant show in 2006, which was reputed to have brought together 

different generations of rockers at the Carthage Amphitheatre (northern banlieue of 

Tunis); international metal bands such as Haggard, Epica, or Symphony X; even a Dark 

Tranquillity concert rumoured to have hosted more than 4000 fans. Due to the small but 

constant presence of metal shows, one could expect that softer, more generic styles (say, 

for instance, alternative rock) would be burgeoning in the country. Instead, things went 

quite the opposite way: metal had some kind of hegemony in the local rock community, 
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so that it seemed to absorb a huge quota of the local demand for rock. Furthermore, it 

seemed to absorb neighbouring youth cultures as well, so that punks or goths also 

existed (and played) within the metal scene.  

The scene had its small history of bands, from pioneers such as Pirania and Mad Shock 

to promising groups that were active at the turn of the decade, like Deadmoon and 

Vielikan. At least one band, Myrath, earned international following and made a name in 

the worldwide progressive metal community. A multitude of bands – often desperately 

amateurish – spawned and competed with each other to play at events such as the yearly 

Festival Mediterranéen de la Guitare [Mediterranean Guitar Festival, often abbreviated 

FMG] and having their share of visibility. Scene affairs were discussed on the ZanZana 

internet forum, an emanation of the local metal radio show that became the backbone of 

the Tunisian metal community, putting people in touch, helping to create some bands 

and to destroy the credibility of others. These elements could suggest the idea of a 

strong, enlightened metal scene in a small, culturally inhospitable North African 

country. And yet, as will subsequently illustrated, the truth was that Tunisian metal 

continued to struggle with its extremely fragile circumstances, something that would 

result in a short span of survival for the local metal scene. 

Being a metal musician in Tunisia was a hard job. The cost of instruments was 

prohibitive for the vast majority of the population, and their availability scant. At a 

certain point, the demand for affordable guitars in Tunisia was met only by cheap 

imported guitars from China that cost around forty Tunisian Dinars, around twenty-five 

Australian dollars (Bouzouita, 2013b). But for a technically complex and powerful-

sounding genre like metal this had obvious consequences, especially if bands wanted to 

“compete” in the international metal arena (as many did). Musicians wanting to buy 

equipment specifically made for the metal genre needed acquaintances to ship it from 

Europe or Dubai, since Internet shopping was forbidden in Tunisia – a measure aimed at 

preventing local currency from leaving the country, which could result in dramatic 

shifts in its value. Standard rehearsal spaces – such as youth centres and neighbourhood 

maisons de la culture [houses of culture] – refused to accommodate metal bands. The 

exceptions to this rule were so few that it just took one house of culture to close for 

restructuring works to leave several metal bands with no space to rehearse and thus little 

other choice than to split up. No  recording studio suitable for metal existed: most 

Tunisian metal demos were made using home-recording equipment and drum 

programming, a feature that rendered Tunisian metalheads weak players in the 

international competition for a recording contract due to the low production standards of 
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their demo recordings. A further problem for local metal bands was that Tunisia did not 

effectively protect copyright: music was almost exclusively downloaded, so that metal 

in particular was a non-profitable activity (see Chapter 8). This determined the lack of 

private support for bands, such as management or sponsorship. State support was 

equally missing: the State did not usually provide metal musicians with a “professional 

card”, a certificate which would identify them as professionals and help them obtain a 

passport and foreign visas, the latter being impossible for Tunisians to acquire without a 

significant amount of disposable income. A Tunisian metal band had to be lucky 

enough to be able to afford instruments and a place to practice; and even a band with the 

collective means to acquire such things and to endure such difficulties may have still 

found itself stuck in Tunisia with few possibilities to go on tour elsewhere and reach the 

next career stage. Many groups would split up well before this, simply because they 

found it meaningless to fight so much only to keep rehearsing in a garage.  

Mehdi is a talented multi-instrumentalist who, at the time of my fieldwork, led the most 

promising death metal project in the country. Although very young (23 years old at the 

time of our interview), he had a long experience in the local scene, which had made him 

grow distasteful of Tunisian metalheads. He had an album out with a foreign label, a 

video, and positive reviews on the internet. The issues he encountered in the making of 

his album are quite typical of the above-presented conditions. He had recorded his 

album at home, using midi drum sounds. Then, he sent the material to a small Polish 

studio, in order for it to be mixed and mastered. This process took him one year, since – 

not being entitled to transfer Tunisian currency out of the country – he had to contact 

the father of a friend (who lived in France), give him the money and then wait for him 

to deliver the sum to the Polish studio owner. The cost of mixing and mastering the 

album amounted to 3000 dinars (around 2000 Australian dollars), which Mehdi 

collected through small free-lance jobs in production and working as a cameraman. In 

order to fully understand the financial implications of such a cost, one has to consider 

that, in the year 2012, the average yearly income in the Tunisia was 6500 dinars/around 

4300 Australian dollars per person
37

. In addition, Mehdi had separately paid 600 Dinars 

                                                 
37 Tunisian Ministry of Social Affairs: Principaux Indicateurs du Développement Social En Tunisie, 

2012. 

http://www.social.tn/fileadmin/user1/doc/PRINCIPAUX_INDICATEURS_DE_DEVELOPPEMENT201

2-fr.pdf Accessed 16/05/2016.  

Of course, this figure is difficult to evaluate, as the personal income is not equivalent to the average salary 

of an individual, and variates according to one’s social status as a single person or as a member of a 

family.  It is possible to imagine that such a figure was higher than the actual average income of Tunisian 

citizens – see Sarah Ben Hamadi, “Tunisie: La classe moyenne est-elle menacée?”, Huffington Post 

Maghreb, 01/10/2013, <http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2013/10/01/tunisie-classe-moyenne-

http://www.social.tn/fileadmin/user1/doc/PRINCIPAUX_INDICATEURS_DE_DEVELOPPEMENT2012-fr.pdf%20Accessed%2016/05/2016
http://www.social.tn/fileadmin/user1/doc/PRINCIPAUX_INDICATEURS_DE_DEVELOPPEMENT2012-fr.pdf%20Accessed%2016/05/2016
http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2013/10/01/tunisie-classe-moyenne-economie_n_4021916.html
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to a British studio for the mixing and the mastering of the album's single. He shot 

videoclips for two of the songs himself, with one of them being spotted by a British 

record label which offered Mehdi a contract. The label brought the album out, pressed 

CDs, and did some online promotion, earning the project some reviews and interviews 

on webzines. Mehdi had to provide the album's booklet and graphic design himself, for 

which he commissioned a Moroccan designer who, appreciating the music, did not ask 

him for a huge sum. The label that signed Medhi did not work as a booking agency: 

therefore Mehdi had to self-organise shows in order to promote the album, which meant 

that he had to struggle to obtain visas, pay for plane tickets, hotel rooms, and cover all 

these expenses for both himself and the other members of his band. This issue was 

compounded by the fact that venues would not pay him in advance: due to all the 

above-cited problems, Mehdi had to quit his project of playing shows abroad. Mehdi 

felt trapped: he could not develop the band's career from Tunisia, and he could not leave 

the country. His only hope was attempting to emigrate to Europe and finding a job in 

order to support himself while he sought to recruit new members for his band 

[Interview: Mehdi, 11/5/2014].  

Hardships did not only concern musicians' careers. Fandom, “subcultural” practices, and 

leisure in general were complicated affairs as well. For instance, metal t-shirts were rare 

goods in Tunisia. Metalheads had to sift through stalls at street markets in order to find 

a shirt that vaguely suited their style. This meant that, in many cases, metalheads wore 

t-shirts of bands they did not even like that much, but which had some kind of a metal

flavour to them. It is perhaps for this reason that the metal style and its dress code were, 

in Tunisia, much more vague than they were in Europe, America, or Australia: they 

drew heavily on the fact of “dressing in black” rather than on specific accessories.  

Concerts were rare, difficult to organise, and had poor sound conditions; attending them 

was in many cases too expensive for the pocket of a metalhead student. Furthermore, 

bureaucracy and inexperience often caused the last-minute cancellation of shows: youth 

could come to Tunis from far-away towns only to realise that a much anticipated 

concert would not take place; in other cases, chronic delays to the start of gigs would 

reduce the possibility for young fans to attend them. Most concerts were held during the 

afternoon in order that young concert goers were able to use public transport to and 

from events and comply with parental requests to return home by the early evening. 

Parental requests, especially heavy on girls' shoulders, were among the “cultural” 

factors that rendered metalheads' lives difficult: among them, accusations of Satanism, 

economie_n_4021916.html>  Accessed 16/05/2016. 

http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2013/10/01/tunisie-classe-moyenne-economie_n_4021916.html
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the stigma of a “bad reputation” often associated with metal fans, and a series of general 

legal and cultural prohibitions impacting youth lifestyles – which, for example, 

concerned alcohol and sexual behaviour (see Part Three). 

Those were the standard conditions in which metal had developed in Tunisia. Their 

persistence was one of the reasons why, at a certain moment, metal 'crumbled down', as 

many of my informants put it. Such conditions were compounded by specific changes 

occurring from 2011 onwards, the result of which was the situation I observed in 2014, 

upon my return to Tunisia after a three year absence. Having experienced the metal 

scene in 2010-2011, symptoms of such malaise were to me quite evident.  Moreover, 

the situation was vocally lamented by everyone in the scene, and from people within the 

rap and electro domains.  

The most visible element was the lack of concerts. Until 2011, the FMG had been the 

most important live event in the scene: an opportunity for bands to play and for the 

audience to see international and local groups. The FMG would last several days, and 

was preceded by local auditions aimed at selecting the bands that would play at a pre-

festival called Festival Accord de Guitare [Guitar Chord Festival]. A further selection 

would then take place among the bands that performed at the Accord the Guitare, in 

order to design the Tunisian bands that would be scheduled for the main FMG. After a 

successful 2011 edition, the FMG was held in a smaller fashion in 2012 before being 

suspended: this had a substantial impact on annual rock event calendar. The absence of 

a festival of similar scale deprived bands of an important opportunity to perform on the 

same bill as international bands, and to receive media coverage. A rock/electro venue, 

the Plug, opened in 2011 becoming the metalheads’ Mecca and hosting small national 

and international metal concerts: Dark Tranquillity did a sold out show there, and stars 

like Sepultura’s Max Cavalera were hired to play concerts with jam-bands comprising 

Tunisian and foreign sessionmen. This formula was an interesting reaction to the 

difficulties in booking important foreign bands: featuring only one member of an 

international band in this way cost less, and it allowed the Tunisian sessionmen to 

develop ties with the international metal scene – stars could then figure into Tunisian 

bands' albums and promote Tunisian music abroad
38

. Rock/metal DJ sets were also held 

in the venue during the first half of the week, before electro DJs took over during the 

weekend. However, the Plug had to suspend activities in 2014, citing administrative 

problems as the reason for its closure. While several new incarnations of the venue 

                                                 
38 This was, for example, the case with Carthagods' first album: issued in 2015, it starred, among others, 

Tim “Ripper” Owens, former singer of Judas Priest, and Guns'n'Roses's guitar player Bumblefoot.  
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came to exist in the following years, they were less dedicated to metal bands playing 

original material, nor did the venue succeed, up to the moment of writing (April 2016), 

in attracting any new international metal bands to Tunisia.  

In the Introduction, we saw how many bands disbanded, and as many survived either in 

a state of hiatus or as recording-only entities, renouncing live shows. The bands still 

playing live were mostly composed of teenagers, performing covers and making efforts 

to organise gigs in the few remaining cafes and cultural centres that were willing to host 

metal events. Those concerts were not as crowded as they used to be: the investment in 

a bigger, international show was, as such, a risky proposition for young metalheads' 

associations, or entrepreneurs wanting to revive the flame of the hardous golden age. 

The ZanZana forum was now defunct. The anchor of the eponymous radio show had 

moved to other media activities, and a new show – named We Rock – took the place of 

ZanZana: We Rock was well received, but some metalheads complained about the 

“rock” (rather than purely metal) focus of the show, while others simply missed the old, 

legendary show that We Rock had replaced
39

.  The local metal webzines were also 

defunct or had been put on hold, and the very presence of metalheads – both on the 

streets and online – seemed somehow low-key. 

And yet, the situation was not entirely bleak: a ceaseless spawning of associations, 

projects, forums of discussion aimed at resurrecting the scene. Metalheads knew what 

was going wrong, and had solutions in their minds. In general, the crisis of the scene 

was not pure decadence, but rather a transformative influx that reshaped the scene's 

structure, metalheads' agency, and the forms of sceneness that animated Tunisian metal. 

In the next section I will describe how these new forms of sceneness were developed, 

analysing metal's construction and the conflicts it summoned. 

 

2. Metal wars 

 

2.1 Contested spaces 

 

Hichem: It was a matter of identity crisis, and I want to underline this. To me, if you 

want to study a Tunisian cultural phenomenon in genealogical terms, you have to go 

back to this identity crisis. Historically speaking, Tunisians have always embraced what 

they were offered, from Bourguiba's post-colonial republic to what I call the morphine 

phase, the one of Ben Ali, in which everybody seemed to be on drugs and their 

evolution stopped. Metal in Tunisia was a thing for teenagers, and you won't find any 

                                                 
39 The ZanZana radio show and its historical host, Karim Benamor, would return to the airwaves in 2016. 
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metalhead of your age. It's a cultural void, and a lack of spirituality. This is the origin of 

the identity crisis. You're Tunisian, but Tunisia doesn't mean anything to you. You're 

nothing. So you say: “If I have to be nothing, I will at least be a metalhead”.  

Stefano: But you're even a mutilated metalhead, because here you don't even have the 

basic stuff for metal. Bands, concerts… 

Hichem: This was an advantage, because it made metalheads different, forbidden, in a 

completely arid environment… But in this desert they didn't want to create anything. It 

was just being somebody, getting attention… Which is something for teenagers. They 

were weaving the spider net of the universe in their minds, and they thought it was 

infinite. And that's cool, but in the end it's masturbation, because in the end you'll marry 

anyway, you'll make a family, be a good Muslim. This takes us back to the problem of 

mental age: Tunisians are perennial teenagers. Stupid, childish rivalries… Tunis is not 

France. In a mature country a musician's superiority is seen as a resource, an 

inspiration. In Tunisia this thing becomes rivalry, it becomes a will to destroy who's 

better than you.  I think it's an inferiority problem, a psychoanalitical problem. It's 

everywhere: from music to offices etc. Ben Ali is the source of all that. Morphine is to 

stop evolution, to hibernate it. Well, identity crisis and mental age are the two 

prototypes on which you have to build your theory on the cultural scene in Tunisia, 

because it is a child of these two pathologies [Interview: Hichem, 14/4/2014]  

Hichem was a metal musician from Sfax, the second city in Tunisia and yet somewhere 

far removed from the spectacle culture of Tunis and the Sahel: very few bars, no 

discotheques, scant metal concerts. Hichem had made efforts to develop a scene in Sfax: 

teaching musicians, lending them albums, starting bands. Soon he had grown disgusted: 

people were fascinated by metal, but they did not seem sincerely interested in the music, 

nor patient enough to seriously practise music. Sfaxian youth were just enthralled by the 

leather and the long hair. Disappointed, Hichem moved to Tunis, which he supposed to 

be the Mecca for metal. While studying at the university, he practised every day in his 

dormitory room. He played in bands, and managed a metal group. Soon he came to 

realise that Tunis was no better than Sfax – rather, it was worse, since people from Sfax 

were, to him, at least more genuine. This experience, a veritable shock, made Hichem 

desperate. He simply burned his bridges with the scene for a number of years, living 

secluded from other metalheads and, indeed, people. He just went back to music after 

developing a one-man project out of necessity: he did not want anything to do with any 

other metalheads. His reading of Tunisian metal was as harsh as it was complex and 

theoretically daring. But, for all that his take on metal was a sophisticated and 

politically-inflected one, at the same time it echoed a typical distaste that many Tunisian 

metalheads felt about other Tunisian metalheads. A metalhead tended to see metal as 
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blood in her veins, as a way of life, and felt surrounded by people who took metal as 

nothing but a teenage distraction – a chance for fun, noise, and rebellion. Identity crisis 

and mental age, as Hichem's core frameworks for interpreting Tunisian reality, linked 

the dictatorial cultural atmosphere with this tension between the importance of the metal 

lifestyle and the frivolousness of it – indeed, one could say, between life and style.  

Grudges were generalised. Before starting my research on Tunisian metal, in 2010, I 

sent some explorative emails in which I asked some Tunisians about their local metal 

scene. Emails started with questions such as “Is there a scene in Tunisia?” and “How do 

you judge it?” Habib, a musician and webzine journalist, thus answered:  

 

Habib: Yes, absolutely. There are many bands, the majority of which play their music 

and have published demos or albums (self-produced, in most cases), there’s a Metal 

audience in Tunisia whose numbers grow from year to year, concerts and festivals, 

webzines specialized on Metal, forums as well as Rock and Metal radio broadcasts... 

Almost all the ingredients necessary for a scene, not a perfect one and one with gaps, 

but still a small scene [Email: Habib, 13/10/2010. Translated from French]. 

 

Habib clearly described only the hard infrastructures of metal, and that was for one 

precise reason: indeed he was one of the sharpest critics of the kind of path metal was 

taking in his country, where, in his opinion, fake metalheads were rapidly outnumbering 

the original ones. Another omission regarded the fact that every institution so described 

was in practice a locus of conflict. Bands used to quarrel and mistrust one another: later 

in my further research I would come to hear endless gossiping and malignities about 

that one band bragging to be the first grindcore act in Tunisia or that singer who only 

sang fake lyrics in fake English. Such rancour was deeply related to fights within bands. 

Tunisian groups were often started by one musician with a vision, who then tried to 

gather the least inadequate players around him. The scene was small, so the musicians 

that could be picked were few in number, and amateurs largely outnumbered committed 

players. The results were difficult to bear: in some cases, bandmates simply lacked 

commitment, did not come to rehearsal, could not play their instruments, or sang harsh 

vocals on Led Zeppelin-style hard rock. A black metal musician once told me he beat 

people up while practising together, in order to inculcate them with the right discipline 

and determination. In other cases, group members simply had different musical ideas, 

and played together because it was the only solution momentarily available, while they 

waited to create bands of their own. As for the consequences of this situation, the best 

case scenario was a set of fluidly structured bands, in which musicians moved their 
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services and influences from one project to another; what happened most often, instead, 

was that egos were often incompatible, with the effect that bands ended up fighting and 

splitting apart.  

Upon my arrival in Tunis in 2014, a handful of new bands populated the scene and 

represented a new generation that followed the demise of previous groups such as 

Vielikan or Wrong Side Out. Persona, Brood of Hatred, Aphonia, Ayyur, Hemlyn 

shared band members and expertise. When I came to interview them, this sharing was 

already over: bands who had more stable line-ups, and a certain reticence commented 

on the reasons why several musicians had quit the respective groups. Some bands still 

had members in common, but this happened out of necessity and it did not imply mutual 

respect. It was, sometimes, embarrassing: once, during an interview, a guitar player 

asked me about his drummer's band: 'Honestly, you know the international metal scene. 

Do you think his band has any chance of making it? It's just so standard!' [Interview: 

Hamdi, 11/5/2014]. Ego battles are not particularly unusual in musical scenes, but in 

Tunisia they were made radical by the small dimensions of the scene (and, thus, the 

scarcity of available musicians) and by the fact that they were combined with other 

conflicts I will describe below. As a result, band formation was extremely difficult, and 

condemned to a state of flux. Some projects ended up being one-man acts out of 

necessity: Fusam [Schizophrenia] or I the Intruder were nothing but talented musicians 

deciding to play electro-metal in order to turn their condition of solitude into a creative 

advantage. 

Concert organisers considered their competitors at best as disastrous amateurs. The 

FMG was both loved as an object of desire and detested as the source of the scene's 

evils: many metalheads simply chose to boycott it and its entourage. That said, it was 

understood that at the very least the FMG offered musicians good sound equipment and 

a large audience; on the contrary, smaller, “grassroots” concerts were often failures, and 

sometimes pure frauds (for example, tickets for inexistent gigs were sold, or bands were 

not paid as promised). Each cancelled concert, and each ticket that was not reimbursed, 

caused a potential backlash from the whole scene. In 2015, International Noise Fest, a 

three-day festival with international guests, was in great part cancelled by the authorities 

for security reasons
40

. The organisers claimed that they had all the necessary papers, and 

that the authorities had given all the right permits in time: the order to cancel the event 

had arrived as a totally arbitrary surprise. Moreover, the organisers risked to be jailed in 

                                                 
40 “Annulation de Noise Fest: Les organisateurs ripostent”, Kapitalis, 21/8/2015,  

<http://kapitalis.com/tunisie/2015/08/21/annulation-de-noise-fest-les-organisateurs-ripostent/>. Accessed 

16/05/2016.  

http://kapitalis.com/tunisie/2015/08/21/annulation-de-noise-fest-les-organisateurs-ripostent/
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that they had indebted themselves of some 50000 dinars: for this reason, they asked 

underground supporters in Tunisia to back them. Other metalheads, instead, demanded 

them to refund tickets and be totally transparent about what had happened:  

 

Satyr: It's not about [the association] or the fest or the organisers in person, I don't think 

it's about that but about the reputation of metal in Tunisia, let's not forget that we have 

been cheated by [the organiser of an old show], he took the money from the ticket box 

in his pocket and no member of the audience raised a finger to stop him, and we don't 

want this to recommence [Facebook comment: Satyr, 24/8/2015. Translated from 

French and Arabic].  

 

Every failed concert was a false step for the scene, and there was no way back. 

L'Étoile du Nord had been for years the key meeting point for metalheads. During the 

course of my fieldwork, I was told how this particular place was a critical determinant 

in the circulation of new music in Tunisia: metalheads used to sit around a table and 

pass a Walkman cassette player to each other, listening to the new tapes brought back 

by Tunisians who lived in Europe. Those encounters with new music were described as 

magical, and had modelled the local knowledge of metal in depth – for example, 

Tunisians often included Pink Floyd in their definition of the genre, simply because it 

had been ‘discovered’ by their generation at the same time that they had first been 

introduced to the music of Iron Maiden and Metallica. The romanticism was maintained 

even when talking about how older and savvy metalheads hid the music, by, for 

example, copying a tape and excluding their favourite track from the copy. At a certain 

point, however, some members of the scene began to avoid L'Étoile, lamenting either 

the high price of beverages or the fact it was crowded with ridiculous and noisy young 

metalheads. As for the ZanZana forum, the virtual meeting point for Tunisian metallers, 

it was by definition a place for quarreling, as indeed most internet forums are. The death 

of the forum occurred slowly, and after the revolution almost no new discussions 

surfaced on the website. This silence was caused both by a general trend witnessed on 

the internet –whereby discussions generally moved from forums to social media – and 

by the weakening of the metal scene itself. 

Tunisia used to have two main metal webzines: Metal Waves and Sombre Arcane, and 

each one had almost nothing to do with the other. Metal Waves was more of a 

“journalistic” project: its staff worked hard to gather reviews and interviews, provided 

press coverage for many local events and served as personnel for several infrastructures 

in the scene – some of its members moderated the ZanZana forum and for a while they 
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helped with organising the FMG. Sombre Arcane had reviews and interviews too, but it 

had a more “intellectual” style, much centred on a fascination for occult and literature. 

The editors of each webzine were unsympathetic when speaking about the other, and the 

two projects continued to document the scene from quite different points of view. 

However, in the post-revolutionary period Metal Waves had slowed down its activity, 

while Sombre Arcane was completely defunct.  

Other distinctions organised the field of metal, for example the one between fans of 

extreme metal and supporters of less harsh and dark subgenres (in particular progressive 

metal), along the dualism between themes of light and themes of darkness proposed by 

Deena Weinstein (2009). While some listeners loved all metal, the two aforementioned 

groups of fans had their arguments: prog metallers tended to think that extreme metal 

attracted enraged teenagers who wanted to show off, rendering metal events nothing but 

a chaos of inaudible riffs and 'goat-like' screams. Some extreme metallers thought that 

prog bands such as Myrath were cheesy, and only charmed bourgeois kids who could 

afford a synth or a signature guitar. However, the most dramatic source of conflict 

represented the above-cited tension between seriousness and fun on historical and 

generational terms: it was the conflict between anciens and gamins. 

2.2 Contested history. Anciens and gamins. 

Ali: Hey Stefano! :) 

You're in the right place lol! 

Bah, the Tunisian metal scene… I started around 2004, I was sixteen, I saw a concert 

with four self-proclaimed bands, which played black metal, progressive… The music, 

the stage, sounds… everything sucked! But the public was all overage, I thought I was 

the youngest of them lol! 

In 2007 I saw another concert, because I live far from Tunis and I don't travel that often, 

and it was really another thing! I think I was the oldest in an audience of seventeen-year 

olds, there were even nine-year old little girls! The bands' level improved and the 

audience became shit, and until now it's the same thing. Imagine that we go onstage to 

play our music and we find some nine-year old little girls, some emos, some little girl 

chasers, and that's Tunisian metal. […] 

You may ask yourself where are the older metalheads, bah they are victims of rumours, 

like, metalheads are Satanists, they kill cats and drink their blood and fucking blablabla. 

So they used to support a lot, but then they quit, since the majority of Tunisian 

metalheads aren't over twenty years old, and they think metal is a music for children, so 

they become fans of blues, regGAY, they become hippies… [Email: Ali, 19/7/2010. 

Translated from French] 
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Achref: It's been the gamins, the emos, who ruined the scene! [Interview: Achref, 

25/3/2011. Translated from French] 

 

Many arguments in the scene, much of the disaffection metalheads felt, came from the 

consequences of some shared narratives about Tunisian metal. According to such 

narratives, once metal was better. Metalheads were few, but they were for the most part 

true connoisseurs and true believers: they knew metal and its spirit. They personally 

knew each other, and this gave the scene a pleasant communitarian warmth. Some 

people considered old bands to be excellent: at that time, they did not care about 

appearances, so they concentrated one hundred percent on music. Others thought that 

the music was not so good, but felt that enthusiasm of bands and audiences made up for 

it.  

 

Oussema: Well, those old bands made good music, because they made music for the 

music. They had passion, time, there was a beautiful atmosphere… Metal, at that time, 

was rare, and also foreign bands: it was hard to get albums by X,Y, or Z. Music was 

kept hidden! It was before the Internet… And in those cases, the band who goes 

onstage gives of itself thoroughly. You witness something… magical, you see? And bit 

by bit things evolved: there were bands doing rubbish, bands doing good music… 

[Interview: Oussema, 20/1/2015. Translated from French].  

 

Yassine: I'm talking about Carthagods, and about bands like Black Angels, or Misirya, 

or many others that existed in the 1990s and started the gigs at universities, with 

makeshift means, bringing their own amps and instruments to share them, because there 

were drummers who didn't have their own drum kit, guitarists who didn't have their 

guitar or their amp, so that everybody shared amps for doing concerts, and if there 

wasn't that sharing between metalheads, these [new, contemporary] groups wouldn't 

exist. There wasn't the same magic of live music into the CDs you copied and listened 

to at home. When you live that dream, it's normal that you will go on fire… Even if we 

didn't really listen to the music, everything was in your head, when that band played 

that one song, you recognised the first notes and… You lived this moment inside 

yourself, as teenagers do. It's really important to remember those moments if you want 

to know what you can give [today]. [Interview: Yassine, 4/6/2014. Translated from 

French].  

 

The absolute ignorance of broader society and institutions about metal protected it, in 

the beginning, from persecution (that would come later, with accusations of Satanism 

and the like). This pushed its possibilities to limits that were not thinkable in 2015: for 
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example, the older brother of a metalhead friend of mine recalled that, in the late 

1990s/early 2000s, some metal festivals were held on the Avenue Bourguiba, with 

metalheads doing stage diving in the main artery of the nation’s capital city. Similarly, 

some of the first “important” festivals (for example, the first editions of FMG), tended 

to end late at night, something that could not happen any more in the following years, 

once metal was more visible and police was more attentive. 

At a certain point, according to the narratives, the situation changed. Metal became 

bigger, and its magic started to fade away. Many of my informants put it this way: once 

there was quality, but not quantity: bands and fans were not many, but they were 

passionate and knowledgeable. Then quantity came, and quality decreased. According 

to my informants, the scene started attracting large numbers of teenage ‘fashion 

victims’, people more interested in the style and shock effect of metal, than in its 

substance (be it pure music, real culture, or anything else each different metalhead 

pointed at). They were in search of an identity, and picked metal because it provided a 

source of juvenile rebellion. FMG was often considered as the main cause of this 

invasion: having offered an invaluable opportunity for bands to gain exposure, FMG 

auditions became crowded with improvised bands who could barely handle their 

instruments. At the same time, those youngsters invaded the audience, acting in 

excessive ways, headbanging even while bands were tuning their instruments, treating 

the international bands on the program as if they were their idols even when those bands 

were completely unknown to them until they appeared at the festival. Those newcomers 

were variously defined (in French language) as emos, trolls, fakes, and – most often – as 

gamins ['children', in French]. This terminology opposed them to the anciens, the 

“elders”, who had witnessed the apex of the scene and its subsequent decay. 'Nous les 

anciens on se connait tous!' [We, the elders, know each other!] was a typical assertion 

that the self-proclaimed anciens made. It did not have to be true, of course: anciens and 

gamins were not exactly two counterpoised sectors of the scene.  

There actually was a difference at stake, in what we may call subcultural terms: style, 

habits, tastes. Younger metalheads appeared, in many cases, uninterested in metal 

orthodoxy; their look and preferences showed a mix of several underground styles, from 

skate to punk to goth. As previously noted above, the prominence of metal in Tunisian 

rock had, as a consequence, the absorption of several neighbouring styles into the metal 

scene: punks played in metalcore bands; goths and hard rockers frequented metal 

spaces; people with Nirvana, Jimi Hendrix, or even Freddie Mercury t-shirts crowded 

death metal shows. Metal articulated those styles, and this could be most visible in new 
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generations of fans, who were less obsessed with metal purity. The Tunisian term 

hardous was treated as derogative by many older metalheads, while some teenagers 

embraced it as a marker of identity, for example putting it in their Facebook nickname: 

maybe it was a “popular” definition, that thus appealed to a wider audience less 

obsessed with purism and distinction within the scene; but the choice of calling oneself 

hardous could also signify a stylish identity that was more vague and less restrictive 

than the one of metalhead. The gamins, thus, showed a sensibility that could be 

explained by some post-subcultural categories of eclecticism and transience 

(Muggleton, 2000). Their behaviour at concerts and other public occasions was 

spectacular and boasting: one of the most evident examples of such anciens/gamins 

cleavage was visible at concerts, where teenagers headbanged, screamed and often 

fought with each other, while many other slightly older metalheads remained in the 

background, arms folded, intellectually evaluating the music.  

This distinction was in some way the typical “old school versus new school” dynamic 

that many scenes witness (see Haenfler, 2006). And yet, the Tunisian metal case was 

peculiar: first of all, the time lapse dividing the two “schools” was extremely tight, and 

it had more of a symbolic than a historical significance. The arrival of gamins was 

lamented only around ten years after the appearance of metal in Tunisia. Moreover, I 

heard even nineteen year-olds defining themselves as anciens: while the identity of 

ancien was claimed, the obviously patronising one of gamin was not. Thus, the 

anciens/gamins cleavage had some descriptive value, but it was also a powerful 

distinction strategy: a metalhead proclaimed to be an ancien, no matter his actual age, in 

order to perform a particular idea of metal and a particular vision of the scene. It was a 

way of showing allegiance to the long lost glory of the dawn of Tunisian metal, and a 

way to draw a line between one's perception of seriousness (when it came to his or her 

idea of metal as 'not music, but a way of life') and the others' experience of metal as 

superficiality: a quest for identity, a desire of frivolous rebellion, the fascination for 

spectacular clothes. Neither anciens' ideas, nor their lines of judgement towards gamins 

were coherent: some anciens thought that “real metal” was simply about the music, and 

all the lifestyle attachments were merely fashion accessories; some thought exactly the 

opposite. Gamins could be criticised for being too extravagant (while savvy metalheads 

did not have to show off by wearing spikes or make up); but at the same time the 

extravagance of metalheads in earlier years was recalled with fond nostalgia. 

The story anciens narrated about the greatness of old time metal was often demystified 

by older metalheads: old metal was not good, but nostalgic metalheads were young at 
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that time, so they tended to idealise their memories. Some anciens criticised their 

predecessors for having failed to transmit the heritage of metal to the younger 

generations: they had simply quit, got married, started playing covers in the bars, and so 

on. Certainly, this revealed an important dynamic of the scene: its steady generational 

shift. As we saw in the previous section, the fragility of scene infrastructures wore 

metalheads out, and they often called it quits by their mid-twenties. This pushed the 

generational fulcrum towards teenagers, giving the scene a decidedly “young” flavour. 

As a consequence, the most “faithful” metalheads judged their scene according to its 

overwhelming teenage dimension: at concerts, they felt like adults among a bunch of 

children. Generations did not meld with each other transmitting knowledge and 

infrastructures; rather, they were separated, and disliked each other. 

When I went back to Tunisia in 2014/2015, the cleavage was extreme: the 

anciens/gamins separation was less of a symbolic conflict and more of an actual split in 

the scene. Tunisia had two sets of metal bands. Bands such as Necromanian, T-Virus, 

and Orchid mostly played covers; they organised shows together in cultural centres and 

at the Whatever Saloon: for a while, they were able to organise shows on a regular 

basis. They had a highly supportive audience that followed them, even though concerts 

were often staged in very poor conditions. Indeed, the above-cited The Rise of Metal II 

concert could be considered as highly representative of this sort of sub-scene in 

Tunisian metal. 

The concert was organised at the maison de la culture on Ibn Khaldun Street, one of the 

main side streets of Avenue Bourguiba. Some 150 black-clad metalheads gathered in 

front of the centre during the early afternoon. Their presence was somehow shocking on 

the road crowded with eateries that catered for workers during their lunch pause: 

passers-by asked me several times what was happening. I looked, by far, like the oldest 

customer: the others did not seem to be over, on average, twenty-two years old. Girl 

customers in particular seemed quite young: some of them had come with their mothers, 

who had to attend the concert waiting for their daughters. I had frequented many 

concerts in 2011, and I was astonished not to see any familiar faces at this particular 

event. Finally, I began to understand the uncomfortableness of my twenty-something 

metalhead friends: besides the distinction strategy of calling oneself 'an ancien', there 

was the palpable embarrassment of being at a teenage event well past one's teenage. 

Maison de la culture Ibn Khaldun was nothing but a small theatre, crowded with seats. 

At the entrance, I made friends with a couple of young spectators, who soon started 

complaining about how many plaster casts (that is, “clones”) were around us: as these 
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comments suggest, these young people were also keen to distinguish themselves from 

others at metal events whom they identified as posers, although they could not rely on a 

generational discourse to create this distance (rather, one of them, Anis, would later 

complain that 'older metalheads don't like us'). As the concert started, their complaints 

would increase.  

The bands, all playing covers, were barely audible. One band's singer played all his set 

with an accidentally unplugged microphone. The overall effect was chaotic, and this 

chaos excited the crowd. Soon metalheads would invade the narrow pit between the 

stage and seats, often climbing over rows of seats, to start a long series of walls of 

death
41

, stage divings, crowdsurfing, or fierce pogoing. People in the crowd never 

stopped headbanging, even during the often long soundchecks between each band’s 

appearance. In the mayhem of the pit I saw a skateboard flashing for an instant, and 

even a puppy dog being raised towards the stage. Every now and then, staff from the 

cultural centre would stop the concert and demand the crowd to behave. My new 

friends, who kept headbanging at a certain distance from the pit, were disgusted. Anis 

told me: 'Have you ever seen a skateboard at a metal concert? What is it doing there? 

Their behaviour harms metal. They're only having fun with the excess'. By the end of 

the concert, several of the centre's seats had been torn apart, as sweaty metalheads left 

the worn theatre with blissful smiles. 

Another handful of bands, in particular Carthagods, Lost Insen, and Myrath, had a 

completely different lifestyle. They were older, in many cases technically proficient, 

and were establishing their careers on an overwhelmingly international scale: they 

performed live very rarely in Tunisia, preferring to tour abroad or to simply avoid live 

shows in order to concentrate on recording; they were also transnational in their 

structure: those three bands had foreign members living abroad (which made it difficult 

to play live in Tunisia) and were assisted by foreign producers and managers. Myrath 

had become a France-based band, and had a French drummer in its line-up. Carthagods 

could count on Dutch guitar hero Marcel Coenen as a guest musician and producer. Lost 

Insen worked with Swedish producer Julien Fabre and collaborated at distance with 

Spanish singer Oscar Zubelzu.  

These two sectors of the scene existed almost in parallel, although they were connected 

through a series of links – parts of their fanbases, articles on webzines, and a generic 

feeling of all being a part of Tunisian metal. The two groups of bands were, at the same 

                                                 
41 The “wall of death” is a form of slam dancing that occurs sometimes at extreme metal concerts: the 

singer of the band asks the crowd to split in two parts, and when the song reaches its apex the two parts of 

the audience collide in pogo.  
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time, two extreme examples. Other bands mixed their characteristics: Aphonia was 

composed of “old” metalheads, but shared stages with younger bands and preferred to 

perform covers at concerts while composing their own material in the studio. Dead Men 

Tell No Lies was formed by ex-members of Necromanian and Orchid; the group, very 

young in age, did not play live shows and concentrated on composing, recording, and 

releasing their compositions on the internet, hoping to achieve an international status. 

Ymyrgar, a young band inspired by Scandinavian folk metal, released an album well 

ahead of performing their first Tunisian show. Persona was in the middle: the band, led 

by a married couple of thirty-somethings, strove to play live as often as possible, and 

cultivated a personal, affectionate relationship with its young supporters. At Persona's 

shows groups of teenage metalheads sang along to the band’s songs although they were, 

during my fieldwork, still unreleased; fans enjoyed having photos taken with the band 

members and offered praise for their performance the following day on the Facebook 

pages that promoted their live events: Persona seemed to be in the process of achieving 

a status as Tunisia's most loved metal band
42

. 

Differences between bands’ career choices were clearly attached to the age and 

generation of their members: these two factors had a crucial link to the form of 

sceneness those metalheads had participated in once entering the metal scene. Overtime, 

the different forms of sceneness springing from the behaviour of anciens and gamins 

seemed to have antithetic effects on Tunisian metal: on the one side, such a tension tore 

the scene apart, scattering its components and its infrastructures; on the other, it 

represented a ferment of new meanings and practices that were now attached to metal. 

These new practices were aimed at reviving the scene, and yet affected it in a 

contradictory fashion: they kept it alive while fostering its fragility. I will pursue my 

examination of metal’s sceneness in Chapter 8. 

 

3. Conclusion 

 

During the course of this chapter I have described the conditions of the metal scene in 

Tunisia, which I identified as a quintessentially fragile one. I first concentrated on the 

structure of the scene, that is, its hard infrastructures and the surrounding environmental 

condition they existed in. I showed how the scene existed in a situation of economic 

hardship, an undeveloped music industry, and considerable difficulties in travelling and 

                                                 
42 Persona too could be considered to be international in its line up, but not transnational: singer Jelena 

Dobric, a Serbian citizen, lived in Tunisia with her husband, guitarist Melik Khelifa.  
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exporting one's music. These conditions shaped the scene as fragile, but this fragility 

escalated after the revolution, when metal, according to many of its members, 'crumbled 

down'. This fall of the scene was, in part, a consequence of the prolonged fragility of the 

scene itself, whose reproduction became a vicious circle (it discouraged metalheads 

from taking part in it, and this, in turn, further turned scene participants away). At the 

same time, some specific features of post-revolution Tunisia played an important role in 

such a fall: in Part Three I will describe those features, which were cultural, social, and 

political. 

The fragile structure of the scene encouraged metalheads to attempt to find solutions to 

it through aiming to uncover the causes for the poor state of metal in the country. The 

interaction between these different positions and narratives was responsible for the 

construction of the scene – that is, its soft infrastructure, its sense of community and its 

underlining narratives. This construction took a characteristically conflictual form: 

conflict touched many different aspects and infrastructures of the scene. While this 

conflictual state is a typical quality of scenes worldwide, the weakly configured hard 

infrastructures of Tunisian metal gave it a central importance in causing a fast 

transformation of the scene, and significantly contributed to the metal scene’s risk of 

disappearance.  

The most important of these conflicts opposed “older” and “newer” generations of 

Tunisian metal. This division between anciens and gamins was at the same time a 

product of the scene's reproduction, in that different generations made sense of metal 

culture in different ways, and a distinction strategy, since some metalheads identified as 

“elders” in an attempt to display subcultural capital (see Chapter 8) Those metal fans of 

both anciens and gamins status were thus at the same time idealtypes, and products of a 

certain scene dialectic: their interaction (and their refusal to interact with each other) 

pushed the scene forward, making it mutate in material as well as communitarian terms. 

I will explain this process further in Chapter 8, where metal's sceneness will be 

compared with that of electro and rap scenes. In each case, a different tension between 

construction and structure resulted in a different development of the scene, determined a 

different grade of “health” for each scene, and identified processes through which new 

scene narratives, and new forms of sceneness incubated.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE WEIRD SUCCESS OF RAP 

1. The sound of revolution

'The size of rap, in Tunisia, has gotten ridiculous, ridiculous… '[Interview: Emna, 

4/7/2014. translated from French]. Before the revolution, long before, rap was already 

an established youth cultural code in Tunisia. Surely it had its pantheon: its prime 

movers, its superstars, its renegades. One could even say rap had its mythology.  

The origins of this mythology went back to the late 1980s, when a young DJ named 

Slim Larnaout obtained some recognition in the local music industry. Larnaout was 

quite far removed from the standard narratives about rap: he came from a privileged 

background, being the son of a well-respected intellectual. His rap was accordingly 

polished, subtle, and directed towards a generalist audience. While still being perceived 

as an exoticism, Slim had access to the foremost musical events in the country, playing 

live at the Festivals of Carthage and Hammamet, and sharing the stage with important 

French rap outfits (see Bouzouita, 2013b). 

Still, the case of Larnaout remained little more than an isolated exploit, distant from the 

actual history of the scene. According to my informants, the rap scene in Tunisia had 

seriously begun only around the end of the 1990s, when crews – often from the poor 

zones of the capital – started to assert their presence. The “hero” of this phase, and the 

one who would become the core figure in the history of national rap, was Balti, 

originally from the group Wled Bled. Also known as Drago Balti and later 

Balthiroshima, he started being celebrated as an underground legend, before becoming 

the first mainstream rapper in Tunisia. Balti eventually gained acceptance in the 

political realm, and came to perform for the president himself on several occasions, 

including the 7th of November celebrations (the anniversary of Ben Ali's coup) and 

what came to be promoted as the first “official” rap concert in Tunisia, in the month of 

September 2010. However, Balti's road to celebrity was not easy: it went through 

several clashes with the national music industry, and necessitated him to seriously 

rethink his art. The singer chose to simplify his flow, edulcorate his language by making 

it more family-friendly, avoid extreme political references in his lyrics, and become 

something of a “pop rap” artist.  

Indeed, legal and political problems already marked the pre-revolutionary scene: rapper 
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Ferid el Extranjero published his anti-regime song L3bed fi Tarkina [People in the 

corner] in 2005, unchaining a veritable witch hunt against rappers. Another, more recent 

case, was the infamous “affaire Psyco-M”, caused by a diss to some TV personalities 

that ended up in the courts
43

. Rap was even represented in generic media, with hip hop 

characters appearing in local feuilletons (soap operas) and movies. 

All of this was, in a certain sense, incomparable to what would happen in the years 

following 2011. The revolution – everybody agreed upon this point – enormously 

expanded the size of Tunisian rap. Rap musicians and rap singles multiplied; rappers 

started appearing in summertime music festivals alongside with celebrated national 

artists. The achievement of freedom of speech was commonly thought to be the key 

factor in such accomplishments. Rappers came to incarnate both the political function of 

speaking out in the post-regime age, and the social group considered as the very subject 

of revolution – the youth, in particular the section of youth coming from the houma. For 

these reasons, a vast array of listeners and media identified rappers as “the voice” of 

revolution. This phenomenon was inaugurated by El General and the success of his 

Rayes Lebled, crowned by local and international media as the anthem of revolution, in 

part as a consequence of the rapper's arrest during the final days of the regime.  

Some technical shifts were also central in this surge: the advent of YouTube, in 

particular, was cited by my informants as a key driver for the rap scene. YouTube was 

censored under Ben Ali; at that stage, very few rap videoclips would circulate on social 

networks such as Facebook. The basic way of consuming Tunisian rap was forums: 

websites such as rap.tn gathered MP3 files of rap songs that could be downloaded for 

free. Similar pages still existed at the time of my research. The offspring of rap.tn were 

sites like raptunisien.tn or rap-tunisien.com: their layout was often quite basic, and they 

did not involve much textual discourse (in the form of articles or discussion). Rather, 

they hosted a number of videos and MP3s available for download.   

On 13
th

 of January 2014, in a desperate attempt to calm the nation’s unrest, president 

Ben Ali pronounced his famous speech Fhemtkom [I understood you], in which he 

partially admitted the faults of the government in managing the political crisis, 

recognised some of its reasons and proposed several measures aimed at improving 

political freedom and economic stability. Among those, the immediate end of Internet 

censorship: from that night on, forbidden Wikipedia pages, sites like YouTube and 

Dailymotion, and even porn websites were accessible without the need for proxys 

                                                 
43 More about the Ferid El Extranjero will be said in Chapter 11, while the Psyco-M case will be 

examined in Chapter 9. 
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(which was the standard means of navigating the internet during the Ben Ali era). 

YouTube did not save Ben Ali, but it did allow Tunisian rap to breakthrough. 

Videoclips were now the main currency of the scene: you were on the map if you were 

on YouTube. Videos reached a crowd that was unthinkable in the 2010s, and “likes” 

quickly became an, albeit controversial, parameter of success for rappers. I have already 

mentioned the astonishing success of Houmani, by rappers Hamzaoui Med Amine and 

Kafon, but if one takes a look at the list of the most watched Tunisian videoclips of the 

last decade, rap – and artists who made a name through rap such as Balti, represent the 

quasi-totality of that list
44

. Pages gathering the hottest rap tracks, on the model of old 

forums, appeared on Facebook and YouTube as well.  

The size of Tunisian rap on YouTube was, at the same time, a symptom of the virtuality 

of its success. While Hamzaoui stated that his videos on YouTube earned him 30000 

dollars
45

, rappers from the scene agreed that this possibility was fairly unique, perhaps 

limited to no more than three or four Tunisian MCs. YouTube monetisation has been 

rendered possible in the country only in 2014
46

, at conditions unavailable for many 

artists and entrepreneurs: for example, copyright was very weakly enforced in Tunisia 

(as we well see in Chapter 8). The incapability of a Tunisian musician to demonstrate 

copyright on his or her music halted the verifying process demanded by the web 

platform in order to allow monetisation.  

Moreover, the above-cited web pages that gathered videos profited from this situation: 

the author of a successful hit told me that his song obtained four million views on 

YouTube on one such account, which meant that his official profile did not profit from 

such visibility [Interview: Seif, 7/8/2014]. Some of my informants considered those 

“pirate” pages as one of the major evils of the scene. They were incredibly strong in 

diffusing music and decreeing the success, or not, of a video clip; at the same time, the 

pages’ admins could have an important role in boycotting a rapper by deleting her 

videos, and they often took sides in clashes between artists, thus acting as opinion 

leaders. And yet, this role coexisted with the anonymity of the admins, who were not 

identifiable members of the scene and, sometimes, even asked rappers for money as 

payment for uploading or deleting their tracks. 

                                                 
44 Bessem Romane, “Les 10 plus grands succes musicaux des 10 dernieres annees en Tunisie!”, People’s 

Beats, 07/05/2015. <http://peoplesbeats.net/les-10-plus-grands-succes-musicaux-des-10-dernieres-

annees-en-tunisie/>. Accessed 16/05/2016. Rappers have, indeed, nine positions out of ten.  

45 “Hamzaoui Med Amine: Prochainement un duo avec Klay BBJ”, Mosaique FM, 31/01/2015, 

<http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/47382-hamzaoui-med-amine-

prochainement-un-duo-avec-klay-bbj> Accessed 16/05/2016. 

46 “4 ans de YouTube en Tunisie, ça se fête !”, Tanitweb, 24/12/2014,  <http://blog.tanitweb.com/4-ans-

de-youtube-en-tunisie-ca-se-fete/>. Accessed 16/05/2016. 

http://peoplesbeats.net/les-10-plus-grands-succes-musicaux-des-10-dernieres-annees-en-tunisie/
http://peoplesbeats.net/les-10-plus-grands-succes-musicaux-des-10-dernieres-annees-en-tunisie/
http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/47382-hamzaoui-med-amine-prochainement-un-duo-avec-klay-bbj
http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/47382-hamzaoui-med-amine-prochainement-un-duo-avec-klay-bbj
http://blog.tanitweb.com/4-ans-de-youtube-en-tunisie-ca-se-fete/
http://blog.tanitweb.com/4-ans-de-youtube-en-tunisie-ca-se-fete/
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This form of piracy was paralleled by a physical form. 'I take a walk around the 

Carrefour [a chain of malls], and see my CD on the shelves. Without any contract, 

without any… How come? Upon which right can they sell my music? (laughing)' 

[Interview: Seif, 07/8/2014. Translated from French]. Shops sold CDs of dubious 

copyright status, which listed the most loved hits of the moment; even the biggest 

pressing companies and record labels were accused by musicians of stealing their 

music, or paying not enough, or publishing CDs without any respect for the artists' 

decisions. 'After the revolution, a label wanted to publish a compilation of revolutionary 

songs. They wanted my song for free, because it was for the revolution, for the martyrs. 

But then they sold the CD!' [Interview: Khaled, 22/3/2015. Translated from French] 

Selling physical versions of their music was simply not an option for any of my 

informants. 

This tension between high visibility and low profitability could be seen in television as 

well. Rappers were sometimes featured in prime-time talk shows: they were interviewed 

by anchors (often from a comical angle), and they sang their hit songs with playback. 

According to my informants, not only were they not paid for participating in those 

shows, but in some cases they even had to pay themselves, and mobilise their contacts 

in order be invited. Watching appearances of hardcore rappers such as Klay BBJ or 

Madou MC on television was, sometimes, an embarrassing experience: they had to face 

stereotypes about rap in Tunisia, deal with the egos of anchors, and participate in forms 

of spectacle that were completely based on “distant”, family audiences. Sahbi, a rapper 

who played much on the clownesque side of his character, and even had a comedy 

series created around him, complained to me about such invitations: 'It was just 

embarrassing. The guy was an idiot, had his stupid humour, and tried to drag me into it. 

It was not my humour, not my audience, it just weakened me' [Interview: Sahbi, 

03/5/2015. Translated from French]. 

Some scene members lamented the disparity between rap's potential and the lack of hard 

infrastructures for the production of rap in Tunisia. An example was recording studios: 

according to a young producer, you only had the choice between costly professional 

ones and bad quality home studios. The few exceptions were linked to specific crews – 

such as 24 Records in the southern banlieue and DEBO in the centre of Tunis. Most of 

the studios worked on single songs (and asked for payment accordingly): this reason 

coupled with the prominence of YouTube in the rap environment, and with the general 

lack of money, in making Tunisian rap a genre based on isolated singles, in the best 

cases accompanied by videoclips.  
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A similar dynamic affected the very artistic creation of rap: since beats cost money, 

many rappers had no options but to rely heavily on downloaded beats from famous 

international tunes – this made their music amateurish, and limited their possibilities of 

growing as musicians. Moreover, it defined the aesthetic economy of Tunisian rap as a 

flow of quick, cheaply made songs recorded in rappers' bedrooms to circulate on the 

Internet. That is, an aesthetic of poverty that fit well with the urgency of post-revolution 

and the ghetto mythology of the scene, but hampered its artistic and economic growth.  

Only a few rappers had the privilege of being members of established crews which 

gathered beatmakers, producers, graphic designers, and videomakers, so that their 

products could be artistically refined without really costing money. Examples were the 

rappers gravitating around the DEBO recording studio; or Zomra [Pack], a young 

downtown crew which sported dozens of freelance artists in the musical and graphic 

domain (from rap to metal; from videoclips to graffiti). Even well-known rappers did 

not have this possibility: as Kais, a young and yet famous MC, told me:  

Stefano: Are you always downloading beats? 

Kais: Right now? Yeah, if there's no money how are you supposed to do? Give them 

[the fans] an a cappella? I have no money for a beatmaker or a studio. And people want 

to hear a good sound, a good track, that's how it is nowadays in Tunisia. 

Stefano: And what about videos? 

Kais: No, I only work on MP3s. Sometimes they [directors] come to me and say 'we 

should do something together', but it usually ends up with nothing. I have no money and 

I don't want to ask them a favour, to work for free. And I'm underground, I'm not really 

profitable for their careers. But that's fine, I'm making rap for the sake of rap, and at this 

moment, in 2015, it's like people pay more attention to the images, to the video, than to 

the MP3. It's a bad habit [Interview: Kais, 3/6/2015. Translated from Arabic]. 

While Kais felt being underground and not caring about money was a point of honour, 

he also remarked that his career was at a halt: without the possibility of singing on 

original beats and making videos of his songs, he could not really attain a wider 

popularity.  

Tunisian rap was caught in such a paradox: it was successful enough to be represented 

as the core youth culture in Tunisia. Children from disadvantaged areas dreamed of 

Kafon or Redstar Radi:  sons of the houma just like them, who had made it through 

music. And yet, if one took a closer look at the careers of rappers, they looked more like 

mazes than like ways out of poverty and hardships. As Abdelkrim, a rapper from the 

city centre, told me: 
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Abdelkrim: We lose rappers every day, people who stop rapping. Because we give rap 

too much and rap doesn't give us anything. You can't guarantee anything, you can lose 

your studies, your job, and rap doesn't… Except for a bunch of likes on YouTube, 

right? And we don't give a fuck about that [Interview: Abdelkrim, 08/8/2014. 

Translated from French]. 

 

Rappers had to fashion their lives juggling with the insecurity of their (often humble) 

past, their precarious present and their bleak future. Some of them had daily jobs, or 

worked in call centres; many hustled their way through. Rap could be at the same time a 

life project and a side revenue, something that integrated the profits of free-lance work, 

drug dealing, and friends' loans. In turn, the revenues of rap mirrored the structural 

instability of the scene, and its underdeveloped industry. The above-cited Seif, one of 

the most successful rappers in Tunisia, earned most of his money from his recording 

studio and his activity as an arranger and beatmaker: he worked with all kinds of 

musicians, from mezwed
47

 singers and oriental-pop stars to other rappers. His rap 

incomes were mainly based on live shows, including participation in the biggest 

summer festivals in the country – this was, however, a seasonal job. He tried to make 

the most out of the summertime gigs in order to be able to make ends meet during the 

winter, when he concentrated on composition and on publishing new songs. A minor 

source of money were phone companies, which bought his tracks for making “original” 

mobile tunes [Interview: Seif, 7/8/2014].  

Seif's case was, nonetheless, a success story. The absence of CD sales, the unevenness 

of live shows, and the inexistence of dedicated record labels had a counterpart in a 

parallel, politically driven music industry that had in hip hop its pivotal point. Capacity-

building, right-enhancing and community programs often used the languages of street 

art as a way of improving the conditions of marginal youth and were financed as an 

expression of the revolutionary message of the Arab Spring worldwide. The money 

from States and NGOs offered a concrete possibility to Tunisian rappers, but one that 

was not exempt from pitfalls. I will discuss this in more detail in Chapter 11. 

The peculiar conditions of the rap scene's hard infrastructures – its structure – affected 

sceneness in multiple ways. The tension between industry and passion, career choices, 

and the political underpinnings of the “rap game” influenced the scene through conflicts 

of legitimacy and position shifts. What was the right way of making money as a rapper? 

                                                 
47 Mezwed is a form of very popular Tunisian folk music: it is based on percussion and the homonymous 

bagpipe instrument, and is traditionally associated with the lower classes and drunkenness.  
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Which compromise was respectful? Where was the line that separated underground 

from mainstream (or, worse, “the system”) to be drawn? After all, what did the rap 

scene need? These questions intermeshed the lives of rappers with the structure of the 

scene and the politics of “democratic” Tunisia in a far more dramatic way than the 

views on Houmani, prime-time TV interviews with rappers, and the aura of success that 

Tunisian rap seemed to possess.  

2. Spaces and times of the rap scene

Revolution was a turning point in the making of the rap scene and its internal conflicts. 

It reformulated the scene's structure, providing it with a “virtual” success and 

infrastructures that scenesters saw as deficient (referring in particular to the lack of a 

proper industry and a market). This structure was met by the post-revolutionary 

appearance of new crews, rappers, musical styles and musical ideologies. A new 

construction thus surfaced, in the form of new discourses about the rap scene and the 

meaning it had for its participants. These new phenomena interacted with the usual 

forms of organisation of rap scenes worldwide – in particular, with the ones articulated 

by space, place, and time (see Forman, 2002). Oppositions between an “old” and a 

“new” school, and sub-groupings based on belonging to a “hood” and fighting to 

control the urban space, had their corresponding points of reference in Tunisian rap.  

Moreover, this post-revolutionary sceneness had heavy political underpinnings. Politics 

surely played an important role in articulating the metal and electro scenes after the 

revolution: it opened new possibilities for cultural expression and night-time 

entertainment, brought new actors and resources into the field and marginalised old 

ones, gave new visibility to Tunisian youth. But its influence on rap was more direct, to 

the extent that it would be impossible to discuss the making of forms of sceneness in rap 

(with their definitions of community, underground, and conflict) without calling into 

question the role of old and new political agents.  In this section, I will examine rap's 

construction along the lines of space and time, and I will point out stylistic and other 

differences that articulated the scene as a field. The tension between this construction 

and the above-analysed structure will be further explored in Chapter 8, where rap's 

sceneness will be compared to the ones fostered in metal and electro. Analysis of 

sceneness in rap will then be completed through a necessary overview of its political 

economy, which is presented in Chapter 11 of the thesis.  
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2.1 Space of 'hoods, time of generations 

 

While Tunisian rap history had its origins, according to many, with the career of Slim 

Larnaout in the late 1980s, we cannot really talk about a “rap scene” until the end of the 

subsequent decade, when hardcore rap crews made a name. Filozof, Wled Bled, and 

Arab Clan took rap away from the hands of the legitimate musical establishment – of 

which Larnaout was part – and brought it to the slums of Tunis, places such as Sidi 

Hassin or Jbel Lahmar. The research of Kerim Bouzouita (2013b) is here invaluable, for 

its retracing of the scene's genesis. Bouzouita describes how hardcore crews created a 

new space of interaction, meeting at the central Café L'Univers and exchanging clothes, 

cassettes, and rhymes. Such crews described the life of disadvantaged quarters, a life 

made of poverty and delinquency. Their vehicle was Tunisian Arabic (derja): rappers 

used derja, hybridised with French, in its crudest and least marketable aspects, and 

turned it into a template for unrelenting language innovation. 

By the turn of the decade, new neighbourhoods began to engage with rap, such as the 

southern banlieue municipalities of Hammam Lif and Mourouj. New crews appeared, 

and the first basic recording studios were established by crew members. An example 

was Zied Hamrouni, aka Shinigami San, who in the early 2000s composed beats for 

SWA crew and played a pioneering role in the development of Tunisian electro (see 

Chapter 7). The most important producer and beatmaker of this generation was, 

however, DJ Danjer, based in the southern banlieue city of Hammam Lif, who launched 

the first veritable rap star in Tunisia: Balti. The success of Balti, and his compromises 

with the mainstream musical and political establishment, inaugurated an early process 

of collective reflection within the scene: rappers started wondering what “success” 

meant in Ben Ali's Tunisia, and what its cost was. The field of rap, still in the making, 

thus knew its first repositionings and conflicts regarding legitimacy: 

 

Mahmoud: Before, we really had the codes of rap.  It was shameful to write a stupid 

song, you couldn't even look at people in the eyes after. Then it changed, after the 

second Balti album, in 2008. Because the audience started to have the bad definition of 

rap. They hadn't listened to the earlier Balti, they were only listening to today's Balti, 

you see? They didn't know what's true rap.  The culture began to get lost. [Interview: 

Mahmoud, 1/5/2015. Translated from French]. 
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Mahmoud's brother, a rap veteran, had a different opinion on Balti: 

 

Moncef: I already knew Balti before he started recording. As I told you, he came to my 

place, I went to his… We were a clique. One day he told me: 'While I'm doing this, I'm 

reflecting a bit, I don't know, maybe doing a bit of commercial [music], I haven't got 

anything else to do'. That's why I respect him, when somebody does something starting 

from his own principle, it was him who decided. He didn't lie to me, he told me that 

straight, face to face. You know, frankly, nobody was sure there would be a revolution, 

so he made sure he was protected a little, he wrote some songs, he criticised but… He 

reflected a lot before criticising. Now I can't listen to a song by Balti any more, that's 

impossible, but I will never say he's a bad one [Interview: Moncef, 1/5/2015. Translated 

from French]. 

 

The Balti effect, its controversies notwithstanding, “opened” the rap media further, 

having it touch every corner of the country, albeit still in a marginal, underground 

fashion. Rappers that emerged between the time of Balti's climb to success and the 

revolution had the task of negotiating the sense of rap in front of the now-existing 

mainstream and the still present difficulties of cultural marginalisation, censorship, and 

scarce resources. A new generation emerged, which included rappers such as Vipa, 

Phenix, Weld el 15, Madou MC, Massi, Psyco M. It was presented, to me, as the third 

generation of rappers, after the late 1990s hardcore groups and early/mid 2000s crews 

such as T-Men and La Familia, a generation whose artists – for example Balti, Dj 

Danjer, Mr Mostapha, Mascott – had been the first to gain a sort of consecration both in 

the scene and outside of it. 

Rappers from the third generation were in many cases the little brothers of rap pioneers, 

or started rapping as children who used to hang around the previous generations' artists. 

This element of familiar continuity between generations of rappers had a deep relevance 

as a vehicle for the transmission of symbolic and material capital in the scene. Take for 

example the brothers Mahmoud and Moncef, whose words I cited above. Mahmoud had 

started rapping following the example of his older brother; when the latter was 

imprisoned, Mahmoud felt the urge to continue, with his friends, the heritage of 

Moncef: 'It was like a flag. He planted the flag up high, and it was us, the little soldiers, 

who had to protect it when he left' [Interview: Mahmoud, 1/5/2015. Translated from 

French]. On the other side, Moncef told me of his emotion when he got out of jail and 

saw that his brother had 'kept the principles', had not compromised, and was now part of 

an established, important rap scene. Similarly, Sahbi, a rapper from the southern 

banlieue, told me of his rap apprenticeship as related to his two older brothers: one, who 
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now lived in the United States, provided him with fresh music and recording devices; 

the other, who lived in Tunisia and had established a rapping and breakdancing crew, 

was his moral example. Sahbi hung around at his brother's concerts as if he was a 

mascot, and considered his brother's crew a hip hop palimpsest:  

 

Sahbi: I used to see my brother writing at home, I always went to his concerts, once he 

invited me on stage, at a concert in a youth house which ended up in a mess (laughing). 

The New Medina [Sahbi's neighbourhood] was one of the places in which there were 

most concerts etc. There was only that group, but they were very active: they used to go 

downtown and met rappers and told them 'Hey come over, there's a concert at the New 

Medina!'. It was 2004, 2005, 2006… 

Stefano: Were they the first generation of rap in Tunisia? 

Sahbi: They weren't, but they were our first generation. It was them who represented us. 

When they rapped about stuff, I could see myself in what they rapped. Until now, when 

I prepare some new lyrics, I also call them and ask 'Hey, what do you think about it?' 

[Interview: Sahbi, 3/5/2015. Translated from French]. 

 

Difficulties in building a rap career, as we saw in the previous chapter, prompted many 

MCs to stop rapping. Inter-generational transmission was a mechanism that kept the rap 

scene alive, allowing the passage of resources and the re-positioning of former rappers 

in the roles of producers, advisors or supporters of their heirs. South School was a crew 

based in the inland city of Gafsa, an area well known in the country for its phosphate-

based economy, its deprivation, and its rebelliousness. South School was regionally 

peripheral, but its role in the scene was a pioneering one: they released albums when 

this was considered impossible by many downtown rappers. The crew still existed in 

2015, but most of its former members had quit rap (often embracing religion); and yet, 

their younger brothers and acquaintances still made music under the moniker South 

School, and continued to represent the integrity of Gafsa-based rap in Tunisia. 

Such transmission also had a dark side: in some cases, generations disliked each other, 

and this became a dramatic affair when the revolution triggered the so-called third 

generation, bringing many of its rappers to a previously unknown level of fame. Some 

pre-revolutionary pioneers called them “the rappers of revolution”, people who would 

not have made a name if it was not for the heavy international promotion of Tunisian 

rap as linked to political events, and the social/political clichés in their songs.  The 

persona of El General was an especially delicate subject. We saw, in Chapter 2, how the 

importance of the Sfaxian rapper has been problematised in literature: some authors 

have put into question his centrality in the Tunisian scene, and have suggested that 
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media reports distorted the actual “size” of El General as a rapper (see Halila, 2010; 

Gonzalez-Quijano, 2013). In the scene, comments were often fierce. Not only did many 

Tunisian rappers consider El General a ‘nobody’, and someone who just profited from a 

disproportionate and manipulative media interest; some of them even tried to convince 

me that El General was not a rapper in a technical and artistic sense. In some cases, the 

political credibility of El General, besides his artistic quality, was also questioned by El 

General’s fellow rappers: ‘El General was popular in Tunisia because he pretended to 

be a hero during the revolution. And it was not true, it was an image that the media 

made because they wanted a hero for the revolution, and then this idea was spread 

around the world’ (Interview: Alia, 10/5/2015. Translated from French). The only 

rappers who talked to me about El General in good terms were those who prized the 

message of their songs (in particular an Islamic political message) above hip hop 

knowledge: I will talk about these rappers further in Chapter 9
48

.  

Rappers from the third generation reproduced generational spite, turning it towards the 

younger MCs, the true “sons of revolution”. Some were nostalgic about the 2000s, 

'when there were 2000 rap listeners, and they were all rappers. At concerts there were 

only people who knew you, who knew what you were listening to, your influences. If 

you made a good track you were worshipped; if you made a bad song you were 

destroyed' [Interview: Mondher, 22/6/2015]. Generations in rap always were a social 

construction, and often a debated and even disputed one. And yet, while there was a 

certain consensus on a “linear” history of rap preceding the revolution, most rappers 

were just unable to consider post-revolutionary events in such historical terms: 'We had 

the third generation of rappers, and then, after revolution, it was chaos! (laughing)' 

[Interview: Houcin,  14/3/2015. Translated from French]. Therefore, a linear sequence 

of generations was followed, after 2011, by an apparently disorganised flow of new 

rappers – sometimes unknown to the “authorities” in the scene – who kept on 

publishing new tracks on YouTube. 

 

 

 

                                                 
48 Interviewing El General in 2011, David Peisner noticed how his knowledge of rap history was quite 

scarce and did not go much beyond Tupac Shakur. On the contrary, Balti (who at that time was generally 

discredited as a “pro-regime” rapper) paraded a remarkable rap culture. This difference helps 

reconstructing the context that underlines rap's sceneness and the generational conflict between hip hop 

savvy MCs and “revolutionary” rappers. See Sean O’ Keefe, “El General, Hip Hop, and the Tunisian 

Revolution”, Revolutionary Arab Rap, 22/10/2011. 

http://revolutionaryarabrap.blogspot.com.au/2011/10/el-general-hip-hop-and-tunisian.html  Accessed 

03/06/2016.  

http://revolutionaryarabrap.blogspot.com.au/2011/10/el-general-hip-hop-and-tunisian.html
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2.2 Distance and collaboration 

 

The historical progression of generations crossed paths with the spatial diffusion of rap 

in the Grand Tunis area. This diffusion was represented as beginning from the slums, 

and then extending to all the outskirts of Tunis, with the city centre as the core knot in 

which transactions between different crews were staged, coffees were drunk, and the 

very scene was weaved as a unitary fabric. Bouzouita (2013b) described the way in 

which cheap public transport, connecting poor neighbourhoods with the centre, acted as 

a crucial channel for this diffusion of rap. The evolution of rap in circumscribed areas 

marked at the same time the relative autonomy of such sub-scenes and their 

interrelations. When narrating their rap biographies, scenesters often emphasised the 

blend of distance and collaboration which tied them to rappers from other parts of 

Tunis.  

 

Moncef: Every section had its producer. DJ Danjer had his studio in Hammam Lif, but 

he worked with those from Zouhour City, Wled Bled etc. And, however, it has never 

been a big problem for us to work with him. It's not that we didn't want to work with 

him, when we needed it… It's not like it's a sacred thing, it was just better for him to 

frequent those with whom he was engaged on a certain music, a certain style. It was 

clean competition, you didn't find any insults [in the songs]. In the world of rap, it was 

the age of good competition. We weren't enemies. We were friends, but I tried my best 

to write something more touching than yours, deeper than yours, and thus we began to 

develop something. We didn't have videoclips, or a career, in mind, but we were 

conscious we were building something. Now it's automatic, rap is this, and I don't want 

to delete things from hip hop culture, clashes are part of hip hop culture, part of what 

we love, and we accept it [Interview: Moncef, 1/5/2015. Translated from French].  

 

The geography of Tunisian rap was centered around the few studios popping up at the 

opposite corners of Tunis. By the late 2000s, the studio 24 Records was the point of 

aggregation in the southern banlieue, while Rebel Records worked with rappers in the 

western part of the city. Other rappers built home studios to work separately from big 

cliques, and some made use of generic music studios. 24 Records was the headquarters 

of the crew 24 All Stars, which at its apex comprised twelve rappers and two DJs. The 

studio was set in the neighbourhood of Fouchana, in the city of Mourouj, south of 

Tunis. It was, basically, the upper floor in the house of the leader of 24, MC RAR. The 

studio had only makeshift means: it was a salon with a wood cabin and a computer area 

– everything adorned with stickers and graffiti. In the years immediately before the 
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Revolution, the crew and its studio had achieved significant fame within the scene: from 

what I have been told, even some rappers from other African countries had the occasion 

to record there. Overtime, the crew dissipated: some of its members quit rap (including 

one who embraced Islamism and became a policeman); one of their DJs obtained a 

residency in a Hammamet club; MCs such as RAR and Black Wolf kept on rapping but 

at a slower, dilated pace: not because of the constraints of “adult” life, but rather for 

disaffection and frustration towards rapping in Tunisia. The baton was thus passed to a 

new generation of musicians, including Pest, RAR's brother, a talented eighteen-year 

old rapper, and producer/graphic designer Brown.  

Rebel Records, set in Bouchoucha (a neighbourhood in the famous Bardo area, where 

Tunisian parliament and an important museum of Roman art are situated), was the home 

of rappers who were identified as coming from the “western” banlieue: people like Mr 

Mostapha (one of the pillars of Tunisian rap), DJ Killa (the producer behind mainstream 

successes such as Houmani), Weld el 15, Emino, Wistar. Some of those rappers enacted 

a real “migration chain” in the years after the revolution, migrating to the French city of 

Saint Malo and partially reconstructing their crew. Rebel Records and 24 Records alike 

offered rappers from other crews the possibility to record in their studio charging them a 

fee. This was often the way in which studios sustained themselves and expanded. A 

similar dynamic embodies the mixture of collaboration and distance between different 

crews: 

 

Sahbi: Before the revolution, I had prepared a four song mixtape with [a fellow rapper], 

and we went to Bouchoucha, at Rebel Records studio, to record it. We were so young… 

We arrived at the studio, we gave them the CD with composed beats, they had a studio 

and yet downloaded their beats from the Internet. We got into the cabin and recorded, 

I'm proud of that one song. Then we asked how much we owed them, and they 

answered 'eighty dinars'. I took the CD out of the computer and broke it with my hands. 

'I won't give you eighty dinars, bro. I'm a rapper, my dad gives me five hundred 

millimes when I go out!' (laughing). I broke the CD, and went back home. My brother 

was in the United States, we talked and he told me 'Look, everything's set, I shipped the 

microphone, it's on its way'. And when the microphone arrived I recorded the song and 

published it. I was so proud!  

Stefano: Why did they ask for that sum? Was it because they wanted to fool you?  

Sahbi: Because we weren't friends. It wasn't at all the same section; we were teenagers 

who had just jumped in and wanted to… And then, with time, I realised that we did not 

have the same ideas, rappers coming out from there had completely different ideas, they 

were on a totally different trip. Now we're friends, we respect each other, but everyone 

does his thing. [Interview: Sahbi, 3/5/2015. Translated from French].  
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After the revolution, the geography of Tunisian rap became denser and more 

widespread, encompassing the entire country. MCs, styles, crews (and to a certain 

extent even studios, producers, and beatmakers) multiplied. In the city centre, a new 

generation of hip hop artists gathered around Zomra crew: the collective included at 

least thirty active members and an undefined number of friends and supporters. Zomra 

was active in the graffiti domain, having its tags and art pieces all around the centre of 

Tunis, and its rappers published tracks on the Internet at a rate that was new to Tunisian 

standards. Among its members there were several breakers, directors, photographers, 

and members from other local scenes (some of Zomra's beats were made by members of 

the electro scene, and the crew had some members who played in metal bands). As 

Dhia, one of its writers, explained to me, 'Initially, Zomra was a platform for different 

artistic activities, one based on our friendship. Then we learned how to structure this 

platform and make it a place for integrating those artistic activities. It wasn't easy, the 

process brought several arguments, but now we know each other better and we know 

better what we do' [Interview: Dhia, 11/2/2015]. Zomra was especially known for its 

conscious attitude, devoted to political anarchism and to promoting DIY values: they 

were close to Blech 7es [a Tunisian expression that literally means 'without noise', and 

signifies something like 'stop making noise'], a DIY collective and cultural centre 

devoted to musicians' self-production and self-management, that hosted a free rehearsal 

room and had free sound technicians. Musically speaking, Zomra's rappers had a 

diverse palette of styles, going from reggae-tinged rap to old school hardcore, and 

writing ego trips
49

 as well as political invectives. And yet, the collective's spirit pushed 

them to sign each of their songs (written and sung by different rappers), under the 

simple Zomra moniker. 

Zomra's presence in the streets of downtown Tunis was contested by another crew, 

Gam7, a Tunisian word that stands for the grain ear, 'because when the ear is full, it is 

bent, and when it is empty it stands tall' [Interview: Selim, 19/3/2015. Translated from 

French]. Gam7 was specialised in a raw, old school kind of rap; it was joined by 

historical members of the scene such as Mr Mostapha, under his new nickname Ston 

Himalya. The crew was not extremely prolific on a musical level, but it was well-known 

in the city: disparate informants often made reference to its members with the 

expression 'the guys of the city centre'. They had the reputation of being tough, street-

                                                 
49 In rap, ego trips are songs centred on the ego of their author, who boasts about himself and exhibits his 

technique. 
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wise people, a real link between the artistic world of the city and the reality of the 

slums. Some Gam7 members were employed in musical and cultural events as 

bouncers, due to such art/street connection, their physical strength, and the fact they 

knew everybody in the city. Furthermore, Gam7 often organised Open Mic shows, 

attaching them to all kinds of cultural events (From the “Carthage Musical Days”, a 

musical fair, to conferences on transitional justice).   

As I have been told, the rivalry between Zomra and Gam7 started as a graffiti 

competition, and ended up as a competition for the symbolic presence over the streets of 

Tunis – one that had even taken the form of physical confrontation. Still, the two crews 

were revered as true models of youth bonding in the city space: members from both 

Zomra and Gam7 proudly stated that fans were more attracted by their example as 

groups of friends who shared a particular, unitary attitude, rather than their simple 

musical production. In the phase of “virtual commodification” that the scene was going 

through, the two crews expressed an interesting take on rap's construction. On the one 

side, they refused the imaginaries of Tunisian rap success opposing to it their street life, 

their sense of community, and a constant political criticism – a member of Gam7 even 

told me that true rappers did not even need to record their music. On the other side they 

were both very active on the internet and in the events domain. While rap, to them, was 

not about the number of views on their Youtube videos, they still carefully managed 

their internet and “industry”-based identities. As a member of Zomra explained to me: 

 

Raouf: In the beginning we were just rapping together on the street, and inviting rappers 

from other crews to freestyle with us. We didn't want to put our stuff on Youtube, we 

thought that street rap had nothing to do with Youtube and all that bullshit. We were 

just rapping in our common house, which was the seat of Blech 7es. Then it happened 

that many people were uploading and watching videos of us rapping, and we felt like 

giving the thing another shape [Interview: Raouf, 11/2/2015]. 

 

Some members of Gam7 gravitated around the DEBO collective and studio. Sited in the 

very centre of Tunis, DEBO ['Hangar' or 'Warehouse'] was another nodal point for 

rappers, beatmakers, technicians, writers, directors and the like. Its headquarters, part 

recording studio and part atelier, were the closest thing available, in Tunisia, to the 

concept of hip hop cool. The walls were covered with photo collages, stickers and 

graffiti; red poufs with the crew logo furnished the rooms, and freshly made beats 

constantly pounded from the recording suite. DEBO even had a “bike sound system”: a 

sort of wheeled float that the collective members rode around the city diffusing (and, at 
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times, selling) their new music.  

DEBO personalities and music were as colourful as its aesthetics: rappers like Vipa, 

Massi, and Katybon were often quite far from the raw hardcore style of their colleagues 

and proposed music full of modern funky grooves, melody, nonsense lyrical invention, 

and histrionics (which were well-represented by their videos as well). In the fragile 

economy of Tunisian rap, DEBO could afford some degree of sustainability, in that the 

studio could produce music and videos self-sustainably (since members from the crew 

worked on every aspect of a song and its video for free). Its source of income came 

from renting the studio to a weekly radio show and to external rappers wanting to 

record; moreover, DEBO organised several hip hop workshops in disadvantaged areas 

of the country, collaborating with NGOs and other international organisations. 

In the neighbourhoods close to the ancient city, such as Bab Jdid and Bab Souika, 

rappers like Klay BBJ, Sniper, and Phenix (who later emigrated to Europe) produced 

some of the most politically and socially aggressive music in Tunis: their continuous 

problems with the law, which I will return to below, testified their role of 'public 

enemies', but were also a mirror of the huge fame these MCs attained. Klay was, in 

particular, one of the “faces” of Tunisian rap. He was an idol for many youth from the 

houma, who saw him as a “pure” artist and a formidable flow machine. In the litigious 

rap environment, Klay was one of the few MCs whose credibility was a matter of fact 

for most scenesters. On the opposite side of the poetical spectrum were rappers such as 

Lil K and Trax Nitro, the local symbols of new school rap and “bitches and money” 

gangsta aesthetic. Those rappers were often cited as the ideal negative example in the 

scene (since, according to many other artists, they simply rapped about 'things they 

don't have'), a role they handled with a certain irony. Rappers like Aveyro, from the 

group B.A.T. (Brigade Anti Tahana – Anti Bastard Brigade) incarnated another nuance 

of new school rap, dwelling on somber atmospheres, heavily complicated metrics 

(inspired by rappers like Techn9ne) and trap beats.  

Many other nuances completed the diverse palette of Tunisian rap: for example, 

message-centred Muslim rappers, whom I will describe in Chapter 9.  Another example 

was female MCs: they were few in number and less visible than their male counterparts, 

but their practices were, to some extent, distinct and recognisable from general scene 

behaviour. One could notice how, to some extent, female rappers collaborated, featuring 

in each other's songs, and how some of their themes were centred on gender-based, and 

sometimes overtly feminist themes. The most well-known was Medusa, who developed 

a signature sound that mixed musical styles and languages (English, French, and 
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Arabic), and whose live shows saw her singing and breakdancing. The feminist and 

positive lyrics of Medusa made her a recognisable figure of the scene: she gained some 

international attention as an icon of the Arab Spring, and was able to play her music 

abroad and collaborate with internationally famed musicians (for example, Olof Dreijer 

from the Swedish duo The Knife). Medusa told me that any new female MC appearing 

on the scene felt the need to diss her: while this may sound like proof of a scene 

division, at the same time it demonstrated a scene dynamics that attested a female 

specificity, one worth studying further.  

 

3. Conclusion  

 

The ideals of legitimacy and underground credibility inside the scene, and the “calls to 

community” within it – its soft infrastructures, indeed – were all influenced from 

segmentation that came across generations, spaces, crews, hoods, styles, and gender. 

Segmentation, on the other hand, was balanced by factors that helped maintain the scene 

as a unified whole, conflicts and differences notwithstanding. Tunisian rappers had to 

confront such a set of infrastructures and lack thereof: they were all brought together by 

YouTube and Facebook video channels, they all hung around a network of studios, 

associations, and cafes; people in those infrastructures, and rappers themselves, knew 

each other. The scene, in sum, had a certain self-assertion, one that shaped it as a field 

in which structural problems were commonly lived, symbolic capitals were disputed, 

and positions interacted with each other.  

Reacting to the state of things in the scene prompted rappers to take different positions, 

and to elaborate different musical and career-building strategies. Those strategies were 

elaborated according to the existing differences in the scenes, following the 

generational, spatial, and stylish patterns I described above. Confronted with each other, 

they constituted a debate about the scene, one that gave form to its construction. And, at 

the same time, they moved the scene in many different directions, which threatened its 

internal coherence and demonstrated the production of different forms of sceneness 

within Tunisian rap. And yet, things worked differently than in the metal domain I 

described in Chapter 5. A similar array of different forms of sceneness, in metal, 

brought the scene towards disappearance, while conversely, in the case of rap, it 

allowed the scene to boom. As we have seen, rappers complained about the poor state of 

the rap scene’s industry, and yet other factors sustained the trend of rap: in particular the 

(however virtual) popularity of rap music, its controversial access to the mainstream, 
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and the money it got from political and empowering organisations. Those factors kept 

the scene alive, producing survival strategies and debates on the meaning of the 

underground. I will present more examples of this situation in Chapter 8, where an 

overall interpretation of rap's sceneness will be presented.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

DOWNTOWN (ELECTRONIC) VIBES 

 

1. Electro and the perils of nightlife 

 

At a certain point, in 2015, it was even difficult to choose where to go clubbing in 

Tunis. You had the Basement, the new sensation in town: a literal basement, scantly 

furnished, dominated by a menacing metal DJ cage, projecting the aura of Berliner 

clubs. The even more recent Nüba had opened: a raw, dark and arty space hidden 

somewhere under a hotel in La Goulette. For weeks, before its official opening, it had 

been a well-kept secret: you came in through your personal connections, drank whatever 

you wanted for free, danced to underground techno in a hallucinatory atmosphere. After 

its inauguration, it maintained a sense of elitist, avantgarde night-time fun. Then there 

was the Carpe Diem, a warm place soaked in disco-funk coolness, being at the same 

time street-savvy and well-to-do (its slogan was “only for good people”, and the door 

selection was harsher than the capital's standards). New bars and lounges seemed to 

appear every day, often catering electro soirées: the posh area of Gammarth hosted the 

fanciest. And there were private, more or less secret, events: parties in villas, raves, and 

obscure festivals that invited international DJs through networks of personal relations, 

at which you could only participate (or, which you could only discover) through being 

put on a list. Outside the capital city, the Sahel region (that is, the coast) had a fame for 

being a prime spot for nightlife: Sousse had the Bonaparte, the Red Iguana, and the 

Living. Hammamet was the historical cradle of Tunisian club culture, with decennial 

places like the Calypso and the Pacha promoting international superstar DJs during the 

summer. The Plug, a historical symbol of Tunisian electro, opened its third incarnation 

in Hammamet in the summer of 2015, diversifying the supply through hints of obscure 

techno. And there were the festivals: E-Fest, Les Dunes Electroniques, Ephemere, 

Tomorrow Island, Pop in Djerba, Festival of Colours, down to more intimate events 

such as Robinsonore. Of course, in a European country this would be no big deal, but in 

Tunisia a lively club culture – or, at least, its possibility – was a matter of pride and a 

crucial cultural sign, the mark of a certain direction the country kept on taking.  

It was an old story. At a certain point in the 2000s, the idea that Tunisia had become the 

fifth destination in the world for clubbing took roots. A 2010 article in the magazine 

Jeune Afrique states:  
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Tunisia has become the fifth world destination for clubbing. Hammamet, Sousse, 

Djerba, and Tunis become, in one night's time, gigantic open air discotheques, animated 

by the cream of international DJs, such as Warren Nick, David Guetta, Deep Dish, John 

Digweed or Benny Benassi
50

 [translated from French]. 

I have found no source of this news outside of the Tunisian press. And yet, it was still 

hyped in 2015, when several of my informants presented it to me as a matter of fact. 

Certainly, it reflected a moment of euphoria in a country that was becoming familiar 

with the concept of superstar DJs and, at the same time, discovering a youthful audience 

for electro, and with this a new viable source of tourism. The context of this developing 

scenery was the decline of Ben Ali's regime, an age described as imbued with a “late 

empire” atmosphere of corruption and decay (Beau & Graciet, 2009). Still, it would be 

false to say that revolution was already in the air: at least in the richest coastal regions – 

and especially among their middle classes – the signs of regime failure were present, but 

not so evident. Thus said, it can be argued that the early development of Tunisian 

electro carried the visible trace of Tunisia's unbalanced and unsustainable system. In 

this sense, it is worth referring back to the article in Jeune Afrique:  

In 2008, the night animated by renowned DJ Tiësto, to which the Citrus Golf club, in 

Hammamet, lent its green, beat all the records with 10000 entries, of which almost 3000 

VIP and only 10% being tourists. The event agency which organised the soirée had 

mobilised 970 police agents, 70 from civil protection, 300 security vigilantes and 150 

technicians. The table for 10 people, with two bottles of alcohol, was billed for some 

3000 euros [Translated from French].  

This paragraph is striking for the way it concentrates a series of obsessions in the 

context of the Tunisian event and nightlife industry. First of all, the will to downplay the 

importance of tourism in it; secondly, the heavy accent on security. But the most 

interesting point is the emphasis on the VIP side, the 'tables', the 'bottles', and their 

startling cost. Simply put, the “original” Tunisian dance scene was not a context for 

dancing, but rather a space for conspicuous consumption, for showing off. Customers 

would go to the club and pay huge sums for a table and some bottles of vodka, so that 

everybody in the club – and girls in particular – would notice them. The VIP section of 

clubs was, indeed, a disproportioned element of their space, which was coupled with 

50 Frida Dahmani, “Destination clubbing”, Jeune Afrique, 23/07/2010, 

<http://www.jeuneafrique.com/195924/societe/destination-clubbing>. Accessed 16/05/2016. 

http://www.jeuneafrique.com/195924/societe/destination-clubbing
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stringent door selection in rendering Hammamet clubs machines of heavy social 

distinction. 

Some studies of club culture around the world show comparable dynamics. In a paper 

investigating disco culture in China, James Farrer introduces the term superculture as a 

means of characterising the behaviour at local mainstream discotheques. Superculture is 

an obvious counterpoint to subculture, intended as a space of distinction and search for 

alternative niches: 

Global disco, in its mass-culture form, is perhaps more appropriately described as a 

super-culture rather than a sub-culture. Rather than spaces for identifying with a 

particular musical culture or sub-culture, large commercial discotheques are spaces 

where youth experience the larger society beyond their neighborhoods and their family 

and work lives (Willis, 1984: 38), sites for experiencing a glamourous modernity in 

which one does not distinguish oneself by class or locality. […]  The Chinese disco is a 

mass cultural form which represents itself as a site of globality rather than as a site of 

'alternative' or 'authentic' sub-cultural difference. For many urban Chinese youth, entry 

into a new consumer modernity can be found in the marble and chrome cathedrals of 

the discotheque, and from the perspective of youth it is the cosmopolitan ('foreign'), 

inauthentic ('only for play', 'not serious') and inclusive ('open') character of the disco 

which makes it accessible and attractive. (Farrer, 1999, see pp. 149, 162) 

Disco superculture is, thus, a form of symbolic entry in a world of glamour and 

consumption: it guarantees access to an imagined community of cosmopolitan luxury 

and modernity. In her ethnography of a Lebanese discotheque, Caitlin Robinson depicts 

a portrait not so distant from the nightlife in Hammamet clubs of the 2000s. Her key 

concept is wasta capital: wasta is an Arabic term meaning one's volume of personal 

connections and social influence. Robinson argues that Lebanese discos are places 

where one can exert and develop social capital rather than ambits of self-abandon and 

jouissance: 'Whereas nightlife locales in other contexts, usually western, are understood 

as spaces where people can come together to relax and let go, in Beirut these spaces are 

perhaps better understood in terms of how they are integrated crucially with the notion 

of keeping up appearances and cultivating social status' (Robinson, 2013). 

This social function of Tunisian discos was inscribed in the very logic of the regime. 

The concentration of clubs in the Sahel (coastal) area was mirrored by the total absence 

of any of those spaces in the rest of the country. This division could be easily 

overlapped with the main economic, social, and political cleavage between the north 

and the east of Tunisia and the rest – the inland region of the west and the south. The 
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Sahel was as rich in infrastructures and standards of living as the areas inland were 

economically, culturally, politically and demographically deserted. It was no 

coincidence that both presidents of pre-revolutionary Tunisia – Habib Bourguiba and 

Zine el Abidine Ben Ali – had come from the Sahel. The coast was promoted as the 

heart of tourism, itself voiced as the motor of national economy. Actually, tourism only 

counted for 8% of the national GDP. This is an interesting point, for it represents a 

crucial misrecognition of the relation between the Sahel and inland areas of Tunisia. 

The actual main sector of the Tunisian economy was the phosphate industry, whose 

mines were situated in the south-west of the country, one of the poorest areas of 

Tunisia: its inhabitants lamented that the Sahel extracted value from the region, without 

leaving anything except for an abnormal cancer and mortality rate.  

The tourism industry was heavily inflected by the political climate: it was uneven, 

concentrated solely on the summer season, and developed according to interpersonal 

networks that brought together prominent figures of the regime with powerful 

businessmen  (Di Peri, 2015). This disparity also had a cultural dimension: the coast 

was a cultural bubble in which hedonism could be experienced. While in Tunisia 

drinking alcohol on the street was prevented by law, one could drink without fear of 

legal repercussions at outside bar tables in Sousse or Hammamet. Beaches were 

crowded with semi-naked bodies; hotels hosted unmarried couples. While those active 

in the electro scene were commonly sceptical about the importance of tourism in 

Tunisian nightlife, it could be argued that a certain “tourist genealogy”, with post-

colonial nuances (for example, Hammamet hosted important communities of foreigners, 

who chose the city for its openness to Europeans), was at the basis of the atmosphere of 

hedonism present in the Sahel. 

As we will see, the development of an “underground” electro scene was marked by the 

will to react to such a VIP context. And yet, still in 2014/2015, the scene had not gotten 

rid of its expensive tables and bottles of vodka. In May 2014 I went to a bar called 

Shooter Island, where my friend Hedi, a house DJ, had just obtained a residency. The 

Shooter was situated in a complex of venues called Le Cap, in the upmarket seaside 

location of Gammarth (northern banlieue of Tunis). Upon entering the venue, my 

backpack was searched and I had to pass through a metal detector. The bar itself was 

fancy: minimalist design, two counters sponsored by a famous brand of vodka, a wide 

terrace. People were in chic clothes; prices of beverages and food were quite high. 

Although booking house DJs, the venue did not have any dedicated space for dancing: 

people were literally dancing between the tables. The audience showed appreciation for 
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the music, but they did not necessarily show it by dancing: at times it seemed like Hedi, 

from his position in the DJ booth,, was moving more than them. 

I was dancing with some friends, when Rahim, another house DJ, showed me 

something in disgust: somebody had ordered a bottle, which was served with a big 

bengala fire on top. 'You see, that's what Tunisians want! That guy has ordered a bottle 

and he wants everybody to notice!' While the Shooter Island was, anyway, a place for 

the well-to-do rather than a committed underground space, I saw similar moments even 

at the harshest bass music sets. It seemed like a standard Tunisian feature: you did not 

have any space for dancing, but the music was so loud that you could not even talk. 

Hedi himself had a pretty sharp vision of the problem: since licenses (especially those 

required for selling alcohol) were extremely expensive, venue managers tried to 

maximise the profits by diversifying the interior spaces, through combining restaurant 

tables with bar counters and dance music. In doing this, the club managers knew that the 

dance DJs and fans would frequent the clubs anyway, due to the lack of alternatives.  

Hedi was particularly frustrated by the fact that, even as a passionate dance music fan, 

he could not go to a place purely to enjoy the music: for example, many clubs would not 

let him in unless he had a female partner with him.  Again, as Hedi observed: 'I'm there 

for the music, not for shooting vodkas or having photos on Jet Set Magazine
51

! 

(laughing)' [Interview: Hedi, 28/5/2014. Translated from French]. This spatial and 

organisational logic of local club spaces had become deeply installed in common sense: 

the Basement manager told me that his project of a club with no restaurant, no tables, 

and a tiny VIP area was regarded by his friends as almost visionary: 'They kept on 

saying “it will never work without the tables!”' [Interview: Aziz, 27/5/2015] 

The VIP orientation of clubs was indiscernible from the idea of profit that venue owners 

had in mind, and from the peculiar success of the electro scene. As Saber, a webzine 

journalist, put it:  

 

Saber: You were talking about the industry. Actually, there are two industries: the 

industry of production of electronic music and the industry of events. The production 

industry is almost non-existent. When you compare it to rap music or traditional 

Tunisian music, they have some labels… well, labels that suffer, that have problems, 

but… In the domain of electronic music there's nothing. People think it's a kind of 

music you just listen to at discotheques, and now at festivals. That's all. Then you have 

the event market. Well, unfortunately – and maybe, hopefully, it's starting to change – 

when people, in Tunisia, go to an event they don't go for Tunisian DJs; they just look 

                                                 
51 Jet Set Magazine was a web magazine specialised in “culture and lifestyle”, which had a photo section 

that documented nightlife events in Tunisia: <http://www.jetsetmagazine.net/>. Accessed 16/05/2016. 

http://www.jetsetmagazine.net/
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for the foreign DJ [Skype interview: Saber, 29/3/2015. Translated from French] 

 

The electro scene could be seen as a field of cultural production that was driven by its 

party component. That is, it owed its success to a promise of night-time (and festival-

time) hedonism. Tunisian DJs were, thus, in the unusual position of profiting from a 

system that employed them (albeit in often non-convenient and humiliating ways) 

without recognising their artistic concerns. While Hedi and other DJs understood the 

connection between the high costs suffered by venue owners and the need for those 

owners to give a specific shape to their clubs, this did not mean that they endorsed the 

work of club managers and promoters. Many DJs in the scene lamented low payments 

and about being treated with a bossy attitude. Ghassen, a popular DJ, told me in disgust 

about summertime beach parties hosted by hotels. According to Ghassen, the organisers 

of such parties featured many DJs in the space of an evening and paid a pittance even if 

some of the DJs had driven 200 kilometres in order to play at an event. Ghassen said 

that he preferred to play at friends' parties for free rather than wasting his time this way 

[Interview: Ghassen, 19/5/2014].  

Tension between artists and owners was often hard to bear. During my fieldwork, a bass 

music collective put itself on hold after a (typically) unfortunate residency in a lounge 

bar. They had agreed on 150 dinars for each of the four DJs, plus five free beers for 

everyone and a 50% saving on the further beers. At the fourth weekly set they were told 

there was no money for them, but just five beers for each one. The members of the 

collective kept on fighting with the owner for weeks, but they did not get the money, 

and they ended up suspending activities for a while. Fethi was an appreciated 

DJ/producer who played abroad more often than in Tunisia. He was particularly harsh: 

 

Fethi: When I play abroad, my standard cachet is 1000 euros. Here I receive offers 

every day. And how much do they want to pay? 100, 200 dinars, and they tell me I can 

have five or six beers and a pizza. And I don't play. I only play when friends play; here 

I stress a lot. Some people know my music, but the rest go to places not to listen to the 

DJ: they don't even know who's the DJ. They sit, drink… Tunisia is crazy! I don't even 

know if there are any true music fans here. I'm sorry, but when I play in Tunisia I feel 

like I'm playing for cats or goats… for animals. [Interview: Fethi, 22/5/2014]. 

 

Musicians were often critical towards their audiences, whom they perceived as not 

being particularly interested in the artistic side of electro, and not seeking quality (nor 

supporting their local scene). In many cases, customers who went to a DJ set or a 

clubnight went to the other clubnights as well. This had an interesting aspect: while 
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attending a place like the Nüba, I could not help but wonder whether its sophisticated 

atmosphere actually met a demand for arty VJing and tropical techno, or if it was 

simply another occasion for having fun in a dance club, satisfied in unpredictable ways 

by the tastes of some creative businessman. Rahma is a musician and avant-garde video 

artist, whose art has received some recognition in Europe. Sometimes, she did some 

VJing at electro nights. Once I saw her at a DJ set: her videos were projected on the 

roof, barely visible and ignored by the crowd.  

 

Rahma: My project was a sort of mapping, a way of structuring chaos. People who 

wanted to dance entered a space, they chose a character and the character reacted to 

their dance moves, as in a videogame. It didn't cost me anything, I had all the 

material… but it wasn't worth it. It's a matter of mentality: you saw the stage, it was just 

mediocre. We had asked the owner a comfortable space, not just a corner with… But 

it's ok, for them all that matters is money, how many beers you're gonna drink and all of 

that [Interview: Rahma, 10/6/2014. Translated from French]. 

 

In a country like Tunisia the pleasures of drinking, sexually explicit interaction, doing 

drugs or simply getting together were not to be taken for granted, and encountered a 

series of obstacles. It was not a case that Tunisian clubs were meccas for the (elsewhere 

invisible) local gay communities, who could display hints of sensual contact in a 

country that prohibited homosexuality. Electro created spaces of otherness (see Chapter 

9) in which these habits could be reproduced, stress could be relieved, and one could 

perform an “alternative” lifestyle that would be illegal or immoral out of the club: in 

this sense, Tunisia represented in a clear way many of the original concerns of dance 

music culture. And yet, such otherness was not intended to be a purely sensual, a trance-

inducing form of communitas: sensuality co-existed with the calculated social activity 

of bragging and showing off – Robinson's wasta capital – as we have seen while 

discussing the omnipresent club habit of paying for VIP tables.  

This configuration affected sceneness. The relation between the VIP genealogy of 

clubbing, nightlife sensual economy, the market, and the aspirations of electro artists 

generated conflictual expectations and shaped the morphology of the scene: DJs versus 

clubs, DJs versus audiences, clubs versus the State, music collectives one against the 

other. At the same time, it set the background against which the history of local electro 

was produced, struggling with existing conditions and producing forms (and definitions) 

of the underground that rewrote the cultural and moral confines of the Tunisian electro 

scene.  
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2. Electro undergrounds

In the previous section I described some hard infrastructures of Tunisian electro, 

individuating their genealogy and how it was linked to a certain “disco superculture” 

that took root during the Ben Ali era. Such a superculture, with its tourist-inspired and 

bourgeois hedonism, was the background against which the electro scene's construction 

developed. In some cases, construction openly defied the principles that underlined the 

scene's structure, and its liaisons with hedonism and nightlife. Still, it often had to 

negotiate spaces, audiences, and purposes with such mainstream. Here I will discuss 

such attempts to defy/negotiate the scene’s structure, and how they constructed the 

underground, community, and sceneness within electro.  

2.1 Undergrounds germinate 

Tunisian electro could be considered as the result of several different moves, groups of 

people who, in separate moments and contexts, tried to enforce a particular vision and 

ended up crossing paths with each other. Some of those seeds blossomed elsewhere, as 

in the Sliti brothers' case: those three techno artists (Mourad, Nabil, and Dali) who, 

under the monicker Tunis Diaspora 216, have made a name by DJing in northern 

Europe and Detroit since the 1990s, and only subsequently came to be revered as 

Tunisian electro forefathers.  

Another pillar in the history of “alternative” electro in Tunisia was The E-Fest. 

Organised since 2007 by Afif, a French-born Tunisian, the Fest blended, since its 

inception, the languages of the dance floor and digital culture, hosting at the same time 

dance sets, experimental concerts, and ateliers of digital art. Over the years, it has 

featured a diverse array of experiences, stemming from important producers such as 

Lele Sacchi and Pantha du Prince, to electro-acoustic performances (like French rapper 

Oxmo Puccino with an acoustic band), to interactive contemporary art events (be them 

shows like that of Mexican producer Murcof with visual artist Simon Gelifus, or 

exhibitions of local artists).  

The E-Fest also worked as a vivarium for Tunisian talents, providing a national 

audience for underground activists such as SKANDR and Shinigami San. Those names 

are among the most relevant ones in the development of Tunisian electro. Respectively 

born as Skander Besbes and Zied Meddeb Hamrouni, they were the founders of 

collectives such E!, Hextradecimal records, and later World Full of Bass. These 
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experiences were among the first attempts to popularise electronic music – in particular, 

genres like drum'n'bass, jungle, and dubstep – in Tunisia. A fundamental moment in this 

process was the residency World Full of Bass obtained at a northern banlieue restaurant 

called Le Boeuf sur le Toit. Emna, a Franco-Tunisian DJ and early collaborator of the 

collective, described the story in a fascinating way. 

She had grown up and learned DJing in France, and left for Tunisia when she was 

eighteen, in order to rediscover her cultural roots and the possibility of an underground 

street culture in Tunis. Upon her arrival, she spent a night at a trendy club in Sousse, 

and asked the DJ if she could mix for a while: from that moment, she was often hired as 

a DJ in the house music club circuit, where she was “sold” as a French female DJ. Emna 

was, at the same time, grateful for this occasion and the money it brought, and 

unsatisfied, since she was starting to enter the then-emerging Tunisian underground: 

 

Emna: It was under the Ben Ali era: you had all those DJs coming by, and [the 

organisers] put “Foreign top DJ” on the flyers in order to give the sets a value… I'm 

sorry, that was so stupid! I didn't like to be presented as a French DJ; when I met people 

I spoke to them in Arabic and they were astonished. A Tunisian girl mixing… it was 

pure cinema! I went on for a bit, and then I stopped: I didn't feel well, I felt like selling 

out, betraying my ideas, my friends. It was a matter of universe. It was a problem of 

mixing in places in which, if you're not rich, you can't get in. In which if you're not 

conformed you can't get in… And I wasn't a conformist. At the same time I had started 

doing interesting things with Skander and Zied, we had started mixing at Le Boeuf sur 

le Toit with a collective named Electroparty. [Interview: Emna, 4/7/2014. Translated 

from French].  

 

Emna's story effectively describes the passage between mainstream club culture and the 

nascent underground in Tunisia – a passage full of continuities and suffered ruptures. 

Electroparty (then WFOB)'s residency at Le Boeuf sur le Toit is a telling example of 

this. Le Boeuf was a restaurant in La Soukra, a chic suburb of Tunis: it did not have 

anything to do with bass culture, and the collective's members struggled to transform it 

into the context of a democratising, alternative cultural movement. Such an experience 

was repeatedly presented to me as 'A revolution'. Patrons were at the same time upset by 

the musical and visual proposal, and attracted by it – even if budget problems were 

ultimately unbearable (for example, the collective had to personally pay international DJ 

guests) and brought the residency to an end.  

 

Emna: It was the first club which welcomed that kind of music. Customers were not at 
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all that kind of people… (laughing): it was a restaurant, that did some bar and dancing 

as well. But somehow we felt that it had a possibility… and people danced! I was so 

impressed: people danced, let the music take them, and I was so happy, they weren't 

even on drugs! (laughing). There really was a good response, and we lived it as… The 

organisation of those nights, the preparation, was something we lived as a commitment, 

we had the impression of making resistance while we were doing it, we felt like we 

were a… 

Stefano: Was there any political consciousness, already? 

Emna: [It was] Enormous, enormous, enormous. The two things were actually 

inseparable. We were revolutionaries, we wanted to make a revolution. We lived the 

soirées as Temporary Autonomous Zones
52

. We had already stumbled upon the term, 

and we lived it that way. And, more than that, we proposed quality music and at the 

same time you didn't have to be rich to get in. It was more democratic. Le Boeuf was a 

place where we felt this could happen, were people weren't dressed like… It wasn't as 

“closed” and strict as in Hammamet, where you really need a uniform. We felt like it 

was less expensive for people, even though, I have to admit this, you still needed a 

minimum, not everybody could get there, you had to afford beer and to go to La 

Soukra. But we had found a compromise, and to me this was revolutionary [Interview: 

Emna, 4/7/2014. Translated from French].  

 

While WFOB and Le Boeuf represent an ideal case of compromise and negotiation 

between the wealthy club and the search for new alternatives, the Steppers collective 

(also known as STPPRS) was more radical from the start. It launched illegal rave 

culture in Tunisia around the time SKNDR and Shinigami San took their first steps. The 

collective reached out to isolated country areas in regions such as Kef and the Cap 

(West and South of the Grand Tunis area) and organised free parties with the scant 

means it could gather. As Nessim, Steppers founder, recalled: 

 

Nessim: We were warriors. There were always problems with searching for lighting 

equipment etc… Those free parties have been a good technical school: how to organise 

a concert, how to do sound engineering, organise ourselves and find someone who 

would sacrifice the night to stay at the door or at the bar, which caused problems 

because people didn't give a fuck. In the beginning it was every two months… It was so 

magical that… allez! Nobody thought about fatigue or money. Tickets changed price 

according to exigencies and expenses, and there weren't any drugs to be sold. Or, if they 

were there, they weren't an organisation revenue (laughing). We had to find an 

economic model to be self-sufficient. To us it's been a school, even for those who then 

played at the Plug etc, it was a school, they went through it and cut their teeth. It was 

the first time for many of them, and also an opportunity to experiment, which they 

                                                 
52 Here Emna refers to T.A.Z. (see Bey, 1991). 
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couldn't do in bars, or even at the Plug… it's not easy, you have to compromise [there] 

[Interview: Nessim, 28/3/2014. Translated from French] 

 

Steppers died around 2012, after some failed editions, overall fatigue and the need to 

structure it more, which resulted in arguments among the members of the collective: 

while their dream was complete DIY management, this was never achieved due to lack 

of discipline and organisation (see also Chapter 10).  

The Plug was perhaps the core transformative moment in Tunisian electro, the event 

that brought the previous scattered concentrations of Tunisian electro to a new 

synthesis. It was artistically born from the encounter of Ogra, an electro talent, and the 

metalhead manager Khaled Trabelsi. After spending a period of time in France, Ogra 

created a collective named Waveform, and began DJing on the coast. Then, as he told 

me, 'I noticed things were heating up': revolution was, indeed, a crucial step in this 

story. Ogra acknowledged that, while rap and other forms of protest music were 

inspiring the revolts, electro appeared rather silent in this respect. He organised a 

massive DJ set whose profits would go to a hospital in the extremely poor governorate 

of Siliana. The party, set up only some weeks after January 2011, took place under the 

curfew: people would enter the event in the evening and leave the next morning. The 

event finally gathered an audience of more than one thousand people. Shortly after, 

Ogra was invited by members of WFOB for a set at the lounge bar of Kobbet Lahwa, a 

palace directly built on the sea, originally conceived as a residence of the Bey
53

, at the 

coastal town of La Marsa. Ogra discovered, by chance, a huge unused space on the 

upper floor of the palace, and that room became the Plug [Interview: Ogra, 8/5/2014]. 

From 2011 to early 2014, the Plug in La Marsa marked the Tunisian underground as a 

totally new experience. First of all, it represented the link between metal and electro 

scenes: during the first part of the week, Khaled Trabelsi managed the club, offering 

rock/metal DJ sets and concerts. During the second part of the week, Ogra took control 

of the venue and proposed a programme in which the different subgenres of the 

emergent Tunisian electro underground could mix. House, techno, bass, and even 

avantgarde artists could all be found at Plug nights, including performances of 

international acts such as Octave and Shackleton: the overall atmosphere of the club 

was often recalled by my informants as one of gathering and collective rejoice. My 

interviewees almost unanimously praised the Plug as the motor of the affirmation of 

electro in their country: an experience that rendered it possible to imagine further clubs; 

                                                 
53 Beys were the local representatives of the Ottoman Empire. Kobbet Lhawa would, by the twentieth 

century, become a casino and a lounge.  
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a new context for musicians to perform; and a place that it was simply awkward to find 

in Tunisia. Entry fees were contained, and so was door selection. Some people 

evidenced the festive climate on the inside, some others the wide circulation of drugs. 

Minorities felt welcome: besides the high participation of Tunisian “non-conformists” 

in the crowd, the Plug had the notoriety of a being crucial meeting point for 

homosexuals. 

Many DJs stated that it was a pleasure for them to play at the Plug: they did not feel the 

constraints or the exploitation suffered at mainstream clubs; sets at the Plug might not 

attract a high payment, but the atmosphere was pleasant and artistically daring. Some 

DJs played sets for free, just because they loved the place; other people started thinking 

of a career in DJ mixing after having witnessed the Plug atmosphere. 

The venue was also represented as embodying the links between revolution and the 

electro scene. Many noticed how a place like that was just impossible under the Ben Ali 

regime, and the atmosphere that could be experienced inside well represented the hopes 

of the “democratisation” period. Moreover, Trabelsi told me that the Plug had a 

reputation for being frequented by 'leftists' and 'alternative people': 'opening it under the 

regime could have caused some problems' [Interview: Khaled Trabelsi, 7/5/2014]
54

. The

adventure of La Marsa's Plug, being established in late 2011, was historically situated in 

the very moment of the post-revolutionary transition in Tunisia. The Plug would close 

by early 2014, due to conflicts with the managers of a lounge club at the ground floor of 

Kobbet Lahwa. The Plug would then become a brand: new affiliated venues would open 

in the area of Tunis and in Hammamet in the following years. Moreover, as we have 

seen, the Plug experience set the stage for new clubs to open, expressing diverse 

sensibilities and mirroring the different facets of the new electro wave.  

2.2 Conflictual undergrounds 

The Plug was celebrated as a unique moment of unity and intertwining between 

different producers, DJs, and conceptions of electro. It was socially structured through a 

double criterion of exclusiveness and inclusiveness. On the one hand, it was the first 

underground club in Tunisia, a place for “alternative people”, thus distinguished from 

the local mainstream club scene. At the same time, it had to be as welcoming as 

possible on its inside, hosting all the possible tastes and proposals in terms of electro. 

54 Despite this statement, it is interesting to notice that one of the Plug's managers was an ex-policeman 

(according to some of my informants, even a regime torturer). Therefore, some scenesters were wary of 

the club, thinking that it could still be some kind of source of information for the State about its patrons. 
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Ogra had personally conceived the club this way, and this idea mirrored the philosophy 

of his collective. Waveform, indeed, gathered artists of different style and taste and 

actively refused the purism, the elitism, and the intellectualism that could be visible in 

the most alternative corners of the scene. This double criterion of exclusion and 

inclusion was bound to change in shape, also as a paradoxical consequence of the Plug's 

cultural policies. First of all, the term “underground” came to be cool, and was applied 

to a wide array of realities. Ogra himself ironically dismissed the buzz-word, especially 

when it was used about the Plug: 'come on, look at it, we're on the third floor, on the 

seaside, in the palace of the Bey!' [Interview: Ogra, 8/5/2014. Translated from French]. 

On the other hand, the popularity of the term “underground” opened it up to plural 

connotations, often conflicting, which revealed much about positions in the field of 

electro. 

In the previous section we saw how the electro scene was born out of a critique of – and 

at the same time a negotiation with – the origins of Tunisian club culture. The scene was 

made by different subjects that engaged club culture in various ways, criticising some of 

its elements and retaining some others, either as a matter of voluntary compromise or as 

an unwilling reflex. Each of those subjects defined the scope of its art accordingly, and 

definitions of underground were functional to such negotiations with the mainstream.  

Definitions of the underground could be overlapped with genre choices – for example, 

house DJs often carried different views to those of dubstep DJs – and, in turn, both 

genres and their discourses about the underground were linked to the activity of 

collectives as institutions that organised the scene's material and symbolic divisions. 

As in electro scenes elsewhere, collectives were indeed the core agents in the scene. 

They were groups of individuals who could act together, coordinating themselves under 

a common moniker, as well as push their solo projects. Collectives were formed on the 

basis of cultural associations (such as World Full of Bass), labels (an example being 

Dance till Death), event concepts (Hype or Downtown Vibes), radios and the like. Most 

often, they articulated several of those dimensions to each other: Waveform acted as a 

logo, a podcast, an artistic movement, a group of concert organisers, and as a concept 

for the Plug nights. Its members had individual projects and belonged to other 

collectives: DJ Zinga, for example, was a member of Waveform, part of UNITY Sound 

System, and played in the duo Afghan Project with rapper Katybon. Dance till Death 

comprised of CIIO and A.B.U.Z., who played together in the group Enfants Malins 

(also active as a concept moniker for DJ sets in Tunis and Montreal, where A.B.U.Z. 

lived), and by two more house DJs – HearThug and Haze-M, who ran a personal 
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recording label called Haze Music. Members of the collective Boom Bass Tech were 

also part of collectives such as Arabstazy (based in France) and Waveform.  

Individual projects could exploit the collectives' brand and channels (for example, 

Facebook pages) for promotion. Members of the same collective living in different 

countries could use its name as a matter of promotion for the Tunisian scene in the case 

of performances abroad, or to assist a Tunisian artist based abroad in becoming 

recognisable in the local scene's genealogy when she was invited to play at national 

festivals. By organising events as part of Tunisia’s nightlife, and by “branding” them 

and their genre of reference for local audiences, collectives represented a game of 

positionings in the field of electro and the underground-mainstream relation.   

Ogra's concern about elitism revealed one of those positionings: he phrased his stance as 

a will to 'vulgarise' electro. The early history of Tunisian electronic music had been 

made by intellectuals. People like SKANDR and Shinigami San had a cultivated 

background and daring musical taste; this penchant was expressed in their music, and in 

turn it was the expression of a higher-class lifestyle (which also allowed them to travel, 

make musical discoveries abroad, and eventually settle in Europe as well-paid 

professionals). Emna told me how differences in cultural background heavily affected 

the internal dynamics of collectives such as WFOB: while her tastes came from interests 

in French street culture, the others were more fascinated by minimalism, contemporary 

art, and digital cultures. Besides causing problems with, for example, the aesthetics of 

flyers, DJ sets, and of the overall project, such intellectualism bothered her, because she 

heard more and more people complaining about the social elitism that was implicit in 

such intellectual choices.  

The E-Fest had always been described as a highbrow event as well. In 2010, I 

participated in one of its side events, staged at the Carthage Acropolium (a desecrated 

Byzantine cathedral which overlooks Carthage): several acts played, including High 

Tone, from France. The participation was apparently huge; and yet, much of the crowd 

preferred gathering in the outside parking lot, playing music from their car radios and 

drinking beers – which were not for sale inside the venue. According to some 

commentators, the core problem was that the event severed the link between electronic 

music and the culture of partying and drinking, which was the sole road of access most 

Tunisians ever had to EDM. To the Fest organiser, Afif, the problem was a broader one, 

concerning cultural politics in the country, and the fruition of culture in Tunisia: 

Afif: At the time of dictators we had a targeted culture. It was the State that decided 
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what would be diffused and what would not. All that was forbidden was diffused 

clandestinely, and everything that targeted mass audiences was formatted. This kept 

people in a form of ignorance of the cultural object, and of the ways to consume it. 

People don't know how to consume… They are starting to learn how to consume a 

festival. In most cases, they consume a festival as they would consume a club night. 

It is the degree of interpretation that is in question here, and such a degree increases 

only if the public is used to consuming. Today, for us, this is the problem in 

Tunisia. That for decades we've been having a degree of reading of works of art 

that was limited because it wasn't diversified enough, and today new works are 

proposed, which go out of such compartmentalisation and push people to have a 

different scope. But we're still at the beginning. People in Tunisia are learning to 

consume, whatever they're consuming [Interview: Afif, 7/7/2014. Translated from 

French].  

 

Cultural elitism, so to say, was just a facet of inequality in the scene; social cleavages 

were the other. Sometimes these two facets were linked; sometimes they were 

detachable. By “colonising” Le Boeuf sur le Toit, WFOB managed to limit selection 

based on class, but they ended up proposing an option that was just too intellectual, and 

thus excluding, for a part of the scene. Carpe Diem was in part seen as a reaction to such 

intellectualism: it was a club in La Soukra (an outskirt of La Marsa, northern banlieue 

of Tunis), one of the few having an actual dance floor. The club was artistically 

managed by FRD Krew, which described itself as a 'collective of multidisciplinary 

artists who gathered around a common will to contribute to the development of a 

veritable alternative and urban culture in Tunis'
55

. 

The abbreviation FRD stood for “Friday” as well as “Friends”:  this choice of words 

well represented the collective’s vocation, which was as devoted to party philosophy as 

it was to the diffusion of underground culture in Tunisia. FRD’s coolness was urban-

savvy and arty at the same time: its aesthetic had roots in hip hop culture as well as 

digital fine arts and design; accordingly, sets at Carpe Diem were often based on groovy 

funk music, and appealed both to “alternative” youth, and to middle class Tunisians 

who wanted to party. While Carpe Diem attempted to bridge the party-going and the 

intellectual sides of the scene, it was reputed to be decidedly exclusive on a social level. 

Its slogan was Only for good people: of course, the “goodness” was not intended to be 

specifically related to class, but it matched with the strict door selection and the dancers 

on the floor, who looked upperclass and fashionable. Some members of the scene 

                                                 
55 See the information section on FRD's Facebook page: 

<https://www.facebook.com/frdandfriends/info/?tab=page_info>, Accessed 16/05/2016.  

https://www.facebook.com/frdandfriends/info/?tab=page_info
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criticised the Carpe Diem for what they perceived as mindless social elitism, while 

others lamented the fact that, all in all, door selection was just a matter of bribing the 

bouncers. 

Carpe Diem exemplified, and greatly emphasised, a tendency I witnessed in the 

northern banlieue of Tunis: the club paraded nightlife bodies, especially female ones, 

that were just impossible in usual public spaces. Some women wore miniskirts and attire 

that would be censored, denigrated, or worse, both by parental authority and social 

morals – I often wondered how they made their way to the Carpe Diem (female patrons, 

indeed, mastered a series of camouflage tactics, such as going out with several layers of 

clothes, or stopping at a friend’s house in order to get changed). The sensual liberties 

expressed at Carpe Diem were not exactly coinciding with the ones expressed in 

Hammamet – where dress codes were, anyway, more relaxed than in Tunis – and in the 

mainstream clubs I discussed above. Still, those contexts shared fidelity with the 

hedonistic roots of Tunisian club culture, which, albeit not necessarily from a blatantly 

“underground” point of view, allowed for a discipline of the body and of sociality that 

broke with everyday life constraints.  

Experimental and radical musicians contested this sociality on different bases: their 

critiques were in some cases motivated by intellectualism. Some of them thought that 

clubs (even the Plug) only provided music that catered for drunken patrons, and rejected 

anything 'meaningful'; others complained about the limits that those “formal” settings 

still imposed in terms of personal freedoms, drug taking, and musical extremism. In 

some other cases, experimental musicians tried to juggle with their artistic aspirations 

and the need to compromise and play for clubbers, or simply to open their repertoire to 

mainstream music. It was not rare to hear DJs saying that they could play mainstream 

music in a foreign club, but not in Tunisia. The local scene was seen as too small, and 

too much filled with gossip, so that an artist would spoil her reputation if she played 

commercial tunes in a local club. 

Some experimental musicians laughed at house music, seen as the new mainstream 

wave in Tunisia, and the reason for a proliferation of incompetent self-styled DJs. 

Similarly, they tended to consider the house sub-scene as a synonym of hedonistic 

mainstream club culture in the country. This was interesting, because a conversation 

with house DJs would reveal how their particular network was the most feverish ambit 

for definitions of the underground, practices of distinction, and symbolic labour in the 

whole electro scene. If we extend the discourse to a wider domain of “classic club 

music”, including classic techno and other styles like nu disco and trance, we can 
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circumscribe a sub-scene of collectives, artists, labels closely related one to the other, 

who took very seriously the mission of creating an underground dance culture in the 

country. Collectives such as Downtown Vibes, labels like Dance till Death and 

Underground Source, media like the webzine People's Beats, and artists like Hamdi 

Ryder, Hausick, HearThug or Dawan (a rather experimental musician, but with a strong 

fascination for the attitude of techno music pioneers) collaborated in such a work of 

redefinition.  

Some of those names were in the process of earning a certain international fame, which 

often coexisted with an obscure status in their home country: HearThug was hot news in 

tech-house, often being played by Maceo Plex and remixed by Timo Maas. Haze-M had 

a strong international DJing routine, Hamdi Ryder had a significant number of records 

on international labels. Many of these scenesters had a personal commitment towards 

diffusing and protecting “the true underground” in Tunisia, and lamented the heavy 

focus on parties and visibility that, to them, corrupted the local scene. Underground, for 

those musicians, was a matter of artistic practices: they prized sophisticated 

connoisseurship, taking seriously the game of defining subgenres and complaining 

about the relative ignorance of Tunisian listeners: 

Aksel: You can play a track at 128 bpm and say it's techno, but it's not techno: that's nu 

disco. Same problem of the people who can't see the difference between nu disco and 

deep house […]. This is what people can't understand: they can't recognise styles. To 

me, what is lacking is what Moodymann said: “educate yourself”. I've always been like 

this: I won't talk about something if I don't know the culture behind it. There are people 

who used to play something else, they started playing techno six months ago, and they 

dare to criticise techno and say things like 'oh, that's not real techno', while they play 

Life & Death stuff and think it's techno [Interview: Aksel, 12/3/2015. Translated from 

French].  

This taxonomic exercise was linked to a broader concern towards the pedagogic 

function of true scenesters: underground was, at the same time, a matter of exclusivity 

and a mission to educate listeners. For this reason, DJs had to be inflexibly disciplined 

in their knowledge of music, their choice of software, and in their practising routines. 

Some scenesters told me of their manic daily life, made of entire days and nights spent 

without any sleep or food, focusing on the music until exhaustion. As journalist Saber 

told me: 'We don't sleep at night! We don't expect others to do like us, but it would be 

nice if people got interested [in music] in a different way than simply partying. It's a 

culture that would be thus nourished…' [Skype interview: Saber, 29/3/2015. Translated 
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from French].  

Some musicians took as a logical consequence of this commitment the need not to work 

on parallel jobs. This, however, meant that they often led less than ideal lifestyles 

comprising of semi-poverty, fielding remuneratively tempting offers of DJing at clubs 

they did not respect, or negotiating with parents who could not understand their life 

choices and thought their children were wasting their lives. Their life discipline, their 

commitment to what they regarded as true music was the real mark of the pureness of 

their music. Discipline was not just a matter of passion: it was nourishment for an entire 

culture, so that every step of a scenester had to be aimed at conveying the culture in the 

right way. It is for this reason than many Tunisian DJs were embarrassed about using 

software such as Traktor to mix MP3 tracks, instead of mixing with CD or vinyl. Some 

of them did not want to play abroad until they had learnt to mix CDs or viynls; others 

simply refused to DJ, preferring to do live sets.  

It would be easy to think that the “Traktor versus vinyl” dispute, pretty much settled 

elsewhere and based on romantic suggestions about the authenticity and warmth of 

vinyl (Montano, 2012), had just arrived later in a culturally behind, global south 

country such as Tunisia. On the contrary, one cannot understand Tunisian scenesters’ 

stances on underground purity without putting them in the local context. Many of them 

used a global, standard grammar of slogans like “keep it real” and practices like the love 

for vinyl as a means of articulating local concerns on the commercial and hedonistic 

genealogy of clubbing, its economy of bribes and personal connections, and even social 

inequality in the scene. When explaining his conception of underground, Aksel said: 'To 

me it's keep it real, in music as in real life: you don't become a friend of somebody just 

because you want to play in club' [Interview: Aksel, 12/3/2015. Translated from 

French]. With this statement, Aksel adapted such a general slogan to the Tunisian 

problem of being well-connected, and with the sectarian nature of collectives (which I 

will discuss in Chapter 8).  

The way in which the “good underground practices” of the house sub-scene expressed 

local concerns was visible in the events organised by the collective Downtown Vibes. 

Based in the central neighbourhood of Lafayette, and having Underground Ghetto Shit 

as its slogan, Downtown Vibes proposed two events in particular: “Secret Vibes” was a 

series of daytime parties happening in various locations of downtown Tunis (an area 

usually deprived of electro sets). Often, they took place on the rooftop of one of 

Downtown Vibes' members' flats. Invitation was required in order to participate, and 

patrons were invited to bring alcoholic beverages with them: the concept of Secret 
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Vibes was spoken in the language of exclusivity, and yet the point, for the collective, 

was rather to organise parties in which commercial logics were kept under control 

(since entrance and alcohol were not at all as costly as in club situations), atmosphere 

and dress-code were familiar, and a bunch of friends could experiment with records and 

visual arts. The other event was “Friday is a wax day”: a periodic vinyl record fair 

hosted in cafes and other environments. Again, the concept was an apparently 

“exclusive” one, directed at vinyl junkies in a country in which records were simply not 

available. The atmosphere was actually quite different and way more inclusive: many 

young Tunisians had an opportunity to play their parents' records taking advantage of a 

working turntable, which they did not possess; appreciate them as unusual, vintage 

objects; and set a friendly context for the exchange of vinyl, musical knowledge, taste, 

and common interests. 

The issue of DJ software was another example of a global-local concern, which rested 

on sociological imagination rather than on some audiophile mystification. Tunisian DJs 

did not generally believe in inner qualities of CD or vinyl: nor did they think that MP3s 

sounded distinctly worse than less compressed formats. The problem was, rather, one of 

depreciation of the DJ role in a country which already exploited artists for commercial 

purposes:  

Hedi: It's not a matter of quality or taste, the problem is something else. DJs play, since 

the Seventies. A DJ is not a jukebox: he mixes, he chooses vinyl records, he does his 

job. If you start taking all those things away, everybody can be a DJ, and the ending is 

catastrophic. Like, for example (laughing), all the PRs that become DJs! Tunisia is full 

of that, because if you wanna play around here you have to bring people [to the club], 

and PRs have already got lots of contacts. Also, those who are considered as the best 

DJs in Tunisia are actually a bunch of rich guys full of “friends”, whom they bring to 

the parties where they play shitty music. I can understand that clubs have their 

exigencies, but you can also throw good parties while educating the audience 

[Interview: Hedi, 28/5/2014. Translated from French]. 

Hedi’s concern was voiced by many other actors in the scene: the club industry did not 

need DJs as artists, but rather people with good connections that could animate and 

bring audiences to a venue. More and more, PRs were taking the role of DJs in such a 

mainstream industry. “Rich kids”, and their parties, were considered another 

contentious aspect of the scene: similar references were sometimes directed at specific 

targets, such as a certain collective that organised shows or Amin, a well-known DJ and 

party organiser. Amin was often despised as a 'son of the bourgeoisie' who profited 
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from his resources to organise parties aimed at the 'high class', not underground in spirit, 

with mainstream DJ guests who did not convey knowledge of ‘real music’ to their 

audiences. Amin, on his side, claimed the “underground” substance of his music and his 

parties, although he had a different idea of what a DJ should be: less of an artist or a 

teacher, and more of an entertainer who always knew how to make his crowd dance. In 

this respect, he felt like most Tunisian DJs were not able to adjust their selections to the 

crowd: 'After all, I'm a DJ, not a musician or a live player. You can put me in any 

concept, at any time of the day, and I will always manage to play music that is good for 

that moment' [Interview: Amin, 27/5/2015]. 

3. Conclusion

In this chapter I have focused on the structure and construction of the underground 

electro scene in Tunisia, which I described as a disputed concept. For some it was a 

matter of 'liberating spaces'; somebody else thought of it as context of pure 

experimentation; different scenesters gave it different significances of  'democratisation' 

and 'vulgarisation', in which social and cultural elitism were often alternative stakes. 

Others had a different vision, based on the tension between exclusiveness and pedagogy 

– as Ibtissem, the manager of a web radio, told me: 'Underground is being part of a

community, of the purist current of the thing' [Interview: Ibtissem, 25/3/2015. Traslated 

from French]. Practices of scenesters defined and, at the same time, enacted those 

different meanings of the underground. Those practices could be also intended as ways 

of negotiating and contesting the nightlife, upper class, and tourism-influenced 

genealogy of local club culture, which still lent infrastructures and enacting contexts to 

the scene. The diversity of positions shaped the scene in a conflictual way, defining 

different modes of interaction with the surrounding social world, the 

political/cultural/economic establishment, and the diversely conceived mainstream club 

culture.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

DISCUSSION 

THE CONSTRUCTION AND STRUCTURE OF TUNISIAN SCENES 

 

1. Scenes and the State 

 

In the previous three chapters I examined the structure and the construction of metal, 

rap, and electro. I will now compare the three scenes taking into account the factors that 

relate to all of them as scenes operating in Tunisia. This means understanding the ways 

in which the national political culture, and the broader Tunisian music industry, affect 

metal, rap, and electro. In particular, I will consider the influence of the State (and its 

absence) in the scenes' structure: this will be the theme of the first section of this 

chapter. I will then see how metal, rap, and electro produce different forms of sceneness 

while interacting with the same national and social context. I will thus compare the 

findings listed in Chapters 5, 6, and 7, proposing new examples that help to understand 

the similarities and differences between the three scenes. 

Among the conditions that hampered the existence of Tunisian scenes, the State was 

often pointed at as the main source of problems. Suffering from the State behaviour was 

a constant for artists, even though the representations of the State varied: it could be 

seen as absent, disorganised, or actively interested in repressing youth cultural 

activities. Indeed, among the Tunisian music scenes studied in this thesis, there was not 

even a unanimous view of what constituted the State, especially after the revolution 

when the State started going through a process of redefinition and a new quest for 

legitimacy. In Chapter 11 I will discuss this point in depth, looking at the political 

dimensions of artistic play in Tunisia; in this Chapter, however, I will rather focus on 

State bureaucracy (at all levels) and its way of disciplining the construction of scenes.  

 

1.1 Copyrights and the absent State 

 

'This place is so crazy that I wonder what the fuck you came to do here. What do you 

expect from a country which doesn't even respect copyright? If you think that things 

here are like the universe before the big bang, you're wrong' [Interview: Hichem, 

14/4/2014]. The absence of copyright measures to protect artists’ works is a good 

starting point for discussing the impact of the State on Tunisian scenes, even though one 
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might consider it as a form of negative impact, a way of affecting scenes by doing 

nothing (or not enough).  

It was a commonly voiced problem. Positions on this subject were varied: some 

scenesters thought that the State was simply not working hard enough to protect artists, 

while some others thought that the weak enforcement of copyright laws was a conscious 

strategy for weakening arts and thus silencing critical voices. There were also musicians 

who contested the capitalistic premise of copyright and music as property – although 

this position seemed, to me, less strong than what I had observed in European 

underground circles. Many more Tunisians had an ironic perception of the problem: the 

copyright situation was often explained in laughter, as in: 'There's no copyright here! 

We download everything!'.  

The tension between the absence of rights and artistic livelihood was contradictory: 

without any copyright, musicians could not think of a standard musical career as their 

proper job, unless they were already rich. On the other side, people from the lower 

social classes saw piracy as a resource, because it had brought cultural means – at least 

potentially – to everybody. Piracy and illegal downloads of music and movies gave the 

poor the means for cultural consumption, which helped expanding their knowledge 

beyond the parochial mindset of a life in the slums (Abdallah, 2012). The contradiction 

was striking since, for musicians from a disadvantaged background, piracy was an asset 

as a form of consumption, and an obstacle when it came to production.  

Besides personal home downloading, piracy in Tunisia pervaded the industry of art 

distribution and dissemination. In every corner of Tunis there was at least one small 

shop which downloaded and copied any movie, videogame, or music CD you asked for. 

Malls sold compilation albums that, according to some of my informants, had their 

songs on the playlist without any copyright permissions having been requested. My 

informants were also convinced that piracy permeated official media: I have been 

shown clips of advertising campaigns in which famous songs were ripped off, and of 

TV shows using international hits (sometimes slightly modified), allegedly without any 

permission. Famous singles by stars such as Balti were often criticised for being nothing 

but “adaptations” of foreign music – be it Algerian pop or Bollywood soundtracks. 

The striking element in this controversy was that copyright and authors’ rights 

legislation in Tunisia did exist. Tunisia even had an organisation enforcing authors’ 

rights called OTDAV. The country had specific laws protecting these rights, and had 
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signed international agreements on the subject
56

. The problem was, rather, the limited 

possibility of enforcing regulations, in particular concerning the opportunity to obtain 

revenues from the usage of one's own artistic products. Moreover, it stemmed from a 

general conception of “emergent” arts. Every time I went to official institutions – such 

as the Ministry of Culture, or the OTDAV itself – I felt like I was stepping into a 

parallel world. According to functionaries, things seemed to go perfectly and 

bureaucracy was acceptably efficient; piracy and illegal concerts were exceptions to be 

fought, but they existed everywhere in the world. Simply put, however serious such 

claims could be considered, they referred to the world of Tunisian artistic 

professionalism: classical Tunisian or western music, well-established theatre and the 

like. Metal, electro or rap were simply off the radar for those institutions: no metal 

musicians had a professional card, DJs were not considered as musicians but as 

animators, no commission could evaluate (and, thus, professionalise) genres such as 

techno or slam poetry. According to an OTDAV functionary, 'Balti is getting quite 

popular; he's on the road to professionalism, but he's still not in the organisation' 

[Interview: OTDAV functionary, 2/6/2015. Translated from French]: consider that Balti 

already filled stadiums in the 2000s!  

Some musicians created and took part in associations that worked towards making 

authors’ rights more effective. Some others found their way through the system's 

inadequacies: a producer told me that he advised his rappers to feature foreign 

(European) artists in their songs, so that copyright of those songs could be protected 

through the other artist's legal situation; another producer had signed a contract with an 

international agency, based in the United States, that had the responsibility of selling his 

music online and protecting his rights. 

The poor enforcement of copyright was seen as a major shortcoming in the State’s 

approach to culture, but the absence of institutions was suffered at multiple levels: 

scarce investments; lack of facilities (for example in music and art schools) and stages 

(for example, real concert halls which were not reconverted theatres with chairs for the 

audience); scant career opportunities. This situation was interpreted in different ways. 

For some scenesters, the State had to do more, not having understood yet how much of 

a resource musical phenomena such as electro festivals could represent for the country's 

economy. Some other informants were convinced that the shortcomings were a matter 

of mentality, be it the Arab or the Tunisian mentality, or the consequence of an 

                                                 
56 More information can be found in the OTDAV website:  <http://www.otdav.tn/>  [in French or 

Arabic]. Accessed 16/05/2016. 

http://www.otdav.tn/
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historical cultural void. As a metal singer wrote on her Facebook page, in commenting 

on the sudden cancellation of a festival: 'Thank you for sabotaging youth, music, culture 

and art, things you don't even understand, because you choose to surround yourselves 

with their opposites' [Sara, Facebook post, 15/8/2015]. Others thought it was a political 

matter: the system exerted its power refusing to invest and support cultural events for 

youth. 

 

Sofiane: They are scared by the voice of youth, and this is why they don't invest in 

culture, because they know that those youth will write stuff against them. If you worked 

well, I would never write a song against you! We have to fully understand this is war. 

And we have to fight it with every song, every DJ set, every poem we write [Interview: 

Sofiane, 26/1/2015. Translated from French]. 

 

Disorganisation, and uselessly complicated bureaucracy, were suffered and interpreted 

in similar ways. The organisation of events was a case in point. To organise a festival, 

or even a simple concert, meant fighting against complicated bureaucracy and 

unbearable costs (for example, in order to pay taxes and licenses). Commenting on the 

much hated VIP clubs of the electro scene, their costly tables and drinks, Saber, a web 

journalist, had a non-standard opinion: he thought these habits were fully justified from 

the Tunisian tax regime.  

 

Saber: Support by the Ministries is quite rare. The Ministry is, if I may say, very slow. 

It's not even… When I think of Oasis festival, in Morocco, when I see that all those 

who want a Visa for the festival will have it automatically, just for the three days of the 

festival, while DJs invited to Tunisian festivals whom I interviewed told me they had 

lots of problems with their visas, or didn't have their visa until last minute… Bringing a 

foreign DJ is not easy. Paying their cachets is not easy; making a festival… You have to 

pay 35% to the State. You have to pay the authorisation for the DJ to play, and it's a lot 

of money! Then it's normal that some festivals end up not taking place. It's not easy to 

get sponsors. You got to have a license from the Ministry of the Interior for being 

authorised to bring a foreign DJ, and you have to pay customs, because you're 

importing a product. It's not eased at all. When you go to the Calypso to see David 

Jones, whom in Europe you would pay 20 euros, and in Tunisia you have to pay fifty 

dinars for a drink, or a pass costs thirty or forty dinars, it's not the same thing. The 

Ministry doesn't ask for the same fees. How do you pay a DJ who costs 2000 euros, 

when he comes to Tunisia? Even 1000 drinks at 200 dinars each would not be enough. 

You have to understand the club owner. And so you're forced to invite DJs costing 200 

dinars, or Tunisians… [Skype interview: Saber, 29/3/2015. Translated from French] 
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Oussema was a main figure in the metal scene: he had a webzine, and was an 

experienced concert organiser: 

 

Oussema: When you see things from without you think it's easy. But when you live the 

organisation of an event… It requires breath, energy, money, a lot of time. In Tunisia 

[you need] acquaintances, you gotta have “long arms”, you gotta have some money 

aside for bribes (laughing). Because the organisation has to follow the band. You have 

to pay plane tickets in advance, and that's your money! You won't find sponsors for 

metal: on the one side, as I told you, metal is not well regarded, on the other they don't 

know metal, and they don't want to invest in something uncertain. So the organisation 

depends on private money, or money from small associations. You need an 

authorisation from the Ministry of the Interior. And if you want to bring a foreign band, 

you need two authorisations: Ministry of the Interior and Ministry of Culture, and 

sometimes Ministry of Tourism! (laughing). It takes these authorisations, you need to 

find a stage, to have an agreement on the venue, you need a good stage, and 

unfortunately in Tunisia we don't have many specialised stages, you need the right 

sound for extreme music and that's another problem… [Interview: Oussema, 20/1/2015. 

Translated from French].  

 

Oussema's reference to bribes can be read as a key to reconcile different interpretations 

of the State in Tunisia. Disorganisation, absence, and domination were indeed 

enmeshed in a form of bureaucratic governance that had put roots under Ben Ali, but 

survived the revolution. The following section of this chapter looks at how corruption 

and repression produced a form of governance which disciplined the cultural landscape. 

 

1.2 Corruption, repression, and the cultural 'bread run' 

 

Bassem was a teenage metal guitarist, who had just started a band with a group of 

friends. He missed the amazing concerts of just a couple years before, when the FMG 

was still in place. He thought that if he had organised a concert in the city centre in 

2013, all the metalheads would gather. Bassem and his drummer Marwen got in touch 

with concert organisers from the previous generation, boys a little older than them, and 

learned from them all that it took to put on a show. Unfortunately, things were not as 

easy as expected. Problems started with the quest for a venue. The two friends went to 

the centre and started asking all the culture houses and youth centres they knew, even 

trying the cinemas. The results were depressing: every venue asked for 1000 dinars, 

money that was completely out of their budget. This shocked them: after all, those 



161 

 

places were public, state funded. But maisons de culture and maisons jeunes were wary 

of metal, with its allegedly violent atmosphere and satanic lyrics, and did not want to 

have anything to do with it: one could wonder whether they asked for money because 

they wanted money, or because they were just trying to discourage the young organisers 

from setting up a metal concert. At a certain moment, right before quitting, Bassem and 

Marwen understood what it took: they approached a cultural centre, bribed its managers 

for 350 dinars, and rented a professional sound technician and his equipment [Interview: 

Bassem, 21/4/2015]. 

Bribing and similar forms of corruption were quite regular occurrences in the 

organisation of events, at all levels. Other concert organisers testified to the prevalence 

of shifting agreements with the venues they had hired: one day, the venue was booked, 

and a certain sum agreed upon. A couple days before the concert, its director called the 

band explaining that there were some problems (for example, the space had already 

been reserved), so that either it was unavailable or a higher sum was demanded. 

Personal connections – with key figures in parties, in the administration, in the police, 

or in embassies – were, in this environment, necessary. When, after the revolution, 

rappers started playing at State-sponsored festivals, this need became evident to them:  

 

Mahmoud: Well, I'll explain to you the procedure. There's the Ministry employee, he 

puts on one list the names of rappers, and on the other the names of festivals which do 

not demand much from the ministry, just a small budget. Then, the employee tries 

making a bit of a fraud. Out of 150 rappers, he knows two. He gives the best festivals to 

those two, and all the rest goes mixed. You don't even know where you'll end up going! 

It's not that the audience likes [the rap group] Empire, and so they go see Empire. 

[Interview: Mahmoud, 1/5/2015. Translated from French].  

 

The need for bribes and connections had roots in a bureaucracy so murky and complex 

that it allowed, at any time, musical projects to be sabotaged: concerts could be 

cancelled, applications for organising events could disappear from desks, police could 

arrive and sequester venues or instruments. Under these conditions, it can be said that 

semi-legal existence was normal rather than exceptional for many venues and festivals. 

Some organisers told me that their events (even big ones, involving international stars) 

had received authorisations the very day they took place. Clubs were often shut down 

for a week or two, and their Facebook pages cited the predictable reason of 'technical 

problems', much to the amusement of their regular clientele. According to Amin, a club 

manager, 'every time you shut down people think it's for drugs, or fights. It is quite 
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normal, for a club, to open legally but lack some authorisations. You could wait four 

years for an alcohol license… What do you do? You just open and hope nothing 

happens. In Tunisia, it is completely impossible to do everything legally' [Interview: 

Amin, 27/5/2015]. And those were lucky cases: for every festival receiving the 

authorisation to proceed on the last available day, many more got cancelled upon 

starting, for security reasons or through lack of the necessary permits and/or 

authorisation to proceed: two international festivals with camping spaces were cancelled 

in one week in August 2015; audiences had come with their tents from all the corners of 

Tunisia and had to wait for days to find out if the festival would actually take place, or 

if their money would be refunded. After some months in Tunisia, one became 

accustomed with going to concerts with the vague feeling that they would not take 

place: people went to the venue and simply stood waiting. 

Whatever Saloon, also known as Cafe Lou7 [Wooden Cafe in Tunisian] was one of the 

vital organs for youth culture in the capital city. Its entrance was nothing but a small 

door in a central alley – no signboard; you could only find it by following the pounding 

music coming from within. The cafe hosted a crowd of “alternative” youth of all kinds – 

rastamen, metalheads, b-boys and b-girls. Without any doubt, it was the most 

transversal place for music in Tunisia: afternoon events were at least weekly, and 

ranged from metal bands such as Persona to rappers like Redstar Radi; from a dance set 

organised by the crew Downtown Vibes to events funded by foreign agencies like the 

Goethe Institute or the Institut Français. The lack of alcohol, and the non-purely profit-

driven vocation, made it one of the very few places in which underage youth could 

experience music performances. 

From its opening in 2013 to the summer of 2015 Whatever Saloon had been shut down 

no less than thirteen times. On some occasions, it was just a quick closure, following 

some particularly noisy concert. Other cases were more dramatic, as in the spring of 

2015. After an inspection that had revealed some irregularities (such as a non-working 

toilet), the police notified the venue owners that they would make a second visit to 

check on the persistence of problems in the cafe. However, at the beginning of the 

following week, instead of re-inspecting the venue the police simply shut it down. 

Along with the cited irregularities, other issues were mentioned, in particular, as can be 

read in the order of closure served by the governor of Tunis: 'Some citizens and 

customers expressed their malcontent concerning the space's activities, its high prices, 

and the quality of its habitués'. The latest closure of the venue was particularly worrying 

because it had happened just some weeks after the closure of another pivotal cultural 
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space in Tunis
57

. Moreover, the Whatever Saloon lived in a legal status limbo: for a

period of time, it had been a cafe, so that it was not entitled to host concerts; then it 

became a cultural club, and at that point it could not serve drinks. The authorities 

contested its lack of a specific Mission Statement; the owner of Whatever Saloon 

commented: 'I don't need a Mission Statement, I just want to do my thing in freedom!' 

[Interview: Wael, 28/5/2015]. 

Understanding such phenomena as pure symptoms of dictatorship, moves in a war 

against popular culture, would be inaccurate. First of all, it would to exclude from 

consideration the extent to which scenesters themselves were responsible for this 

climate of repression. The cancellation of musical events, in Tunisia, rested on 

amateurism and naive strategies as much as it rested on political prejudice and 

smothering bureaucracy. Many metal concerts did not succeed simply because their 

(often young) organisers did not know what it took to put on a show. Often, their 

enthusiasm was so big that they maintained the appearance of their concert actually 

taking place, even though they did not have an authorisation and already knew that 

police would stop the music: from their perspective, they were simply “working on it”, 

trying their best, but this was not necessarily the opinion of their customers, who had 

bought tickets for non-existent shows. A commonly lamented situation was the one of 

organisers not having the budget for a concert, and secretly hoping that the pre-sale of 

tickets would cover the costs. In the end, disappointing sales made it impossible for the 

organisers to pay, for example, for invited international artists’ airfares which, in turn 

meant that the concert had to be cancelled. Houssem, an electro DJ, told me about a 

fake festival that should have taken place in the summer of 2014:  

There's this event page on Facebook. The festival doesn't exist, it's just not being 

promoted. After the revolution, Facebook got gigantic, and people started 

understanding… It showed something: Tunisians, when they see an event on Facebook, 

will come. Not because they are stupid or naive, but for a matter of enthusiasm. There 

have been so many frauds… This is a similar thing. We were not invited, they did 

things another way: they just put our names on the schedule. It's absurd, illegal, but 

90% of DJs who are exploited this way would agree if they see that the fraud succeeds. 

Not for money or anything, but for being stars. It's so funny! [Interview: Houssem, 

8/5/2014. Translated from French].  

57   Henda Chennaoui, “Décision de fermeture d’un autre espace culturel à Tunis”, Nawaat, 26/05/2015, 

https://nawaat.org/portail/2015/05/26/decision-de-fermeture-espace-culturel-tunis-whatever-saloon/. 

Accessed 16/05/2016.  

https://nawaat.org/portail/2015/05/26/decision-de-fermeture-espace-culturel-tunis-whatever-saloon/
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A rhetoric of “the regime versus popular culture” was widely circulating into scenes, but 

it was far from accurate. The net of corruption and repression was, at times, mobilised 

by scenesters themselves in the interests of promoting their own livelihoods, getting rid 

of competitors or resisting abuses by the State or they adversaries. Some concerts at the 

Whatever Saloon, it was rumoured, had been stopped following phone calls that other 

cultural centres had made to the police. One of the most revered electro clubs in Tunis 

had been shut down following denounces by the lounge bar placed on the ground floor 

of the same building; the club had later been pillaged, and the managers were sure it 

was again the lounge bar that had paid for the 'service'. In the metal scene, a rumour 

circulated, linking the cancellation of an international concert to a letter that accused the 

band of having satanic lyrics and drinking cats' blood. The sender, whose supposed 

nickname was “Zorro”, was thought to be an influential concert promoter: while the 

history of “Zorro” had never been proven, unfair competition in the metal realm was 

commonly acknowledged (see Chapter 11).  

The opacities of Tunisian cultural policy seemed thus not purely top-down, but rather 

co-constructed: bribes were a way of surviving in a bleak environment; governance was 

often an obstacle and sometimes an asset: it represented at the same time a dictatorial 

stranglehold and an opportunity for “playing the game” of cultural politics. Copyright 

was a good example of that: informality offered both a low-cost opportunity for 

consumption and an unsustainably hard condition for production (since it made it 

impossible for artists to sell their music). Such ambivalences can be powerfully read 

through the analysis of Béatrice Hibou and Hamza Meddeb of the Ben Ali regime. 

According to Hibou, the Tunisian 'political economy of repression' was a form of 

voluntary servitude in that the dominated participated in constructing it: they had 

interests in building ties with the ruling party, in order to take advantage of the opaque 

State machine. They built their livelihood on loans, both formal and informal, that in 

some cases required personal connections to the regime. They profited from the overall 

context assured by Ben Ali, in terms of safety (from crime, terrorism, and economic 

instability) and dreams of conspicuous consumption. In turn, those ties tightened up the 

regime control over society, and its power in Foucauldian terms – that is, as a way of 

disciplining and shaping life (Hibou, 2006; see Chapter 3).  

Hamza Meddeb, one of Hibou's students, concentrated on a central element of the 

regime’s governance: what Tunisians call Yejri al' khobza [running for bread]. This 

expression denotes the strategies for living that the disadvantaged put in place in 

Tunisia: they have to 'play the game of power', knowing how to combine legal incomes 
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with ‘informal’ work, hustling, putting the right bribes in the right pockets, negotiating 

loans, and so on. This 'bread run' is based on a precarious play with the informal, where 

one tries at the same time to escape and profit from official powers. The informal, thus 

conceived, is not “outside” the exertion of power: power regulates it through designing 

and policing its borders. The “official” political and economic system is innervated with 

corruption and clientelism as the domain of the informal is innervated with State 

control.  

 

The bread run cannot be reduced to the quest for a better life through the usage of 

clienteles and corruption. Power inserts itself in such a run. El khobza [bread] thus 

appears as a mode of government that plays with the cogs of everyday life and that 

participates to the subjection of men. If one follows the Foucauldian conception of the 

exercise of power, which understands the latter as a 'way of directing the conduct of 

individuals and groups' (Foucault, 1994), el khobza reflects the way in which modes of 

government dwell on the actions of subjects for structuring the field of possibles. […] 

Rather than creating this reality through its intervention or through letting go, power 

assumes it. It penetrates the details of everyday life imposing itself as the only arbitrator 

of such a bread run, that is, the one which makes somebody happy, makes somebody 

win and frustrates somebody else by selecting and differentiating the actors. In so 

doing, it rewards those who play the game and insert themselves in its networks, that is 

to say, those who acknowledge its preeminence. These arrangements suggest less the 

submission of subaltern actors than the existence of transactions through which the 

actors are able to play with rules and State devices and, if not to bypass them, at least to 

domesticate them for earning el khobza. By letting go, power profits from such 

economic dynamics at the margins of the law.  (Meddeb, 2011, pp. 37, 44 [Translated 

from French]). 

 

The runners described in Meddeb's work are involved in activities such as smuggling 

and illegal migration – they live a marginality which is far from the marginality of 

youth cultures we are discussing (even though some of my informants well suited the 

profiles described by Meddeb). Nevertheless, while bringing the bread run into the 

analysis of Tunisian cultural politics might seem a stretch, it bears instead some 

potential for explanation. As in the bread run, the governance of Tunisian youth cultures 

existed by dint of the interlacement of formal and informal, and at the crossroad 

between the violation of power and its reinforcement through playing the game of 

corruption. Existing inside the space of such power meant in part trying to bypass it, in 

part profiting from its shortcuts and its traps.  

Through such practice, a form of discipline invested the lives of scenes and their 
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members: an advantage of Hibou's and Meddeb's model is that it takes the analysis 

away from the simplistic dialectics of repression and resistance which, in more or less 

sophisticated ways, has been employed in studying youth culture. The dominant and 

dominated constructed together the forms of governance exerted in Tunisia, and that 

could be said even for the country's cultural environment. Power, in such a context, was 

not repressing and being resisted, as much as it was subjectivating and subjecting its 

actors. This did not imply determinism, or an unchanging status quo: such a governance 

was precarious and shifting; the bread run was like a rope that could be pulled until its 

rupture. Tunisian Revolution could be read as such a rupture. Nor did it mean that a 

straight refusal of the mechanisms of power could not be claimed or enacted. When 

discussing revolution, we will see how scenes suffered from the impact of changes in 

the bread run:  the result was, at times, an intense production of DIY culture and 

politics, and in some other cases the emergence of nostalgia for the Ben Ali's regime 

(see Chapter 11).  

Indeed, the interplay of construction and structure in Tunisian scenes could be seen as a 

way of refracting the power dynamics existing in music scenes. Scenes acted on the 

basis of specific logics, but those logics were informed by social tensions that were 

completely imbued by the transformative action of Tunisian power. In the next section I 

will compare the three scenes central to the focus of this thesis and show in each case 

how their sceneness was built at this crossroad of scenes' hard infrastructures, material 

constraints, and the broad logics of power.  

 

2. Community and sceneness 

 

2.1 Mundanity and transgression 

 

In the previous chapters, I have been describing Tunisian scenes as fields in which 

different subsections developed, relating to each other through different formulations of 

community and conflict. Those field dynamics were specified by a number of other 

relations that structured the field itself: sub-scenes designed themselves in relation not 

only to their competitors, but with broader traits of global metal, electro, and rap, and 

with the hard infrastructures allowed by the Tunisian environment and by relations with 

the State.  

In metal, anciens and gamins paralleled transitions and conflicts in broader youth 

cultures, embodying the difference between “classic” subcultural identities and looser 
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post-subcultural ones (see Muggleton, 2000). This difference was further complicated 

by Tunisian specificities, in that the scene's fragility accelerated its own disintegration. 

In electro, different scene fragments opposed the values of musicianship and dedication 

with those of sensuality and partying; this opposition, itself pretty “global”, had a 

complex interplay with Tunisian society, having to do both with the reduced 

infrastructures available to musicians, and with the specific features of the nightlife 

industry and Tunisia's moral constraints. The “rap game” was played in Tunisia through 

familiar spatial and historical logics: different hoods both fought with each other and 

also collaborated, as did different generations. The post-revolutionary situation 

complicated this portrait offering new options as well as new reasons for legitimacy 

conflicts. In all scenes, different forms of community sprung up and interacted with 

available hard infrastructures, generating different forms of sceneness: in much the 

same way that Appadurai theorised neighbourhoods (see Chapter 1), scenes became 

“contexts”, in which different forms of locality were counterpoised. 

Community making was informed by different types of subcultural capital (Thornton, 

1995) appearing, and being at stake, within scenes. In Chapter 1 I outlined the use Keith 

Kahn-Harris (2006) makes of mundane and transgressive subcultural capital: one 

embodies sober dedication and everyday commitment to a scene; the other signifies a 

disruptively intense and defiant lifestyle and aesthetic. Values akin to mundane 

subcultural capital could be found in metal anciens and in the most artistically 

committed electro artists: those scenesters priced abnegation, intellectualism, and 

commitment to their leisure activities as a serious thing – one that their fellow 

metalheads or DJs not only did not get, but also risked spoiling through their ignorance, 

thus posing the threat of 'ruining the name of the scene'.  

 

Hamdi: They're just a bunch of teenagers, people who want to show off through metal. 

For me, metal is a lifestyle, so I will never understand that thing. 

Stefano: What kind of lifestyle is it? 

Hamdi: It's simple: respect music, both as a musician and as a listener. Live for it. They 

don't, even those so-called anciens: for them it's all a matter of popularity, of ego. The 

whole concept of [Hamdi’s band] is about that kind of hypocrisy, which reflects 

Tunisian society at large. Even the great bands, [he cites the names], and they're all 

friends of mine, didn't have the breath for really respecting music and bringing their 

commitment to the extreme. We were all in the same situation, but they stopped at the 

first obstacle, they didn't make a professional record and they didn't even attempt to 

sacrifice themselves in order to attain results as those of my band. 

Stefano: So, there's nothing in the scene that you would save? 
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Hamdi: What kind of metalhead is the one that you see at a metal concert, then two 

months later is at an electro show, and then two months and he's at a rap concert? No 

way: I'm ready to play in front of two people who really understand my music; I'm not 

ready to play in front of four hundred people like these [Interview: Hamdi, 11/5/2014. 

Translated from French]  

Producers and DJs in the electro scene also displayed mundane capital through their 

artistic asceticism, their detailed knowledge of musical subgenres, the battle for 

preserving the role of the DJ from being considered as a simple PR party-starter.  

On the other side, transgressive subcultural capital could be attributed to an array of 

cultural resources that cannot be limited to the forms described by Kahn-Harris (who 

mostly used the expression for describing black metal nihilism): transgression, in 

Tunisian youth cultures, could be offending Islam as well as singing jihadi songs (see 

Chapter 9). I described how local club culture offered spaces for body contact, night-

time wildness, and the use of drugs and alcohol. This climate offered party goers the 

possibility of transgressive subcultural capital, and was thus criticised by “committed” 

electro people as a superficial simplification of their culture. Some of them felt the need 

to create a reputation for the entire scene, one that pulled it away from its drug-tinged 

atmosphere. Les Dunes Electroniques was saluted by some scenesters as the first event 

that gave a nation-friendly framing to electro after the early era of Hammamet clubs, in 

which the new Benalist bourgeoisie marked nightlife with the stigma of expensive 

drinks and frequent outdoor brawls: in that setting, electro 'was not perceived as culture'. 

Similarly, in 2015 a popular party organiser initiated a summer event that comprised art 

exhibitions and was, to his mind, aimed at a family audience beyond the habitual youth 

crowds, in order to combat the idea that electronic music was only for drug takers. His 

initiative was not at all the only one in which electro teamed up with contemporary arts; 

this coupling, more or less successful, was rather commonplace. On one side, it 

mimicked the similar art crossovers taking place, for example, in the Berlin scene; on 

the other, it mirrored a need for “legitimisation” of electro culture beyond the reductive 

boundaries of hedonism. 

This legitimisation had the ambiguous side effect of aligning, in practice, displays of 

mundane subcultural capital with aspects of public morality in the country. After all, the 

claims of a DJ despising drinking dancers potentially (albeit unwillingly) overlapped 

with political practices chastising drinkers and explicit sexuality; at the very minimum, 

those claims did nothing to support bodily freedoms as a legitimate cultural policy of 

the scene (although most artists personally held liberal opinions towards drinking, 
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drugs, and sexuality). But this ambiguity worked also the other way around: the party 

economy was part of the State/capital apparatus. The State produced beer; businessmen 

owning clubs were often tied to politicians; nightlife was a central component of the 

tourist industry. And it was, as such, a socially exclusive environment: crowds 

celebrating at festivals could be considered a symbol of sensual freedom as well as a 

symbol of class-based and regional based separation, and a vehicle of precise political 

ideologies based on “modernism” (see Chapter 9).  

It could also be seen in metal, where the need for excitement of young metalheads was 

seen as threatening the seriousness and reputation of “true metal”. Concerts such as The 

Rise of Metal II, which I described in Chapter 5, could be interpreted as exhibiting a 

double transgression. On the one side, crowds transgressed the boundaries of the 

context in which they were restrained – be they the physical boundaries of the theatre 

rooms in which metal concerts were often inadequately set, or the moral boundaries 

imposed by being teenagers in Tunisian society. But they also transgressed the 

boundaries of what other metalheads in Tunisia, and perhaps common sense among 

many metalheads in the world, considered the appropriate behaviour at metal shows. By 

headbanging during soundchecks or using Freddie Mercury t-shirts as metal accessories, 

Tunisian gamins enacted a performance of what was, itself, a performance: the one of 

being a metalhead at a metal show. Such a performance related ambiguously to 

transgression within and outside the local scene: it was as inauthentic and poorly 

imitative in the eyes of “serious” metalheads as it was authentic to the exigencies of 

headbanging bodies in the context of the fragile, deprived and inescapable Tunisian 

cultural setting.  

Thus, the tension between mundanity and transgression in the metal and electro scenes 

echoed “omologic” ambiguities between transgression and public morals that agitated 

the main Tunisian social setting. This was even more true of rap, where the 

transgressive element of subcultural capital had a pronounced social relevance due to it 

being attached to various social controversies in the country, such as Islamic politics 

and jihadism, but also drugs and crime (see Part Three).  

 

2.2 The uses of community 

 

Fakhri is a metalhead who, besides playing in a local band, worked as a true “scene 

activist”, trying to revive the scene through several means – organising concerts, 

persuading old bands to reunite, launching associations aimed to create a dialogue 
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between metalheads. He was sick of metal's litigiousness, and his experiences with 

other local scenes had influenced his reading of metal: he had been a part of the DIY 

association Blech 7ess, and was a current member of a rap crew. The sense of unity, 

self-dwelling, and pro-activity he found in these experiences was, to him, something 

unknown in the metal scene, and this, in Fakhri’s view, was one of the reasons why 

Tunisian metal was so weak: 'Rap has crews, and crews are like families: this is why in 

Tunisia rappers don't fight each other like metalheads do. I've been trying to bring this 

into metal, the logic of DIY, but metalheads don't understand!' [Interview: Fakhri, 

6/2/2015. Translated from French]. In 2014, Fakhri created an association called 

Hardous, which had the goal of settling problems between scenesters: at the first 

meeting, around forty metalheads came to L' Étoile du Nord (which, to Fakhri, could be 

considered as a failure), but they soon hijacked the purpose of discussion, turning it into 

a parade of interpersonal grudges. Indeed, Fakhri described the scene as torn apart from 

evil gossip and “dishonest competition”: 'When you go on stage, in the crowd there are 

not 500 kids who want to unleash themselves. There are 500 guitar players who observe 

you; then they can go back home and write on the Facebook event page that you 

couldn't play, so that some little girl will think they're experts!' 

Fakhri saw crews as a mechanism that could dam conflict into scenes, and yet not 

everyone in rap and electro thought so. One of the most typical comments on the electro 

scene was that it was too clanique [French for 'clan-based']. If you were not part of 

established collectives and networks, you could not find any opportunity to play at clubs 

and festivals, nor would your music be promoted and, thus, would not circulate in the 

scene. One of the dynamics of the scene was night concepts designed by a collective, 

that, every week, would invite somebody from other collectives in the scene: examples 

were FRD & Friends at Carpe Diem and Waveform's Alert! Alert! at the Plug. Through 

such invitations, the collectives created a networked space between their clans; and yet 

many effective alignments of musicians, managers, and other organisers could not be 

shaken so easily. Many actors in the scene perceived this setting as the real obstacle to 

developing a “real” scene:   

 

Faysal: It works on narrow pools of activities, which are small and regrouped in 

specific areas. It's a minuscule community which isn't really able to collaborate, to work 

“open source” (laughing).  Instead of networking, the few people who start to 

experiment and to work don't really go towards collaboration and the opening of 

discussion and exchange, but rather towards the construction of closed, competition-

driven entrepreneurship.  
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Stefano: And is it natural for a scene at its debut? 

Faysal: Sincerely, that's a question I ask myself. I don't think it is. Generally, it's the 

contrary (laughing). For example, what made the explosion of Berlin is that people used 

to collaborate, and only then competing poles become established. Maybe it has to do 

with our tradition. There's surely a cultural side rooted in the mentality, that pushes 

things to develop separately rather than through cross-pollination. Eventually, it pushes 

everybody to strengthen their position and make war even more. Rather than creating a 

virtuous circle, it creates a vicious one.  [Interview: Faysal, 3/7/2014. Translated from 

French].  

Similar tensions were seen to be at stake in the Tunisian rap scene. While a certain form 

of controlled rivalry was recognised as part of the game, some observers lamented that a 

similar lack of unity could harm industry development. For instance, Yasser, a 

producer, lamented how other producers and studios were so much tied to their crews 

that they ended up working exclusively for them. This was also true of other kinds of 

scene infrastructures: for instance, Open Mics revolved around a rhetoric of openness 

and welcoming, the idea that everybody could grab the microphone to speak their mind. 

What happened in practice was that they were organised by specific crews and recruited 

participants through localised networks. As a result, seeing unknowns or people from 

other crews (let alone competing crews) at Open Mics was quite unlikely.  

One of the common vehicles through which conflicts in rap are articulated is clashes 

and diss tracks. Members of the Tunisian scene often showed a surprising reflexivity 

when it came to discussing this topic: although clashes were frequent in the scene, 

observers tended to evaluate them in terms of industry possibilities, rather than personal 

grudges or sentiments of belonging. As Seif told me, 'There are no serious clashes
58

 in

Tunisia, because real clashes, in America, are made so that both rappers can earn a lot 

of money' [Interview: Seif, 7/8/2014. Translated from French].  

Yasser: In a scene you can also have clashes, quarrels, differences… but the scene has 

to be established. Rappers, in Tunisia, are too self-centred, they are “everybody for 

himself”. The scene is small and yet divided. Start, develop your personality, your 

career, then you can go on your trip! In Tunisia, clashes are stuff for children, we're not 

in America, Here it's just for the buzz' [Interview: Yasser, 6/3/2015. Translated from 

French]. 

58 “Clashes” is a word from the French hip hop jargon which was commonly used in the Tunisians rap 

scene. It designates both “formal” battles between rappers, and the personal animosity between two 

rappers or two crews ending up in the publication of reciprocal “diss tracks” and hostile declarations on 

the media. In this sense, it could be translated in English with the word beefs.  
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Claims of community-making across the three scenes must not be considered as a pure 

antidote to conflict and division. Rather, in representing situated readings of “how the 

scene should be”, they were part in conflict, and an instrument of conflict. Every 

scenester had a normative idea of her scene, and she tried to counter the divisiveness, 

and the supposed ignorance at its basis, through her community utopia. While members 

of the scene perceived their idea of unity as a solution to conflict, in many cases such an 

idea was itself fuel for conflict, and pushed the scene's equilibrium to a shift. As a 

result, the construction of scenes was as problematic as their structure was. The diverse 

interactions of these components – different narratives of community and different 

settings of institutions and lack thereof – generated different forms of sceneness, that is, 

new significations of scene density across the passage of time. 

In metal, the acknowledged scene density that was represented as a feeble equilibrium 

before 2011 was pushed to a change by historical events, the instability of anciens and 

gamins' dialectics, and the loss of institutions represented by bands disappearing, 

festivals closing, and webzines losing momentum. As Oussema put it, the lack of metal 

concerts as a locus of interaction and knowledge transmission played a huge part in this 

shift: 

 

Oussema: Revolution had an impact on the organisation of concerts, and concerts were 

like mediators, there was a link between new and old generations, it was like a meeting 

occasion, x met y… Without concerts, it's like a void, like a hiatus that was opened 

between the two generations […]. Bands lack experience, they want to jump on stage 

two days after they start rehearsing. Ten years ago it was the same, but at least you had 

the old ones who advised them, told them “Don't do it like that, take your time”… Now 

this is over, and the old ones snub the new bands' concerts! [Interview: Oussema, 

20/1/2015. Translated from French].  

 

Following the demise of the ZanZana Forum as a space for discussion and scene 

articulation, a blossoming of pages with names like “The real Tunisian metal 

community” marked the scene's public sphere from 2011 on. Those pages expressed the 

concern for unity in the scene, the need to revive it, and the need for a pedagogy of true 

metal (expressed by posting the “right” music videos from YouTube – which was itself 

a post-revolutionary phenomenon). But those pages did not really provide space for 

discussion, and were limited to simple lists of links. The post-revolutionary scene, 

however, struggled to organise itself and create a new arrangement of infrastructures 

and community – a new form of sceneness. Attempts to create associations (such as the 
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above mentioned “Hardous” one) were countless, the most successful being Noise FM, 

a radio station and concert organising society that worked as a true “initiation” for many 

young metalhead activists.  

And yet, such a shift in organisation practices cannot be read through the lens of 

functionalism: there was no shifting equilibrium, but rather the constant risk of 

disappearance under the scene's conditions of fragility. A case in point here is The Rise 

of Metal II, which I chronicled in Chapter 5. The concert started a process of 

impoverishment for the scene: after the crowd tore apart the cultural centre in which the 

concert was set, the centre's managers claimed they would never host metal concerts 

again. In a reality like the Tunisian one, in which venues were extremely scarce, this 

was a deadly blow to the scene's future. Indeed, by this time, Whatever Saloon remained 

one of the last places in which metal concerts could be organised. The non-profit logic 

of the club was, as it transpired, unsustainable following the staging of a series of poorly 

frequented concerts. In the Spring of 2015, a poorly promoted concert registered an 

important loss for the venue manager, who was forced to cancel the subsequent metal 

event that was scheduled. This situation gave rise to a fierce debate between metalheads 

(since many considered the failure as the fault of the gamins who had organised the 

poorly attended gig), and between the scene and the club. Some scene members 

criticised the Whatever Saloon for hiding economic interest behind its cultural 

promotion façade, while the venue manager stated the impossibility to organise further 

events without any economic revenue. As a result, big metal concerts did not take place 

at Whatever Saloon (and, indeed, elsewhere in Tunisia) until 2016. The vicious circle 

between concert rarity, transgressive performances, and scene divisions brought the 

scene to a new halt.  

On the contrary, things in the electro scene seemed to be growing at steady pace: in the 

autumn of 2015 the festival schedule was so full that E-Fest preferred redesigning its 

offer around its most art-based and electro-acoustic sides. Surprisingly, this success 

seemed to be generated not by unity, but rather by the constant, prolific tension between 

the mundane subcultural capital of certain musicians and artistic entrepreneurs, and the 

easily marketable needs for transgression and hedonism of the audiences. The two 

competing logics of the scene seemed to have started to unleash a virtuous circle. 

Cultural criticism paraded by “underground” scenesters brought to the creation of 

alternative venues, festivals, and conceptions of electro: these alternatives expanded the 

scene and diversified it as a market that met the demands of a party-going middle class. 

Certainly, many members of the scene criticised the dynamics behind this mechanism, 
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and its most evident contradictions rendered it fragile. In particular, as we will see in 

Chapter 10, the electro scene constantly bordered exclusivity, and the risk of being a 

purely middle-class attraction; moreover, Tunisia was more and more exposed to 

international terrorism, which weakened its tourism industry and hindered the 

possibilities of festival-making (see Chapter 9).  

In terms of sceneness, it is interesting to notice how electro's success was obtained at 

the price of the scene's density and coherence: while it was easy to find a majority of 

metalheads at metal concerts, electro events were much more diverse in attendance 

(indeed, this diversity is the whole point of the “clubculture” as it was analysed in the 

early 1990s). As noted earlier, the event industry powered the cultural industry. Some of 

its members, prizing mundane capital, worked for the autonomisation of the field from 

the control of economic power. And yet, many of them had to play random DJ sets in 

lounges and festivals they disliked, only to be able to endure a career in DJing and 

music production. Thus, the electro scene was composed of detached and contradictory 

constituencies, with the market working both as a glue that bonded the scene and as a 

source of conflict within it.  

Rap in Tunisia endured similar dynamics. Scene members agreed on the fact that the 

genre's success was not consistent with a sudden surge of hip hop culture (which was, 

anyway, present and more established than all other youth cultures). ‘The Tunisian 

audience is a miscellaneous audience’ was a typical way to put the topic. The success of 

a song like Houmani was in part based on the importance of rap, and in part on the 

resonance that the song's subjects had among a crowd of street-raised youth which were 

not necessarily fully into hip hop culture, but shared its aesthetics. Those youth, the 

'people from the houma', were indeed the theme of the song. 

 The scene's avantgarde contested this ambiguity, and many of them envisaged a future 

similar to the one of the metal scene, once rap's clichés would grow old and worn out. 

Incontestably, all rappers profited from this situation, although they criticised the most 

commercial side of the local scene. A whole form of rap, in the figures of artists like 

Kafon, GGA, Artmasta, or Balti – often coming from a decidedly rap background – 

developed a style that shared the broad audiences' sensibility: it took from rap as much 

as it took from light forms of reggae, and electronic music, often borrowing from 

international successes (even Houmani was often criticised as a rip-off of the success of 

Make it bun dem by Skrillex and Damian Marley). Often, this music had a cultural 

appeal that was more chaabi [popular in the sense of folk] than pop: it was influenced 

by North African styles such as Algerian pop-raï, local mezwed, and Bollywood 
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soundtracks, features that made it easy to mix with other pop songs in radio and TV 

transmissions (indeed, a producer and singer like Artmasta collaborated both with 

rappers and mezwed singers). This form of mainstream had a double-faceted impact on 

the rap scene, since it brought audiences to it, maintaining a grass-roots folk sensibility, 

and at the same time, according to some scenesters, diffused among those wide 

audiences the “wrong” idea of what rap actually was.  

This ambiguity had to do with another fundamental dynamic of rap sceneness, that is, 

the one concerning the industry-making process. In 2015, several scene members did 

their best to capitalise the fragile success of rap and overcome the shortcomings of the 

local rap industry. Some groups started working with managers in order to establish a 

professional musical career; some tried to launch a record label, to start organising 

independent rap concerts on a more regular basis, or to overcome the problem of the 

lack of copyright through different types of licensing agreements. Attempts were multi-

faceted and sometimes contradictory, as people with different cultural sensibilities 

precariously collaborated, although maintaining totally different agendas. Some of the 

scene members, at the same time, were wary of this process, perceived as a form of 

artistic prostitution, and claimed that the capital of street credibility and political 

urgency that made Tunisian rap popular would soon be lost.  

Sami: This is the golden age of rap. Today, an NGO can go to a rapper and offer him an 

artistic residency. The rapper can make a load of money in two months. Then he will 

never be able to adjust back to the houma, and he won't be able to sing about it anymore 

[Interview: Sami, 24/3/2015]. 

The only efficacious thing in the rap scene is that it's still authentic. Lots of times, they 

have tried to introduce the game and the industry inside of it, to kill it. But I'm at war 

with those attempts, and I'm not alone. The vindication of oppressed classes under an 

artistic form shall never be a divertissement. [Facebook chat: Sami, 27/4/2015. 

Translated from French].  

The “industry versus underground” issue, itself a Bourdieusian process in which the 

scene struggled to become autonomous, was not only contradictory because many 

figures stood on both sides. It also had a crucial “blackmail”, domination-laden 

dimension: the desire to create an industry, and the criticisms of those who wanted to 

keep rap underground both had connections to a political process that was reinventing 

Tunisian society after the revolution, as we will see in Chapter 11.  
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3. Conclusion

This chapter proposed a comparison of metal, rap, and electro, examining the role 

played within the three scenes by the common administrative context of the Tunisian 

State. Then, I described the ways in which community and sceneness were defined in 

each scene.  I first described the ways in which the State played a similar role in the 

three scenes. This role was multi-faceted: the State operated through its absence, as in 

the case of the weak enforcement of copyright. In other cases, the State actively 

contributed to making scenes fragile: for example, it did so through complicated 

bureaucracy and the constant risk of repression. Using Hamza Meddeb's model of the 

'bread run' I explained how scenes' relation to the State was a complicated one, in which 

practices of scenesters worked alongside the exercise of power in fashioning a form of 

domination based on informality and fragility. 

That domination was a background factor that influenced the structures of the three 

scenes. Forms of construction developed within metal, rap, and electro had to take this 

influence into account. I showed how scenesters embraced different types of mundane 

and transgressive cultural capital in order to make sense of such a context and to 

respond, at the same time, to the internal dynamics of scenes. Community, in the three 

scenes, worked as an instrument of conflict: each section of a scene had its own 

definition of the “real” (metal, rap, electro) community, thus making scene's 

construction a conflictual process. As a consequence, sceneness was, in the three cases, 

a highly shifting and fragile dimension, one which produced new contexts for scene life, 

but at the same time undermined the persistence of scenes themselves. And yet, the 

three scenes ended up having different “degrees” of sceneness intended as scene 

intensity. While metal went through a decline, the “dilated” sceneness of electro 

signified the success of the scene, and a similar situation occurred to rap. In Part Three 

of the thesis I will consider further factors distinctive to the Tunisian socio-economic 

and political context that have attributed to the varying success of the local metal, rap 

and electro music scenes. In doing so, I will thus propose a definitive explanation to 

why metal, rap, and electro developed different and differently successful forms of 

sceneness when confronted to the same post-revolutionary context. 
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CHAPTER NINE  

IDEOSCAPES OF TUNISIAN-NESS. 

RELIGION, ORIENTALISM, AND NATIONAL CULTURE 

1.Introduction

In the first two parts of this thesis, I have presented an application of locality borrowed 

from Arjun Appadurai. For Appadurai, locality is not merely spatial, but rather 

'contextual and relational'. As a consequence, locality as a 'being in a place', as physical 

proximity, appears to be only one possible meaning, a case among the diverse – 

symbolic, emotional, relational – senses of locality that can weave a group together. 

This application was useful for describing scenes, in that scenes manage to create 

closeness between people both in local and in translocal or virtual contexts.  

In this part of the thesis I will show how those forms of locality being realised inside 

scenes – a type of locality which I have called sceneness – interact with elements that 

characterise Tunisian locality in geographical, historical, and national terms. I will 

explain how Tunisian scenes reflected aspects of Tunisian reality, with its ethos, 

heritages, political and social situation. I will thus engage with a more concrete idea of 

the local, as explored in the work of authors such as Shank (1994), Bennett (2000), and 

O’Connor (2002). 

In this chapter, I will focus on some cultural determinations of the local in Tunisia: in 

particular, on religion and on the interplay of Tunisian culture and the “orient” as an 

imaginary. Orientalism will, therefore, be a central matter in the following pages. In the 

sense of Edward Said (1979), orientalism is a discourse
59

, a family of theories and

representations that constructed the western conception of the east, and at the same time 

signified control over it. According to Said, for centuries western actors (scholars, 

travellers, novelists, artists) have been producing an image of the east that is situated in 

the west. That is to say, the orient is represented as everything the west is not, and thus 

works as a way in which the west can define itself “by negation”. The orient is thus 

backwards, obscure, corrupted, decadent, feminine. Orientalism is a power/knowledge 

dispositif in the sense of Foucault: the knowledge of the oriental world means control 

over it; its discovery is sexually connoted penetration. At the same time, orientalist 

representations tend to depict the east as in need of colonial domination, of western rule. 

59 Said uses 'discourse' with reference to Foucault (1971). 
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Orientalism is here important not only because it will be used as a category of analysis 

throughout the chapter, but also because any description of local culture in the MENA 

region has to confront accusations of orientalist bias. This is true in particular when 

descriptions touch subjects such as Islam: it is easy to portray Middle Eastern countries 

in a stereotyped way, taking for granted an essentialised image of religion as their core 

cultural determinant. When I presented my Research Information Sheet to my 

informants, I received some critical comments about the inclusion of these themes in 

my questions. An example was Faysal, the organiser of an electronic music festival, 

who argued:  

 

Faysal: What disturbs me is that you want to talk about two things which are 

interconnected, but amount to two completely different issues. To me Islam is a part of 

my subject but… There's the problem of the dogmatic traditional religious foundation 

of Tunisian society, because I don't want to talk about an Arab/Muslim society, since 

you can't mix up all the countries, as if the Catholic world was all the same, all one 

country. There's that, and there's the problem of culture in this country which is on a 

different level, the way current events – I don't want to call it a revolution – influence 

the cultural sclerosis of this country. You see, they are very different things [Interview: 

Faysal, 3/7/2014. Translated from French].  

 

As can be seen from the above quotation, Faysal disliked a definition of locality that 

joined Tunisian ethos and heritage with current political events and cultural struggles. 

Still, I consider such cultural factors important to understanding Tunisian music scenes: 

while Faysal puts the ‘cultural sclerosis’ of Tunisia and its heritage matters on 

completely different levels, I will use this and the two following chapters to explain 

why sceneness was, in Tunisia, shaped by scene affairs and national cultural politics as 

much as it was influenced by religion, social class, politics, and their interweaving in 

the Tunisian ethos and in local power relationships.  

 

2. Religion and youth culture in Tunisia 

 

Tunisia is an overwhelmingly Muslim country. Different Christian communities are 

present as well, amounting to about 1% of the population, and a historically rooted 

Jewish community also exists, concentrated in specific areas of the country (such as the 

Island of Djerba). Although much of this Jewish population left the country following 

decolonisation (Perkins, 2014), some 1500 members still live in Tunisia, and the Jewish 
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impact on heritage and folklore can still be noticed. 

Islam is sanctioned as the national religion both by pre- and post- 2011 constitutions, 

and it is certainly a central element in public life: it shapes visible social habits and the 

landscape of the cities; it informs, to some extent, laws; and it is an element of the 

Tunisian ethos (see below). And yet, it is difficult to estimate the weight of Islam in 

Tunisians' lives.  According to a 2012 survey, more than 60% of Tunisians consider 

themselves fully practising Muslims
60

. A 2012 Win-Gallup poll reveals that 22% of the

population defines itself as non-religious, while confirmed atheists do not even amount 

to 1%
61

: the reason for this disparity can be identified with a persisting taboo about

one's self-definition as atheist or irreligious, and the strong social pressure to conceal 

one's atheism
62

.

The reformist ideology that marked the history of independent Tunisia had religion as 

one of its foremost fields of action. Since Bourguiba's foundation of the Republic, the 

State observed a modernist politics of secularisation, in the name of a tolerant Islam that 

would coexist with modernity and guarantee the openness of Tunisia as a historically 

multicultural country. The abolition of the habus (a system of religious property of 

land) and of Coranic schools were among the highlights of such “modernisation” policy, 

that culminated with the 'Code of personal status'. This text affirmed women's rights to 

an extent that, in the 1950s, was progressive on a worldly level: elements of it were the 

abolition of polygamy and the institution of consensual divorce. Still, Islam remained 

central in national life, although in a form that subjected it to State authority (Chouika 

& Gobe, 2015). 

Modernist policies were often enforced on a population that still felt the importance of 

maintaining a more consistent religious influence on social life: this resistance was 

evident in particular among lower social classes and in inland regions of the country. 

Such a contrast made Islam a viable political alternative to the Tunisian regime 

throughout its history. Ben Ali championed to some extent a re-islamisation of society, 

for example legalising Islamic finance
63

 and demanding the media to exert religious

functions such as the call to prayer; these initiatives were paralleled by an appearance of 

60 “Tunisie : 62,5 % sont des pratiquants, dont 40 % hors des mosques”, African Manager, 06/05/2012, 

<http://africanmanager.com/tunisie-625-sont-des-pratiquants-dont-40-hors-des-mosquees/>. Accessed 

16/05/2016. 

61 <http://www.wingia.com/web/files/news/14/file/14.pdf>. Accessed 16/05/2016.  

62  Inel Tarfa, “Post-revolutionary Tunisia and the battle (not) to believe”, Tunisia Live, 17/02/2016.     

http://www.tunisia-live.net/2016/02/17/72134/    Accessed 16/05/2016. 

63 Islamic finance works differently than the western financial system: its compliance with the shariah 

imposes some limits, for example forbidding interest. Islamic finance was illegal in Tunisia before Ben 

Ali, under the latter’s regime, Islamic banks and other religious financial institutions started to appear.  

http://africanmanager.com/tunisie-625-sont-des-pratiquants-dont-40-hors-des-mosquees/
http://www.wingia.com/web/files/news/14/file/14.pdf
http://www.tunisia-live.net/2016/02/17/72134/
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religious symbols – such as headscarves – in public space. Still, the president operated a 

fierce repression of political Islam and created a climate of suspicion around the most 

vocally religious citizens (Wolf, 2013). As we saw in Chapter 3, Islam would play a 

whole new role in post-revolutionary Tunisia, where religious political parties became 

core political actors and Islamic terrorism surged to an unprecedented scale: in several 

moments between 2011 and 2015, the debate on Islam and secularism was the language 

in which political confrontation was articulated. This context must be kept in mind 

when the relationship between youth cultures and religion is discussed.  

2.1 Religion, politics, and the ethos 

Clearly, debates (both positive and negative) concerning youth, music and religion are 

not unqiue to Tunisia but have rather been observed in many different countries, 

including those in the west. In particular, youth cultures such as metal and rap have 

often been contexts of religious debate, elaboration, and criticism. Metal music has 

made much use of religious references (be them biblical, pagan, “exotic”, or satanic) for 

its aesthetics of light and darkness (Weinstein, 1991). Furthermore, metal scenes around 

the world have frequently been at the centre of religious-based moral panics, often 

having to do with Satanism: the most infamous example concerns Norwegian black 

metal and the activities of some musicians involved in church burning and murder 

(Moynihan and Soderlind, 2003). In the case of rap, religion plays a driving role in the 

poetics of many rappers. Islam, in particular, has a special importance in rap/hip hop 

culture, and has often been defined as “hip hop's official religion” (Aidi, 2011). Not 

only is Islam a central concern in the lives and in the lyrics of many rap artists; it has 

also been pivotal in developing a subaltern, defiant culture in America connecting it to 

oppressed black people all around the world. Such glueing potential has even been used 

as a diplomatic tool for the United States to cater its policies to foreign Muslim publics 

(Aidi, 2011; 2014). In the Tunisian context, religion played a role in the existence of 

music scenes on two interconnected levels: the political one, and the one of ethos. 

The political level had several different aspects and layers. On the one side there was 

the “formal” political dynamic, in which a party like Ennahdha came to play a major 

role after the revolution. In the immediate aftermath of 2011 events, I gathered many 

concerned comments from metalheads about what was, then, looming as an imminent 

landslide victory of Islamists. Many metalheads were scared that the arrival of 

Ennahdha into power (backed by the sustained grassroots support of a population of 
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bigot Muslims) would undermine the bases of secular liberties and leisure that they 

could enjoy to some extent under Ben Ali. Ennahdha was feared due to the assumed 

possibility that it may ban alcohol, crack down on metal and other supposedly “rebel” 

musics, exert its authority on the ministry of culture, and oppress women. The party did 

have an agenda of islamisation of society, but it was mainly a hegemony-driven one: it 

worked for slowly influencing the path of society, rather than abruptly transforming it. 

At the moment, they rather concentrated on being included in political alternation and 

the political space of consent, and to appear as credible leaders to international 

stakeholders (Bono et al., 2015).  

My metalhead informants did not believe in this mild democratic posture, and they 

thought it was a matter of double discourse: according to them, and to many critics of 

the party, Ennahdha pursued both overt and covert agendas at the same time. As we will 

see in Chapter 11, this suspicion testified to both of some features of the local scene and 

of a certain genealogy of Tunisian metalheads, one that linked them to the modernist 

ideology of the pre-revolutionary regime. 

The cultural politics of Ennahdha worried some members of the electro scene as well: 

venue managers, in particular, were afraid of the possible increase in the taxation of 

alcohol and of the reduction of alcohol licenses. It is hard to assess the correctness of 

this expectation: opinions, during my fieldwork (which commenced when Ennahdha 

was no longer fully in control of Tunisia), were diverse and highly ideological. 

According to some club managers, their sector ended up not being particularly affected 

by the Troika governments of 2011-2014. As one of them, Raed, told me: 'We had no 

problems with any of the governments that we had in these years: the Tunisian is a 

viveur, he would drink and fuck even under a Salafist government' [Interview: Raed, 

7/5/2014. Translated from French]. Other organisers of events in the electro scene did 

not agree, and spoke of a climate of asphyxia surrounding youth during the years of 

Ennahdha. Some were instead thinking that, while Islamists had not worsened the 

situation, there was still a lot of work to do in reducing the weight of Islamic morals on 

the dance party industry. As a venue manager, Amin, told me:  

 

Amin: It's absurd, because this business fosters tourism. In Morocco, you go to a small 

shop, the vendor is an Islamist, and he sells you vodka. And it's perfectly normal: it's 

business! In Tunisia we're less religious than in Morocco, but perhaps we are more 

hypocritical [Interview: Amin, 27/5/2015].  
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Repression of artists and cultural censorship of several kinds took place under the 

Ennahdha government. However, it would be problematic to read this climate as the 

effect of an Islamic regime.   Arrests of artists and denial of licenses for concerts have 

been constant through the diverse (secular and religious) post-revolutionary 

governments. In many cases, more than the explicit will of governors, habitual practices 

of police repression and bureaucratic control were at stake. Attempts have been made to 

represent the expansion of the rap scene in terms of an anti-Ennahdha artistic reaction. 

Souad Halila, for example, states that: 'Many [rappers] decry the contradictions and 

double discourses propagated by politicians, especially those speaking under the banner 

of religion' (Halila, 2013). Hind Meddeb, a Franco-Tunisian activist and director who 

had shot some documentaries on Tunisian rap for the French TV channel ARTE, was 

accused by some members of the scene of having given a distorted picture of rappers’ 

views, with the purpose of representing Tunisian rap as being in opposition to Ennahdha 

and Islamism. I will explain below why media and scholarly representations of 

Ennahdha as a nemesis of rappers seem inaccurate to me.  

Ennahdha was just one facet of Islamic politics after the revolution. The other was the 

uproar of radical Islamist organisations, often challenging Ennahdha as well as the 

secular parties, and promoting an agenda of full islamisation to be obtained through 

preaching or, more rarely, through violence. The terrorist menace had a multifarious 

effect on Tunisian scenes. Security thresholds rose, and lots of events – particularly 

after the dramatic Sousse attack of June 2015 – were cancelled
64

. Long awaited 

international producers and DJs withdrew their participation in planned summer events; 

security requirements became at times costly and unmanageable; curfews, often 

imposed between 2015 and 2016, distorted the nightlife scene so that clubs had to 

schedule their DJ sets for the late afternoon rather than at night.  

On the other hand, many events from different musical genres took inspiration from this 

climate of terrorist alerts, and consequent securitarian State repression, to promote 

themselves as embodying the “very soul of Tunisia”, the spirit of a people who did not 

bend to terrorism and wanted to celebrate life together. The spectre of radicalisation also 

supplied the motivation for a series of international cultural programs that promoted 

involvement in artistic activities (and in particular hip hop) as a means of deterring 

Tunisian youth from participation in jihad. I will return to this point in Chapter 11. 

                                                 
64 Bessem Romane, “A quoi aurait ressemblé l’ année 2015 sans les annullations”, People’s Beats, 

31/12/2015, <http://peoplesbeats.net/a-quoi-aurait-ressemble-lannee-2015-sans-les-annulations/> 

Accessed 16/05/2016.   

http://peoplesbeats.net/a-quoi-aurait-ressemble-lannee-2015-sans-les-annulations/
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Finally, popular understandings of Islam permeated the Tunisian ethos. A vast and 

incoherent sphere of discourses, traditions, and unspoken assumptions promoted an idea 

of appropriate conduct for Tunisians and dictated what should be considered as deviant 

acts in the local society. Public morals had a justification in Islam, be it in the form of 

cultivated and Koran-informed views of imams and religious specialists, or in the form 

of religiously connoted folklore.  A part of this ethos was “solidified” in laws and police 

practice, such as the prohibition of drinking in open spaces or the illegal status of 

homosexuality; a bigger part of such ethos was technically irrelevant for the law, but 

was an element of social control. Appropriate female behaviour, legitimate dress codes 

and spaces for leisure, the role of family authority and the gendered idea of successful 

adulthood (for example, its emphasis on marriage) were not always legally enforced, but 

were still social norms that one could hardly challenge, especially in the regional and 

rural areas of the country.  

Of course, this moral ethos cannot be solely attributed to Islam. A certain form of 

patriarchy, the importance of society’s opinions on personal affairs, distinction between 

private and public spheres of existence can be considered part of a generally 

Mediterranean ethos, which has sometimes been studied in terms of “honour and 

shame” (Herzfeld, 1980). Moreover, the most radical forms of Tunisian Islam would 

conflict with such an ethos, perceiving it as not religious enough. Still, not only an 

Islamic component integrated and reinforced such an ethos, but my informants often 

described it purely in terms of religious beliefs – be it for embracing or criticising this 

ethos. I will now turn to two case studies which show the interlacement of Islam and 

youth cultures through the elements so far described: political processes, the spectre of 

terrorism, and the complexity of ethos. I will first describe the role of religion among 

metalheads and then turn to the topic of Islamic rap.  

 

2.2 “I slam!”: metal, religion, and irreligiousness 

 

During my first week in Tunisia, in November 2010, I was hosted by a family who lived 

in a working class neighbourhood of Ariana, a city north of Tunis. The family included 

four young siblings, who did not have any knowledge of metal. And yet, when I 

explained to them the purpose of my research, two of them recalled similar experiences. 

The only boy in the family stated that one of his school mates always dressed in black 

and claimed to be a Satanist: she boasted about smoking pages of the Koran, drinking 

cat blood, and proclaimed (in English) 'I am my own god'. The boy's older sister 
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remembered having been approached by a circle of Satanists in her university: they had 

tried to proselytise with her, asking her to quit Islam and join their sect. 

I quickly came to be acquainted with the notion of the Satanist as a 'folk devil' in 

Tunisia. This character was seen to drink cat blood, take drugs, hold orgies, and in some 

extreme cases sacrifice virgins in the forests nearby. However, the Satanist was less 

often feared than ridiculed as a freak or a spoiled teenager. Conflation between “the 

hardous” and “the Satanist” was, in Tunisians’ common sense, almost complete: 

metalheads were strongly suspected of having a sympathy for the cult of the Devil. 

The moral panic about Satanism began to grow throughout Tunisia in 2007, when the 

newspaper El Watan published an article on supposed Satanist sects gathering at L’ 

Étoile du Nord. Those sects were said to corrupt teenagers, inducing them to 

homosexuality, drug use, and even suicide (Bouzouita, 2013b)
65

. Several other 

newspaper articles followed, contributing to reinforce the moral panic; after the fad 

passed, the theme kept on re-emerging every now and then in the media, and was even 

given credit in an academic paper (Bejaoui, 2013). Metalheads initially poked fun at 

these articles, whose sensationalism, they argued, was based on half-baked evidence and 

often included comical misconceptions that showed the journalists' ignorance about 

metal. Metalheads worked to debunk those articles both on the ZanZana forum and on 

other popular internet forums: this collective engagement was sometimes remembered 

with nostalgia by some of my informants, and surely had a role in shaping sceneness 

(by building a common construction, common memories, and sense of community 

among scenesters) in the late 2000s.  

Pierre Hecker (2012) has described in detail the moral panics that hit the Turkish metal 

scene, and how they slowed down the scene's development, weakening its core 

infrastructures. Elsewhere in Muslim countries, for instance in Morocco, similar anti-

Satanism persecutions directed at metalheads resulted in dramatic judicial cases 

(Hamma & Guibert, 2006). In contrast, Tunisian metalheads had less serious attention 

focused on them by the authorities: some of them claimed to have been questioned by 

police officers, or said that their CDs were occasionally sequestered. A concert by the 

British band Anathema was cancelled in 2009: the organisers spread rumours about an 

anonymous letter urging the Ministry of the Interior to prevent the band entering 

Tunisia and depicting them as a collection of cats’ blood drinkers and instigators of 

violence. Metalheads complained also about mail censorship, before and after the 

                                                 
65 A scan of the article can be found here: 

<http://tinypic.com/view.php?pic=6399b1y&s=1#.VH_18mfRh8E>. Accessed 16/05/2016. 

http://tinypic.com/view.php?pic=6399b1y&s=1#.VH_18mfRh8E
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Revolution: some albums with particularly horrific artwork were sequestered by frontier 

police, on a completely un-systematic basis. Akrem, a black metal musician, suspended 

the publication of his 2014 album with a foreign label because he feared the copies 

would be confiscated: in previous cases, he said, he had to claim to be a designer, 

ordering albums with horrific covers only due to a genuine interest in art [Interview: 

Akrem, 2/4/2014. Translated from French]. 

Real Satanists eventually appeared in the scene. Young metalheads started contacting 

some important musicians in the scene in order to learn their esoteric secrets: the metal 

musicians concerned usually answered with laughter and contempt. This time around, 

Satanism influenced sceneness in another way: anciens often attributed to the spread of 

gamins the validation of stereotypes. New metalheads going through a teenage identity 

crisis were seen, by older ones, to have believed the media stories about Satanism and to 

have identified themselves with those folk devils, thus blighting the reputation of the 

entire scene. I only met a few self-proclaimed Satanists during my research, including a 

black metal fan who told me that he had been beaten up and chased from his university 

by Salafists. One girl I interviewed told me about having being co-opted by a satanic 

sect upon her arrival in Tunis: she had even suffered an attempted rape before quitting 

the sect. In many more cases, metalheads I met exhibited only a limited interest in 

satanic themes that did not go beyond the reading of the Satanic Bible by Anton 

LaVey
66

. As recently as 2015, however, the debunking of Satanist stereotypes was

regarded as a priority by metalheads: I met many young fans wanting to make 

documentaries or start websites with the explicit aim of challenging such ideas about 

metal. 

Most metalheads I met were actually Muslims, even if only a minority practised religion 

actively. Receiving stigma from fellow Muslims was, for these scenesters, particularly 

frustrating. In 2011 I interviewed a strongly devout Muslim metalhead who recalled his 

experience under the Ben Ali regime: he was harassed by the authorities for his long 

Muslim beard, and suspected by believers for his looks when he prayed at the Mosque. 

Indeed, some Muslim metalheads claimed they could not be “fully” into metal: they 

loved metal music, but they refused metal as a form of identity because it implied 

embracing habits and themes they found irreligious. In other cases, the problem was not 

religion per se, but the patriarchal ethos of Tunisian society: 

66 The Satanic Bible (LaVey, 1969) is considered as one of the most important texts of contemporary 

Satanism. 
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Oussema: For some, metal might be a lifestyle. To me it's not really that way: it's an 

ingredient of my life, but I don't live through metal. Perhaps it's a socio-cultural matter: 

engagements, our daily life, prevent you from doing so. Because, unfortunately, Tunisia 

is not Europe. Here, in Tunisia, family is so much more important than in Europe. It's 

so rare in Europe to find people [like me] who are 28 years old and are married and 

have two children! (laughing) Even though the marriage age is more and more 

delayed… But values are still there [Interview: Oussema, 20/1/2015. Translated from 

French]. 

 Listening to music was a highly selective experience: some metalheads simply did not 

pay attention to the lyrics, focusing instead on the music. Unacceptable lyrics were 

often labeled as simply ‘dumb’. An example was Anis, who listened to black metal but 

ignored the lyrics, because he 'disapproved' them. Interestingly, Anis was also against 

any attempt to compose metal with religious lyrics: he thought Islamic rap was a 

legitimate way to proselytise, but Islamic metal would have been an inappropriate music 

to try and hybridise in this way: metal attracted too much prejudice, so Islamists would 

criticise it anyway. He thus preferred metal to steer away from religion [Interview: 

Anis, 26/3/2014.]. Some metalheads not only managed to ignore openly satanic or anti-

religious lyrics, but also songs that focused on drinking, such as Whiskey in the Jar (a 

traditional Irish folk song covered by Thin Lizzy and later Metallica). 

Instead of being selective towards metal, some of my informants simply developed their 

personal ways to observe religion, indulging in the metal lifestyle (drinking, having sex, 

flirting with metal’s irreligious references) while maintaining a personal belief in God. 

Thus, as one interviewee put it: ‘I’m a sinner, but that’s between me and God’ 

[Interview: Moadh, 1/5/2011. Translated from French]. Other metalheads openly came 

to terms with the bleakest themes in metal: Imen, a black metaller, told me that metal 

helped her picturing hell, giving her the sense of evil and, thus, of good [Interview: 

Imen, 25/5/2011. Translated from French]. 

Such forms of reciprocal accommodation between religion and metal were similar to 

what Asef Bayat (2013) termed accommodating innovation: a way of redefining the 

moral boundaries of faith and youthfulness in order to let them coexist, which 

eventually sets the base for more comprehensive forms of religion and new meanings of 

“being young”. 

Such a state of liminality, this “creative inbetweenness”, illustrates how the young 

attempted to redefine and reimagine their Islam in order to accommodate their youthful 

desires for individuality, change, fun, and “sin” within the existing moral order. Not 
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only did they redefine their religion, they also reinvented notions of youthfulness 

(Bayat, 2013, p. 125).  

 

Bayat's theory acquired a particular meaning in Tunisia: accommodating innovation 

made metalheads fit with the “modernist” and “reformist” national ideology. This 

consonance moderated the deviant aspect of metal culture in Tunisia, and arguably 

contributed to the precarious “normality” of the existence of metal in the country – it 

made metal tolerable, but this toleration was always at risk of vanishing (see Chapters 

10 and 11). However, my informants all knew metalheads that had turned to Islamism, 

some of them joining Ennahdha and some others quitting music tout-court to become 

Salafists. In contrast to rap, no explicitly Islamic metal bands existed in Tunisia. 

There were many atheists in the metal scene, although there was no proof that the scene 

hosted more atheists than the rest of society: metal atheists were simply more 

recognisable. Their fear of Ennahdha (and their hate of the party's underclass 

supporters) was particularly strong. Some of them had the feeling that, sooner or later, 

people's vote would have turned Tunisia into an Islamic Country, so that personal 

freedoms would be seriously threatened by fanaticism. Some atheist metalheads felt that 

they were in the awkward position of sharing the Islamophobia present in the European 

post-9/11 debate while at the same time rejecting its imperialistic consequences; some 

of them countered dictatorship, and yet preferred Ben Ali’s rule rather than political 

Islam
67

. As we will see, these contradictions blew up in the context of Tunisia's social 

structure and the political transformations prompted by revolution.  

 

2.3 Rap and Islam 

 

While the articulation of different religious and irreligious positions constituted a 

pivotal debate in the metal scene, almost all the rappers I met agreed that 'all Tunisian 

rappers are Muslims'. And yet, this did not make for religious unanimity, but rather for 

conflicts of another genre. Islam-inspired lyrics could already be heard in pre-

revolutionary rap: religious values were then articulated both on an indirect, ethos-based 

level (as in the case of Passepartout, a song by Balti that criticised “easy”, outgoing 

women) or on a geopolitical level. The latter case was best represented by Psyco-M, a 

rapper who acquired notoriety during the twilight era of Ben Ali's regime with his song 

                                                 
67 This distance between metalheads (that still rebelled against their dictatorships) and Islamist opponents 

(who in many cases were the primary opposition to Arab dictatorships) has been noted in other Middle 

Eastern Countries (LeVine, 2008). 
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Manipulation. The song portrayed history as a series of global anti-Muslim conspiracies 

that were responsible for keeping the Middle East in a situation of despair, and it also 

attacked some secular and “immoral” figures of the Tunisian jet-set. Psyco-M's attacks 

against actress Sawsen Maalej and writer Olfa ben Youssef cost him a defamation trial 

towards the end of 2010 (Gana, 2012). 

Since El General, and rap at large, became icons of the revolution, a race for 

appropriating those icons and their revolutionary capital was initiated by political 

parties that battled for power in the new Tunisian democracy. The parties that won the 

2011 elections and formed the governing Troika were the first to display a desire to 

coopt rap: their whole credibility was dependent on incarnating the spirit of revolution, 

against opposition forces that were linked with old regime figures and ideologies. It is 

thus no surprise that Ennahdha and the CPR started backing some famous rappers who 

had linked their names to revolution and Islamism-led political views, such as El 

General and Psyco-M. The latter came to be considered as the “official” Ennahdha 

rapper for some time. Many members of the scene cited Psyco-M's allegiance in disgust, 

not for his political discourse, but rather for the fact that 'Il touche l'argent' ['He touches 

the money'], that his hands were stained with the money of politics, which devaluated 

his street credibility. Besides Psyco-M, several other MCs performed at meetings held 

by Ennahdha and made use of its resources. To Ennahdha, a line between halal and 

haram rap could be traced according to rap songs' messages: rap focusing on gangsta 

themes such as drugs and women was despised, while rap with a political, religious, and 

“positive” message could be a useful cultural instrument, and deserved support. The 

difficulty in establishing a career, caused by the flawed state of the rap industry (see 

Chapter 6), sometimes pushed rappers to accept political sponsoring. Sponsoring could 

make a difference, especially in the most disadvantaged quarters, where even a home 

studio and a microphone were not available to everybody.  

Levels of commitment varied. Marwen aka C.A.S.A., for example, had played at 

Ennahdha festivals, even on the Avenue Bourguiba, but declined futher support  on the 

grounds that he didn’t want to become too organic to the party:  

Marwen: It's my party, I love it, but still I refused their support, because I would feel 

less independent in my rap. Psyco-M too, he did like this: he had accepted their help, 

then he got away from it, because he felt too tied [Interview: Marwen, 14/2/2015. 

Translated from French]. 
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Rappers' involvement with the political Islam sponsored by Ennahdha often cast them in 

a double battle: one against secularism, and the other against Salafism and radical 

Islamism. C.A.S.A. was a clear example of this: he had songs such as L'Atheisme, that 

contested on a scientific base the inexistence of God; but he spent more energy in 

rapping against Wahhabi Salafism
68

, which he considered as violent idolatry. For 

Marwen, dispute over Wahhabism was not theological: he came from a disadvantaged 

neighbourhood and was surrounded by friends who sympathised with radical currents of 

Islam (some of whom used to rap in his crew): for him, everyday dialogue on issues 

such as jihad could not be avoided. 

Rapper Guito'n earned much more national fame than C.A.S.A. He had started as a 

religious-themed rapper; subsequently, however, studying philosophical studies of 

secularism convinced him to engage in a battle against Islamic extremism. Ya 

mitchaded [Hey, extremist], in particular, was a large success in the country. The song's 

video starts with the footage of a Tunisian jihadist, one of the 4000 national youth who 

became foreign fighters, addressing Moncef Marzouki (then the country's president) and 

threatening him that he and his comrades would soon come back to Tunisia. The song 

goes on as a eulogy to the national tradition of tolerance against those who want to 

disrupt it: 

 

For 13 centuries, we Tunisians have lived as Muslims. 

Among us, there are those who drink and those who smoke and there are those who are 

pious. 

We've lived with one another. We've made revolution with one another 

because we live in poverty and, above all, because the people are oppressed. 

In 2011, we went out for revenge. 

As for those who didn't revolt with us and said that revolution is haram, 

They were in hiding then, but they come out now to excommunicate us. 

Muslims and infidels – this is how they categorise us. 

 

[…] 

 

The Tunisian people are a moderate, Muslim people. 

                                                 
68 Wahhabism is a form of Salafism that took roots in Saudi Arabia and was then diffused globally. 

It preaches a return to the purity of early Islam, and a close respect of religious sources; it is thus 

considered as the most puritan and conservative form of Islam, and works as the ideology of jihadist 

groups such Al Qaeda and Isis. 



191 

 

We remain opposed to extremism. Write what you will! 

Our society and our people aren't yours for the taking. 

Now we understand why Zine [el Abidine Ben Ali] oppressed you! 

Yo, extremist! Here are two things for you to remember:  

The Jihad ain't in Tunisia. The Jihad's in Palestine! 

O, history, keep them in chains! In the twenty-first century, 

they want to stone people to death in public squares and cut off their hands!
69

 

 

The field of radical Islam had its rappers too, such as L'Islamiste, who used to sing 

about jihad and allegedly ended up joining the war in Syria. Other rappers, or friends of 

my rapper informants, followed a similar path and joined the numbers of foreign 

fighters depicted in the songs of Guito'n and other MCs (such as the veteran DJ Costa, 

whose brother allegedly died in Syria
70

). In those situations, the norm was the 

abandonment of rap, since Salafism deems music haram. The most mediatised case was 

the departure of Emino, one of the most famous Tunisian rappers, who quit his gangsta 

lifestyle after discovering Islam in prison, joined Isis in Syria, and kept tweeting and 

preaching from the battlefield. In many more cases, former rappers embraced religion as 

the way to a pious life which did not involve violence: the crew South School, from 

Gafsa, was completely reformed by a new generation of rappers after some older 

members had given up music, some of whom did so in order to follow Islam. 

Rappers who invested their art in religious discourse were merely a sub-sector of the rap 

scene, and it was often the case that other scenesters considered them fake, not 

respectful enough of hip hop as a culture, and guilty of sacrificing technique and flow 

on the altar of the message. During an interview, rapper Sahbi mocked one of his crew-

mates, an Islamic rapper, telling him 'Rap is a subject, flow, technique, feeling; if you 

want to convey a message just write a letter!' [Interview: Sahbi, 14/3/2015. Translated 

from Arabic]. Other scenesters, as noted above, despised Islamic rappers for their ties 

with politics, rather than their religious commitment: these rappers framed the 

distinction in terms of “real” versus “fake”, implying that scene discourses on 

subcultural capital also affected the sphere of religious rap. Some rappers' critique of 

Islamism and Ennahdha was related to the party not being in their view really Islamic, 

                                                 
69 This excerpt of the translated lyrics is retrieved from 

<http://revolutionaryarabraptheindex.blogspot.com.au/2014/03/guiton-ya-mitchaded.html>, Accessed 

16/05/2016. The rest of the lyrics can be read in the same page.  

70 Antoine Grenapin, “Tunisie : deux rappeurs, deux destins, deux combats”, Le Point, 31/03/2015 

<http://www.lepoint.fr/monde/tunisie-deux-rappeurs-deux-destins-deux-combats-31-03-2015-

1917283_24.php>.  Accessed 16/05/2016. 

http://revolutionaryarabraptheindex.blogspot.com.au/2014/03/guiton-ya-mitchaded.html
http://www.lepoint.fr/monde/tunisie-deux-rappeurs-deux-destins-deux-combats-31-03-2015-1917283_24.php
http://www.lepoint.fr/monde/tunisie-deux-rappeurs-deux-destins-deux-combats-31-03-2015-1917283_24.php
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rather than being a consequence of the rapper's libertarian or secular stance. An example 

was Selim, who had written a song against Ennahdha and thus explained it to me: 

'When the elections happened, everybody thought they were cool, since they were 

praying etc., then it came out that they were like Ben Ali, or even worse' [Interview: 

Selim, 19/3/2015. Translated from French]. This helps in explaining how criticism of 

Islamic power could not be reduced to “secular versus Islamist” counterpositions. 

Beyond the sphere of rappers strictly involved with religious messages, it must be said 

that the full spectre of different religious positions was present in the lyrics of “generic” 

rappers that nobody would identify as “Islamic” musicians. The songs of MCs like Klay 

BBJ, perhaps the most respected rap singer in Tunisia (considered by authors like Halila 

as a bastion against Islamic power), are full of political references to God, framed as the 

voice of truth against the corruption of governments. Redstar Radi, one of the most 

celebrated rappers in Tunisia, a self-proclaimed non-practising Muslim, had lyrics 

stating, for example, that 'Justice is in the land of Tigris and Euphrates'
71

, meaning Iraq

and Syria and, thus, indirectly endorsing jihad.  

Many rappers that I interviewed claimed that they disliked writing songs with religious 

themes, but Allah was everywhere in their music: 'to us it is impossible to define Islam. 

It's like Rastafarianism in Jamaica: it's a part of our lifestyle' [Interview: Sami, 

23/3/2015. Translated from French]. As can be seen in Sami’s statement, keeping any 

religious reference out of one's art was compensated by seeing religion as habitus. It 

was the case of Nasser, a rapper and producer, who told me: 'we [Nasser's group] have 

few Islam-related songs, for example the ones about Palestine, but the Islamic ethic is 

the basis of all our songs. For example, you won't hear from us any lyrics about girls' 

[Interview: Nasser, 17/5/2015. Translated from French]. 

The above-cited examples show the vast array of religious positions within Tunisian 

rap, and the different ways in which Islam was embodied (or not) in rappers' art and life. 

This variety worked as a field dynamic in the scene, creating different positions about 

what was legitimate in rap, and thus defining conflicts and criticisms within the scene. 

At the same time, it shows how any account of rap in terms of “Islamic versus secular” 

could not grasp actual positions in the scene, nor the stakes and ideologies of artists.  

71 In the song Cry now and smile later. I thank Sofiane Mabrouk for translating the lyrics. 
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3. Oriental selves

In the previous section I discussed the ways in which religion (and Islam in particular) 

interacted with music scenes in Tunisia. I will now turn to other facets of Tunisia's 

cultural imaginary, which are more related to the local as such: the aesthetics and 

politics that were fashioned through a perception of the historical, geographic, and 

cultural/political position of Tunisia as a Middle Eastern, North African, “oriental” 

country. I will then see how those forms of the local were positioned in contrast to 

“national” aesthetics.  

3.1 Metal bellydancers and clubbing dervishes 

In January 2016 Myrath published their new single Believer, which anticipated their 

much-awaited fourth album. In order to release Believer's video, the band launched a 

crowdfunding campaign aimed at gathering the necessary funds for the video to be 'as 

professional as [the TV series] Game of Thrones, as insane as [the videogame series] 

Prince of Persia'
72

. The campaign succeeded, and the band was able to launch the video,

often stating polemically on Facebook and in interviews that they had not received any 

funding or assistance from the Tunisian government.  

Believer is a catchy rock song with an “oriental” touch, fostered by the keyboard 

melody; such an oriental touch is magnified by the accompanying promotional video. 

This starts with the members of Myrath entering a Middle Eastern antiques store and 

chatting (in Tunisian) with the shopkeeper. Soon, singer Zaher Zorgatti finds a 

mysterious hourglass, and shakes it against the will of the antique dealer. He finds 

himself in a Prince of Persia
73

-like fantasy, escaping from an evil sultan in a fabulous

Middle Eastern city caught in a sandstorm. Many icons of North African and Middle 

Eastern exoticism appear during the video: bellydancers, hands of Fatima (a popular 

North African icon and “talisman”), sorcerers, shishas (typical Middle Eastern 

waterpipes) and a room of pleasures that mixes a hammam [Turkish bath] with a harem. 

Shortly after the video came out, parodies could already be found on the Internet, 

adjusting the clip's images to North African folk or pop songs (including a “metal” 

cover of Moroccan pop singer Samira Said). Members of the Tunisian extreme metal 

72 <https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/myrath-new-insane-video-clip-new-album#/> Accessed 

16/05/2016. 

73 Prince of Persia is a historical videogame series (and then movie series) staged in an exotic and 

magical ancient Persia.   

https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/myrath-new-insane-video-clip-new-album#/
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scene poked fun at the band for having settled on a sloppy, mainstream style. Some of 

them termed Myrath “Rotana metal” – Rotana being a Saudi television group which 

broadcasts “oriental” pop music all across the Middle East and promotes the same Arab 

‘pop divas’ that my metalhead informants told me they had grown up hating. 

Criticism of Believer was phrased as an “underground versus metal” battle. While 

enthusiasts considered Myrath a source of national pride, critics saw the band as 

talented but poppy and prone to artistic compromise – and, therefore, inappropriate 

artists to export Tunisian metal worldwide. At the same time, this debate highlighted the 

controversy of “oriental influences” in Tunisian metal. 

The so called “oriental metal”, that is, a variant of metal involving influences of Middle 

Eastern music, and sometimes Middle Eastern instruments and languages, was very 

popular in Tunisia. Besides Myrath, past and present bands like Cartagena, Yram, 

Saracens, Nawather, Barzakh also produced variations of metal based on this style. 

Tunisian bands had an interesting way of approaching oriental elements in their art: in 

most cases, they emphasised a general Middle-Eastern flavour, while at the same time 

rendering it vague, without any stringent ties to Tunisian reality. When Tunisia was 

directly cited in music or artwork, it was approached either through its tourist 

stereotypes or through “official” heritage matters (archaeology, classical music, the 

historical importance of Carthage). Otherwise, metal bands simply erased any sign of 

the local, wanting to sound as if they could have come from anywhere else – a statement 

that was proudly made, since for some of them any Tunisian-tinged identity mainly 

meant a parochial and amateurish approach
74

. 

Even if oriental metal bands often explained their music as a result of loving metal in a 

country that resonated with many local musical forms, in most cases they actually hated 

so-called oriental music. Some of them distinguished the most pop-like and folk styles 

(for instance Lebanese popstars popularised by Rotana, or – in other ways – Tunisian 

mezwed) from “cultivated” genres like classical Arab-Andalusian music (malouf), and 

such players as Tunisian Anwar Brahem and Egyptian legend Umm Kulthum, whom 

they respected. When I asked Anis, a young metalhead, what was metal for him, he 

answered: 'Metal is what makes us feel superior to those who listen to oriental music' 

[Interview: Anis, 26/3/2014. Translated from French]. However, the main musical 

inspiration for Tunisian oriental metal bands came from oriental metal itself, a genre 

embodied by such artists as the popular Israeli group Orphaned Land.  

                                                 
74 An exception was the hard rock/heavy metal band Barzakh, active until 2011. Barzakh used Tunisian 

instruments, was influenced by Tunisian folk music, and sang in Tunisian dialect.  
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Images of the orient in Tunisian metal thus tended to resemble western ideas of the east, 

as in the orientalist discourse. Bands’ videos and artworks often featured deserts, 

camels, bellydancing, and an evocation of Arab magic and mystery (which paired with 

the penchant of metal as a culture for the occult and the obscure). The move towards 

oriental influences was less an autobiographical, “natural” one, than a product of 

reflexivity. Metalheads represented themselves as exotic because this was expected 

from them internationally, and their Tunisian origins could provide them with a peculiar 

niche in the global market. In this sense, similar moves could be defined as forms of 

“self-orientalism” (Ong, 1998). 

Murad: Being a Tunisian band created problems for us, but gave us advantages as well. 

I know very well that, if Lost Insen were a western band, reviewers would simply skip 

it. The fact that we come from Tunisia gives us an exotic thing that pushes reviewers to 

stop and listen to us. We try to avoid evident references to orientalism, but there's 

always a slight touch, starting from the name… It's frustrating how foreign reviewers 

listen to your music waiting for the fateful oriental element! (laughing)[Interview: 

Murad, 17/5/2014. Translated from French] 

Alternately, musicians chose the oriental style because it fitted with their political or 

cultural agenda. Or, they simply liked oriental metal as a subgenre. And yet, even if this 

reflexive choice sounded inauthentic to other, critical metalheads, it was often made 

meaningful through personal and artistic agency. The case of Myrath is revealing in this 

context.  

Established as Xtazy, they were noticed by a French manager who asked them to 

develop their Middle-Eastern traits to become more relevant internationally. The band 

accepted; they changed their name to the Arabic word Myrath [legacy], mixed their 

progressive metal with heavy doses of “oriental” music, released albums with names 

such as Desert Call (2010) and Tales of the Sands (2011, whose cover portrays a camel 

in the desert) and even took a belly dancer with them on tour. When I interviewed 

Myrath in 2011, the band was quite aware of its exoticism, but they took it as a 

challenge rather than a cliché. The interest in eastern music had inspired them to study 

music further (they were all professional musicians and teachers): their discovery of 

other musical landscapes was, to them, a form of experimentalism. Through such 

process, they gradually came to integrate Tunisian scales in their songs. Myrath’s 

musical choice also had a biographical importance, in that it let them come to terms 

with their parents’ cultural influences. Furthermore, they conceived their imagery as a 
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mosaic to be gradually disclosed to foreign listeners. Their 2011 album Tales of the 

Sands was thus more nuanced than the previous albums, and contained, for example, a 

song on North African Saracen pirates [Interview: Myrath, 15/5/2011]. 

Other examples of such agency can be cited. The band Saracens, for example, played 

with orientalism and elements from One Thousand and One Nights to develop an 

obscure ambience and a criticism of what they saw as a western/Zionist plot to enslave 

the Arab world. Therefore, they turned orientalism against its own source. Ayyur was a 

black metal project that took discourses of Norwegian black metal (pagan revenge 

against an imperialist Christianity) to North Africa: they summoned Berber and Persian 

divinities against Islamic civilisation, which had, in their opinion, brutalised all cultural 

differences in the Middle East. The electro/extreme metal project Fusam wrote Al janna 

is vagina [Heaven is vagina], a harsh satire of Tunisian fundamentalists going to Syria 

for jihad, driven by a belief in sexual rewards in the afterlife. While such contributions 

were in one way or another indebted to a western image of Middle-Eastern stereotypes, 

they were, at the same time, products of cultural manipulations that had to do with 

personal agency, political ideology, and musical discovery. 

The electro scene made a similar use of local aesthetics. Orientalist tropes were thus 

used, both on a musical level (for instance employing samples from popular Middle 

Eastern songs) and on a visual one – visuals at DJ and live sets often portrayed 

synchronised images of twisting dervishes, praying Muslims, and bellydancers from 

vintage movies. At the same time, the problem of orientalism was perceived by electro 

scenesters in a more direct way than in metal. While metalheads mainly discussed it in 

terms of mainstream/underground distinctions, many electro musicians I met had a 

precise idea of Said's theories. It could even be said that the problem of orientalism, and 

the anxiety to escape it, had in the electro scene established a stronger presence than 

orientalism itself. 

DJs and producers playing “oriental dance music” were present in Tunisia – the most 

important one being perhaps DJ Danjer, a former protagonist of the rap scene who 

became a staple as a radio DJ and as an animator of Hammamet clubs. And yet, I would 

say that these oriental dance DJs were not really part of the local electro scene I have 

been describing here. Their circuits, collaborations, and sceneness were not interwoven 

with those of the electro scene, especially the most blatantly underground elements of 

this scene: they mainly played in the mainstream ambits of Tunisian nightlife, or in 

specific “oriental nights” (for example, after concerts by “oriental pop” singers). 

Criticism was instead reserved for figures that were part of the more legitimated 



197 

 

Tunisian and global EDM scene: for instance, the French duo Acid Arab, who played at 

Les Dunes Electroniques in 2014, and local artists such as Epi. This producer gained 

acclaim when he proposed a remix of Tunisian singer Lotfi Bouchnak during his set at 

Naboo, one of the Dunes Electroniques' afterparties in 2015. Nevertheless, some of the 

artists I interviewed cited that track as a perfect example of orientalism. 

The policing of orientalist temptations acted, in the field of the electro scene, as a tool 

for legitimation and distinction (Bourdieu, 1993). This point was made by Philippe, a 

French DJ who had played for years in the Tunisian scene.  

 

Philippe: For Tunisians, [oriental music] could be a marketing gimmick, something that 

could make them get noticed abroad.  It's incredible how Acid Arab, that is, French 

people, basically stole this opportunity from under their nose. I know that it's cheesy 

sometimes, but Tunisians should just do it without caring if they sound opportunist. The 

problem is that here everybody knows each other, and if you decide to do something 

like that, you will be instantly criticised [Interview: Philippe, 18/2/2015. Translated 

from French].  

 

For some members of the scene, this refusal of orientalism was an expression of 

“authenticity to the self”, a way to counterpoise their individuality with external 

pressures, stemming both from an orientalising global market and from Tunisian 

mainstream culture. It was, for example, the case of avantgarde producer Haythem: 'I 

don't recognise frontiers, I make universal music. I'm told that I should add a touch of 

Tunisian identity … Personally, I don't love orientalism. I would not take it as a style 

that concretely explains who I am' [Interview: Haythem, 24/3/2014. Translated from 

French].  

For some artists, the problem was expressing one's cultural background without 

becoming part of a political and artistic stereotype. While this issue was related to the 

scene's structure and to global politics, perhaps unsurprisingly my informants “read” it 

in mainly musical/technical terms. The struggle was to elaborate music that had a local 

identity without sounding inauthentic: 

 

Nessim: Hybridating electro with Middle Eastern influences can be dangerous; 

sometimes it's better to avoid it. The problem of music creation is interesting in itself: 

should we make electronic music as they make it in England or France, or should we 

make a music that is Tunisian, different, with the risk of falling into clichés, of making 

orientalism? What producers are doing is a very simple way of giving a colour to their 

music. Adding an oud to the music without thinking of the oud in an electronic way. 
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You have to think of everything in terms of the process of electronic music. In terms of 

groove and process. And there are many ways of giving a colour to music, in non-

explicit ways: I can use a dialogue from a film and that is enough to show that it's 

Tunisian music [Interview: Nessim, 28/3/2014. Translated from French].  

Deena: It's a very long process, you have to search over and over. That's why I don't 

simply try to make music and publish it, I try to do and undo until I find the formula 

that makes you say 'That's Tunisian electronic music!' without having to use a 

darbouka. I'm trying to find the base formula for giving it a Tunisian timbre without the 

orientalism. 

Stefano: What should one not do? 

Deena: Taking the conventional binary rhythms of disco or house music and… You 

know what do I do with my software? I take an original sample, I split it, I check what 

the percussionist does, for example in a song by Samir Wafi (singing and laughing), I 

take the most repetitive part of a song, and I try to translate it into electronic music. I try 

to find the equivalent in my drum machine. This is, to me, finding an alternative. 

[Interview: Deena Abdelwahed, 27/2/2015. Translated from French]. 

The last quote is by Deena Abdelwahed, an electronic music producer and DJ who 

gained much attention in 2015. She spent her energies in tenaciously finding a way to 

make legitimately “Tunisian” electronic music, and was, for this reason, both lauded 

and criticised. Deena was (as with the above-cited Philippe) part of an audience of 

clubbers and DJs who loved the hybrid dance styles coming from Latin America (such 

as tecnocumbia and Brazilian funk); she had been playing ghetto house and global bass 

music before realising that there was a whole body of local music she had been listening 

to all through her life, and which she could have drawn inspiration from. Deena 

underlined that her choice was not political, but rather a personal one. It did not have to 

do with her national identity, but rather with her emotional biography, an investment 

toward music that had become part of her life. One of Deena's promotional images 

showed her against a psychedelic background, wearing a safsari [a traditional female 

cape] and sunglasses while checking her mobile phone: as with the music, such images 

tried to construct a Tunisian cool, an imaginary that crossed national heritage with the 

hipness and futurism of dance culture. At the same time, Deena conceived her music as 

popular rather than “Arab”: this choice of words had political and social underpinnings, 

I will illustrate in Chapter 10. 

Deena collaborated with a collective called Arabstazy, which had its base in Paris and 

included also a small record label, Shouka, that had an interest in promoting 
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underground music with a Middle Eastern identity. Such engagement symbolised a new 

stance in the Tunisian electro scene, including musicians of the Tunisian diaspora: a 

search for non-orientalist local music. This search was based on cultural and political 

choices as well as on sceneness, since it translated the underground/mainstream 

opposition in terms of local authenticity. While the electro scene translated scene 

politics into a querelle on orientalism, the metal scene essentially did the opposite. That 

is, in the electro scene orientalism was a matter of inauthenticity to the local, whereas in 

the metal scene it was a matter of inauthenticity to metal. By discussing oriental bands 

in terms of being “pop metal” or “Rotana metal”, scenesters accused oriental bands of 

undermining the purity of metal, or of compromising with the very pop music to which 

the scene was meant to be an alternative.  

“Oriental” influences thus had a controversial effect on scenes: they could make them 

exportable, but at the same time they put artists' local credibility into question. 

Moreover, artists dealt with orientalism by phrasing it in terms of individual artistic 

sensibility and honesty, which was a way to simplify and thus handle a controversy that 

exceeded the local scene and local definitions of culture – turning global ideoscapes of 

the orient into personal expressions of artistic intent.  

3.2 The Tunisian cool 

The problem of orientalism had a particular resonance in post-revolutionary Tunisia 

because it revealed a political controversy. In the aftermath of revolution the cultural 

identity of Tunisia was, as such, in question. The regime had played out over an 

unstable equilibrium of diverse determinants: Tunisia as a North African country 

reminiscent of Carthage; Tunisia as a Middle Eastern country of Arab heritage; Tunisia 

as a 'moderate' and welcoming Muslim country; Tunisia as a culturally francophone 

bridge to Europe. Those elements were kept together through the grammar of 

authoritarian modernism, which made them cohere only in a transient and unstable way. 

When authoritarianism collapsed, the debate over national identity became a political 

battlefield. 

Several factors played a role in this quest for identity. The long constitutional process, 

as we saw in Chapter 3, took the form of a stalemate between modernist and Islamic 

forces. This climate was accentuated by the mounting of terrorism and political crisis, 

and by the fact that the fierce debate on identity, in one way or another, also worked as 

unifying consent: it allowed all political parties to push economic and social problems 
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aside. Secondly, revolution brought into the political and social scene those who were 

excluded from Ben Ali's modernism: once the voice of people from the south and of the 

country's poor was audible, it was clear how that voice did not support the exclusive 

ideal of Tunisia as a “modern country”. Thirdly, post-revolutionary Tunisia attracted a 

vast range of foreign interests and agencies, influencing the country in legal and illegal 

ways: loans, transnational political alliances, alleged foreign support to local parties, 

and so on.  

According to their own ideology, Tunisians tended to see their country as manipulated 

by one of those foreign powers. Some of them were wary of French colonisation, of the 

United States, or of the New World Order; others pointed at the international Muslim 

Brotherhood and the Gulf Monarchies. A competition between those monarchies from 

the Arab Gulf was in particular seen as modelling internal politics and the project of 

national culture: Qatar was suspected to back Ennahdha and Islamic terrorists, while 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates were seen as backing Nidaa Tounes. 

Suspicion towards external interference was widespread, and often took the form of 

conspiracy theories. 

The imposition of western lifestyles and models for someone, the imposition of 

backwards Islamism for others, were thus seen as attacks on cultural self-determination, 

something that a country such as Tunisia, with its rich history, did not need. And yet, 

everybody saw “original” Tunisian culture through the lens of one of the ideologies 

involved in the identity conflict. Several members of the rap scene attacked France and 

its concept of laicité with particular vehemence; some of them reacted polemically 

when, following the 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris, social network users all over the 

world (including Tunisia) declared mourning for the French victims. Others repudiated 

the Je suis Charlie slogan embraced by many after the Charlie Hebdo massacre in 

January 2015. A rapper whom I interviewed refused to speak in French for political 

reasons: 'I can talk with you and everything, but to me you [Europeans] are the cause of 

my problems' [Interview: Tarek, 1/6/2015]. Other Tunisian artists rejected western 

influence on a modernist base: 

Faysal: Tunisia has a history, we can draw upon our history, we don't need to ask 

ourselves questions about our religiosity. If we look for our identity, we have to get 

inspired by what we are: Tunisia is a country that liberated women well before many 

European countries. We have some bases, why should we borrow things that have 

nothing to do with our identity? That's political lobbying, manipulation, exploitation. 

We have some foundations, and we don't have to demand any others to monarchies that 
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have nothing to do with us, in exchange of ideologies that don't belong to us [Interview: 

Faysal, 12/9/2014. Translated from French].  

Scenes participated in the cultural conflict, seeking forms of identity that could be 

termed as purely “Tunisian”. First of all, they offered “spaces of otherness”: locations in 

which the constraints of Tunisian ethos were weaker and transgression could be 

experienced. An example that well illustrates this point is Plug's Pub, a hard rock cafe 

that was part of the Plug franchise and was situated in La Goulette, a seaside outskirt of 

Tunis. On specific nights of the week, you accessed the “hidden”, billboard-less 

entrance of the Pub to witness a scene that radically inverted many rules of Tunisian 

society. The Plug's Pub was populated by drunken rockers, girls in latex attire, 

homosexuals expressing their sexuality more overtly than they would elsewhere in 

Tunis. It was amusing to see, in the days of the Ennahdha government, such a crowd 

raising their beers and singing along to Outrage, the resident cover band, as it played 

Highway to Hell by AC/DC.  

A staple in Outrage's concerts was the cover 7 Nation Army by the White Stripes. 

During that song, the audience would sing along with the bass line, chanting the words 

El Ghannouchi nik ummuhu [‘Fuck the mother of Ghannouchi’, that is, Rached 

Ghannouchi, the leader of Ennahdha]. Such a singalong became so popular in Tunisia 

that it came to be performed on any occasion that involved crowds having fun. People 

would start the singing upon hearing any music, and this annoyed “serious” music fans 

at concerts or festivals (see Chapter 10). I sometimes asked patrons at the Plug's Pub 

what were they singing, and they typically answered: 'It's about Rached Ghannouchi, 

our president, the Islamist'. Such a repeated statement was interesting because 

Ghannouchi was not the nation’s president, but only the leader of Ennahdha. 

It could be argued that a similar mistake was not “a mistake”: singers were representing 

Ghannouchi as the president because his figure was relevant to the partying and 

hedonist activities they were currently indulging into. Ghannouchi was the head of 

Islamisation of society, with which their drunkenness, dancing, and vulgarity contrasted 

(it is important to say that many of the people singing this slogan were self-defined 

Muslims). In this sense, the otherness of scene spaces refracted national controversies 

calibrating them on the field of leisure and public morals, which was the main perceived 

stake in similar community moments. Festivals could also be considered spaces of 

otherness
75

: enclaves in which people would do things they would not do on the streets

75 For a similar analysis of festival in terms of spaces of otherness, see Bennett, Taylor & Woodward, 
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or in their houses – kissing, wearing bikinis, publicly consuming drugs.  

These spaces offered a reflection on national culture, in that they played upon an 

ambiguity. Was a place like the Plug's Pub “another planet”, as some of its frequenters 

claimed? Or was it the real face of Tunisia, with all its contradictions, as its manager 

told me? As with the national debate in general, scenes manipulated the complexities of 

the ethos, playing with a cultural repertoire in which all and its contrary could be, to 

some extent and in certain circumstances, legitimated: faith and drugs, morality and 

hedonism. My accent on circumstances is here important, in that those spaces of 

otherness were not fully inclusive, nor were they everywhere: festivals often took place 

in seaside/tourism areas such as Hammamet, where moral codes were, as we saw, 

different. Nor could festivals be afforded by anybody – as, similarly, not everybody 

could afford the price of beer at Plug's Pub. Thus, even these reflections on the 

ambiguities of ethos and national culture were formulated from a social angle, and were 

related to social structure. I will consider this issue in more depth in the next chapter. 

Reflections on the “real” Tunisian national culture also took place within the country’s 

local music scenes. In the rap scene, beats with “oriental” samples were not absent, but 

rap had a distinct relation to national identity. On the one side, it made a substantial use 

of the “extreme local” (Forman, 2002), as we will see; on the other, beats with a strong 

Tunisian identity were very present: Tati Weld G-13 (from the southern city of Kebili) 

had a distinctive Saharaoui [Saharan] sound, while other MCs flirted with mezwed, as 

we saw in Chapter 8. In 2015, Klay BBJ published two acclaimed songs with heritage-

influenced music, 3shq al 3ib and Jounta 9bal ennoum. The producer of those songs, 

Khaled Bougatfa, was specially engaged in the making of music that portrayed a strong 

respect for heritage, as he detested the hegemony of oriental (Lebanese and Egyptian) 

artists in the local music industry. Bougatfa managed a pop singer named Imen Cherif, 

who had a strong autochtonous aesthetic. He also composed a large amount of 

electronic music with southern Tunisian influences. Bougatfa advocated a national 

policy that favoured national music, for example imposing quotas of Tunisian music to 

the radio airplay as a means to empower local artists and in an effort to challenge the 

corrupted cultural industry of Tunisia. In his opinion, the penchant for oriental music 

was a reflex of such corruption: 

 

Khaled: In Morocco, when you listen to the radio, you find that 70% of the airplay is 

Maghreb artists. In Tunisia, we keep on listening to Egyptian and Lebanese music. This 

                                                                                                                                               
2014.  
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is why Tunisian artists are disgusted, they escape from music. Rappers are kept calm by 

the internet, by social networks: they have their audience on the internet. But they are 

angry, they insult their country, without even knowing what's going wrong. They have 

an enormous influence on children… Imagine! A generation is growing up listening to 

music that speaks of how their country has no future. The main problem is the lobbies. 

The lobby that controls the printing of CDs is the same that controls radios, so they 

want money, and they want no Tunisian currency [which is weak and not exportable], 

but foreign currency. This is why they impose Lebanese or Egyptian music in the media 

[thus making contracts with Middle Eastern companies such as Rotana] [Interview: 

Khaled Bougatfa, 5/5/2015. Translated from French].  

 

Musicians sometimes looked at Amazigh identity as a source of “national” culture, 

Amazigh being the authoctonous inhabitants of North Africa who resisted Arab 

invasion in the seventh century. As many Tunisians proudly stated, although Arabs 

eventually conquered and arabised the region, they were never able to fully transform it: 

Tunisians remained ethnically Amazigh. Retrieval of Amazigh symbols had multiple 

purposes: some metal artists used elements of autochtonous culture as a repertoire for 

historical, mythical, and mysterious themes. Others paraded an overtly anti-Arab and 

Anti-Muslim stance: it is the case of the above-cited black metal band Ayyur (echoed by 

other Tunisian black metallers). This refusal was also expressed by some sectors of 

public opinion, and was strengthened by the fear of the “Gulf money” and its supposed 

influence. 

Amazigh references were also diffused in the rap scene. Disparate rappers wrote 

Amazigh-inspired lyrics – from BMG to MC R.A.R., although no rappers from northern 

Tunisia spoke Amazigh languages. In the case of rap, the link between Arab and 

Muslim identity was severed. Members of Zomra, for example, claimed an Amazigh 

heritage as resonating with their nomadic and free imaginary, 'in a country in which you 

can't even give your child an Amazigh name, and in which they stupidly think that if 

you say you're not an Arab, it means you're not a Muslim' [Interview: Hakim, 

11/2/2015. Translated from French]. 

In some electro festivals, Amazigh culture was used as an ingredient of a more complex 

cultural construction, the one which I termed “Tunisian cool”. It was an aesthetic that 

rallied an intellectual sense of the heritage, roots, and attachment to the motherland with 

the hipness of international electronic festivals and the specificity of Tunisia as a 

revolutionary country in which freedom and secularism were praised. Mawu festival, 

staged on the 30
th

 and 31
st
 of December 2014 in the Saharan oasis of Ksar Ghilane, was 
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promoted as an 'electro-tribal' experience, in which the nomadic escapism of rave 

culture was mixed with an emphasis on the lifestyle of ancestral desert tribes
76

. 

The Dunes Electroniques, arguably the most important electro festival in the history of 

post-revolution Tunisia, also carried an authoctonous flavour. Being present during the 

second year of the festival, in 2015, I observed a side-stall at which girls could have 

their faces painted in a way that imitated Amazigh women's facial tattoos. Many 

attendants wore the burnous, a traditional North African wool cloak. These references 

were hybridised with other components that underscored the peculiar identity of the 

Festival. First of all, citations of Star Wars: the festival was set in Ong Jmel, a location 

in the Sahara which hosted the set of Planet Tattooine in the classic 1977 Star Wars 

movie. The Star Wars iconography was used as a promotion tool by the festival 

organisers, and some Star Wars-themed cosplayers were also present at the event. One 

of the afterhour parties related to the 2015 Dunes, Naboo, equally took inspiration from 

the Star Wars films (Naboo is a Star Wars planet) and from Amazigh references (its 

2016 edition was named Akal, an Amazigh word meaning “land”) (see also Introduction 

and Chapter 7). 

In addition to Star Wars and the Tunisian heritage, Les Dunes Electroniques also 

borrowed the aura of Sahara tourism, and had a strong relation to a quintessentially 

“transitological” rethoric. As we saw in Chapter 3, “transitology” indicates the 

interpretive approaches that see post-revolutionary history in terms of a transition to 

democracy. One of the festival's slogans was “It's time to celebrate”: Les Dunes came 

just after the successful completion of Tunisian constitution and the launch of a 

consensual technical government. Celebration, thus, concerned the accomplished 

transition to democracy, the hope for a youth which was about to take the country's 

destiny into its hands, and the will to turn Tunisia into a country 'where there is some 

fun [the word “fun” being in English in the original statement]'.  

The last quotation comes from Amel Karboul, the new government's Minister of 

Tourism
77

, who strongly endorsed the Dunes and officially inaugurated the event. 

Partying was seen, at the same time, as a promise of future wellbeing for the country 

and as a strong rejection of terrorism, which had stained the democratic transition and 

had one of its hotbeds in the south of Tunisia (the Dunes Electroniques location was 

only 150 kilometers away from Mount Chaambi, one the headquarters of jihadists in 

                                                 
76 <https://www.facebook.com/MAWUcommunity/>. Accessed 16/05/2016. 

77 Inès Bel Aïba, “Pour récupérer ses touristes, la Tunisie veut changer son image”, Huffington Post 

Maghreb, 21/03/2014, <http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2014/03/21/image-tunisie-

tourisme_n_5005724.html>. Accessed 16/05/2016. 

https://www.facebook.com/MAWUcommunity/
http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2014/03/21/image-tunisie-tourisme_n_5005724.html
http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2014/03/21/image-tunisie-tourisme_n_5005724.html
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Tunisia). The Tunisian cool symbolised by the festival had clear links to an updated 

version of Tunisianité (see Chapter 3): it projected to the dance culture an idea of the 

country as inherently progressive, “naturalising” its secular, partying youth as the youth 

of Tunisia, and showing the links between private entrepreneurship, civil society, and a 

neoliberal (and yet interventionist) State as the recipe for relentless improvement.  

 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have examined the ways in which local culture – in particular religion, 

orientalism, and the Tunisian heritage – were elaborated inside scenes. I showed how 

Islam impacted scenes on several layers, stemming from official politics, to the menace 

of terrorism, to its influences on the ethos. Metal and rap reacted differently to these 

influences, of which phenomena such as the Satanism moral panic in metal and Islamic 

rap were extreme cases. They had highly diversified understandings among metalheads 

and rap fans, and those different understandings impacted on rap and metal's sceneness. 

I then went on to analyse the challenge of producing local culture, and the way in which 

orientalism was represented in metal and electro. While in metal orientalism was 

“used”, through bands' agency, as a tool for discovery and emancipation in the global 

metal market, in the electro scene it was at the centre of a dispute on how to make 

“authentic” Tunisian dance music that would not sound ‘cheesy’. This last point led me 

to reflect on how national culture and its contradictions were articulated in scenes. 

Metal, rap, and electro struggled to redefine Tunisian culture after the revolution, and 

made different use of local heritage sources such us Amazigh identities and the 

ambiguities of Tunisian public morals. Attempts to create a form of Tunisian cool were 

developed in particular within the electro scene, in which references to local heritage 

were matched with an emphasis on partying and leisure as symptoms of the new secular 

freedom of Tunisian youth. This discourse could be seen as aligned to the classic 

ideology of Tunisianité that had been governing the country.  

The formula that rallied leisure and Tunisianité had interesting social implications that I 

will consider in the next chapter. As we will see, elaborations of local culture could not 

escape from refracting Tunisia's social structure. The symbols one chose and the image 

of national culture one wanted to foster, had relations to socially rooted lifestyles and 

visions: this is true of the Tunisian cool, and it is true of the other strong representation 
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of the Tunisian local, the attention placed on city quarters, and the spaces and places 

that rappers used as their main artistic language. I will introduce this concept, which 

Murray Forman (2002) identified as “the extreme local”, in the following chapter. The 

extreme local will be useful to explain the social narrative of rap, and I will also 

consider it in relation to the social narratives of electro and metal. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

REFRACTED INEQUALITIES. 

SCENES, LIFESTYLES, AND THE TUNISIAN SOCIAL 

STRUCTURE 

1. Introduction

In the previous chapter, I demonstrated the ways in which metal, rap, and electro 

articulated the cultural ideoscapes of religion, orientalism, and Tunisian national 

culture. As I briefly alluded to in the chapter's conclusions, it is impossible to account 

for such articulations without considering the Tunisian social structure. Indeed, it was 

not only that the impact of social inequality shaped local music scenes, but it also 

fashioned the ways in which the above-cited ideoscapes were concretely lived within 

those scenes. In Tunisia, the extent to which one's lifestyle was “secular” or “Islamic” – 

and, more often, the ways in which these influences were blended – had strong ties to 

that person's social conditions, as expressed not only by class (intended here as 

connoting a position within relations of production), but also by other factors. These 

factors, including geographical provenance or urban residence, were mediated by the 

national ethos and made specific sets of lifestyles recognisable. In this chapter I will 

thus present the relation between lifestyles as an element of scenes, and lifestyles as 

social possibilities in Tunisian society at large.  

2. Tunisian lifestyles

2.1 Social inequality through the ethos prism 

One day I was discussing the role of social media in the Tunisian revolution of 

2010/2011 with a metalhead friend of mine. In particular, we were considering the 

criticisms of those who dismissed the emphasis of international media on Facebook and 

Twitter, and thought that riots in the slums of the interior were the sole driver for what 

happened. On that note, he commented: 'Yes, but social media were important because 

they involved normal people in the revolution'. My friend was certainly right in the 
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sense that Facebook helped in “desectorialising” the protests, and guaranteeing the 

participation of social strata that were usually distant from political activism or social 

unrest. And yet, his conception of 'normal people' revealed a certain facet of the national 

ethos: the non-recognition of a substantial part of the population, which had always 

been excluded from collective consciousness.  

The exclusion of inland regions, and of Tunis's poor neighbourhoods, coexisted with a 

regime narrative that tended to make social inequality invisible. The ideology of Tunisia 

as a “middle class country” was, indeed, a staple of the Benalist system: Baccar Gherib 

shows how official data considered middle classes to account for 80% of the population 

in 2010 (Gherib, 2011). He argues that a substantial negation of class and inequality 

was rooted in the genealogy of independent Tunisia, whose regime party (the Neo-

Dustour, which eventually became the RCD) and foremost trade union (the UGTT) 

shared a nationalist faith in the trans-class unity of all Tunisians. This ideology had been 

the vehicle of the anti-colonial battle against the French, and worked as the cornerstone 

of independent Tunisia: a country in which, according to national ideologists, 

entrepreneurs and workers should join forces in order to create a common future of 

prosperity.  

Besides these historical roots, the prominence of the middle classes played a central role 

in the regime's political economy and its rhetoric. It paraded the wellbeing of the 

Tunisian economy, complementing the manipulation of economic data that fostered the 

worldwide image of the Tunisian “economic miracle” (Hibou, 2006). At the same time, 

the regime “constructed” this middle class population – a population that considered 

itself middle class, desired being middle class, and had middle class dreams of 

consumption – through the levers of debt and inclusion into the public sector and into 

relations of clientelism. In this sense, such a construction had an effect in managing 

social peace… At least until cracks in the system were revealed, in the form of  “middle 

classes” who could not sustain their standard of living anymore, due to the deterioration 

of the national economy, the narrowing down of social mobility patterns, and heavy 

indebtment in a time of worldwide economic crisis.  

However, in the interim, the representation of Tunisian society as middle class-centred 

equated to a representation of classlessness. It was engineered through an ad hoc use of 

survey instruments (so that the category of middle class used by the government was 

extremely vast). This skewed representation of the Tunisian class system was also 

upheld due to the concomitant absence of any independent academic research or surveys 

focusing on the class system in Tunisia (Gherib, 2011). These factors caused the 
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Tunisian social structure to be imagined by Tunisians in a curiously paradoxical way: 

on the one side, everybody was “middle class”; on the other, a folklore of 

representations of inequality, expressed by symbolic and allusive languages, permeated 

the Tunisian ethos. People coming from quarters like cité Ettadhamen were portrayed as 

lower class potential thugs, while people coming from La Marsa were  portrayed as 

bourgeois lovers of mundanity; people coming from the south were perceived as having 

a funny accent and, as such, were often represented as comic characters in TV shows: 

they were gullible and culturally backwards; people shopping at big supermarket chains 

like Monoprix or Carrefour (both French companies) were represented as different from 

people who shopped in open-air suqs; people whose culture was European (and Franco-

centric) were depicted as different from people whose cultural horizons were more 

markedly Tunisian: the former were stereotypically more educated, and their use of 

Tunisian dialect was sensibly different, with heavy borrowings from French. Other 

distinctions did not involve social inequality, as much as they involved cultural 

differences: as noted in Chapter 4, the secular middle classes frequented the leisure 

spaces of the northern banlieue, such as the bars of La Marsa and Gammarth, while the 

practising Muslim bourgeoisie preferred quarters such as Le Lac or Ennasr. One of the 

main reasons was that alcohol was not served in the latter, but the two areas also had 

different aesthetics: leisure venues in La Marsa were more often characterised as 

western-like bars or discos, while the ones in Ennasr had more of a Gulf-oriented taste, 

resembling the city attractions of Dubai. 

Reality was, of course, more complicated than stereotypes suggested. While a certain 

neighbourhood was socially imagined as exclusively rich or poor, in reality it was 

always characterised by a certain degree of social stratification. On the cultural level, 

most Tunisians blended bourgeois and “popular” forms of consumption, as well as 

secular and Islamic cultural suggestions, or western and local influences. But still, those 

distinctions held a structural significance and acted as a key for Tunisians to imagine 

the variety of lifestyles in their country.  

 

2.2 The fruitful ambiguity of Tunisian lifestyles 

 

Lifestyles are a classic sociological concept, whose usages go back to pioneers such as 

Weber (1978) and Simmel (1991): the first of these theorists saw lifestyles as modes of 

life and consumption that are status-related, and thus varying within the same class; the 

second considered lifestyles as articulations of the tension between individuality and 
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universality (Berzano and Genova, 2011). A different approach to lifestyles is offered 

by Pierre Bourdieu (1984): for him, lifestyles are precise sets of tastes, life conducts, 

and interests. The habitus is the principle through which lifestyles are generated: it 

works as a matrix, a generative grammar of which lifestyles are the visible forms. Class 

belonging, and thus one's access to economic and cultural capital, is at the basis of the 

formation of different types of habitus; in turn, each habitus is at the basis of the 

formation of different lifestyles, all of which mirror certain individual dispositions as a 

fruit of the habitus, and work themselves as material exhibitions of one's economic and 

cultural capital. As we have seen in Chapter 1, lifestyles have also been applied more 

recently as a crucial analytical tool in youth culture studies, helping to represent identity 

formation in a non-subcultural way. The point of reference is here David Chaney (1996, 

2004) who saw lifestyles as collective identities, and yet tailored to the individual, 

developed through the creative, ironic, and reflexive use of consumption.  

As we have seen, research on class is, in Tunisia, undeveloped. Data connecting the 

social position of Tunisians with their leisure habits are still few; similarly, the work on 

lifestyles and leisure forms in the country is emerging but still narrow and not very 

orientated towards social structure (see Najar, 2013). In this context, research on 

lifestyles can offer a non- purely quantitative approach on social structure, one with 

interesting consequences both in the analysis of the Tunisian ethos and in the re-

elaboration of the scholarly references I have cited above. Lifestyles in Tunisia embody 

the narratives of social inequality that are implicit in the ethos, and yet offer possibilities 

to articulate them in ways that weaken their determinism. Within scenes, lifestyles as 

forms of identity offer a further refraction of such an ethos – in the same way as the 

rules of society are refracted by the rules of a social field (Bourdieu, 1994). Tunisian 

scenesters thus had the possibility to reformulate the stereotypes of social inequality in 

the language of their scene, which could give them subcultural capital (Thornton, 1996) 

(or, they could hide the aspects of such stereotypes which harmed their subcultural and 

social capital). Scenes could also develop ethnosociologies: scene-specific accounts of 

how society worked, and where other scenes fit within the social structure. 

Ethnosociologies were thus instruments, for scene members, to collocate themselves in 

the space of music scenes and society in general. These possibilities rested precisely on 

the ambiguities of the ethos and its narratives about social structure: since they were 

formulated in the rather vague terms of residence, language, and cultural taste, they 

guaranteed wider margins of manoeuvre than the more deterministic discourse of class 

belonging. I will now offer two empirical examples of this phenomenon.  
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The first has to do with the link between rap and disadvantaged city quarters, which I 

will further develop in the next section. Two brothers, who were among the most 

important rappers in Tunisia, had a strong “gangsta” image which derived from their 

hard life in a slum in the periphery of Tunis. Both had been in prison, and taking a tour 

in their quarter one could note the amazing omnipresence of graffiti massages 

campaigning for their liberation: they “represented” the neighbourhood in the pure hip 

hop sense. Therefore, they totally fitted the stereotype of rappers as ouled al houma 

[boys from the houma or “sons of the houma”], who artistically expressed the hardships 

of their hood, exemplified by their own difficult lives. At the same time, this stereotype 

was nuanced by factors that made the two brothers' situation unique. For instance, their 

father is a policeman – which is in itself significant if one considers the hostility 

between police and the rap scene (see below). Furthermore, the two brothers have a 

sister who made a name in the alternative music scene even before the revolution. Her 

persona and lifestyle were based on significantly different elements: she was a 

songwriter with a distinctly intellectual and political allure, very close to the 

artistic/intellectual milieu of downtown Tunis. Hence, musicians from the same family 

and social background articulated different lifestyles and artistic narratives, dwelling on 

the multifaceted reality in which they lived, emphasising some elements rather than 

others, and thus expressing and claiming different forms of subcultural capital. More on 

the relation between rap lifestyles and the houma will be said in the next section. 

The other example concerns a network of radical intellectuals, urban artists, and 

expatriates that was visible in Tunis. This milieu (perhaps itself having significance as a 

scene) gathered cyberactivists and other militants, music producers and freelance artists, 

as well as foreigners involved in NGOs or doing their doctoral research in Tunisia. 

While such a milieu did not recognise itself as “one thing” (and, in a sense, it was not), 

observers often identified it as unitary. Its members often intermingled (a venue like the 

Nüba was an ideal spot for observing this milieu), collaborated, and well represented the 

stereotype of educated, leftist youth in Tunis. This network expressed an array of 

lifestyles that encompassed politics, art, intellectualism, hipness, and cosmopolitan 

orientations. As such, it was a mainly privileged social group. And yet, a certain number 

of less privileged individuals gravitated towards it. As Philippe put it, 

 

Philippe: The milieu tunisois… They're basically European [in cultural terms]. And 

they are essentially bourgeois. The popular classes have only some roads of access, in 

particular rappers. There are some ways that pass through culture, and they are the only 
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ways through which the poor can access the milieu [Interview: Philippe, 18/2/2015. 

Translated from French].  

 

Certain rappers frequented the milieu for reasons of political affinity and artistic 

collaboration, and they also lent their subcultural capital to this social group, reinforcing 

its aura of coolness; some of them could also be sought because they provided drugs or 

other specific services (as, for example, acting as bouncers at private parties and 

underground dance events). Further types of disadvantaged youth joined the milieu 

through similar entry lines: many youth who paraded an identity as “freelance artists” 

(directors, graphic designers, and the like) had social conditions and habits that put them 

closer to the “sons of the houma”; and yet, through pushing the “freelance artist” 

identity forward, they socially constructed themselves as members of the intellectual 

circuit of Tunis. Sometimes, they lived this artist lifestyle, itself beyond their means, 

less through their actually scant and not profitable artistic commitments than through 

friends' loans, favours, and hustles. This example shows the fertile ambiguities involved 

in lifestyles as a form of the social structure. Through the elasticity of social features 

such as taste, “profession”, and residence (and through the dialectics of economic and 

cultural capital – see the example of “freelance artists”), Tunisian youth could 

manipulate their social position, creating inter-class milieux that still revealed the 

interplay of different social strata. In the following section I will consider in more detail 

the different lifestyles and social inequalities evident within the rap, electro, and metal 

scenes.  

 

3. Sons of the houma. Rap and the “extreme local” 

 

I met Tarek in Mhamdia, a city south of Tunis with a reputation of being a “hot” (that 

is, socially turbulent), underclass suburban agglomeration. Upon meeting, I asked him 

how his day had been, and he eloquently answered 'As any other day. This is the real 

problem for me'. In a sentence, he had sketched a topos of Tunisian rap: life in the 

houma as an endless series of empty, repetitive days. Tarek gestured to me to jump in a 

van with benches on the back, a sort of informal means of transport that took people to 

his neighbourhood. While we left the peripheral and yet still somehow “urban” 

Mhamdia, travelling to a place that seemed at the same time in construction and 

abandoned, Tarek pointed at the only other car which was driving along the same route. 

Clearly, he said, it was a police car in disguise: it made its tour of the quarter to chase 
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the drug dealers. 

Tarek's hood was a wasteland of abusive, unfinished buildings. His friends gathered 

with us smoking weed and listening to mezwed music; they were fascinated by my 

presence as a unique moment in their boring daily life: they could not stop hugging me 

and asking me questions. Some of them had travelled illegally to Europe; some had an 

ambition of doing so – Tarek himself had tried twice to hide in container ships to 

France. He was one of the poorest people I met in Tunisia: he was unemployed, and 

lived with his mother, a single-parent, in a very humble house. Tarek did not own a 

phone nor a computer, and he spent his day at the Publinet (the computer centre), where 

he kept in touch with many friends and fellow rappers in the United States, working on 

songs with them, refining his American English, and making plans to leave Tunisia. 

Tarek rapped in English
78

, and yet his music was as local as it could be – it closely

narrated the life in the houma and the hardship of its inhabitants' lives. To him, this 

encounter of a very global music style and a very locally sung reality was everything 

but a contradiction:  

Tarek: I figured out that the only way to take my life in my hands was the way of rap 

music, that this was the only thing I could describe myself into, through which I could 

describe the problems of my people. This is the only music, the only art, that can send 

my message to the world [Interview: Tarek, 1/6/2015]. 

Interplay between the extremes of global and local is a central feature of hip hop 

culture, and as Bennett (2000) observes, it mediates the two forms of authenticity of hip 

hop culture: the authenticity to its origins in the American ghettos, and the authenticity 

of its localised forms worldwide, that rappers use as a way of narrating their reality. In 

the case of Tarek, his lyrics alone were not particularly “true to the local”: they could be 

related to any poor ghetto in the world. But the way they interacted with the images in 

his videoclips were striking for the mix of extreme proficiency in the types of 

American-English slang often heard in rap music and the absolute poverty of their 

Tunisian locations. In other cases, rappers embraced the “extreme local” even more 

thoroughly. The extreme local (see Forman, 2002) is a central feature of global rap 

78 An interesting feature of Tarek's use of English was that it was limited to the musical domain, while he 

used Arabic for delivering political speeches. Tarek had a very deep level of political commitment: he 

participated in movements such as Winou el Petrol, and recorded video messages through which he 

shared his political views on social media – but those messages were in Arabic. This diglossia was very 

rigid – so that, for example, he could not imagine singing about specific issues such as Winou el Petrol in 

his songs.  
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culture: artists make obsessive reference to their block, street, postcode, bus line; in its 

account of the most “micro” aspects of residence and provenance, it works as a form of 

the local that is opposite to the ones I described in the last chapter, namely orientalism 

and the making of a “pure national culture”. Usage of the extreme local was visible all 

across the Tunisian rap scene: the crew from the Kabbarya quarter was called 

K.A.B.B.A.; artists like Klay and Phenix used the abbreviation BBJ in their stage names 

in order to signify their hood, Bab Jdid; the defunct crew 24 All Stars referred to the bus 

line that travelled from Tunis to their headquarters in the city of Mourouj; the crew 

South School from Gafsa used many references that collocated it into the country's 

southern inland. Not all the rappers in Tunisia “represented a hood”, with downtown 

crews like DEBO and Zomra being important examples: Zomra members took this as a 

stance, considering their message to be universal and the local to be a limiting 

perspective – rather in the vein of the Tanzanian rappers described by Stroeken (2005; 

see also Chapter 2).  

Otherwise, the houma was sung in a way that lamented its hard conditions while 

expressing pride in relation to it. This formula, itself common in rap culture, responded 

to the historical ways in which the houma was represented in Tunisian public opinion. 

In the self-image the Tunisian State projected to the outside world, these quarters did 

not exist. Their conditions were either concealed or seen as a small, residual problem 

that the development of the country (helped by its foreign stakeholders) would soon 

erase. In the national discourse, they were indeed phrased as zones d'ombre [shady 

zones]. This expression had a complex array of meanings: they were “in the shade” of 

the country's progress, not yet profiting from the services and comforts of modernity, 

but also “in the shade” of the State, being nests for criminal activity and political 

subversion (Lamloum and Ben Zina, 2015). At the same time, the rhetoric of shady 

zones implied that sooner or later the civilising mission of the regime would cast light 

on them, eradicating their social problems. But in pre-revolutionary Tunisia being from 

a “shady zone” often meant suffering stigma and exclusion. When a youth from Sidi 

Hassin or cité Ettadhamen went to the city centre for a walk on the Avenue Bourguiba, 

it was not rare for him to be stopped by police, have his documents checked, and be sent 

back to his neighbourhood. According to Selim, a rapper from the hood Melassine: 'Still 

to this day, when I hang around the centreville, police check my ID card, they see that 

I'm from here, and they're like “Melassine? What are you doing here? What are you 

looking for?” Though we're like 15 minutes away from the centre, we are in the centre. 

It hasn't changed after the revolution’ [Interview: Selim, 19/3/2015. Translated from 
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French]. 

Taher: It is the system that built this neighbourhood. It built the hood, and then it 

besieged it. There's the Sidi Bechir police station, there's another one up there… It's 

surrounded by police, I tell you. Police comes from… form Gorjani station for example, 

they come, I'd say, once or twice a day. They earn their money and then they go back, 

you see? They take their “commission”. It's basically a racket. And in all 

neighbourhoods it works like this [Interview: Taher, 8/8/2014. Translated from French].  

The reality of the houma was one of deprivation, police harassment, daily violence. Its 

public space was marked by emptiness – cafes and mosques often being the only social 

spaces available – and monopolised by unemployed young men who 'held up the walls'. 

They spent the day experiencing boredom, telling jokes or having fights with friends, 

and engaging in petty hustling. Women, in contrast, were less visible in the same 

spaces, and more confined in the space of home, school, or street markets.  

At the same time, the hood was a source of pride. It was a social ambit marked by 

neighbourhood solidarity and warm interpersonal relations in the elsewhere cold social 

climate of the city (Ben Amor, 2011, Lamloum and Ben Zina, 2015). Pride also came 

from hard living itself: some of my informants described this in terms of honour, the 

honour of coming from a place into which their compatriots would not dare to step. For 

others, the houma was just everything; they could not imagine their life anywhere else. 

As Kais, a rapper from Bab Jdid, put it: 'I'm one of the people who came to know the 

world here. I opened my eyes here, most of my friends are here, my life is here, and I 

spend most of my time in here' [Interview: Kais, 3/6/2015. Translated from Arabic]. 

The hood was thus lived as an integral reality whose pleasures and evils were 

inextricable. Pest, a young MC from Fouchana, a neighbourhood of Mourouj city, 

presents this ambiguity well in his songs. In Nafs al Mouaten [The Same Citizen] he 

describes the unchanging routine of a “son of the houma”; in Feeling so hood he 

presents the pain and the honour of living in a disadvantaged quarter: 

Evenings are full of sorrow,  

we never change the needle and bodies are filled with tattoos 

Tattoos and anxiety, it's become a burden 

He became an alcoholic – that's normal, we're always alright 

God, we left the bourgeois pile up [the money] 

[while] We are the ones who believe in honour and in the hoods, 
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Prisoners are the poor, police is the responsible, 

Here, we burn the shit [hashish] 

One year of prison and a cowl-less Vespa, 

Drift away from checkpoints, 

Pantakol [glue] and Magic [methanol] fill the plastic bags, 

The group gathers on the street,  

Hunger pushes you to tear out by force,  

You are invited to Mornaguia [prison], 

Hard to find anybody [judicially] clean, 

Hard to find anybody weak, 

We are afraid of the one above [Allah] and not of you 

[…] 

The State seeks order, we seek vengeance
79

. 

 

When I interviewed Pest, he was adamant in his refusal to live anywhere else than in the 

houma. He loved living in Fouchana, although life was often hard, full of fights and 

police violence: 

 

Pest: I could never live in El Menzah [a well-to-do suburb of Tunis], I hate chic 

quarters. I have a problem with the bourgeois, because they detest us, the poor. I hate 

the bourgeois, they're the main subject in my songs. I like living in my neighbourhood 

with the poor, that's a good life. I love my life here, I love my neighbourhood, I won't 

disown it. It's true, we have problems, but that's still the best possible life. I wouldn't 

like to be one of the rich. I'd only like to travel away in order to make music properly  

[Interview: Pest, 22/6/2015. Translated from Arabic]. 

 

Pest’s emphasis upon his hate for the bourgeois provides another reason why the hood 

became a source of pride, in particular after the revolution. Disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods were the hotbeds for the insurrection. This began in the inland regions, 

where social unrest was propagated from Sidi Bouzid. As the movement reached the 

bigger cities, including Tunis,, the poorer neighbourhoods on the outskirts were the first 

places to revolt. Male youth in those quarters did not live the revolutionary moment 

simply as the overthrowing of a dictator; they saw it as a way of becoming mature and 

taking life in their own hands after a never-changing routine  of social spite and lack of 

perspectives of realisation. Through the organisation of “neighbourhood committees”, 

                                                 
79 I want to thank Sofiane Mabrouk for translating the lyrics.  
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boys started patrolling their quarters; they kept police and RCD militias away from their 

streets. As Amin Allal put it, politicisation meant to them a way of becoming men: they 

used to be regarded as delinquents, and then they came to be celebrated as heroes (Allal, 

2011).  

Revolution can, indeed, be seen as an irruption of the houma youth into the national 

self-image of Tunisia. The long-neglected poor came to be, for an instant, the true 

political subject in the country's historical shift. In the aftermath of revolution, rap 

became the official language that celebrated the mythology of this event. Rap did not 

only celebrate the forgotten houma and denounce its problems; it also claimed the sons 

of the houma as protagonists, subjects, and narrators of the new Tunisia. Conversely, 

rappers were praised as “the voice of the streets”: MCs like Klay BBJ were often 

deemed to be more respected than politicians. The widespread success of a song like 

Houmani testified this change: the title was itself a neologism aimed at describing youth 

from the hoods, and its low-cost but effective promotional video showed moments of 

street life in Ariana city. It was not rare to hear children on the street singing the song 

and they seemed to know it off-by-heart.  

The tragic irony, in this surge of houma soundtracks, was that it ended up coinciding 

with a rapid new form of political and social marginalisation for disadvantaged youth. 

The hoods were celebrated for some months before earning a new stigma: the one of 

being cradles for terrorism (see Lamloum & Ben Zina, 2015, on the Ettadhamen and 

Douar Hicher neighbourhoods). Unemployment worsened, while the rate of youth 

participation in elections dropped. Youth were once again publicly represented as a 

problem, making it into the news only in relation to the denouncing of youth 

delinquency, arrests for cannabis smoking (see next chapter), jihadism, or violent 

unrest. At the same time, discotheques in the exclusive Gammarth area hosted 

bourgeois youth singing along to Houmani: their emotional participation in singing lines 

like: 'I'm so poor that I don't need to wake up early and I don't care about time' showed 

all the ambiguity of ethos and imaginary, whose post-revolutionary transformations 

could well overlap with the persistence of social marginalisation. 

In addition to this, the whole exercise of “singing the houma” existed upon an 

ambiguity: the tension between the vivid realism of the extreme local and the 

mythological idealtype of the hood and its youth. The houma was sung as a 

hypostasised, homogeneous reality: it was not rare for rappers to tell me: 'I have no 

songs about my specific houma, but I sing about the houma in general'. This 

construction encompassed realities that had different histories, different social 



218 

conditions, and were even different administrative entities (from bigger cités to tiny 

blocks). Furthermore, the houma was not a smooth space, but rather a socially complex 

and diverse environment – the example of Tarek was one of the most extreme that I 

encountered during the course of my fieldwork, but rappers came from a variety of 

social backgrounds and often had good levels of education. Still, they portrayed 

themselves (and were legitimated to do so) as the representatives of a recognisable 

social group, the sons of the houma,  who were characterised as unemployed or casually 

employed men,aged from fourteen to thirty years old, unmarried, often living with their 

parents, incapable of succeeding in transitioning to adulthood because they could not 

afford the basic status symbols that marked this transition – basically, a house, a stable 

job, a wife (see Allal, 2011).  

The vague sociology narrated by the Tunisian ethos offered ambiguities that, when 

combined with the lifestyle possibilities implicit in hip hop culture, allowed margins of 

manoeuvre in describing one's social status. This process helped in constructing the 

houma as a source of subcultural capital, to represent its intertwining of hardship and 

honour, and to use this representation as a precarious source of collective 

empowerment.  

4. Electro and exclusion

Within the electro scene, two basic forms of social tension were at stake. I have noted 

the first of these in Chapters 7 and 8: some scenesters resisted the scene becoming a 

simple form of entertainment for the partying bourgeoisie. The making of an electro 

underground had, to some of its creators, a democratising significance: they wanted to 

institute places in which everybody could dance, regardless of their personal wealth and 

thus access to things such as stylish clothes or expensive bottles of vodka. At the same 

time, the scene's structure rested on some hard infrastructures of the mainstream 

nightlife, the one originally designed for “non subcultural” clubbers – this created 

controversies that enlivened electro sceneness in a contradictory, but dynamic way. 

The second social tension was instead related to exclusion: the spaces of the electro 

music scene were, simply put, not for everybody. The Tunisian poor were excluded 

from the above-cited mainstream clubs as they were unaffordable to them. Moreover, 

clubs were policed by bouncers – who were often from the same dispossessed social 

niches – who would preserve these clubs' ecosystem from any disturbance. In particular, 

poor men with unsuitable clothes, who looked like they came from the houma and who 
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were not accompanied by a female partner, could almost never get in. Their only 

possibility was bribing the bouncer, which of course necessitated having enough money 

to do so. Sometimes, this situation occurred in the case of houma youth who had 

substantial revenues from drug dealing and other hustles. These figures were detested 

by many of my electro-savvy informants, who considered their vulgarity and 

quarrelsomeness being the core element of mainstream clubs in Gammarth. Hedi, a 

popular DJ, complained about having often been excluded from a night-club himself: to 

him, door selection in Tunisia was irrational in that it kept out those who were really 

into the music, and largely because the bouncers were 'people from the ghetto', brutal 

and corrupted. His counter-example was France, were he had witnessed the presence of 

a physiognomist, someone who could recognise drunken or dangerous punters at the 

door, and prevent them from entering without the use of brute force [Interview: Hedi, 

28/5/2014]. 

As for women, things were more complicated. During my fieldwork I did not witness 

any girls being denied entry to nightclubs by bouncers. And yet, it was commonplace in 

Tunisia that only a specific category of lower class women could gain entry into clubs, 

overcoming parental authority, social judgement, and economic constraints: immigrants 

from other regions (in particular regions away from the coast) who went to Tunis for 

work or to study and thus lived far away from their families. Strong sexual stereotypes 

circulated about those girls: they allegedly dwelt on male partners covering their 

expenses, giving them presents, and inviting them out to dance. Certainly, informal 

prostitution was present in Tunisia, and poor students sometimes practised it. Besides 

prostitution, a nuanced “sexual gift economy” existed, in which the separation between 

love affairs and economic exchange was blurred. It is, however, difficult here to seize 

the relation between such a sexual economy and club culture; nor is it easy to say where 

facts started and moral-laden stereotypes ended.   

The part of the scene that saw itself as underground tried to reshape the clubbing scene 

so that it was not only accessible by privileged patrons. One of the reasons why the Plug 

(a historical local club – see also Chapter 7) was celebrated as a “revolutionary” (in a 

double sense) experience was because in the beginning it had no door selection. A 

minimal selection was later established to prevent fights, but in public memory the Plug 

remained a place that hosted a bizarre, liberating melting pot of individuals and social 

classes. The logic that many actors of the scene embraced was the one of a different 

selection, based on musical taste and civil behaviour rather than income and social 

class. Amin, a venue owner, told me: 'I would prefer a bouncer that selects people who 
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like the music, even if they are dressed in rags, and bounce out those who dress in suits 

– that's not the dress code for dancing, it's just the dress code for showing up!'

[Interview: Amin, 27/5/2015]. His club had, indeed, a female physiognomist as door 

selector, although a series of factors – from the club's position to the price of beers –  

operated a (perhaps minimal) form of social exclusion
80

.

And yet, this second form of selection, as articulated by Amin, was no less socially 

biased. Instead of depending on income and visible forms of economic capital, it rested 

on habitus and subcultural capital (see Chapter 8). The knowledge of “sharp” electronic 

music was not widespread amongst the lower classes in Tunisia. It did not take being 

rich to appreciate Luciano or Derrick May, and at least two important Tunisian DJs I 

met (Haze-M and Zinga) had a non-bourgeois background. Nevertheless, sophisticated 

EDM was not the music of the Tunisian poor – and even rap, which was, was not so 

appreciated by its fanbase in terms of savvy hip hop knowledge, but rather for its 

mainstream component. More important than that, a whole series of bodily codes 

regulating dance and behaviour at parties was unavailable to disadvantaged young men 

– the habitus of the underground dancer was, indeed, far from their own habitus.

This problem of selection and the emphasis placed on subcultural capital became highly 

evident in the case of the Dunes Electroniques festival. Being hosted in a deprived 

region of the country, the event adopted a social policy that aimed at being organic to 

the social tissue of Nefta city and giving something back to the community. Prices were 

low for the Nefta youth, who, as a result, were encouraged to participate in the festival. 

When I attended the Dunes in 2015, I could indeed see how the crowd had an important 

presence of non-bourgeois youth who were mainly from the southern regions of 

Tunisia. Some of them had walked the long road in the desert that connected Nefta with 

the Ong Jmel site, under the rain that marred the second edition of the festival. During 

the DJ sets, they danced in a festive mood, singing along with the tracks, drinking and 

smoking, and having fun. Such fun was overtly criticised by other attendees of the 

festival, who considered it as one of the examples of the organisation's failures. Here is 

part of a comment that appeared on the event's Facebook page: 

Besides weather… Think of bringing police agents from elsewhere than Tozeur… It's 

80 Bouncers at free entrance electro events often exhibited a strange behaviour, one that revealed the 

informal and fluid ethos of these dynamics in Tunisia. They would often stop the punter outside asking in 

him: 'I'm sorry, have you made a reservation?' or saying: 'I'm sorry, the entrance is limited to couples'. It 

only took to answer 'No, it's not true', or 'Yes, I booked’ [without showing anything as a proof] to be let 

in. It is possible that this behaviour still allowed for a superficial selection, and perhaps created some 

opportunities for collecting bribes from punters.  
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not normal to find, during such an event, thugs, bandits and aggressors… All because 

they're allowed to enter without a pass, nevermind if they make a mess on the inside 

and if they spoil the ambience of thousands of people who had paid money and driven 

for hundreds of kilometres to listen to good music in good conditions! With the pretext 

that he's the neighbour of an agent or that he gave ten dinars to another they leave him 

getting in with ten friends of his, and here they start messing up among the festival-

goers... And what about us in all this situation??!!! 

As they say, “elli lik lik weli 5atik 5atik...” [Tunisian proverb meaning something like 

“What is your business is your business, and what is not is not”]. This kind of festival is 

not made for people who end up singing "ghanouchi *****ou" [referring to the “El 

Ghannouchi nik ummuhu” slogan noted in the last chapter] amidst the set of a great 

DJ… or worse, end up aggressing and stealing… They just have to look for 3ers fou9 

esta7 [expression meaning “a marriage on a roof”, which refers to cheap marriages] so 

that everybody has fun his way and the way his conditions afford him… Believe me, 

they have fucking nothing to do with electro music so they don't have to attend the 

festival...  Thus, radical solutions are needed in order to eradicate that kind of people 

from our rare events… [Facebook comment: Amal Nejah, 24/2/2015. Translated from 

French and Arabic] 

Although nuanced in specific ways, similar opinions were diffused among electro 

scenesters. Not caring about the music, interfering with it by singing other songs, 

dancing without respect for the “rules”, pushing each other, perpetrating sexual 

harassment, and engaging in heavy drinking were seen as typical traits of “local” men 

participating in big festivals. The previous edition of the Dunes, in 2014, hosted similar 

dynamics: some European friends of mine who participated in the festival told me about 

harassment they received from local male youth – so that males among them had to 

form a circle for the girls to dance in, in order to protect them from being touched. 

Besides Les Dunes Electroniques, similar incidents were described to me in the case of 

two different forms of dance party that took place in rural Tunisia: the Steppers rave 

parties referred to in Chapter 7, and TKFR events – a series of outdoor parties held by a 

well-known French DJ host in disparate areas far from Tunis. These parties were 

organised during the Troika period, and had the goal of setting people free in a moment 

of particular tension in Tunis (in part, as the organisers told me, derived from the 

presence of Ennahdha who were in government at this point). Tunis scenesters thus took 

their cars and went to rural villas to camp, dance, and experience a more permissive 

context than was possible in the capital city. While those parties were designed for a 

limited audience of friends, and had a security service, by late at night some locals 

would typically join in. The last (and biggest) TKFR party ended abruptly when some 
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drunken men from the rural area in which it was staged started a huge fight. A similar 

situation contributed towards bringing Steppers raves to an end: during the last of these 

events, the barman, coming from a town nearby, allegedly invited along his friends, 

who got drunk and started a fight. One of the TKFR organisers told me that this was a 

constant risk at similar events, mainly based on the fact that the locals did not know 'the 

codes' of electro events, and that 'in these situations security is the main worry' 

[Interview: Philippe, 18/2/2015. Translated from French]. This element of social 

difference and access to cultural codes has been highlighted in research concerning 

“utopian” dance events in remote locations. Arun Saldanha, for example, sees Indians' 

lack of “appropriate” behaviour as one of the key reasons for dancers from different 

ethnic and racial backrounds taking turns on the dancefloor at trance parties in Goa: 

Saldanha observes how white, savvy hippies dance at dawn, when the blacks start 

leaving the floor (Saldanha, 2007). 

The exclusion of people from the lower classes and men from inland regions was 

multifarious. It was a matter of taste, for which aficionados of sophisticated electronic 

music were often (even though not always) of a privileged background. The democratic 

will of underground scenesters was thus crippled by the fact that taste and 

“understanding” of the music and its rituals was not equally diffused through the social 

fabric. Secondly, even the “underground” scene, as we saw in Chapters 7 and 8, shared 

some infrastructures with the mainstream nightlife infrastructure: the unprivileged had 

very limited access to those infrastructures. Finally, when they could join the party, it 

was not assured that their behaviour would fit well with the crowd that was more central 

to the scene. This discrepancy between their habitus – and its bodily component, the 

hexis (Bourdieu, 1984) – and the field of electro could even cause problematic situations 

as seen, for example, in the case of the episodes of violence cited above. 

Solutions to this problem were not easy to find. Deena Abdelwahed, whom I referred to 

in the previous chapter, was particularly concerned about the appeal of electronic music 

to the popular masses. Recently, she had performed at a public festival in Tozeur, and 

had witnessed the crowd's will to dance. 

 

Deena: In the popular milieu, in Tunisia, when you see big speakers in a square it 

means that a party is going to be on (laughing). People want to dance, and you have to 

make them dance. Sometimes the ministry or the governorate organise happenings, but 

it's folkloric stuff, for the fiftysomethings, not for the children! At marriages too, they 

play shitty music. Hence you can understand why people are so “thirsty”: you see 

people dancing from the very beginning of the set, and they are high on music, not on 
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drugs. It's not a devious thing. To them it's not an everyday thing that it's mixed 

between girls and boys, that there's alcohol, that the people on stage are like them, that 

they speak Arabic. It's not that everybody wants to have sex with everybody, it's just 

that there's good music at a high volume, some Europeans, and for people of the houma 

this is rare, there's a lot of curiosity [Interview: Deena Abdelwahed, 27/2/2015. 

Translated from French].  

 

Deena's experiments with Tunisian folk music had, for these reasons, a strong social 

significance. She wanted it to be not folk, but popular, music that had a “democratic” 

dance appeal: 'Music that can be appreciated by all economic classes, and that is 

comprehensible and danceable by the Gammarth guy as well as by the guy who sells 

fish'. And yet, with few exceptions – such as the one I cited above – her music-making 

happened through infrastructures that were almost always in the hands of the more 

intellectual and exclusive Tunisian and European electro scenes: radio shows on 

university stations, art exhibitions, EDM festivals.  

Deena's ambivalence mirrored a more general problem that, as we have seen, was at the 

core of electro's sceneness: the coexistence of democratic desires, mainstream nightlife 

infrastructures, and a push to distinction that, in more or less outspoken manners, tried 

to exclude Tunisians on the basis of cultural capital. And yet, while wealthy Tunisians 

were anyway re-included through the party component of the scene, disadvantaged ones 

were excluded by both the scene facets (mainstream and underground) and could barely 

fit into the electro domain.  

 

 

5. The “elite marginality” of metal 

 

During my first encounters with the Tunisian metal scene, I stumbled upon the word 

“marginality” more than frequently. I have already cited the email that I received by 

Habib before arriving to Tunisia (see Chapter 5). He explicitly used the category of 

marginalisation to describe the scene: 'We are marginalised by a society which is 

prejudiced towards us and believes in some ridiculous clichés' [Email: Habib, 

13/10/2010. Translated from French]. Both during my MA and my PhD research, 

metalheads would often start interviews complaining about the fact that: 'We are very 

marginalised' or: 'We are only a small underground scene'. As happens with many youth 

cultures and scenes around the world, it was difficult to discern appreciation from 

complaint in such statements: metalheads did not want everybody in Tunisia to listen to 



224 

 

their music – quite the contrary: I have already mentioned how the growth of the scene 

sounded like a corruption of it to many metalheads (see Chapter 5). At the same time, 

scenesters decried their marginality as unfortunate, and immediately linked this to the 

moral panic around Satanism and the lack of interest paid to metal by the music 

industry. 

I would argue that a matter of social position was at stake in fashioning metalheads' 

sense of marginality. Tunisian metalheads felt as though they were despised by the 

“silent majority”, in particular people from the houma: they were surrounded with 

suspicion and mockery; and for girls it was even worse, in that they could be classified 

as “whores” simply because they dressed in a scruffy way, smoked cigarettes and 

cursed. The bad feelings were reciprocal: metalheads tended to think that the lower 

classes were populated by ignorant bigots, who could be at the same time the most 

fanatic Islamists and the most violent drunks. An expression, cited with insistence as the 

one of marginality, was used for describing them: “standard Tunisians”.  

Standard Tunisians were described as intolerant, incoherent, violent, hypocritical. Their 

tastes were hated by metalheads, who often deemed mezwed as “noise” or “false notes”, 

rap as gross and uneducated, oriental pop as demented. The same criticisms applied to 

other alleged aspects of the houma lifestyles, such as the illusion of finding heaven 

when migrating illegally to Rome or Paris, or men's tendency towards starting fights 

after having smoked marijuana, being arrested, receiving a blood test, and thus having 

to spend a year in jail. At the same time, metal did not get much support from the well-

to-do musical and cultural establishment: although many former scene members were 

able to get a job in television or radio, metal was not endorsed in the media, nor it was 

sponsored by the State or by private business: the suspicion of Satanism and metalheads' 

unconventional looks played an important role in this respect.  

Metal thus seemed to live a dynamic of double exclusion. In this sense it could be 

associated with electro, although in the case of metal this situation of exclusion worked 

in a different way. The class dimension of metal as an originally bourgeois phenomenon 

probably played a role in this dynamic of exclusion. The first clusters of the scene were 

developed in areas such as the Aida commercial centre in Menzah 9 or La Marsa – 

among the most modernist and higher class hubs in the country. As explained in 

Chapter 5, playing metal had associated costs, for example the buying of musical 

instruments and equipment, that could not be met by a significant percentage of the 

Tunisian population. Besides that, it could be argued that the imaginary of metal, its 

apparent defiance of religious conformity, was not well received by the religious ethos 
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of the Tunisian lower classes – for how contradictory the lifestyle practices of those 

classes could be. Harsh vocals and lyrics in English also contributed to this situation: 

the lyrics of Tunisian metal were not designed to provide a soundtrack to the lives of 

Tunisians in the same way as songs like Houmani did; this, of course, was a matter of 

choice: metalheads just did not seem to be interested in that (only two old bands, 

Barzakh and Madside, had experimented with singing in Tunisian with clean vocals). 

Tunisian metal was imagined by its authors as a music to be exported internationally. 

Finally, metalheads were unlikely to be met in the houma, at least in their full-on dress 

code. It could be conjectured that the strength of conformity was particularly strong in 

environments which were not acquainted with the constant presence of foreigners with 

their extravagant styles, as it was the case with places such as La Marsa
81

. 

All in all, metal's imaginary was very akin to the imaginary of Tunisian modernism. 

Metal was in many senses a child of the Bourguibist and Benalist ideology of 

“tolerance”, moderation, openness to “western” lifestyles and modes of consumption. 

Many of my informants stated that embracing metal, to them, was a synonym of being 

open-minded and tolerant:  

 

Makram: Metal made me awake, smarter, different than the mass. Without it, I would 

be one of those people who listen to rap (laughs). To me metal is mental openness, 

something that you can very rarely find in Tunisia, but that could actually be found 

anywhere. It's something that is completely against hypocrisy [Interview: Makram, 

9/4/2014].  

 

The classic literature on metal has represented it as essentially blue-collar resistance 

(Weinstein, 1991) or entertainment (Brown, 2003). These early analyses were focused 

on western metalheads, and further work has proved the trans-class status of metal from 

the 1990s on (see for example Arnett, 1996). Tunisian metalheads saw it as a gateway 

into intellectualism: many of my informants told me that they had started reading 

because of their interest in metal; some had discovered mythology, history, or 

philosophy through it. The intellectualism of metal was correlated to the openness it 

was supposed to convey to its fans, and was opposed to the perceived ignorance and 

obtuseness of “standard Tunisians”. The ethnosociologies circulating in the metal scene 

did not, however, mistrust houma people for being lower-class – that was not the 

                                                 
81 A similar case can be made for other stylistic choices, for example the one, for girls, to wear mini-

skirts or shorts. It was hard to be clothed in a similar way in the city centre or in lowclass quarters, while 

the stable presence of foreigners in the areas of the northern banlieue made it safer and more normal in La 

Marsa, Gammarth, or Sidi Bou Said.  
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problem. The problem of disadvantaged Tunisians was, instead, their ignorance and 

fanaticism (of course, this was not embraced by the whole scene: some metalheads were 

not at all hostile to people from the houma; and many more had, at the same time, 

empathy towards those people's condition of oppression and poverty, and a fear of their 

attitudes). Ethnosociologies in the metal scene sometimes acknowledged the bourgeois 

character of the scene. In some cases, this was understood ironically: an example was 

Montassar, who once told me 'All metalheads in Tunisia are bourgeois, but me', or 

Islem, who in the same conversation told me 'You should tell me what kind of country 

is this, a Muslim country in which nobody prays and everybody drinks, rappers are 

Islamists and metalheads are bourgeois!' [Interview: Montassar and Islem, 30/3/2011. 

Translated from French]. This supposition of Tunisian metalheads as bourgeois was 

even stronger in the ethnosociologies that could be found within other scenes, in 

particular the rap/hip hop scene. 

And yet, this supposition could be, to a certain extent, deconstructed in sociological 

terms. While it is safe to assume that the beginnings of the scene were in the hands of 

privileged youth, it is equally legitimate to consider how the expansion of the scene 

gave it a trans-class dimension. Most of my informants were definable as middle-class, 

but if we do not take the categories of the Tunisian State for granted, we can unpack this 

all-encompassing term and see how there were substantial differences between the 

children of school teachers or State employees (which constituted a good part of my 

sample) and the children of engineers and doctors (also much present among my 

informants). Differences in revenue and lifestyle among metal scene members were thus 

significant.  

Perhaps there were not many metalheads in places like Ettadhamen, but many of the 

metalheads who hung around at the centreville or at the Whatever Saloon were not 

greatly more privileged, socio-economically speaking, than hip hop scene members who 

frequented the same cafe. I have sometimes heard the phrasing “metalheads of the 

centreville”, which was used to designate those metalheads with more of a “street” 

lifestyle. One day I was hanging out with a friend, Ahmed, at the cafè l'Univers – a very 

popular cafè on Avenue Bourguiba, one populated by intellectuals, rappers, activists 

and various members of youth cultural groups. We saw a boy and a girl passing by, and 

I asked Ahmed: 'Do you know them? They are from the rap scene'; Ahmed – a 

metalhead – replied in laughter 'Oh, so now they're in the rap scene? They used to be 
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metalheads, but you know, metalheads of the centreville
82

, the ones who never have 

money, who keep on asking for favours and try to sneak into concerts' [Conversation: 

Ahmed, 2/5/2015. Translated from French].  

Any easy distinction of the kind that suggested “metalheads are bourgeois, rappers are 

underclass” was indeed blurred by the fact that many rap scene members who were now 

considered quintessential “sons of the houma” were formerly involved in the metal 

scene. This presence of lower class metalheads was ostensibly stronger among the ones 

designed as gamins, and were more visible to me in my 2014-2015 research than during 

the research I conducted during 2010-2011, although the scene itself was by then 

smaller. Some lifestyle-based differences could be seen: for instance, these “downtown” 

metalheads had a weaker knowledge of French and a different type of public behaviour. 

This was a source of arguments between metal generations and within the new 

generation itself. Some older metalheads, however middle class they were, told me that 

they saw bourgeois metalheads as inauthentic posers. At the same time, Fakhri, a death 

metal singer well known in the scene for his wild stage behaviour, told me: 

 

Fakhri: Bourgeois metalheads are a problem in the scene. For example [names a 

venue]: they're just crooks that dress like us to steal our money. How come you define 

yourself a metalhead and then you sell beer for six dinars? Metal is not for the 

bourgeois only! And then there are the bourgeois kids who feel offended when I curse 

onstage. If I said 'motherfucker' it would be alright, but since I say that in Tunisian… 

[Interview: Fakhri, 6/2/2015. Translated from French].  

 

By contrast, another metalhead, Seifeddine, from a privileged quarter on the outskirts of 

Tunis, told me: 

 

Seifeddine: Go to the places frequented by metalheads, and look at how they behave in 

front of people. They act extravagantly, they want to upset people. For example 

screaming bad words, swearing, insulting those who pass by, especially girls. And they 

behave badly with their family, they don't respect their father anymore… In Tunisia, 

although we are cooler than other Muslim countries, we drink, go out at night etc… 

There's always some degree of mores that you are not asked to respect, but others do 

respect. They don't want to be teased about that, and you shouldn't tease them 

[Interview: Seifeddine, 12/2/2015. Translated from French].  

                                                 
82 The phrasing gens du centreville [downtown people] itself was used to indicate, negatively, the 

aficionados of Cafè l'Univers and the least privileged part of the above described intellectual milieu, 

meaning self-styled artists or intellectuals who spent their day at the cafè and lived on friends' loans and 

freelance activities.  
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Seifeddine's critique was not focused on a specific class. And yet a trait of his discourse, 

the blaming of the vulgarity of metalheads, resonated with typical attitudes towards the 

vulgarity of houma people. At the same time, it questioned the need for Tunisian 

metalheads to be purely iconoclastic towards the ethos. In a single complaint, 

Seifeddine summed up the lifestyle ambivalence of the metal scene.  

To put it in theoretical terms, I would say that the metal scene experienced a tension 

between its cross-class transformation and the fact that its lifestyles were anchored to 

the “modernist” values of Tunisian ethos. Intellectualism, “openness”, hostility to 

Islamic radicalism and to tradition, composed the portrait of an imaginary which was 

distant from the ones represented in the houma and embodied in rap. Metal was a 

culture that spoke more to the Tunisian modernist bourgeois than to the Tunisian poor, 

and that was more extroverted, looking for international recognition, than interested in 

representing the angst of Tunisian society. But the interplay between these cultural 

orientations embodied in lifestyles and, on the other side, the more diversified class 

backgrounds of Tunisian metalheads, could create attrition. This attrition was a factor 

that transformed metal's sceneness: conflicts between anciens and gamins sometimes 

took social and ideological nuances, opposing metalheads who lived street-savvy 

lifestyles with the ones more attached to intellectualism and tolerance. At the same time, 

the lack of interest among metalheads in representing the struggle of Tunisian people 

either in their music or in their cultural discourse resulted in people deciding to leave 

the scene – something that will be examined in more detail in Chapter 11. 

This ambiguity between the imaginary of lifestyles and actual positions in social 

structure was echoed by another ambiguity, which I call the “elite marginality” of metal. 

Metalheads felt marginalised, but they often felt as though they were “being 

marginalised” by underprivileged Tunisians. While CCCS theorists saw the bourgeoisie 

as hegemonising societies (see Chapter 1), many Tunisian metalheads felt like the 

Tunisian “popular” classes created the ethos they rebelled against – to them, Tunisians 

from the houma were the “standard” Tunisians. And yet, while through this critique 

metalheads advocated a distinction from lower class society, their culture was refused 

by the establishment of high culture and real high class society: they did not have much 

space in the media and cultural mainstream, and they were considered as a social 

problem as potential Satanists, anarchists, deviants. They were out of place in the 
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houma, but the chic quarters could barely tolerate their existence
83

. This point was

perfectly grasped by a long time metalhead, Yassine: 

Metalheads are present in the houma, too. But they’re not welcome in their quarter. 

They’re just people who are set apart from society. [...] Sponsors are not interested [in 

metal concerts] because, even if they have money to spend, metalheads are just 

marginalised young people [Interview: Yassine, 4/6/2014. Translated from French].  

Metal was, in the words of Yassine, a 'counterculture'. This had a precise meaning: 

metal did not fit anywhere. It neither fitted with the popular appeal of rap as the voice of 

the unprivileged, nor did it resonate with those who had the money in the country. This 

double exclusion, this elite marginality had important political underpinnings, which in 

turn became a critical basis for the weakening of metal's sceneness. I will analyse this 

point more fully in the next chapter.  

6. Conclusion

In this chapter, I discussed metal, rap, and electro in the context of the Tunisian social 

structure. This social structure, long silenced by regime narratives, was expressed in the 

Tunisian ethos, through references to taste, residence, language choices (for example, 

the choice between French and Tunisian dialect). In one word, it was expressed through 

lifestyles, intended as ideal ways of living fashioned through consumption and leisure. 

But lifestyles are more abstract than classes, more based on imaginaries: thus, lifestyles 

helped Tunisians “juggling” with the social structure. This was particularly true within 

scenes, where the ambiguities between lifestyles and the social structure resulted in the 

acquisition and use of subcultural capital, in transformations of sceneness, and in 

ethnosociologies (that is, the ways in which every scene interpreted Tunisian society). 

Rappers used hip hop as a “voice of the street” for representing unprivileged quarters 

(the houma). Through this practice, they were seen as the quintessence of disadvantaged 

Tunisians, which earned them cultural and subcultural capital. But this poetics of the 

houma and its reading of poverty was a cultural construction that re-elaborated the real, 

diverse class backgrounds of rappers and the complexities of Tunisian society. Electro 

was the theatre of a double exclusion: scenesters often refused the nightlife scene as a 

83 In this sense, the situation was similar to the one of 1960s hippies as understood by the CCCS (Hall et 

al., 1976).  
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hub for the privileged, and yet depended on its infrastructures. At the same time, they 

advocated a democratisation of electro, but their codes – based on subcultural capital 

and condensed into a habitus – excluded Tunisians from low socio-economic 

backgrounds. When the latter interacted in electro events, sometimes this difference of 

habitus had dramatic consequences. Finally, metal too was caught in a double exclusion, 

one that had the form of an “elite marginality”. Metalheads's lifestyles were based on 

the privileged – western, intellectual, modernist – imaginaries of the Tunisian ethos. As 

a consequence, metalheads sometimes despised the lifestyles coming from the houma. 

At the same time, they did not fit with Tunisian privileged culture, to which their defiant 

gestures sounded too extreme. As a consequence, the elite marginality of Tunisian metal 

put it into a very difficult position within the social structure. 

These different articulations of lifestyles and social inequality had political significances 

that determined the evolution of sceneness in each scene, as a readjustment to the 

political panorama that followed revolution. In the next chapter I will delve into these 

political destinies, and account for the different trajectories of success and failure 

pertaining to the three scenes examined in this thesis.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN  

WAVES OF REVOLUTION 

THE POLITICAL DIMENSION OF TUNISIAN SCENES 

1. Introduction

I started looking at Tunisian scenes by wondering why, in the post-revolution period, 

the metal scene almost disappeared while rap and electro boomed? It is now time to 

attempt an answer to this question, one that can connect the dynamics of sceneness 

explained in part Two with the facets of the local treated in Part Three. In particular, I 

will now call into question the political dimension of the local, and explain how the 

entanglement of scenes and politics brought each of these music scenes to a point of 

change when the revolution changed the institutional setting of the country. I will 

mostly concentrate on rap and metal, as they each presented very intense and distinctive 

reactions to the revolution. The experience of the electro scene will then be considered 

in comparison to the misfortunes of the metal scene: since there were substantial 

continuities between the social backgrounds of metalheads and electro fans, it will be 

interesting to understand why the rise of electro after 2011, and phenomena such as Les 

Dunes Electroniques were not matched by equivalent developments in the metal scene. 

2. The political economy of the rap scene

In Chapter 6 it was observed how rap was able to develop some basic infrastructures 

during the Ben Ali era, but experienced its real boom after the revolution. Such a boom 

was strongly tied to the effectiveness of rap anthems in describing the zeitgeist. And 

yet, the post-revolutionary success of rap was confined to a “virtual” form by the 

conformation of the local music industry, which prevented any autonomous 

development of a rap market and tied many infrastructures of the scene – in particular 

its concert dimension – to the discipline of State bureaucracy. A veritable bread run, in 

the terms of Hamza Meddeb (2011), was at stake in the scene as it was in many other 

facets of Tunisian society: surviving, for the scene, meant juggling between formal and 

informal economies, and this condition tied the scene to the cogs of corruption and 

political power.  
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Since its inception, the scene was not purely seen as a cultural threat to national culture 

(as metal was), but at the same time it was not enthusiastically accepted by the regime. 

Besides the pioneer Slim Larnaout, substantially organic to the “legitimate” music 

industry (see Chapter 6), the careers of early rap crews swung between regime 

acceptance and censorship or repression. As Kerim Bouzouita (2013b) puts it: 

The history of rap testifies to numerous interactions with the circuit of RCD cells that 

manage the “maisons de jeunes” [youth centres]. In a sense, rap will benefit from the 

nationalisation of culture in a context in which the party enterprise becomes more and 

more strong above the State (Bouzouita, 2013b, p. 338. Translated from French).  

Rap was tolerated by the managers of youth centres and houses of culture, as a 

potentially inclusive form of culture which could foster the presence of the party 

machine among youth. This was all the more true for other aspects of hip hop culture, in 

particular breakdance: being without lyrics, dance was easier to coopt than the 

sometimes harsh-themed rap music. Indeed, some rappers actually had their first access 

to State infrastructures as MCs at breakdance events hosted by youth centres. Still, this 

acceptance was always fragile and could be denied by the managers of the centres, the 

police, or political institutions at their slightest sign of suspicion about the message of 

rappers: 

Mondher: Before the revolution, it was almost impossible [to play live]. You just had 

the youth centres, but they didn't accept rap there. So you entered on the sly, for 

example as an MC at breakdance shows. Breakdance was tolerated, since there were no 

lyrics in it. So there was the spectacle and, in the middle of it, you could sing two or 

three songs. I can remember the first concert I ever did, it was 2009 I guess… The 

director [of the youth centre] asked us to stop. We negotiated a bit, we asked him to 

sing another song, but as we started he unplugged [our power supply] [Interview: 

Mondher, 22/6/2015. Translated from French]. 

The success of Balti was another example of the ways in which rap could sneak into 

legitimate culture. And yet, such pathways were constantly at risk, as a matter of 

negotiation that could often fail, ending up in censorship. Regime rejection could have 

serious consequences. In 2005 the rapper Ferid Extranjero, a Tunisian living in Spain, 

anonymously published on YouTube La3bed fi Tarkina [People in the corner], perhaps 

the first dramatic accusation of the regime ever published by a rapper. Police applied 

extreme measures in attempting to trace the composer of the song, arresting several 
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rappers and forcing them to sing the track in order to match their vocal timbre with that 

of the song. Balti was one of them, and this experience of being persecuted for a song 

he had not written shocked him (see Bouzouita, 2013a). Ferid's trajectory of protest and 

exile was shared by Karkadan, a rapper living in Italy. Karkadan was in contact with a 

part of the clandestine opposition milieu, in particular within the sphere of cyber 

activists – as were characters such as Thameur and Haythem Mekki who were drawn 

from the rap scene activism to political activism tout-court (Bouzouita, 2013b).  

The encounter of rap with the regime thus appears as double-faceted. On the one side, a 

complicated negotiation of spaces and freedoms that often worked through cooptation 

and clienteles: getting to know some party member, convincing him that rap was safe to 

be played, compromising with the political establishment. On the other side, direct 

repression. This duality resembles the way in which Béatrice Hibou has interpreted the 

regime's 'political economy of repression': a form of everyday domination that mixed 

economics, politics, administration under the shape of a “security pact” (Hibou, 2006; 

see Chapter 3). The disciplining of rap within the political field thus had two sides: a 

discipline through inclusion, and a discipline through repression. This scheme was not 

erased by the political changes ushered in by the revolution. Continuity in 

administrative and political echelons, and the persistence of the political ethos of 

Benalist modernism made sure that the voluntary servitude described by Hibou 

persisted, although transformed in shape and techniques. New political actors had now 

emerged, and the old repressive techniques of the regime were sometimes impossible to 

enforce in “democratic” times; still, voluntary servitude was assured by an array of 

socialisation practices, which I will describe below. This situation was all the more 

ironic if we consider that rap acquired its post-revolutionary cultural capital through its 

widespread perception as an “anti-system” form of art, mainly as a consequence of El 

General's success and also due to rap’s performing the “extreme local” (see Chapter 10), 

which put the long-neglected houma, and its social difficulties, back on the map.  

2.1 Discipline through inclusion, discipline through repression 

The most important mechanism of disciplining inclusion that linked rap to the local 

mainstream music industry was live shows, in particular large-scale summertime 

festivals. In Chapter 8, I have already made some reference to the procedures ruling live 

shows: those procedures were considered by members of local music scenes as a sign of 

corruption and inefficiency, as, indeed, the whole music industry was. Since live shows 
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were one of the few sources of revenue for rappers, the dimension of political inclusion 

within them, and its rules, were paramount in the scene.  

Only few famous rappers were hired for concerts in discotheques or hotel lounges; the 

majority played either at festivals (be they organised by the State, a governorate, or an 

association) or at small gigs in universities, maisons de la culture, and a few venues. 

The latter concerts were not a real source of income, and artists mainly played them in 

order to stay in touch with their fanbase. The system of public festivals, on the other 

hand, was described as a sort of mafia. Personal connections – with key figures in 

parties, in the administration, in the police, or in embassies – were vital in order to be 

scheduled to perform at important events often enough to be able make a living out of 

this. 

Rappers wanting to play at public-funded events needed to be recognised as 

“professionals”. After the revolution, the Ministry of Culture attempted to incorporate 

rap within the same mechanisms that regulated official art in Tunisia. The key 

mechanism was the concession of a carte professionelle [professional card] to rappers, a 

document that stated their qualification as professional artists. This conferred rappers a 

legal status, which allowed them to be paid by the State in case of public concerts, and 

guaranteed several other benefits, such as the right to social security. An important 

feature of the card was, also, that it facilitated rappers' trips to Europe, for artistic 

residences and the like. This was a dream for many rappers, as well as other musicians 

in Tunisia: it offered the possibility of visiting new countries and even provided a basis 

for emigration – that was, sometimes, the very reason why rappers had taken up making 

music in the first place. For the first year in which the State initiated a process of 

evaluation of rappers in order to grant them a professional card, a commission was 

formed, including Balti and other acknowledged members of the rap scene. An exam 

designed to evaluate rappers' skills was scheduled
84

, even though many rappers got their 

card without having to pass the exam, on the basis of their artistic recognition and their 

acknowledged pre-revolutionary career. Some members of the scene criticised Balti for 

simply having given the card to his friends, including some who were not rappers (but 

wanted the card for the purpose of emigration). Others approved the fact that historical 

crews, even the most underground and defiant ones, were given the card, and were thus 

certified as artists, without any need of being evaluated along with the beginners (who 

                                                 
84 The exam has been described to me as very simple: the commission asked a rapper to rap on different 

beats, to freestyle, to sing a couple of their songs. Rappers were also asked to state their reason for 

wanting the card and whether this had to do with music or solely for the purposes of emigration?  
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had to undertake the exam instead). 

From the following year onwards, the professional card was awarded and issued by a 

judging commission that was overseen by the new rappers' trade union. The union, 

perhaps unique in the world, was founded by some rappers in 2013 for safeguarding rap 

artists from concert organisers, the police, and the State
85

. My informants had different 

opinions about the usefulness of such a union (and, indeed, of professional cards). 

Pretty much no one really thought that the union’s evaluating committee was really 

super-partes – it was often considered as yet another crew of Tunisian rappers that, for 

some reason, was charged with assessing the artistic merits of other rappers. As Kais 

put it:  

 

I don't like the commission. I am supposed to go in front of an examining commission, 

and you can feel that the guys in the commission have a lower level than yours. Their 

rap, the music they make is nothing, and I am not happy standing in front of them and 

hearing them say 'You're good', 'You're bad', since I know that they are wack. The day 

in which there is going to be somebody that understands and can judge the poetry you 

make, if there's somebody who's apt, then why not, I'll get my professional card 

[Interview: Kais, 3/6/2015. Translated from Arabic]. 

 

Some rappers were of the opinion that rap and bureaucracy simply did not match. 

Others were cynical, and thought that rappers forming the trade union were 'just trying 

to eat something' [that is, to make profits]. Others took a more radical stance, such as 

the group Zomra. Their belief in DIY pushed them to a refusal of “legitimate” spaces 

for performing, such as the media and public festivals. As one of Zomra's members, 

Hakim, told me: 'I don't give a fuck about the union. What do I need it for, if I don't 

want to have anything to do with media, and if I don't want to earn money through 

music?' [Interview: Hakim, 11/2/2015. Translated from French].  

Rap's legitimate “industry” did not only discipline the scene through tying it together 

with State regulations. It also disciplined the artist, who had to morally reinvent herself 

to access the possibility of a career. Playing at public-sponsored events meant the need 

to restyle one's language for a “family audience”:  rappers had to purge their songs from 

swearing and street slang, and renounce to the rawest uses of dialect in order to attain a 

                                                 
85 Asma Smadhi, “Union formed to represent Tunisian rappers”, Tunisia Live, 17/10/2013, 

<http://www.tunisia-live.net/2013/10/17/union-formed-to-represent-tunisian-rappers/>, The founders of 

the union were rappers X-Cali, Artmasta, Daly T-Men, Blidog, and Man A7. (see “Tunisie: Création du 

syndicat national des rappeurs tunisiens”, La Presse, 18/10/2013, 

http://fr.allafrica.com/stories/201310181248.html  Accessed 16/05/2016). 

http://www.tunisia-live.net/2013/10/17/union-formed-to-represent-tunisian-rappers/
http://fr.allafrica.com/stories/201310181248.html
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‘language suitable for families’. This, for a rapper, sometimes meant changing her own 

style, her flow and metrics. Topics needed to change accordingly, both by direct effect 

of such a self-disciplining effort (as the above-cited Hakim told me, ‘How do you sing 

about the street without the language of the street?’) and because some topics simply 

could not be sung about at public events. Rappers’ presence at TV shows revealed 

similar constraints: the artist had to recreate her character according to the needs of 

prime time shows (see also Chapter 6). 

Such a discipline through inclusion, and the consequent debates, had clear effects on the 

rap scene’s dynamics: those effects can be usefully retraced by paying attention to 

rapper’s clashes. While happening between two rappers, or two crews who diss each 

other for personal reasons, clashes can often unveil, through the involvement of 

opposed stances, more general positionings within the scene. As we have seen in 

Chapter 8, clashes were often demistified by scene members, who saw them more in 

terms of scene politics than as conflicts on substantial matters. And yet, in some cases 

clashes could reveal the links between rap's sceneness and the political environment. A 

case in point is the clash opposing, in 2015, Hamzaoui Med Amine and Kafon on one 

side, and Klay BBJ on the other. Hamzaoui and Klay, longtime friends, had 

collaborated several times before and after the success of Hamzaoui and Kafon's 

Houmani. They planned to tour together, but this project was eventually abandoned due 

to the fact that Klay was prevented from playing at public festivals: his uncompromising 

language, his harsh political stances against the system, and former problems with the 

police led to him being marginalised by the music establishment, his wide popularity 

notwithstanding. Hamzaoui's impresario proposed Hamzaoui and Kafon to keep playing 

without Klay, and this boosted a call-and-response of diss tracks between the two 

rappers
86

.  

This clash is also significant in that it shows the connection between the two forms of 

discipline we listed: the protagonists of the story all walked the line between inclusion 

and repression. The list of rappers having to face repression after the revolution – in the 

form of arrest, censorship, or institutional boycott – was, at the time of writing, quite 

extensive. Volcanis Le Roi, Weld el 15, Lady Sam, Madou MC, Emino, Phenix, T-MC, 

Brown, Killa MC are just a few of the artists who have been imprisoned, along with 

                                                 
86 “Hamzaoui Med Amine: Prochainement un duo avec Klay BBJ”, Mosaique Fm, 31/01/2015. 

<http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/47382-hamzaoui-med-amine-

prochainement-un-duo-avec-klay-bbj>. Accessed 19/05/2016.  For a chronology of the clash see “El 

Karar à Goum Barrawah : le feuilleton des clashs entre Klay BBJ & Hamzaoui”, Web Mag, 12/02/2015 

<http://www.wled-el-banlieue.com/2015/02/les-clashs-rap-klay-bbj-hamzaoui.html>. Accessed 

19/05/2016. 

http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/47382-hamzaoui-med-amine-prochainement-un-duo-avec-klay-bbj
http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/47382-hamzaoui-med-amine-prochainement-un-duo-avec-klay-bbj
http://www.wled-el-banlieue.com/2015/02/les-clashs-rap-klay-bbj-hamzaoui.html
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personalities like Klay BBJ and Kafon. Causes for arrest were diverse and not 

necessarily rap-related, even though, inside the scene, they were often perceived as 

different manifestations of the same oppressive campaign against both rap artists and, 

disadvantaged youth more generally.  

Weld el 15 attracted international media attention when, in 2013, his song Boulicia Kleb 

[Policemen are dogs] led to him being sentenced to two years in prison (later reduced to 

six months) for defamation of public functionaries and inciting moral outrage among 

the public
87

. Some months later a new condemnation, eventually acquitted, hit Weld el

15 and Klay BBJ after the duo was arrested on stage, while performing at Hammamet 

Festival. On this occasion, Weld el 15 was brutally beaten up by the police following 

his arrest
88

. A vast solidarity campaign followed the international echo of this affaire,

with rallies organised in France and a series of songs on the theme 'Sayeb 15' [Free 15] 

being issued by Tunisian rappers. A few other rappers suffered similar maltreatment – 

for example, in July 2015 rapper Weld Zo from the Southern city of Gabes was arrested 

for having insulted police on stage
89

. Accused of having defamed the president during a

TV show, T-MC spent six days in custody. After two tragic terrorist attacks shook the 

Country in 2015, several rappers were interrogated by police authorities, who deemed 

them Salafists and terrorism apologists.  

In many other cases, the censorship-related profile of the arrests was blurred. The 

majority of rappers convicted in Tunisia owed their legal misfortunes to the ill-famed 

Loi 52 [Law 52], a Ben Ali law that punished drug consumers (including cannabis 

smokers) with harsh sentences: smoking a simple joint led to many Tunisian youth 

being given a one year prison sentence. Loi 52 was the reason for many of the arrests 

and prison sentences that touched Tunisian youth; according to some elements of public 

opinion, those arrests were often regarded as political.  

Law 52 was commonly understood as one of the main techniques of repression and 

social inequality in the country, and the rap scene substantially contributed to this 

interpretation through songs’ lyrics and rappers’ utterances. First of all, many observers 

thought drugs to be a pretext for arresting undesirable characters: police allegedly hid 

87  Six mois avec sursis pour Weld El 15: L'avocat veut un non-lieu”, Huffington Post Maghreb, 

02/07/2013.<http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2013/07/02/weld-el-15-sursis_n_3533635.html>. 

Accessed 19/05/2016.  

88  Sarah Ben Hamadi, “Arrestation Weld El 15 et Klay BBJ au Festival de Hammamet, Fethi 

Heddaoui:"être artiste c'est être politiquement incorrect"”, Huffington Post  Maghreb, 23/08/2013. 

<http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2013/08/23/weld-15-klay-bbj-arretes_n_3803000.html>. Accessed 

19/05/2016. 

89 “Gabès: Un rappeur arrêté pour outrage à la police”, Kapitalis, 07/07/2015. 

<http://kapitalis.com/tunisie/2015/07/07/gabes-un-rappeur-arrete-pour-outrage-a-la-police/>. Accessed 

19/05/2016. 

http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2013/07/02/weld-el-15-sursis_n_3533635.html
http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2013/08/23/weld-15-klay-bbj-arretes_n_3803000.html
http://kapitalis.com/tunisie/2015/07/07/gabes-un-rappeur-arrete-pour-outrage-a-la-police/
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drugs in the houses or cars of these people in order to prove their culpability. Or, at 

least, police collected every possible piece of information that could be used to impeach 

those they wanted to arrest, and used cannabis consumption as an excuse for repressing 

them
90

. Second, arrests for drug use were often seen as inherently political in that they

mostly targeted the poorest part of the population. While privileged youth often resorted 

to bribes in order to falsify tests and not be jailed, it was the houma youth who paid the 

highest price of the war on drugs. More than that, Loi 52 deeply affected their lifestyle: 

within those quarters, and within the rap scene, petty dealing and the use of cannabis 

were considered a means of surviving poverty and inanition. 

Arrested rappers were considered as martyrs in the war between rappers and the police. 

In the rappers' perception, the police was not simply a State emanation, but a concurrent 

gang in its own right, persecuting youth from the poorer quarters in search for bribes 

and for the pleasure of exerting power: 

Taher: There's a law in Tunisia. If you insult God, you get two or three months of 

prison. If you insult the police, they will be more! 

Abdelkrim: You see? They keep on teasing. 'What did you just say? What do you want 

to do with that hand?' 

Taher: Because for us it's always rappers against police […] They are people who 

become cops in order to get such a power, such a charisma, all of that. Because he has 

lived a childhood, like, he was always humiliated [Interview: Taher and Abdelkrim, 

8/8/2014. Translated from French] 

Concerts, rappers asserted, could be stopped by the police at any moment, brutally, and 

without reason. In the summer of 2013, following this continuous atmosphere of 

tension, the police trade union announced a boycott of rap concerts: it would not assure 

security at those concerts any more, since rappers thought all policemen were corrupted. 

The rappers' union took charge of the affair, and proposed to mediate – part of the 

mediation consisted in asking its members to avoid using insulting language against the 

police in their songs
91

.

This was just one of the ways in which discipline through repression not only harmed 

90 See, for instance, the story of rapper Volcanis Le Roi: Sami Ben Gharbia, “Tunisia arrests young 

rapper after online protest song”, Nawaat, 27/01/2012. <http://nawaat.org/portail/2012/01/27/tunisia-

arrests-young-rapper-after-online-protest-song/>. Accessed 19/05/2016. 

91 Yusra N. M’hiri, “La relation entre la police et les rappeurs sera-t-elle, un jour, moins tendue?”, 

Kapitalis, 10/10/2013  <http://www.kapitalis.com/culture/18609-la-relation-entre-la-police-et-les-

rappeurs-sera-t-elle-un-jour-moins-tendue.html>. Accessed 19/05/2016.  

http://nawaat.org/portail/2012/01/27/tunisia-arrests-young-rapper-after-online-protest-song/
http://nawaat.org/portail/2012/01/27/tunisia-arrests-young-rapper-after-online-protest-song/
http://www.kapitalis.com/culture/18609-la-relation-entre-la-police-et-les-rappeurs-sera-t-elle-un-jour-moins-tendue.html
http://www.kapitalis.com/culture/18609-la-relation-entre-la-police-et-les-rappeurs-sera-t-elle-un-jour-moins-tendue.html
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the rap scene but also constructed it. Some rappers ended up imposing self-repression 

on their own art: they chose to no longer sing about drugs or political themes. This 

constructing influence of repression also acted the other way around, since related 

themes inspired rap songs: police and Loi 52 were standard topics in Tunisian rap. Fear 

of the police directed the rap scene's practices, including the places that rappers 

preferred to frequent and places they chose to avoid. The experience of jail had a great 

impact as a two-faceted rite of passage: it could impose an evolutionary twist on a 

rapper's style, as it could isolate her from the development of the scene and make her 

music seem old by the time she was released from prison. Also, prison meant a criminal 

record that was recorded in one’s legal documents, rendering it difficult for a rapper to 

move abroad. In this context of permanent risk, some new forms of economic and 

political discipline were explicit consequences of the revolution. They worked as 

possible safety nets against the hazards of rapping, and at the same time instilled further 

problems which complicated rappers' lives as well as the scene's construction.  

2.2 “Democratisation” and the rap economy 

In Chapter 9 it was observed how the revolutionary capital of rappers, and their Islamic 

credibility, were quickly coopted by political parties. Ennahdha and the CPR in 

particular married their own revolutionary legitimacy, and their history as regime 

opponents, with a sympathy for rappers who had politically defiant and religious lyrics. 

That sympathy could often result in critical support with parties subsidising the rap 

scene's infrastructures by supporting rappers through providing them money, and spaces 

in which to record their music and to perform live.  

This form of cooptation was by no means limited to religious and “revolutionary” 

parties. Even parties from the modernist and “dustourien” [“constitutional”, a term that 

identifies the ideology of the RCD] side soon started approaching rappers. This climate 

was especially visible on the occasion of the 2014 parliamentary and presidential 

elections, that constituted the first democratic renewal of the Tunisian establishment. On 

that occasion, a veritable “rappers' trade” was put in place, according to critical voices 

in the rap scene.  

El General composed an electoral anthem for the campaign of current president Moncef 

Marzouki: the song was called #24 after the candidate's number on the voting paper. 

Another candidate, the independent Mehrez Boussayane, capitalised on the hype of 
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Tunisia's most cherished hit by claiming to be 'a Houmani candidate'
92

. Tycoon Slim

Rihai, from Union Patriotique Libre, went a step further and invited Kafon himself to 

participate in his campaign – something that earned the singer further spite from many 

members of the rap scene, and even distancing by his musical partner Hamzaoui
93

. At

the second round of presidential elections, Tunisians had to choose among the two 

strongest candidates: Marzouki, or Beji Caied Essebsi from Nidaa Tounes.  On that 

occasion, Kafon would end up singing at Essebsi’s end-of-campaign rally.  

In the month of November 2014, a billboard was targeted by two graffiti artists near the 

train station of Tunis: it showed a portrait of Essebsi, and the writing 'I love Bajbouj' 

(Bajbouj being a familiar nickname for the candidate). A video presenting its “making 

of” appeared on a Nidaa-related Facebook page, subtitled Place de Barcelone: deux 

jeunes artistes tagueurs s'expriment et disent “I love Bajbouj” [Barcelona Square: two 

young graffiti artists express themselves by saying 'I love Bajbouj']. Soon thereafter, it 

was discovered that the artists were members of Zomra crew, and that they had been 

paid for the work. This caused a storm of critical attacks against the crew, which had 

always been respected for its anarchist radicalism and its refusal of making money with 

their art. Members of Zomra reacted by making a distinction between their 

creative/political discourse as graffiti artists and their jobs as graphic designers and 

illustrators, with the latter being described as their livelihood
94

. In a later interview, the

crew told me that they eventually decided to destroy the billboard themselves. 

Yasser, a well-respected producer who had close relationships with several rappers, told 

me about his experience of being contacted by some political parties: 

Yasser: In Tunisia there's a clash between those who are inside the circle and those who 

are not. I'm talking about politics (he lowers his vocal tone). I've personally been 

contacted during elections, for my artists, but I refused. I do know the system, and it's a 

mafia. You won't get rid of them, you will never opt out by your own choice, and if 

ever you try to do it, they will break your legs. They could even find something that 

will put you under arrest. And besides that, you burn your credibility as an artist, 

because you will always be associated with them [Interview: Yasser, 6/3/2015. 

Translated from French] 

92  “Mehrez Boussaïane: Je suis un candidat ''Houmani''”, Kapitalis, 06/11/2014. 

http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/43881-mehrez-boussaiane-je-suis-un-

candidat-houmani  Accessed 19/05/2016. 

93    Henda Chennaoui, “Elections 2014 : L’underground tunisien récupéré par le politique ?”, Nawaat, 

19/11/2014. https://nawaat.org/portail/2014/11/19/elections-2014-lunderground-tunisien-recupere-par-le-

politique/ Accessed 19/05/16. 

94  Ibid. 

http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/43881-mehrez-boussaiane-je-suis-un-candidat-houmani
http://www.mosaiquefm.net/fr/index/a/ActuDetail/Element/43881-mehrez-boussaiane-je-suis-un-candidat-houmani
https://nawaat.org/portail/2014/11/19/elections-2014-lunderground-tunisien-recupere-par-le-politique/
https://nawaat.org/portail/2014/11/19/elections-2014-lunderground-tunisien-recupere-par-le-politique/
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The most visible accusation of this system came once again from Klay BBJ, who 

published the song Lesna lil bey3 [We're not for sale]. The song is an explicit diss of 

wealthy personalities going to the slums and “buying” poor people – it even directly 

cites Slim Riahi in the last line, saying: 'Our Lord is God and not Slim'
95

. Still, some

people in the scene put the legitimacy of this attack into question. Sami, a visual artist 

who worked with many rappers, criticised the contradiction between the song and its 

video, in which activist Azyz Amami and journalist Amine Mtiraoui took part: 'The 

paradox is that the extras in the video are sellouts as well: Amine Mtiraoui is the 

communication manager for Nidaa Tounes, while Azyz Amami has worked for the 

Popular Front's campaign. That's schizophrenia!' [Interview: Sami, 8/5/2015. Translated 

from French].  

Another form of integration between the scene's structure and political support – one 

that, perhaps, mobilised more resources than local politics did – was constituted by 

international development agencies having an interest in Tunisian rap. This 

phenomenon was crucial to the scene: many crews made a living out of it, and many 

considered it as a form of cultural corruption – the two options frequently overlapped. 

Such a domain was often treated by scene members as one thing, though it was rather a 

heterogeneous set of people and institutions: national institutes such as the Goethe 

Institut or Institut Français promoting cultural events in Tunisia; international NGOs 

working to potentiate freedoms; foreign musical associations inviting local rappers to 

take up artistic residencies or perform at festivals; individual journalists or artists 

coming to the country to make a documentary or a reportage. Each of those subjects had 

its own agendas and vision, which did not perfectly match with stakeholders' agendas 

(be they foreign nations or supranational organisations). Furthermore, those agendas 

were constantly refracted by the local institutions which materially helped organising 

events on location, after having answered a call for projects or having been set up as 

Tunisian branches of international associations. 

Many examples of local scene events with a partially international organisation 

structure could be cited. Among them there was Turning Tables, a Danish NGO which 

developed empowering projects through hip hop workshops in disadvantaged countries. 

Turning Tables worked in Tunisia in 2013, setting up a recording studio in Tunis, 

organising a festival (called L'Angar), and producing some local rappers' collaborations 

with foreign artists
96

. Another example was DEBO, which, as mentioned in Chapter 6,

95  I want to thank Inel Tarfa for having translated these lyrics. 

96 <http://turningtables.org/>. Accessed 19/05/2016/. 

http://turningtables.org/
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was a downtown recording studio and rap crew that organised (also with foreign 

partners) several rap workshops in the poor Southern regions, aiming at giving local 

children an alternative to cultural deprivation
97

. Art Solution was a Tunisian association 

specialised in the hip hop domain, which promoted festivals and workshops focusing on 

breakdance, graffiti, and rap, and – for instance – worked on the North African edition 

of Redbull Battle of the Year (one of the most important breakdance competitions 

worldwide)
98

. 

This international complex provided a backbone to the scene's structure: money, 

expertise, visibility, opportunities for rappers to travel. Its rationale rested on an 

international public image Tunisian rap had acquired after the revolution: the idea of it 

being a motor of democratisation, a means for the Arab poor to express a cry for social 

equality and participation. Fostering the knowledge of hip hop, teaching disadvantaged 

youth to rap, dance, or make graffiti, was seen as a way to overcome the absence of 

cultural stimuli in their areas, and thus give those youth an alternative to joining 

organisations associated with Islamic terrorism. While such a rationale could not sum 

up the inscrutable entanglement of ideologies, agendas and practices behind every 

project, a certain transitological discourse seemed to be emerging from many event 

statements, calls, and self-descriptions. Rap was understood as a positive asset to 

democratic transition, something that could insert disadvantaged youth in the 

democratic process as a secular force. This framing of rap totally ignored the complex 

set of messages carried by the scene (and, indeed, by many of such projects' 

protagonists): anarchism, antisocial stances, gangsta culture, radical Islamism, a refusal 

of western powers and ideologies, a claim of different political solidarities (for example 

centred on Berber identity, as we saw in Chapter 9).  

Sahbi, a very famous and media-savvy rapper, had acquired the notoriety of being 

engaged in the promotion of civil rights. And yet, this did not mean that Sahbi was 

enthusiastic about these projects:  

 

Sahbi: They come to an unstable country, in deep crisis, with police everywhere on the 

streets. You read the project sheet, and you think it's all about that. And yet not, then 

they give you another sheet, you read it and you find some bizarre words: stability, 

maintaining stability… Fuck! What's that? Or, for example, we were in that period, 

under a dictatorship [he refers to the Troika government], they were fucking up the 

country, and you read [in a project sheet] 'you should invite people to vote'. Why? I can 

                                                 
97 <https://www.facebook.com/deboworld/>. Aaccessed 19/05/2016.  

98 <https://www.facebook.com/WeARTSolution/info>. Accessed 19/05/2016. 

https://www.facebook.com/deboworld/
https://www.facebook.com/WeARTSolution/info
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sing something for somebody, and that person can be inspired to vote, but that's his 

fucking choice! [Interview: Sahbi, 3/5/2015. Translated from French]. 

 

While Sahbi criticised the political flavour of the projects he was involved in, another 

organiser, Brahim, complained about how agencies' targets changed year-by-year 

following the hottest political events, and mobilised huge sums of money towards 

contexts in which such sums were totally wasted. 

 

I do think that breakdance can change things. I believe in that. But if that has to become 

the main criteria for me to do my events… Then go fuck yourselves. If I receive such a 

big amount of money in order to invite a foreign dancer in a region in which there are 

no dancers, just because that region is “trendy” [for political reasons]… I can bring a 

Tunisian dancer, to do a beginners' workshop with less money, and use the big sums for 

something that could be relevant to the whole of North Africa. I can bring a foreign 

dancer for breakers who already have some level [of dancing expertise]. That would 

valorise them and valorise the foreign dancer as well. I know the scene better than them 

[the stakeholders]! [Interview: Brahim, 30/6/2015. Translated from French] 

 

Some members of the scene were wary of researchers and journalists precisely because 

they associated those figures with the same complex of civil society associations and 

foreign intervention in Tunisian rap. Those people, in their eyes, came to Tunisia, 

gathered and then distorted the rappers’s opinions, sensationalised and spread false info 

about local rap, and then went away, often making money from their reportages while 

local scene members remained stuck in poverty and unemployment.  

With few exceptions, however, scene members “played the game”: they tried to exploit 

this situation without being completely devoured by it, doing the best to bring the flow 

of capital towards causes and concerns they felt were more appropriate. Additionally, 

some scene members used such occasions as a means of escaping Tunisia and/or 

developing an international career. Certain artists had built a career through playing 

abroad and making connections through similar empowering projects: it was the case of 

Medusa, a rapper who had participated in foreign festivals (in Africa and Europe), 

featrued in musical compilations
99

, and written songs with established international 

artists. This international career was ideal for Medusa, in that it resonated well with her 

universal feminist message and it liberated her from the issues of being a female rapper 

in a predominantly male and sexist scene like that of Tunisian rap.  

                                                 
99 For example “Sawtuha”, a compilation including female musicians from the Arab Spring countries. 
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Other scene members employed their personal agency in event organisation by 

“hijacking” this transnational flow of resources arriving to Tunisia. Some of them 

agreed to participate in development projects, pretending to accept the clauses on the 

projects’ mission statements; then they organised those events (for example workshops 

or artistic residencies) according to their own moral principles and personal opinions, 

rather than following the instructions of stakeholders. In extreme cases, money had 

“disappeared” into the pockets of Tunisian event brokers. Practices such as these 

divided the scene: commenting on an ill-famed case of project money that had vanished 

upon arrival in Tunisia, some scenesters criticised the protagonists as thugs who had 

tarnished the image of rap, and compromised further possibilities of projects being 

developed in the country. Others, instead, agreed (with certain provisos) to such scams: 

the money of international organisations was money of corruption, and members of the 

scene knew better what Tunisian rap, or people form poorer quarters, needed. In this 

way, local rappers justified among themselves their actions in obtaining fund from 

international organisations. 

As anticipated in Chapter 6, we can now see how politics were a major part of the rap 

scene's structure (in Kahn-Harris's [2006] sense), in a stronger way than other scenes. 

Politics complemented the scarce and “dysfunctional” hard infrastructures of the scene, 

offering rappers the possibility of a career and significantly disciplining their conduct. 

As a consequence, conflicts sprung out of this situation, opposing rappers who had 

different takes on the legitimacy of these political allegiances. Was it right to take 

money from politicians or NGOs? Was it good to sing at festivals, on the radio or at 

television programs? What price did one have to pay to remain independent from 

politics and the market? The financial and logistic resources of politics heavily 

influenced the field of rap, articulating conflictual positions that shifted along with the 

political changes of the country and the unstable tenure of rappers' difficult lives. The 

scene's construction, its soft infrastructure (Stahl, 2004), was constantly rewritten by the 

pace of those conflicts. Rap's sceneness was intimately political, in that it existed as the 

tension between a structure made of political (and economic) opportunities and forms of 

discipline, and a construction made of conflicts for legitimacy. A rapper had no choice, 

if he wanted a career, or make a living tout-court, but to be confronted with this tension. 

He could choose the discipline of the houma: refuse rap as a form of political and 

economic compromise, and hence risk unemployment and a lifetime made of occasional 

jobs, hustling, repression, and jail. Or he could choose the discipline of rap's political 

economy, compromising his own notion of acceptable music career for something that, 
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while less than ideal, at least brought monentary returns. In most cases, these were not 

alternative options, and both forms of discipline participated in shaping the life of a rap 

artist.  

 

3. Corpses, and still no life: metal and revolution 

 

3.1 “The Ben Ali of the metal scene” 

 

The ways in which Tunisian politics disciplined metal were radically different, and 

almost complementary, to the ones having an impact on rap. The Ben Ali regime 

considered metal at the same time more and less dangerous than rap. Metal was more 

dangerous as a cultural threat: its vaguely satanic underpinnings could not be accepted 

in the realm of official culture so easily. This brought with it a certain wariness 

concerning the public status of metal as an “official” genre in Tunisia: directors of 

youth centres and houses of culture did not want to be enmeshed with it too much; big 

concerts had to go through meticulous scrutiny to check that bands’ lyrics and 

appearance were non-offensive. On the other hand, its more indeterminate social and 

political message afforded it an easier life under the regime. Most metalheads did not 

carry the stigma of the “sons of the houma”: especially in the beginning. Metal’s mostly 

bourgeois composition, and its concentration in up-market places such as Menzah 9 

helped in portraying metalheads as, so to say, “normal” youth that were merely 

following an exotic fashion. 

As I have explained in the previous chapters, it could be argued that the metal ideoscape 

had more points of contact with the Benalist ideology than one might readily expect. 

Metal was a full product of the consumerist dream of 1990s and 2000s Tunisia: its 

aesthetics were perhaps too secular and too un-Islamic, but on the other hand they were 

characteristically modernist, a perfect sign of Tunisian society as aligned with Europe, 

and far removed from the serious political and social threats to the regime – namely, 

political Islam and social unrest in the zones d'ombre
100

. It could be even said that many 

metalheads, in a twisted way, were children of the Ben Ali project: they often hated the 

regime, but they were not at all opposed to the idea of Tunisianité, of a country moving 

on a progressive path of secularism, tolerance and “western” modes of consumption. At 

                                                 
100 This interest in social themes was, instead, covered by other music genres besides rap. When the 

2008 protests ignited in Gafsa, a part of the “alternative music scene” joined the movement. Songwriters 

like Badiaa Bouhrizi and the comedian-singer Bendir Man wrote songs about the region's struggle.  
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the same time, the language of metal as a genre was, itself, too metaphoric to be directly 

perceived as a form of critique: this was even true for musicians who had the intention 

of attacking the regime in their songs, as some interviews made by Kerim Bouzouita 

(2013b) show. The fact that most metal songs were sung in English or with harsh vocals 

did not make the message in metal music clearer.  

The fruits of this nonpolitical status of metal became significant in the 2000s, at the 

time in which Bouzouita's analysis of metal stops: the author sees metal as losing its 

potential by the turn of the century, with many of its aficionados simply changing genre 

and many bands disappearing. Bouzouita sees the rise of the Festival Méditerranéen de 

la Guitare as one of the signs of metal’s decline, and the main cause of its 

commodification. Among my informants, instead, the Festival signified the real upsurge 

of metal: international metal acts performing in Tunisia, local bands gaining media 

coverage, new generations of fans and new metal lifestyles appearing (see Chapter 5). 

The FMG symbolised the contested insertion of metal in the regime's cogs. I have 

already described some elements of the Festival; here I will focus on some details about 

its organisation. On the one side, it is important to underline the fact that the FMG and 

its side events (such as Festival Accord de Guitare and Rock à Rades) were organised 

by a music school, the Django Reinhardt Academy. The School, whose teachers and 

pupils often came from the metal scene, aligned metal to more legitimate genres such as 

blues and jazz, and did something to make metal palatable for national media as a 

“normal” guitar-based, virtuoso form of music. The normalisation of metal was, in 

general, an interesting outcome of the festival: its shows were alcohol free and closely 

monitored by security staff; tickets were relatively expensive; and the festival did not 

have all the risks associated with independently organised events (last minute 

cancellations, fights in the audience, malfunctioning equipment). In the ambit of FMG, 

metal became a partly reassuring venture: in the context of the festival the fragility of 

the scene was limited, and so was its “deviant” potential. 

On the other hand, there was the FMG organiser and Django Reinhardt Academy 

founder, Hichem Hemrit. Hemrit was an entrepreneur: he had money, a network of 

contacts, and thus the possibility to organise big events with sponsors, the help of 

institutions, a professional sound system, and adequate media coverage. Hemrit’s 

entrepreneurial activity made metal an organic part of the country's show business, to an 

important extent: international metal concerts, around the end of the 2000s, were a 

possibility in Tunisia, which was not the case for other subgenres of rock.  

Hemrit was widely detested and criticised by the metal scene. Metalheads denounced 
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his methods, his disrespect of musicians, and his monopoly of the concert landscape in 

the metal ambit. Hemrit was accused of not paying musicians, of exploiting them and 

treating them as pawns; he was criticised for earning lots of money while always 

complaining that he was running his affairs at a loss. Moreover, he was accused of 

working actively to boycott other concert organisers, using his contacts in politics and 

business to prevent his competitors from working. An infamous story linked his 

supposed intervention to the above-cited concert of Anathema which was suspended by 

police authorities: the concert was organised by FMG's most important competitor, the 

Rock Tunisia association
101

. Hemrit denied those accusations, putting the blame on the

alleged incompetence and amateurship of other concert organisers. 

Not long after the revolution, Hemrit abandoned the scene – the last FMG, of 

considerably smaller dimension than the 2011 version, was held in 2012. Paradoxically, 

many of my informants saw Hemrit's retirement as the main cause of the scene's 

demise, even though Hemrit was, to them, the worst problem confronting the scene. 

Seifeddine thus explained this narrative: 

Seifeddine: If you ask the metal community about why metal crumbled down, they will 

all cite the FMG experience… At a certain moment, Hichem Hemrit understood that 

metal, let's say between 2000 and 2009, was an unexploited source of profits. He 

brought big bands to Tunisia, big names, but as a reward he wanted to take possession 

of the scene, he did not only want to exploit it, he wanted to appropriate it. They always 

say that small organisers, the independent ones, the small circle of friends who wanted 

to organise a concert, they were always repressed by… I don't know if I can put it this 

way, by the henchmen of Ben Ali. He wanted to monopolise the scene… And he 

succeeded. He appropriated the scene, around the last years, 2009, 2010, 2011, and then 

he retired. And at the point there was nobody left, he created a void [Interview: 

Seifeddine, 12/2/2015. Translated from French].  

Immediately after the revolution, in 2011, it was frequent to hear people talk of Hemrit 

as “the Ben Ali” of the metal scene. It was a perfect narrative for Tunisian metalheads: 

it encompassed at the same time the feeling of being bossed around by a strong 

businessman, Hemrit's supposed ties to the actual regime, and the vague feeling that 

there was something inescapable in this configuration, as if Hemrit's monopoly was a 

necessary evil. Some metalheads told me that, in their opinion, Hemrit had left the scene 

101 The extent of this hatred was such that many Facebook groups against Hemrit existed (an example 

being <https://www.facebook.com/groups/fmgpratiquesHH/?fref=ts>. Accessed 19/05/2016). I have also 

been told of a project of documentary on Hemrit launched by some young Tunisian metlheads.  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/fmgpratiquesHH/?fref=ts
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because the new political situation caused him to lose his previous network of regime 

contacts. Whatever the truth of this accusation, metal had lost a fundamental 

institutional dimension, one that offered it visibility, sponsors, and official legitimacy.  

3.2 Revolution and the crisis of metal 

The irony in this situation was that, just after the revolution happened, metalheads were 

galvanised by the idea that the scene would soon go through a liberation and a rebirth, 

as the whole country had just done. Since the corrupted system that had favoured 

Hemrit was now over and done with, scenesters said, it would have been way easier to 

organise independent concerts and establish a more grassroots industry around the metal 

scene. The months following the revolution were indeed characterised by a surge of 

events that welcomed this climate of liberation. Concerts with titles such as “Waves of 

Revolution” and “Freedom to Rock” took place, intended as a form of tribute on the 

part of the metal scene to the recent political changes in Tunisia. For the most part, 

however, these events were less than successful. They were badly organised, and 

sometimes did not even take place due to various factors; their sound systems were 

amateurish; bands often refused to go on stage; cases of scam (for example, the sale of 

bogus tickets) also occurred. I witnessed one of those concerts, the festival “Freedom to 

Rock” in Gammarth. After what seemed like an endless series of problems, the concert 

– which had been moved to a discotheque at the very last minute – was stopped by a

takeover of disco punters, who intimidated the bands playing on stage and gained 

control of the pit, chasing metalheads and allowing the DJ to start playing house music.  

A series of similarly unsuccessful concerts paved the way for an almost general 

disappearance of live metal shows in Tunisia between late 2011 and 2014. The Plug 

(see Chapters 5 and 7) was the only antidote to this silence: it became hegemonic in the 

live scene, offering Tunisian bands an opportunity to play and inviting international 

guests to Tunisia. The Plug's artistic managers came from Rock Tunisia, the only 

association that could compete with the FMG in the years before the revolution, being 

able to organise international metal concerts without the need of Hemrit's contacts. 

However, the Plug's shows were more modest in size, and I heard many metalheads 

complaining about the fact that the venue, and its prices, were out of reach for many 

young members of the scene. This situation was strengthened by the other factors that I 

have previously cited in Chapter 5 (bands splitting up, senior metalheads leaving the 

scene, infrastructures like Zanzana Forum being abandoned) in producing the climate of 
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the scene's decline that all my informants recognised. 

Not all metalheads linked the weakening of the scene to the revolution. For some of 

them, it was a matter of reoccurring phases: metal alternated moments of growth and 

parentheses of silence. For others, the problem was not related to recent history, but to 

the broader conditions of the scene's infrastructures: metalheads simply lost any interest 

in a scene that did not repay them for their efforts. Sooner or later, they would quit, start 

playing covers in the seaside venues, move to electro, or simply retire from music 

altogether and start a family.  

Many more metalheads felt the paradox of having celebrated a revolution that, to them, 

had contributed to killing their scene. Metal did not produce a Rayes Lebled, but some 

bands honoured the revolution with songs: Vielikan wrote Corpses, and still no life, 

accompanied by a video of the clashes between police and protesters. A young band 

called Terra Forte wrote an anthem called Rebirth of People; black metallers 

Flagellation adapted one of their songs into a new track titled Tunisian Revolution 

Journey. Deadmoon covered the national anthem, while bands such as Cartagena 

restyled their image emphasising their national origins – the Tunisian flag became an 

element of their logo and their bass player appeared on stage with the flag covering his 

face as a balaclava. Most of my informants claimed to have participated in protests, 

even though their degree of commitment and their enthusiasm towards the revolution 

were variable, both in the immediate aftermath of it and in 2014 and 2015, by which 

time the benefit of hindsight had significantly influenced feelings about the revolution. 

For many of them, the events of 2011 were an authentic rebirth, a discovery of politics 

that marked a rite of passage, a coming of age. And yet, metal did not play much of a 

role in this process.  

The restrained circulation of metal songs, and their English-sung lyrics, prevented any 

of them becoming anthems of revolution. When metalheads found out that rap and 

reggae were way more effective tools of social critique – and were thus more prized by 

listeners – many of them turned to those genres. Such “conversions” were cited as one 

of the main factors that depotentiated metal: for some ex-metalheads, it was a matter of 

moving from a stylish, metaphoric rebellion to one that was conceived as more direct 

and effective; for others it was a matter of opportunity, since now rap was simply 

bigger. For some scenesters, metal's lack of social commitment was the real problem of 

the Tunisian scene. As one of them, Said, told me:  

Said: Tunisian [metal] bands don't represent anything, their songs don't say anything. 
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Revolution, for metal, was a missed chance. All they do is playing for building their 

public image in Tunis [...] After the revolution, some of the kids got interested in 

politics, and so they stopped paying attention to metal. Metal was a form of teenage 

rebellion for them, but now they had found a better one, political activism. This pushed 

many of them towards rap, but to me that thing is getting exhausted as well. Now the 

political thing is less interesting, no one really cares, there are no events comparable to 

the revolution, so metal could have new room for restarting. Or – that's my theory – 

metalheads could turn to dubstep, because it allows the audience to forget for an 

instance the climate of social and cultural depression that surrounds them [Interview: 

Said, 4/5/2014. Translated from French].  

 

However, another consequence of the revolution was particularly cited as a cause for 

metal to become weaker. We have seen how the emergence of high scale terrorism, 

following 2011, disrupted the routines of spectacle and nightlife. This was true of 

electro, and was all the more true of metal. Security measures became more strict and 

more expensive, authorisations for concerts and festivals were granted even less often. 

In many cases, festival organisers lamented last-minute decisions by police and other 

institutions in cancelling a show, limiting the number of spectators that could enter, 

preventing festival goers from camping, and the like. A metal concert organiser, 

Yassine, explained the situation effectively: 

 

Yassine: Better be clear about this: if you go to the Ministry of Culture and you present 

them a dossier for the organisation of a show, they will refuse. If you’ve got 5000 

people there, and among the audience there are ten Salafists, you already have to pay 

attention. Metal is not like pop concerts, it's just too provocative [Interview: Yassine, 

4/6/2014. Translated from French].  

 

Yassine's point calls into question a central conundrum relating to post-revolution 

Tunisian scenes. Why, among all fragilities, was the electro scene able to bear a 

growing number of festivals, and attain national (and partly international) fame, while 

metal almost died? Why was a metal Dunes Electroniques unconceivable? Yassine's 

statement is noteworthy: metal was more 'provocative' than electro, Islamic terrorism 

would perhaps be attracted by any strongly promoted manifestation of “Satanism” and 

rock music. But electro events offered a similarly “wicked” (according to jihadists) 

context besides Satan: drinking, drugs, scantly clad women, and – more importantly – 

western coverage, international audiences (in the case of biggest festivals), and tourism 

value. Electro events thus had a strategic weight as potential targets.  
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One answer can be given in terms of sceneness, and of the entanglement of lifestyles 

and imaginaries. Sceneness, as the tension between construction and structure, resulted 

in a vicious circle in the case of metal, and in a virtuous circle in the case of electro. 

Electro could take advantage from its spurious infrastructures, that is, from the fact that 

it was mixed with the party/tourism/nightlife industry. While this was a matter of 

discussion and conflict inside the scene, it could provide electro DJs with a fragile but 

existent offer of money, exposure, and “mainstream” audiences. Purist reactions to this 

situation (for example, criticism from “underground” musicians) did not result in a 

boycott of the nightlife infrastructures, but rather in making nightlife more complete, 

more palatable to intellectual and electro-savvy listeners. It diversified the market. 

Simply put, the hybrid sceneness of electro allowed it to cross over to wider audiences, 

and this opportunity carried with it a series of further connotations: for example, it could 

profit from the political discourse about transition and about tolerant, partying youth in 

the new, democratic Tunisia (as we have seen for the Dunes), and it could also exploit a 

pre-existing tourism appeal of the country.  

Metal and electro catered for a similar part of the population. As with electro, metal 

maintained a narrative about “modern” and hedonist youth (something that certain 

rappers would instead criticise), and expressed the imaginary of middle class lifestyles – 

the same lifestyles that, by line of principle, were the audience for electro. With an 

important difference: the bulk of metalheads was younger than electro dancers. While 

some metalheads turned to the rap scene after the revolution, the most typical path was 

one from metal to electro. While those conversions from metal to EDM were not 

necessarily specific to Tunisia, the Tunisian metal scene had a very fast generational 

change. The poor conditions of the scene pushed its members to become tired of it, and 

quit metal; in turn, this made the scene more centred on its youth component, which 

sharpened the generational conflict between the new generations – the gamins – and 

those who thought that metal was more and more becoming a childish affair – the 

anciens.  

Thus, while metal and electro had a similar middle class appeal, electro fans were a bit 

older and, thus, had more money and more possibilities to travel and were not so closely 

governed by parental strictures relating to when they should be home on an evening or 

decisions as to whether or not they were allowed to stay away from home overnight. 

Such features made it easier for electro festivals to succeed, and further helped the 

synergy between electro and the nightlife economy. Metal concerts, on the contrary, 

were mostly held in the afternoon or during the early evening, exactly because their 
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patrons could not go home late. Hence, the metal scene was divided between a very 

young component, and a grown-up one that became increasingly reduced in size. Social 

ageing is a more demanding process in Tunisia than in Europe, and those who can 

afford it tend to marry and start a family by their mid-twenties. The other metalheads 

who had not converted to electro simply felt out of place at gamin-dominated shows, 

and tended more and more to pursue their passion for metal outside of scene 

infrastructures.  

Age was, therefore, one of the key differences between metal and electro audiences. A 

further difference had to do with the other aspect of the lifestyles they expressed: 

elitism. We have seen how metal's “elite marginality” signified, for metalheads, a 

double exclusion: the poor were excluded from the metal imaginary, while, in turn, the 

more privileged social classes excluded metal from the ambit of acceptable culture. The 

'provocative' (in Yassine's words) culture of metal marginalised middle class 

metalheads, whereas the electro scene was, in some of its components, successfully 

integrated with the country's legitimate and privileged ideas of leisure. Electro had far 

more potential in encompassing the privileged lifestyles of Tunisian youth: the new 

rich, hedonist partygoers, engaged intellectuals, and “hipsters” could all enjoy some 

nuance of the nightlife/electro scene. This was not true for metal, which remained the 

scene of a (often privileged) niche group of young cultural outsiders. Kerim Bouzouita 

(2013b) perfectly described this condition of Tunisian metal: 

Caught between control and repression, certain musicscapes have a hard time resisting, 

and end up disappearing, like Metal did. Consensual in its themes, it still defied 

conformity, State apparatuses, and the Mainstream.  Without being marked by any 

political or ideological sense of belonging or reference, it provided information about a 

pronounced social malaise and about a sharp generational fracture. The advent of this 

musicscape by the end of the 1980s, its development, and its decline in the mid 2000s, 

unfolded in a constant power balance with political power and the Ben Ali dictatorship. 

Unable to embrace social demands, equally unable to make its practices, production, 

and diffusion popular, it declines with the advent of the Rap musicscape (Bouzouita, 

2013b, p. 388).  

Revolution opened new perspectives for popular culture and its expression of social 

reality. Rap came to signify the lifestyles and imaginaries of the houma and the battle 

against social exclusion: An emancipatory discourse that had long been censored and 

silenced by the regime. At the same time, revolution unleashed new possibilities in the 
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electro scene. It helped in expanding the scene beyond its bourgeois milieu of 

mainstream nightlife clubbing; through this process, new parts of Tunisian middle class 

youth could have access to a now diversified club scene. Intellectual electro fans and 

casual dancers shared spaces, and their scene conflicts had the consequence of 

improving the scene, making it more diverse and sophisticated. In this way, the electro 

scene became an inclusive locus of cultural elaboration for the privileged young middle 

classes. This did not mean that rap and electro embodied a cultural class war: the two 

scenes kept on having intense exchanges (with electro producers sometimes making 

beats for rappers, and members of the two scenes often hanging out together), and were 

not at all separate worlds. But still, they acquired a very distinct sense in their 

articulation of lifestyles, imaginaries, and social positions: one became the voice of the 

poor, the other a diversified laboratory for the middle classes. 

On the contrary, metal suffered from a problematic in-betweenness. It could not make 

itself an expression of social unrest, nor was it able to become a point of contact for the 

lifestyles of the privileged. Incapable of acquiring any similarly general significance, 

metal condemned itself to a self-consuming, suicidal form of sceneness.  

4. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have focused on the relations between the local metal, rap and electro 

scenes and Tunisian politics, with an accent on the changes imposed by revolution. I 

analysed, in particular, the extremely different trajectories of rap and metal. Since its 

beginnings, rap has maintained an ambiguous position between its social claims and its 

intermittent inclusion into regime mechanisms. The scene was disciplined by political 

power in two ways: through inclusion, since politics provided resources that filled the 

gaps in the scene's structure, and through repression. This precarious situation continued 

after the revolution: rap was the main critical voice in Tunisian pop culture, and yet 

rappers often had no choice but to develop their careers through this double-sided 

political discipline. Rappers fought over issues of legitimacy in the scene, taking 

different positions about what it meant to be a “real” rapper and what compromise could 

be accepted with the system. In this way, rap's sceneness saw the collision of a 

politically disciplined structure and a construction organised as a field of conflictual 

positionings.  

In the metal scene, a similarly inclusive discipline was enacted during the Ben Ali 

regime. The main infrastructure of the scene – the Festival Méditerranéen de la Guitare 
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– was seen as the metal version of the Benalist political economy, a corrupted and

politically sponsored monopoly that prevented the development of a grassroots music 

industry. When this infrastructure disappeared, after the revolution, metal was left 

within a void. The scene lacked political commitment, which pushed rebellious 

metalheads to shift towards more politically engaged genres such as rap or reggae. 

Security problems, coupled with the scene weaknesses explained in Chapter 5, fostered 

the disappearance of live shows, which were crucial to the scene's social life. This 

ultimately contributed to the scene's collapse. 

This collapse could be effectively explained through a comparison with the electro 

scene. While the electro scene expressed middle class lifestyles, as metal did, it became 

bigger and bigger after the revolution. Its proximity with the nightlife and the 

“mainstream” tourism industries allowed it to become a context in which different 

middle class youth lifestyles – from intellectual militants to party-going bourgeois – 

could converge. Further scene conflicts determined a virtuous circle through which the 

scene gained variety and sophistication. On the contrary, metal's sceneness was a self-

consuming one: the weakness and marginality of the scene forced a steady generational 

change, limiting the scene's participation to its youngest members. Those members were 

often from middle class background, but they were still too young and thus not 

economically empowered to make metal a viable market. At the same time, metal 

remained too provocative, too culturally defiant for the Tunisian ethos, to be included in 

legitimate pop culture. Metal paid the price of its “elite marginality” and the double 

exclusion it suffered: the scene became unable to embrace the social demands of the 

poor (as rap did), while its extremism pushed away a big part of the country's middle 

classes and their lifestyle expressions. In this way, metal was doomed to an unfruitful 

in-betweenness, in a post-revolutionary society that had rewritten the social and 

political meanings of popular culture. 
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CONCLUSION 

SAVE YOUR LIFE 

I left Tunisia in July 2015. A few months later, the Tunisian music scenes I studied had 

already substantially changed. Transformations were in some cases unpredictable, but 

the logic underlining them still seemed the one of fragility. In the course of this thesis, I 

have accessed that logic through the concept of sceneness – a scene’s intensity, its 

effectiveness in creating proximity between its members. At the same time, sceneness 

signifies the variety of scene arrangements that can occur between musicians, fans, 

political institutions, markets. In this sense, scenes do not only ebb and flow, but they 

take different forms according to the tension between their infrastructures and their 

narratives. Different forms of sceneness develop within scenes and conflict with each 

other, thus transforming scenes themselves.  

In Tunisia, a culturally complex environment reinforced this state of constant mutation: 

even the mere survival of scenes was not to be taken for granted. Scenes were invested 

by the subtleties of political governance through its lack of support, corruption, and 

mistrust towards “alternative” cultures. The Tunisian revolution opened up the political 

space without necessarily putting the old regime’s political governance to an end: music 

scenes interacted with the new forms of such political governance, and the resulting 

compromises with the political establishment, as we saw with rap in Chapter 11, were a 

further element of fragility. Revolution also reopened the political battle for national 

culture, making the role of Islam in everyday and political life problematic. Public 

morals became a crucial stake, and this was all the more true in music scenes, where 

morals and religion confronted the creation of spaces of otherness where hedonism 

could be lived out. The battle over Tunisian identity was strictly connected with social 

inequality, even though Tunisian society could not be summed up in a straight 

opposition between the Islamic, backward poor and the secular, progressive 

bourgeoisie. As we saw in Chapter 10, Tunisian society portrayed social inequality in an 

indirect way, one that allowed the formation of transversal, imagined lifestyles. Scenes 

were a central ambit in which Tunisian youth could construct such lifestyles, and yet 

they were not necessarily empowering forms of identity. For example, the “elite 

marginality” articulated by metalheads resulted in their being cast aside as a culturally 

middle class, and yet countercultural and “devious” social group; this double 

marginalisation facilitated the decay of the metal scene after the revolution (see 
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Chapters 10 and 11).  

Therefore, fragility was a consequence of the unstable forms of “locality” shaped by 

sceneness, and of the interplay between that form of symbolic locality and the issues of 

the concrete local that could be experienced in post-revolutionary Tunisia. Scenes in 

Tunisia were fragile because they existed in a fragile State and faced a social and 

cultural environment which put their survival into question; but they were also fragile 

because this difficult survival produced contrasting forms of sceneness that reinvented 

the scene without guaranteeing its sustainability.   

Since my departure from Tunisia, a significant number of Tunisian metal bands 

succeeded in releasing albums. Carthagods, Nawather, Persona released their records 

and obtained positive reviews and new supporters from all over the world. Younger 

groups such as Ymyrgar and Riffburn, whose debut albums were released between 2014 

and 2015, started to develop a following: 2016 marked the reappearance of metal 

concerts after a long phase of silence, with Ymyrgar and Riffburn being among the 

bands included on the billing for such concerts. Vielikan reformed and were greeted by 

a new generation of fans as one of the most important metal acts in the country. Myrath, 

the symbol of Tunisian metal, had a new album out, titled Legacy. Are these events a 

sign of the renaissance of Tunisian metal after years of decay? It is perhaps too early to 

say, nor is there consensus among and local metalheads as to what these new 

developments mean for the Tunisian metal scene in the longterm. 

The new signs of life in the metal scene must be understood in the context of the 

peculiar forms of sceneness being developed by Tunisian metalheads. As I have stated 

in Chapter 5, not all Tunisian metal bands located their career firmly within the local 

scene: their rehearsal, composition, and album production were all managed with a 

global audience in mind. They released music and were interviewed by enthusiast music 

journalists, but the outcome of their artistic effort did not particularly concern the 

everyday life of the local metal scene. They rarely played live in Tunisia, if they 

performed in the country at all; debates between scenesters seldom referred to these 

bands either. Persona was an exception here. The band worked hard for “being into” the 

scene and pursuing a close relationship with Tunisian metalheads; at the same time, 

they had the ambition of being recognised all over the world. Nevertheless, after the 

release of their album Elusive Reflections in 2016, one of the band’s members told me 

that foreign listeners were requesting the album much more than Tunisian metal fans.  

A renaissance of Tunisian metal is possible, but it is also possible that these signs only 

refer to a peculiar form of sceneness tying the metal scene together – one in which the 
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scene as a local form of leisure is more and more detached from its bands’ translocal 

careers. Myrath are a perfect example of this, since they became more of an 

international than a national band. The criticism they received from Tunisian 

metalheads about the self-orientalism I described in Chapter 9 reflected the discrepancy 

between Myrath’s position in the fields of global and local metal. For metalheads 

around the world, they were the “Tunisian” metal band, and their oriental flavour 

reflected, besides their artistic identity, also a role in the worldly division of (metal) 

labour. And while many Tunisians felt proud of them, some scenesters were critical of 

Myrath’s position place in global metal due to their representation of Tunisia through its 

most commercially “oriental” facades.  

The translocal dimension was, however, the main dream of Tunisian musicians. It was 

the form that a much more widespread desire took in the metal domain. Tunisians 

wanted to leave: besides the points of contact between metal, rap and electro that I have 

observed throughout the thesis, this was the most regular “constant” in my interviews. 

An informant could spend two hours in explaining to me how important it was to work 

towards improving Tunisia and its music scene, but at the end of the interview she 

would invariably tell me: ‘Yes, if I can I will leave the country’. Scenesters were aware 

that their words sounded contradictory, but in the end contradiction was inherent to their 

very situation. Music had helped them in designing a different world to live in; scenes 

could at times represent their own fantasy of community, and enact spaces of otherness 

in which to experience what was forbidden in Tunisia… And still, the limited 

opportunities offered by Tunisia made it a less than ideal place in which to pursue a 

musical career or, from the point of view of many, a pleasant life. The country’s middle 

classes could hope for a study period abroad, or to emigrate as skilled workers; those 

who did not have this possibility were condemned to stay in the country or emigrate 

illegally. 

The theme of emigration was central in Tunisian rap. As we saw in Chapter 10, rap 

represented the lifestyle of the houma and the national underclasses, despite the 

effective class origins of rappers. The harraga [those who ‘burn’ – both their identity 

documents, in order not to be repatriated, and frontiers] are a central element of the 

Tunisian underprivileged population. Some rappers that I met had attempted illegal 

emigration. One of them told me that, due to pure coincidence, he had not been able to 

board a boat illegally bound for Italy. He later learned that the boat capsized in the 

Mediterranean, causing the death of all its passengers: such a story was the concept 

behind his first rap song. Rap could sing the harraga, and at the same time it could be a 
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more safe and “respectable” way to leave the country. Madou MC, one of the most 

respected Tunisian rappers, has written two songs about his refusal to carry on living in 

a country that deprives its citizens of emotions and dreams. In the song Sauve ta vie 

[Save your life] he raps: ‘They want to steal our dreams, go ahead, save your life’, and 

depicts France as a land of opportunity in which he can leave behind the risky life he 

leads in Tunis. In the sequel, Hass bik (J’sauve ma vie) [I know that feel (I’m saving my 

life)] Madou says ‘I’m saving my life, and soon I’ll move away from here’. When I last 

met him, his application for an artistic residency in France had just been approved: he 

was ready to move to Europe for some years and pursue his musical career there. On the 

same day, another rapper, a close friend of Madou, had received a rejection for his 

application to the same call. Sitting at a café table with both rappers I could witness the 

barely concealed anger of the MC whose application had not been approved and who 

was, therefore, condemned to the dead-end routine of daily life in Tunisia.  

Rap acted on such daily life in contradictory ways. He narrated and represented a way 

out, but its musical form was too bound by the languages and habits of the local to be 

flawlessly exportable. Could rappers who had developed a technique in Tunisian dialect 

reinvent themselves as international artists? Could their poetic of the houma become 

something else once they left Tunisia? In this sense, rap was an index of a broader 

contradiction within local music scenes. As an electro DJ and producer told me: 

Fethi: I don’t know if I would like to live abroad. When I was in Berlin I had the 

chance to produce in the studio of a great producer. The room was full of “toys”, but I 

kept on using my shitty laptop. I’m like… I don’t know (laughing). I work better in my 

country, in Tunisia. You’re in a bad situation, you need to get out of it, and what do you 

do? Music. Here I can’t really develop, I’m not rich and I lack the equipment that 

would allow me to work. But you know, poverty is a good motivator [Interview: Fethi, 

22/5/2014]. 

Still, Fethi has now left Tunisia and lives abroad, coming to the country every now and 

then to play shows. Making music was, for many of my informants, a way to engage 

with the frustration of living in Tunisia. But, often, it was not enough. A musician could 

think that art made a difference, but she was not necessarily patient enough to put her 

life on hold, waiting for her country to become a better place.  

When a metal musician or an electro producer thought of his music as valuable, he 

thought of it as a way to access the world outside Tunisia. Meanwhile, the “spaces of 

otherness” enacted by scenes offered Tunisians a form of escapism from the constraints 
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of their everyday life, and a tool to reimagine the identity of Tunisian society. But these 

two forms of escapism were represented, by musicians, as in mutual opposition. 

Musicians, as in the case of Mehdi’s account in Chapter 5, sometimes felt that their art 

made them feel out of context in the local scene, and yet at the same time it did not 

assist them in moving away from Tunisia either.  

The panorama of Tunisian leisure is a ceaselessly transforming landscape. Many of the 

clubs I described in Chapter 8 and in other parts of the thesis are now closed: this is true 

in the case of the Nüba, the Basement, and Plug TNT (a shortly lived re-edition of the 

Plug that opened in Gammarth in 2015). New venues are opening; nightlife continues to 

exist in a state of flux, under the pressure of opaque political governance, changing 

social trends, and managers’ and dancers’ dreams and delusions. The scene keeps 

producing otherness, effervescence and youthfulness in a society that, outside the walls 

of electro clubs, encumbers youth with boredom, unemployment and, in some cases, 

prison. The hopes of 2011 seem incredibly distant, even though people are not ceasing 

to fight for defending their achievements and pushing their freedoms forward. The role 

of music and music scenes in this fight is ambiguous. It cannot be reduced to the 

optimism of those who had written THANK YOU FACEBOOK AND RAPPER on the 

walls of the Avenue Bourguiba right after the revolution, praising El General and 

echoing the media who had taken Tunisia as an example of the fact that “music 

matters”. Nor it can be reduced to the systematic obliteration of youth enacted by local 

elites, which moved many young people to gradually relinquish any interest in politics 

and stigmatised art as a symbol of drug addiction and anarchy.  

Music scenes in Tunisia “make sense” to their members; they design new possibilities 

of community for a nation that is searching a new way of living together after decades 

of dictatorship and mutual mistrust. But they also articulate and embody the 

contradictions and frustration of such a troubled national community, and they give 

them the materiality of everyday lifestyles. Perhaps more clearly than in the west, cases 

such as the Tunisian one I have described show how music making, pop culture, and the 

apparent frivolity of youth lifestyles are critical sites of social and cultural struggle. 

They represent, in a nutshell, all the conflicts and possibilities of a world in constant 

transformation, in which the boundaries of the local and the perspectives of the global 

are continuously recreated.  
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