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Alexandra, one of your most recent publications is 
an analysis for The Monkey Cage together with Eli-
zabeth Nugent, in which you present new survey 
data on public support for Tunisia’s president, Kais 
Saied. What can you say about Tunisians’ support 
for President Saied and their view on democracy? 

Kais Saied has made a number of worrisome and poten-
tially autocratizing moves since his decision to dissolve 
the Tunisian parliament in July 2021. For example, he 
recently announced that he would dissolve the country’s 
Supreme Judicial Council, a move that threatens the 
judicial system’s independence in Tunisia. As scholars 
who study Middle East politics and who are concerned 
about democratic backsliding, we wanted to survey the 
public about their support for Kais Saied, as well as the 
overall support for democracy in the country. So, in De-
cember 2021 and January 2022, we asked a nationally 
representative sample of Tunisians about their views of 
Saied’s July 2021 power grab. We found that, even five 
months after Saied’s suspension of parliament in July, 
nearly 80 percent of respondents expressed support 
for his seizure of power. This high support for Saied’s 
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moves surprised us and is certainly concerning—espe-
cially given that an overly strong executive was a defining 
feature of the political system before the 2010 uprising. 

We also asked respondents whether they preferred de-
mocracy to other forms of government. Among those 
who support Saied, respondents are split nearly equally 
into pro-democracy and democracy-sceptic camps. It is 
clear from these findings that the public’s frustration with 
the political class that created the pretext for Saied’s 
suspension of parliament remains high. However, it is 
important to note that not all Saied supporters want to 
see the end of the democratic project in Tunisia. As we 
wrote in the recent Monkey Cage article: “While Saied’s 



I saw that you worked as a filmmaker at the UNDP 
in 2011. In your opinion, what can researchers learn 
from filmmaking when reaching out with their work?

At the core of both are the human experience. Much in the 
same way that the short documentary films I produced for 
the UNDP were a form of storytelling, my own research tri-
es to uphold the voices and experiences of the communities 
with whom I conduct research. I think it is important for re-
searchers in the social sciences to remember, regardless of 
epistemology, that people are at the center of their resear-
ch. Thus, both in film and in research, ethical engagement 
with communities is of utmost importance. In my opinion 
this includes ensuring that communities have access to and 
opportunities to engage with scholarly and creative out-
puts, through workshops, film screenings and other means.

In 2018, you served as a co-instructor with the 
Prison University Project and Patten Univer-
sity at San Quentin State Prison – now known 
as Mount Tamalpais College. After working 
there, what do you consider the most impor-
tant part of education for those incarcerated? 

The most important thing is access. Unfortunately, 
there are many prisons across the United States and 
globally where access to education for those incarce-
rated remains extremely limited. And COVID has cer-
tainly exacerbated existing access issues. In the U.S., 
part of the challenge stems from a 1994 law that re-
moved Pell Grant eligibility for incarcerated people. 
That law was recently reformed to increase access 
to education for those incarcerated as lawmakers 
took note of the benefits prison education programs 
can provide. So hopefully, we will start to observe 
improved access to education for incarcerated indi-
viduals. In addition to access, as with any group of 
students, it is also important to treat incarcerated in-
dividuals with respect and encourage their curiosity. 

Make sure to subscribe to the GLD newsletter to keep receiving new about the 2022 fellows, and other news from GLD. 

On your website, you mention photograp-
hy as a means to connect with places and 
people. Could you tell us a bit more about 
what role photography fills in your work?

Photography plays only a very limited role in my for-
mal research, but it is an important tool I use when 
trying to understand a particular place or connect 
with people. Often when doing research, people are 
excited to have the researcher show an interest in 
their hometown or to document the meeting in some 
way, and photography is a great way to do that.

”As scholars who study 
Middle East politics and 

who are concerned about 
democratic backsliding, we 
wanted to survey the public 
about their support for Kais 
Saied, as well as the overall 
support for democracy in the 

country.”

power grab appears to be a worrying sign for Tunisia’s 
democratic consolidation, the president’s current bro-
ad support does not necessarily mean that the appe-
tite for democracy in the country is completely gone.” 
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