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introduction

Sitting at the northernmost bulge of North Africa and thrusting toward Europe, Tunisia is Africa at its most Mediterranean and Arabia at its most cosmopolitan. These comparisons are appropriate, because from its earliest days Tunisia has been open to influences from abroad. All the great empires of the Mediterranean basin have ruled Tunisia, leaving fascinating vestiges of their rule. Africa—the Roman name for Tunisia—eventually came to describe the immense continent beyond its borders. Then Islam’s conquering armies drew the country within the Arab sphere of influence, where it remains.

Tunisia has more than eight hundred miles of coastline, cork oak forests and rolling mountains, and in the south, the salt lakes and seemingly alien architecture of the desert that were transformed into the planet Tatooine in the Star Wars films.

Tunis is a bustling Mediterranean metropolis of nearly two million people. The narrow streets of its medieval medina are crammed with vendors of antiques, jewelry, pottery, carpets, books, perfumes, dried fruit, and spices. A mere ten miles away lie the remains of the Phoenician and Roman city of Carthage—a treasure trove for the history buff.

Unlike its neighbors, Tunisia is not oil-rich, so it must rely on the skills and entrepreneurial spirit of all of its people to make its way in the world. Women play a role in national development that is scarcely equaled in any other Arab country.

This book explores the codes and paradoxes of Tunisian life—a North African country that looks to France and Italy as its reference points, but remains determinedly Arab and Muslim. Tunisians are warm and hospitable, but for the uninitiated there can be pitfalls galore in social interaction. Candor and honesty are not valued as highly as respect, dignity, and avoiding stigma.

The Tunisia that visitors tend to see is modern, progressive, and prosperous; but many traditionally minded people still believe in the power of blessings and curses, explain difficult times as maktoub (fate), and view illness as the result of maliciously intended magic.

Culture Smart! Tunisia aims to start you on the path to understanding this complex, rich, and fascinating culture by opening a window into the private lives of Tunisians, to show how they behave at home and how they react to foreign visitors. The brief historical overview provides an insight into the way the past has helped to shape the Tunisian present. There are chapters on customs and traditions, with advice on how to make friends and avoid faux pas. For the business traveler, there is practical guidance on how to get things done, and how to make the most of the opportunities that present themselves.

Culture Smart! Tunisia seeks to make your trip as rich as possible, to take you beyond the clichés to the real people. Welcome to Tunisia. Marhaba!


Key Facts




	Official Name
	Al Jumhuriyyah at-Tunisiyyah
	Tunisia is an associate member of the European Union.



	Capital City
	Tunis (population approx. 1.8 million)
	 



	Other Cities
	Sfax (pop. 281,000), Nabeul, Gabès, Sousse, Kairouan, Bizerte
	 



	Population
	Approx. 10.3 million
	 



	Area
	63,170 sq. miles (164,000 sq. km approx.)
	 



	Geography
	Situated at the northernmost bulge of central North Africa. Its neighbors are Algeria and Libya.
	 



	Terrain
	Dorsale mountain range across north central part of country; fertile northern and central coastal plain; semiarid central plateau; desert in south
	 



	Climate
	Varies greatly. Three general climates: Mediterranean (mild, wet winters, hot summers); Dorsale mountains (cold, wet winters, occasional snow, hot summers); desert (hot with little rain, cold nighttime temperatures)



	Natural Resources
	Phosphates, salt, iron ore, natural gas, crude oil
	 



	Language
	Tunisian Arabic (Tunsi)
	Modern Standard Arabic is is spoken. French is also used in literature and the media.



	Religion
	98 percent Sunni Muslim
	Other religions: Christianity, Judaism



	Government
	Republic
	Executive power is in the hands of a strong president.



	Currency
	Tunisian Dinar (TD)
	Plans are under way to make the dinar fully convertible.



	Media
	There are both private and state-run radio stations. There are a few regular TV and four satellite TV channels.
	National newspapers are available in French and Arabic. The weekly Tunis News is the only English-language newspaper. International papers and magazines in English are available.



	Electricity
	220 volts (50 Hz)
	Two-prong European plugs are used.



	DVD/Video
	SECAM system
	 



	Internet Domain
	.tn
	 



	Telephone
	Tunisia’s country code is 216
	To dial out, dial 00 followed by the country code.



	Time Zone
	One hour ahead of GMT. Two hours ahead from April to October
	 







chapter one



LAND & PEOPLE



Tunisia, Morocco, and Algeria are the three westernmost countries of the Arab world, and are collectively known as the Maghreb (meaning “the West” in Arabic).

With an area of 63,170 square miles (163,610 sq. km), Tunisia is the smallest country in North Africa. It is also the most cohesive: almost all of its ten million people speak Arabic, and the population is almost entirely Muslim. A single major city, Tunis, gave its name to the country, and dominates the land politically and culturally. No other Tunisian city comes close to it in size.

GEOGRAPHY

Tunisia is situated on the Mediterranean coast of North Africa, midway between the Atlantic Ocean and the Nile Valley, and only ninety miles from Sicily. It is bordered by Algeria in the west and Libya in the southeast. An abrupt southern turn gives Tunisia two faces on the Mediterranean and a shoreline of more than 800 miles (1,300 km).

Despite its relatively small size, Tunisia has great diversity in geography and climate. The Dorsale, an extension of the Atlas Mountains, traverses Tunisia in a northeasterly direction from the Algerian border in the west to the Cape Bon Peninsula. North of the Dorsale is the Tell, a region characterized by low, rolling hills and plains, except for the forested mountains of the northwest. Along Tunisia’s eastern Mediterranean coast is a plain known as the Sahil, famous for its olive monoculture. Inland from here, and south of the Dorsale, is the semiarid central plateau, fit mainly for livestock grazing. Further south lies the sea of sands of the Sahara.

The highest peak is Jebel Chambi at 5,050 feet (1,544 m) near Kasserine. The only permanent river is the Medjerda, which rises in eastern Algeria and flows through the country to the sea.

Many of Tunisia’s drainage systems end in chotts (saline lakes) in the south. The largest of these is the Chott el-Jerid, which is dry during half the year but forms a shallow salt lake during the winter months. Along the Sahara’s northern perimeter are oasis towns with extensive palmeraies (palm groves) fed by artesian springs, producing choice dates. These towns include Tozeur, with a large tourist zone and ample creature comforts, Kebili, noted for its hot springs, and Douz, the most traveled gateway into the Sahara.
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In the mid-1970s Tunisia became more urban than rural. Currently, more than 60 percent of the population live in cities and towns. The largest city is Tunis, with nearly two million people. The next largest is Sfax (population 281,000), an industrial city and port on the Gulf of Gabès. Then come a clump of large towns—Nabeul, Sousse, Kairouan, Gabès, and Bizerte—all within the 100,000 to 200,000 population range. Except for Kairouan, all these towns are on the coast.

CLIMATE

Three main natural features affect Tunisia’s climate: the moderating influences of the Mediterranean Sea, the Dorsale range, which blocks the northern rains from reaching the south, and the Sahara, with its hot, dry sirocco winds that blow northward over much of the country during the summer.

Northern Tunisia has a Mediterranean climate, with hot, dry summers (June to September) and wet winters (November to March). In the north rainfall averages around 20 inches (50 cm) a year, with heavier rain and even snow in the forested mountains of the northwest, and the winter nights are damp and chilly.

Central Tunisia comes alive in spring with spectacular displays of wildflowers, but the summers are very hot and everything quickly turns to brown. Winters, particularly at higher elevations, can be cold and bleak.

In the south, rainfall is negligible and the weather remains hot year-round. At night there are dramatic drops in temperature.

THE PEOPLE

It is not clear who were the original inhabitants of the area we now know as Tunisia. We do know, however, that by the time the Phoenicians arrived, c. 100 BCE, the country was already occupied by North Africa’s indigenous people—the Berbers. Of stocky physique with a high incidence of light hair and blue eyes, the Berbers are Caucasians akin to other Mediterranean peoples. Horses, which arrived in North Africa around 1200 BCE, became an integral part of the Berber identity and enabled the Berbers to dominate their environment. The name “Berber” originates from the Greek word for foreigners, barbaroi, meaning those who live outside civilization. The Berbers’ own name for themselves was much loftier; in their own language they called themselves “the noble ones” (imiazen—singular, amazigh).

The Arab conquests of the seventh and eleventh centuries brought a different physique and colouring to Tunisia. Gradually the Arab–Berber mélange became dispersed over the country, though subtle distinctions are discernible; where this is the case the coastal and northern peoples tend to the stocky Berber type, and those of the inland and southern regions, where Arab concentration was highest, are more slender and darker-skinned, with darker eyes and hair.
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Today most Tunisians claim Arab ancestry, speak Arabic, and find only traces of Berber culture in their lives. In this sense Tunisia contrasts with Morocco and Algeria, where the Berbers are still substantial minorities.

Since the end of the last Arab invasion the ethnic composition of the population has changed little. Black Africans, once widely used as household slaves and concubines, have affected the composition of the population only slightly, although skin color ranges from bronze to black in the southern oases.

During the period of the Catholic reconquista, Muslim refugees from Spain sought asylum and were welcomed in Tunisia. This migration lasted for centuries, culminating in the fall of Granada, the last independent Muslim kingdom, in 1492. In all, some 200,000 Spanish Muslims settled in Tunis, the Medjerda Valley, and on the Sharik Peninsula in the north, bringing with them their urban culture and advanced agricultural and irrigation techniques.

There was also a large infusion of Sephardic Jews from Spain at that time. In 1948, the Jewish population of Tunisia was 105,000. Since then, the number of Jews has steadily declined. Many Jews left when Tunisia became independent in 1956. During the 1967 Arab–Israeli War, Jews were attacked by Arab mobs, and synagogues and shops were burned. The government denounced the violence, and President Habib Bourguiba apologized to the Chief Rabbi. The government appealed to the Jewish population to stay, but did not bar them from leaving. Subsequently, 7,000 Jews left for France. Today an estimated 1,500 Jews remain, mainly living in Tunis, Jerba, and Zarzis.

During the Ottoman period, from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, intermarriage between Tunisians and Turks, Greeks, Circassians, and other subject people of the Ottoman Empire had a significant social and commercial impact, but did little to alter the Arab–Berber mix.

The country’s ethnic diversity is evident in the great variety of Tunisian family names.

A BRIEF HISTORY

Tunisia’s strategic position has ensured it an eventful history. Phoenicians, Romans, Vandals, Byzantines, Arabs, Ottomans, and French have all occupied it at one time or another.

Phoenicians (1100 BCE–146 CE)

The Phoenician ships must have startled the Berber shepherds watching from the shore at the time of that first visit around the year 1100 BCE. They came from Phoenicia, a loose confederation of maritime trading city-states (including Aradus, Beirut, Byblos, Sidon, and Tyre) strung out along the coast of modern-day Syria, Lebanon, and Israel. They were first drawn to the North African coast in their search for a rest stop between their home cities and the port of Gadès (now Cadiz) that they built in southern Spain. They needed a halfway point where they could service, supply, and shelter their ships, and safely spend the winter. So they came to present-day Tunisia and founded Utica as the first in a chain of trading posts that eventually included Bizerte, Sousse, Monastir, and Sfax. Nearly every port of consequence in southern Europe and North Africa today was founded by the Phoenicians in antiquity.
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Tunisia was home to the greatest of their settlements, Kart Hadasht (“new city” in the Punic, or Phoenician, language), which we call Carthage. According to legend, it was founded in 814 BCE by a princess of Tyre known to Western readers as Dido.




The Founding of Carthage

Virgil’s Aeneid relates that the Berber chieftain would sell Dido only as much land for her new city as could be covered by a single ox hide. Dido had the hide cut into the thinnest of strips, which she used to surround the hill that became the center of Carthage. That hill is named Byrsa, meaning “ox hide” in Greek.





After Phoenicia fell under Persian domination in 539 BCE, its western colonies looked to Carthage for leadership. Carthage grew into the great metropolis of the Phoenician world, its wealth and trading craft protected by a powerful navy.

By the fourth century BCE, Carthage had carved out territory, similar in extent to modern-day Tunisia, that stretched from Tabarka in the northwest to Sfax in the southeast. This included the fertile lands of the Cap Bon Peninsula and the Medjerda Valley, which supplied Carthage with a large and exportable agricultural surplus.

It was inevitable that this regional primacy would lead to conflict with the other great powers of the Mediterranean: first Greece, and then Rome. Carthage fought numerous wars with the Greeks over Sicily, which it finally conquered in the middle of the third century BCE.

This set the stage for three wars between Rome and Carthage (the “Punic Wars”) that would preoccupy the two powers for the next century. Rome launched the first war in 264 BCE with a campaign to win control of Sicily. Roman successes on land balanced by the supremacy of Carthage’s navy at sea led to a stalemate that dragged on for twenty years. Finally, Carthage sued for peace, gave up Sicily plus Corsica and Sardinia, and paid a war indemnity.

The great Carthaginian general Hannibal Barca came within a whisker of crushing the emerging Roman Empire in the Second Punic War (218–202 BCE). Carthage struck the first blow after evidence of Rome’s war preparations had become unmistakable. Hannibal set off from Spain at the head of an army said to have numbered 90,000 infantrymen backed by 12,000 cavalry and thirty-seven elephants. Hannibal’s journey took him across hostile Gaul (modern-day southern France) before an epic crossing of the Alps that saw him descend into the plains of northern Italy in the spring of 217 BCE.
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Hannibal remained in Italy for sixteen years, defeating every army that the Romans threw against him, but his goal—the capture of Rome itself—eluded him. Rome eventually gained the upper hand by cutting off his reinforcements, bringing the war to Africa, and forcing him to abandon Italy. In 202 BCE, the Romans, under Scipio Africanus, defeated Hannibal at Zama (present-day Sidi Youssef)—one of the ancient world’s most decisive battles, because it ended the Carthaginian Empire.

Hannibal escaped east to the mother-city of Tyre, where he initially received a hero’s welcome; but he eventually ran out of patrons willing to incur the anger of Rome by sheltering him. As the Roman vise tightened around him, he took his own life in 182 BCE.




Hannibal and the Tunisian Connection

To promote its international name recognition, Tunisia has identified itself closely with the great Carthaginian general. The Hannibal Club is a global network of local chapters in Asia, Europe, and North America that aims to broaden Tunisia’s cultural and economic links with the world. Hannibal remains a hero to Tunisians, his name appearing on numerous streets and cafés throughout the country. A $3-million memorial to him is being built in Carthage.





Historians have long debated why Rome chose to attack and destroy Carthage after it had been brought to its knees and posed no discernible threat. But the Roman senator Cato fanned the war fury against Carthage through his oft-repeated words “Delenda est Carthago” (“Carthage must be destroyed”), and the Roman Republic obliged. In the one-sided Third Punic War (149–146 BCE), Rome finished off its one-time rival. Not even the smoldering walls of Carthage, saturated with the blood of the slain, were allowed to stand. Its population was dispersed, the city razed to the ground, and its earth sown with salt.

The Roman Period (146 BCE – 439 CE)

Rome began to regret its treatment of Carthage a century later when it was struck with a nasty patch of civil strife, which, the people believed, was due to the mother goddess Ceres punishing Rome for the obliteration of Carthage. So Rome decided to rebuild the city. In 46 BCE–exactly one century after the destruction—Julius Caesar had a detailed street layout prepared for Carthage, but he was assassinated before the work was carried out. His grand-nephew Augustus completed the restoration and piously dedicated a new shrine to Ceres in Carthage. From that time onward, the goddess’ emblematic sheaf appeared on the city’s coins and her spring festival became the city’s premier event.
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Not only did the Romans return to Carthage, but they stayed for more than five hundred years. Under the governorship of a praetor or proconsul, Carthage became the capital of a new Roman province named “Africa.” The province at first occupied the northeastern third of modern Tunisia. As the boundaries of Roman rule were extended east and west along the continent’s north coast, the word “Africa” came to refer to an ever larger area—and eventually encompassed the entire continent.

The province was peaceful and prosperous. By the first century CE, the wheat-growing plains of the Medjerda Valley and the Tell Plateau were supplying more than 60 percent of the Roman Empire’s grain requirements. More olive oil was produced in Tunisia than in Italy, and almost as much wine.

The province of Africa attracted settlers from all over the Empire. Veterans in early retirement settled on farming plots promised for their military service. A sizable Latin-speaking population grew alongside the Berber and Punic speakers.




Speaking Punic

Under Roman rule, an educated Carthaginian might read literature and philosophy in Greek, use Latin in the law courts, and speak Punic at home. Visiting her brother in Rome, Septimius Severus’s sister spoke Punic and little else. Punic survived in outlying areas to the fifth century, according to St. Augustine.
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Rome’s imprint throughout North Africa was immense, building more than two hundred cities and constructing thousands of miles of roads with mileposts marking every 1,000 paces. Stately public buildings as high as seven stories, bridges, dams, irrigation systems, temples, baths, and aristocratic homes were added. An aqueduct near Zaghouan carried 8.5 million gallons of water daily to Carthage. By the end of the second century, no fewer than 15 percent of Rome’s senators came from present-day Tunisia.

The apex of North African influence in Rome occurred under Septimius Severus, the first North African to ascend the throne of the Caesars. He was born in 145 CE into a wealthy and distinguished family of Phoenician lineage. Although he came to power by force, he was the strong, able ruler that Rome desperately needed. His eighteen-year reign (193–211) marks the high tide of the Roman Empire as an enlightened pagan state. The brilliance of his reign is evidenced by the baths of Caracalla and the Severan arches in the Roman Forum and his hometown of Leptis Magna in present-day Libya. Roman sites in Tunisia are replete with architectural gems built by Septimius Severus.
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The Fossa Regia

The Romans dug a huge demarcation border ditch—in Latin, the fossa regia—from Tabarka on the northwest coast to south of Sfax on the Gulf of Gabès. Some historians contrast the success of lands within the fossa regia with the often chaotic history of countries beyond the ditch, suggesting that Tunisia’s modern success can be traced back to its Carthaginian and Roman roots.





After his dynasty ran out in 235, Rome was rocked by a half century of military anarchy. In this span, twenty-eight soldiers were proclaimed emperor, only one of whom died before he could be deposed. Imperial statues were cast with replaceable heads so that official portraiture could keep pace with the bloody succession of soldier-emperors.

This anarchy spawned rampant inflation and crushing taxation that were devastating to the lives of ordinary Romans. Desperately, they sought relief from their personal and societal woes and found it in Christianity, which spread rapidly in the third century. Entering through its polyglot port cities, North Africa’s first Christian communities were established at Carthage.

Not surprisingly, the anarchy and the increasing bankruptcy of imperial Rome led the authorities to a renewed wave of official persecutions against Christians. One of the most noted was the trial and execution of Bishop (later St.) Cyprian of Carthage in 258. The scion of a wealthy and distinguished pagan family, Cyprian had been a barrister at the law courts and a professor of rhetoric at the university of Carthage before his elevation to the priesthood. As bishop, he was devoted to pastoral care and church unity as evidenced by some sixty of his letters to his flock and fellow churchmen that survive.

Eighty-seven bishops responded to Cyprian’s call to attend a regional council held covertly at Carthage in 256, following which he was arrested. The Roman proconsul treated him with great deference and courtesy, but he was convicted nonetheless, and sentenced to death. Cyprian reciprocated the judge’s respectful behavior but held firm to his faith. Cyprian’s execution, witnessed by a large crowd of his supporters, was held in the grounds of his villa in Carthage.

In 313, Emperor Constantine announced toleration for Christianity in the Edict of Milan, and later became the first Roman emperor to embrace Christianity. In 324, he announced the moving of his capital to the eastern city of Byzantium, which he renamed New Rome.

By the beginning of the fifth century, Roman power was in terminal decline and a new force was about to be unleashed against Rome.

The Vandals (439–533)

In 406, the Germanic Vandals stormed over the frozen Rhine to escape the Huns to their east, and pillaged through Gaul. They crossed the Pyrenees and by 409 had settled in southern Spain, the region we now call Andalusia—the name derived from the Arabic for “Land of the Vandals.”

In 429, the Vandals’ vigorous new leader, Genseric, led the entire Vandal nation, a total of 80,000 men, women, and children, across the straits of Gibraltar, to North Africa, one of history’s most astonishing invasions. The Vandals marched eastward along the coast, closely supported by their fleet, pillaging and looting as they went. A year later, they reached the Roman city of Hippo Regius (now Annaba) in Algeria. Bishop Augustine of Hippo lay dying within its walls. The Vandals besieged and conquered the city, destroying everything except for Augustine’s cathedral and library, which they left untouched.
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After a halt of several years in Algeria, the Vandals resumed their eastward march. In 439 they took Carthage and made it their capital. As an indication of how far the Roman Empire had fallen since its heyday, the city was taken without a fight, while most of the inhabitants were attending races at the hippodrome.

The Vandals expelled the Romans, seized their sumptuous estates, and took quickly to their new aristocratic lifestyle. They aped the Romans in their dress, their pastimes, and their conspicuous consumption. They restored Roman baths, theaters, and churches, and adopted the written Latin language even though most of them were illiterate.




SAINT AUGUSTINE

The most famous North African Christian was St. Augustine, who was born in 354 CE to Berber parents in present-day Souk Ahras, Algeria. His mother, St. Monica, brought him up as a Christian, but he gave up his religion on going to school at Carthage. There he became adept at rhetoric. In his Confessions he repents of his wild youth in Carthage, where he had an illegitimate son. In 384, he went to Milan to teach, coming under the influence of St. Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, and this became the most critical period of his life. He was baptized on Easter Day in the year 387. After five years he returned to North Africa, where he became a famous preacher and later Bishop of Hippo. More than 350 of his preserved sermons are believed to be authentic. The City of God is one of his best-known books. He died in 430, during the Vandal siege.





During his long and successful rule Genseric transformed himself from war leader to hereditary king, but his successors were not able to maintain his warrior zeal under the hot African sun.

Byzantine Rule (533–693)

The Byzantine Emperor Justinian, ensconced in his brilliant capital of Constantinople, was pleased by how successfully he had revived the fortunes of the eastern half of the Roman Empire. Now he had to do the same for the western half. He dispatched his best general, Flavius Belisarius, with a fleet of 500 ships and an army of 16,000 men to take Carthage and root out the Vandals.
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The expedition arrived while the Vandal fleet was in Sardinia and the army away on maneuvers, so Belisarius was able to march unopposed up the coast. He defeated a Vandal force ten miles outside the city walls, and entered Carthage propitiously on St. Cyprian’s name day; but the Vandal army returned at that precise moment, trapping the Byzantine army inside the city. Belisarius responded by ordering an unexpected cavalry charge out of the city gates, which broke the Vandal siege, the Vandal army, and Vandal rule over North Africa in a single sally.

The Vandals were expelled from North Africa. Vandal men were enslaved or taken into the Byzantine army, while many of the captured Vandal women were taken as wives by Byzantine soldiers. The best Vandal warriors were formed into five cavalry regiments, known as Vandali Iustiniani (Justinian’s Vandals), and stationed on the Persian frontier. Gelimer, the last Vandal king, was honorably treated by Justinian and received large estates in Anatolia.

For over a century, the Byzantines ruled North Africa from Carthage with comparative ease. A viceroy, or exarch, exercised civil and military authority there, and enjoyed considerable autonomy from Constantinople.

Not content with his subordinate role, however, the Exarch Gregory declared himself independent of Constantinople in 647. This was terrible timing, because in that very year the first Arab armies of conquest penetrated Tunisia. The culture, religion, language, and literature of the country, and even its capital, were about to change.

The Arab Conquest (647–701)

The armies flying the green banner of the new religion of Islam swept out of Arabia and conquered Egypt by 640—only eight years after the death of Mohammed. It took much longer for the Arabs to subdue present-day Tunisia. They were opposed by two formidable powers—Byzantium and the Berber tribes. Byzantine power was based on the fortified coastal cities protected by the imperial navy, while the Berber tribesmen were superb horsemen and the full military equal of the Arabs.

As the Arab armies neared, the Exarch Gregory began to appreciate the extent of the threat he faced. In 647, he moved his army south from Carthage to Sufetula (present-day Sbeitla), so that he could face the Arab attack with the support of his Berber allies. A hundred thousand Berbers and the Byzantine army met the Arab onslaught at Sufetula, but were overwhelmed, and Gregory died on the field of battle. Yet the Byzantine navy still controlled the seas, and it was not until 698 that Carthage fell to the Arabs.

The Berbers—up to this point Christian with a Jewish and pagan minority—had a strong affinity for Islam, but bristled at the idea of Arab rule. The legendary Berber princess Al-Kahina defeated the Arabs at Tebessa in Algeria in 696, but was eventually cornered and killed at the Roman amphitheater in El-Jem (about 100 miles from Tunis) in the year 701.

Local Islamic Dynasties (702–99)

After the Arab conquest, “Ifriqiya”—as the Arabs referred to Rome’s province of Africa—was governed by a succession of local emirs (commanders) under the authority of the caliph in Damascus and, after 750, the caliph in Baghdad. Tunisia was too distant from these great power centers to be subjected to direct rule. Instead, a succession of local Islamic dynasties, both Berber and Arab, competed for power in Ifriqiya.

Aghlabids (800–909)

In 800, the Abbasid Caliph Harun al-Rashid—whose magnificent Baghdad court may have inspired The Thousand and One Nights—appointed Ibrahim ibn al-Aghlab as hereditary emir of Ifriqiya. The Aghlabids—nominally vassals of the Abbasids—ruled Tunisia for over a century, leaving the country with its most enduring architectural legacies. The Great Mosque in Kairouan and the ribat (forts) at Sousse and Monastir were all built during the Aghlabid period, often referred to as Ifriqiya’s “golden age.” Ifriqiya once more became prosperous from agriculture as the Aghlabids rebuilt and added to the Roman irrigation system.
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The Fatimids (909–1049)

The Berbers continued to chafe under Arab rule. In the early years of the tenth century, a militant group of Berber Shiites known as the Fatimids (named for Fatima, Mohammed’s daughter) launched a holy war against the Sunni Arab Aghlabids. The Fatimids were victorious and installed their leader, Ubaidullah Said, who was declared to be the mahdi or “divinely guided one,” as ruler over a great swath of North African territory. In honor of the mahdi, the Fatimids built the new capital of Mahdia on an easily defended coastal headland; but they did not stay there long. In 969, they invaded Egypt and built another new capital, this one named al-Qahira (The Victorious), which we know as Cairo.

Fatimid rule lasted in Tunisia until 1049, when their Berber vassals (known as Zirids) broke their ties with their overlords in Cairo, formally rejected Shi’ism, and returned to the Sunni fold. Anti-Shiite riots swept through the cities and towns of Tunisia, resulting in many deaths, effectively marking the end of Shiite rule in Tunisia.

The Children of the Moon

The Fatimid caliph, sitting in his palace in Cairo, fumed over the news from Tunisia. He resolved to wreak havoc on the perfidious Zirids and devised an ingenious punishment: he would eternally damn them with the plague of the Beni Hilal.

The Beni Hilal, or Children of the Moon, was an anarchic community living in the Egyptian desert, descended from Arab Bedouin clans that had migrated to Egypt after the first Muslim conquest. As their numbers had swelled, perhaps to a quarter of a million strong, they had become more assertive. Not even the Fatimid caliph dared test the loyalty of his army against the 50,000 young warriors that the clan chiefs could lead into battle. So instead of risking battle, the caliph came up with a brilliant alternate strategy. Through a series of flattering audiences with the clan chiefs, he persuaded the Beni Hilal to pick up stakes and go to Tunisia.

In 1051 the great nomad horde migrated west. They brushed aside the Zirid army and spread over the region, in the words of the historian Ibn Khaldun, like a “swarm of locusts.” They destroyed towns and cities, impoverishing the land. Their livestock turned the Berbers’ rich farmland into pasturage and, eventually, steppe.

Zirid Tunisia (1049–1135)

The Zirid emir tried to reason with the Beni Hilal—to come to some accommodation with them—but it was impossible. The clans held an official land grant from the Fatimid caliph—and all they wanted was to be left alone to enjoy their nomadic lifestyle.

Finally, to escape the Beni Hilal, the Zirids moved as far away as they could without leaving Tunisia. They fortified and occupied the coastal citadel of Mahdia. For almost a century, Mahdia became the Zirid trading hub and home port for their navy. Their control over the countryside was negligible.

Norman–Sicilian Occupation (1135–60)

In the first half of the twelfth century, Roger II, the Norman king of Sicily, attacked Zirid Tunisia. The Normans had initially come to southern Italy as mercenaries in the service of various Italian warlords, but before long realized it was more fun to wield power for themselves. They took the island of Jerba, established garrisons in Tunis, Tripoli, Gabès, and Sfax, and finally overran the Zirid capital of Mahdia in 1154.




ROGER II OF SICILY

This enlightened monarch is noted for his encouragement of Muslim scholarship and for the translations he commissioned for his trilingual court where Arabic, Greek, and Latin were all spoken. The most notable of these translations was the Nuzhat al-Mushtaq fi Ikhtiraq Al-Afaq, or “The Delight of One Who Wishes to Traverse the Regions of the World” by Al-Idrisi, popularly known as “The Book of Roger,” which remains a prime source for twelfth-century North Africa.





Unlike his Viking slash-and-burn ancestors, Roger II was celebrated for his enlightened leadership. He welcomed the learned, and he practiced toleration toward the polyglot creeds and races of his realm. To administer his domain he hired many Arabs and Greeks, such as George of Antioch, the Zirid fleet’s erstwhile emir al bahr (from which the English word “admiral” derives).

The Almohads (1160–1207)

The Almohads, like the Almoravids who ruled before them, were a strictly orthodox Berber Sunni sect centered in the Moroccan city of Marrakech. Between them, they ruled the Maghreb and Islamic Spain for two hundred years. The Almoravids never extended their rule to Tunisia, but the Almohads did, much to the discomfort of the Normans.

In 1160 the Almohad army and navy swept eastward across the Maghreb and forced the withdrawal of the Normans—with safe passage—from their strongholds in Ifriqiya, which was added to the Almohad Empire.

The Hafsids (1207–1574)

Mohammed Abu Hafs was a direct descendant of one of the Berber founders of the Almohad dynasty, which gave him enough cachet to be declared sultan and caliph of Ifriqiya. In 1207, he established a hereditary dynasty that ruled in Tunisia for more than three hundred years. His grandson, the poet-prince Abu Zakariya al Hafs (1228–49), moved the capital from Kairouan to Tunis, which ever since has been the political and cultural center of the country.

In 1270, Louis IX of France (St. Louis) began his ill-fated Eighth Crusade in Tunisia, a seemingly odd choice for a crusade because the Hafsid sultans were not the holy war type. They were engaged in trade and commerce, quite cosmopolitan, and on extremely good terms with many European states. But Louis didn’t get very far with his crusade: he died on the beach in Carthage and the crusade fizzled out. Before his death, he fell under the spell of the hilltop town of Sidi Bou Said, which has charmed generations of tourists ever since.
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After the fall of Almohad Seville in 1248, many Muslim families left Spain and settled in Tunis, including the forebears of the great Muslim historian Ibn Khaldoun. Under Hafsid rule, Tunis became one of the grandest cities in the Islamic world, with a population of about 100,000.

By the sixteenth century, Tunisia’s internal politics had become quite muddled, with ministates run by religious zealots (marabouts) jousting for influence with renegade Greek pirates controlling coastal enclaves. But worse was to come. In 1534, Tunis fell to the Ottoman Turks.

The Hafsid Sultan, Mulai Hassan, sought refuge in Catholic Spain—an odd choice for a Muslim ruler. But he wanted his throne back, and he realized that only Charles V, the Habsburg king-emperor, could do that for him. Charles V happily obliged. He personally led a naval expedition to recapture Tunis and put Mulai Hassan back on his throne. This victory is depicted in nine huge tapestries of Charles V’s Conquest of Tunis—one of the premier works of art of the sixteenth century—on display in the Royal Palace of Madrid. Protected by a large Spanish garrison at La Goulette, the harbor of Tunis, the Hafsids became the Muslim ally of Catholic Spain in its struggle with the Turks for supremacy in the Mediterranean.




IBN KHALDOUN

Ibn Khaldoun was a historian, scholar, and statesman born into an upper-class Andalusian family in Tunis in 1332. Much is known about him from his autobiography. His Muqaddimah (Introduction to History), which explores the recurrent nature of historical cycles, is his best-known work. His fame spread through Europe and the Muslim world. Once, when he was on a diplomatic mission to Castile, the Spanish king offered him the return of his family’s ancestral possessions if he remained. He politely declined. He died in Cairo in 1406.





For nearly forty years the seesaw struggle raged until the Turks, with a large armada and 40,000 troops, took Tunis for the last time. The Spanish were driven out and the remnants of Hafsid rule eliminated.

Ottoman Deys, Beys, and Pashas (1574–1705)

The administration of Tunisia was at first entrusted to the Ottoman military. An officer, or dey, commanded each one hundred soldiers, and a military council, or diwan-al-asker, composed of all the deys, met periodically. From this council was chosen the overall military commander, also called a dey, who ran the country as a whole.

This arrangement lasted through the seventeenth century, when the civil authority of the dey was challenged by a new official, the bey, or provincial governor. His job was to bring nomad tribes to heel, collect taxes from the countryside, and oversee public works. This jockeying between deys and beys—and the occasional pasha, or governor, who was sent out from Istanbul—was done without disturbing any of the outward forms of loyalty to the Ottoman sultan.
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The system worked well enough and the country went through an undeniable period of prosperity. Tunis was rebuilt, ancient mosques were restored, and new aqueducts, dams, fortresses, and bridges constructed. Muslim refugees from Andalusia expelled by the Catholic kings were welcomed with grants of land and a three-year tax holiday. The refugees brought with them a new trade of making the chechia, the distinctive red felt cap of Andalusia, whose vestiges we see today in the Souq des Chechias in the medina of Tunis. This characteristic piece of headgear, so useful for winding a turban on, became an important source of revenue for Tunis. Also the ceramics industry took off, blending Ottoman, Berber, and Andalusian influences. This artistry soon became apparent in the elegant new barracks, medersas (schools), and mosques rising everywhere in Tunis.
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Husseinite Beys of Tunis (1705–1957)

In 1705, Hussein ibn Ali Turki, whose father was Turkish and mother Tunisian, staged a coup and founded a dynasty that ruled Tunisia until 1957. This was not a linear father-to-son succession; instead, the Husseinite prince regarded as best qualified to rule was designated heir apparent during the lifetime of the reigning bey. A number of strong, capable rulers such as Bey Ali II (1756–82) and his successor Bey Hammuda (1782–1814) emerged from this selection process.

Although tied by bonds of tradition and respect to the Ottoman Sultan, the bey was independent in all but name. The ruling bey would, with sumptuous gifts, petition Istanbul for the title of pasha, which honor was invariably given. In return the beys continued to recruit

Turkish soldiers for their army and received a quota of mamluk slave boys (recruited mainly from the Christian territories of the empire) who were trained as bureaucrats and gendarmerie leaders. Unlike the Turkish deys, who lived in barracks in the center of Tunis, the beys moved their court to secluded palaces. The Bardo Palace held all the instruments of state: the main army barracks, artillery depot, treasury, council chamber, and the mamluk secretariat.




THE BARBARY PIRATES

Until the early nineteenth century, booty, ransom, and slaves acquired from attacks on Mediterranean towns and shipping were the major source of revenue for the beys of Tripoli, Tunis, Algeria, and Morocco. Countries that traded in the Mediterranean at first opted to pay tribute rather than incur the expense of rooting out the pirates, but eventually decided to resist. From 1801 to 1805, the United States fought its first foreign war against the Barbary pirates. In 1818, the European Congress of Aix-la-Chapelle issued an ultimatum that forced the Bey of Tunis to agree to give up piracy. An exclamation point was added to this agreement in 1827 when the Tunisian fleet was destroyed at the Battle of Navarino, having been sent there in the vain hope of helping the Ottomans put down the Greek rebellion.





All this changed in 1830. France seized Algeria, and five years later the Ottoman Sultan deposed the Libyan ruling dynasty and reestablished direct rule. This meant that Tunisia was surrounded by two larger powers—France and the Ottoman Empire—with designs on its territory. From that time until the establishment of the French protectorate in 1881, Tunisian rulers had to walk a political tightrope.

Ahmad Bey (1837–55) was an avowed modernizer and reformer. He abolished slavery and integrated Arabic-speaking native Tunisians into the government, which had long been dominated by the Turkish-speaking mamluk class. The next bey, Muhammad (1855–9), sought to unravel Ahmad’s reforms. He restored slavery, claiming it was an inseparable part of Muslim society.

The final collapse of the Tunisian beylik came during the reign of the next bey, Muhammad al-Sadiq (1859–82). He saw the need for reform, but was too weak to implement it while keeping the European powers at bay. In 1861, he proclaimed the first constitution (destour) in the Arabic-speaking world, but it was suspended in 1864 during the country’s financial woes. The country was hit by inflation and runaway debt, mainly due to corrupt and extortionate foreign loans pressed upon the beys by European bankers. The government responded by trying to squeeze more taxes out of the hard-pressed peasantry, who rose in revolt. The regime was nearly overthrown but ultimately suppressed the revolt through guile and brutality. Tunisia became bankrupt in 1869 and had to endure the indignity of an international financial commission, dominated by Britain, France, and Italy, being imposed upon the country.

One last attempt at reform was made during the premiership of Khereddine Pasha (1873–7), one of the most effective statesmen of the nineteenth-century Muslim world. However, his enemies within Tunisia and European intrigues outside combined to force him from office.




KHEREDDINE PASHA

Khereddine was born in the Caucasus Mountains and, as a mamluk recruit, was sent to Istanbul for training. He came to Tunisia as a soldier, quickly rose through the ranks, and entered the bey’s administration. He became a noted reformer, famed for his Aqwam-al-masalik (“The Surest Path”), a blueprint for political and social reform in Muslim societies. He founded Tunis’s celebrated Sidiqi College, which became a training ground for Tunisia’s future leaders, including Habib Bourguiba, Tunisia’s first president. It is an irony of history that a Circassian mamluk—most likely Christian by birth—is regarded as the father of the modern Tunisian state.





After his removal from office, Khereddine was summoned by the Sublime Porte to be grand vizier to Sultan Abdul Hamid.

The French Protectorate, 1881–1956

At the Congress of Berlin in 1878, Britain agreed to allow France a “free hand” in Tunisia in exchange for France agreeing to Britain’s occupation of Cyprus. So it was no surprise when, in 1881, the French sent 30,000 troops into Tunisia on the pretext of countering border raids by nomadic tribesmen into French-occupied Algeria. They headed straight for Tunis. The French Consul Roustan rode up to the Bardo Palace, followed by General Bréart and his suite, armed with swords and revolvers. They were shown up to the first floor salon with its faded yellow damask. General Bréart wasted no time on compliments. He handed to the bey a draft ten-point treaty, written in French. The bey could not understand a word of it. He asked for a written Arabic translation, and was given the gist: a permanent French resident and French army would help maintain “the ancient relationship of friendship and good neighborliness” between the two countries. “At any rate you will grant me twenty-four hours for consideration?” asked the bey. “Certainly not. I expect an answer before eight o’clock tonight and shall remain here until I get one,” Bréart replied. At about five o’clock the bey’s courage failed. He put his signature to the document he could not read, writing his name in trembling Arabic characters.
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Under the Treaty of Bardo, the bey remained Tunisia’s titular head—though real authority passed to France’s resident-general. The bey continued to appoint ministers of government—though real authority lay with a French resident attached to each ministry.

The next colonial building block was the Marsa Convention of 1883, by which France took responsibility for the Tunisian debt and disbanded the international financial commission. Foreign consuls surrendered their judicial authority over their nationals, a concession earlier wrested from the bey. The Convention also established parallel justice systems, under which Europeans were judged under French law and Tunisians under a modified form of Islamic law.

The French went about the business of land acquisition more discreetly than they did in neighboring Algeria. In Tunisia, they managed to get their hands on the best fertile land without confiscating property or displacing people, both of which had occurred in Algeria. Rather, they took over large tracts of the Cap Bon Peninsula and the Medjerda Valley, previously controlled by the bey or used by nomads for grazing. The citrus groves of Cap Bon are a legacy of this time, as are most of the country’s wine-producing vineyards.

The south was too arid for agriculture and was largely ignored until the beginning of the twentieth century, when phosphate was discovered in the hills west of Gafsa. The massive mining operation begun by the French remains an important export earner for the Tunisian economy.
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Europeans in Tunisia numbered about 100,000 in 1900, with Italians being the largest nationality group until the 1930s when the French gained that distinction. The French ruled in Tunisia with a much lighter touch than in Algeria, where the bey had been sent packing and the country incorporated into France. This led to some acquiescence from Tunisians, particularly from reformist disciples of Khereddine, who thought a limited dose of French rule might be therapeutic if it resulted in a modernization of Tunisia’s institutions. This group, educated at Sadiqi College, became known as the “Young Tunisians”—akin to the “Young Turks” who were busy revitalizing the Ottoman Empire. Their major weapon was Le Tunisien, a French-language newspaper founded in 1907, which became the voice of Tunisian reform.

After the First World War, the reformers created the Destour (Constitution) Party, named for the short-lived Constitution of 1861, which demanded a representative form of government in which Tunisians would have the same rights as Europeans. The French responded by arresting the Destour leader. Two years later the aged bey urged adoption of the Destour program, failing which he would abdicate. The resident-general ringed the bey’s palace with troops, and the request was withdrawn.

The Struggle for Independence, 1934–56

In 1934 a dynamic young Sorbonne-educated lawyer, Habib Bourguiba, broke with the Destour Party and formed a new party with a more radical agenda—the Neo-Destour, whose tactics included mass protests and civil disobedience. In 1938 serious disturbances led to his arrest, and the party was officially banned. At the outbreak of war in 1939, Bourguiba and other Neo-Destour leaders were deported to France. However, when the Germans occupied France, Bourguiba was shipped off to Rome because the Nazis regarded Tunisia as within Italy’s sphere of influence.
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The North African Campaign, 1942–3

The North African Campaign reached its climax in Tunisia. In November 1942 Tunis fell to Axis troops, leading to Allied saturation bombing of Tunisian ports. The Battle of Kasserine Pass in February 1943 was the first major engagement between American and German forces. On May 7, 1943, British armor entered Tunis and American infantry took the port of Bizerte. Six days later, Axis resistance in Africa ended with the surrender of 275,000 German and Italian prisoners of war.

The Italians wooed Bourguiba, hoping he would back the Fascist cause. But Bourguiba foresaw an Allied victory and never wavered in his support of the Free French. He was confident that “once liberated from the Nazi yoke, France would not forget her true friends.”

After the war Bourguiba painfully came to the realization that France would bestow no tangible rewards on Tunisia for its wartime forbearance, and renewed his public agitation, which once more landed him in prison.




SECOND WORLD WAR CEMETERIES

War dead from Great Britain and the countries of the Commonwealth are buried near where they fell in eight cemeteries maintained by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. The largest of these is near Mejez el-Bab, thirty-five miles southwest of Tunis. American war dead are buried at the North Africa American Cemetery and Memorial in Carthage. French cemeteries are at Enfidha and Gammarth. The German military cemetery is at Borj Cedria.





Independence

In July 1954, just two months after the defeat of French forces by Ho Chi Minh at Dien Bien Phu in Vietnam, the French premier, Pierre Mendes-France, announced that France was ready to negotiate autonomy for Tunisia. In June 1955 an agreement was reached and Bourguiba, who had spent half of the previous two decades in detention, returned to Tunis to a hero’s welcome.

On March 20, 1956, Tunisia was formally granted full independence, with Bourguiba as prime minister. Within a year, the last bey had been deposed, the country had been declared a republic, and Bourguiba became Tunisia’s first president.

The Tunisian Flag

The flag has a red five-pointed star and crescent, in a white circle on a red field. It derives from the Ottoman flag, reflecting Ottoman suzerainty over Tunisia from the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries. The flag dates from 1831 and did not change during or after the colonial period. The crescent moon, which Arabs believe brings good luck, and the five-pointed star are ancient Islamic symbols.
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President Habib Bourguiba, 1956–87

Bourguiba was quick to introduce sweeping legal and social changes to create a modern secular state much as Tunisian reformers had dreamed of for more than a century. One of his first acts was to push for legislation mandating complete equality of the sexes. This is the Personal Status Code of 1956, still viewed as groundbreaking legislation in the Arab world. The Code abolished polygamy and divorce by renunciation (a husband divorcing his wife by saying three times “I divorce you”), and introduced judicial divorce for both sexes. It also set a minimum marriage age of seventeen for girls, and gave them the right to refuse an arranged marriage. Women were given the right to vote and run for political office.

Another innovation was the priority given to the social sectors of education, health, jobs, and housing. Twenty-five percent of the government’s budget was devoted to education and 6 percent to health care. In all, the government’s commitment to social programs greatly exceeded that of other developing countries. As a result of Bourguiba’s policies, primary education became a reality for both sexes, and an excellent public health system was put in place. Present-day Tunisia shows his legacy: life expectancy is now seventy-four years, as compared with fifty years at independence.

Bourguiba regarded Islam as a force that was holding the country back and therefore sought to deprive religious leaders of their grass-roots role in shaping society, in part by closing religious schools and abolishing Sharia (Islamic law) courts. In addition, more than 60,000 hectares of land that had financed mosques and religious institutions were confiscated. Not surprisingly, clerics vehemently opposed the changes and for a time resistance flared, particularly in Kairouan.
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Bourguiba is remembered not only for leading his country to independence from France but also for creating a strong secular Tunisian identity, advancing women’s rights, adopting bold reforms, improving literacy, and raising Tunisia’s standard of living. On the bronze door of Bourguiba’s mausoleum in Monastir appear the words, “The Supreme Combatant, the Liberator of Women, the Builder of Modern Tunisia.”

An Islamic opposition emerged in the 1970s whose support increased dramatically following the use of the military to crush a general strike in January 1978. At the same time, international pressure was being exerted on Tunisia to adopt democratic reforms, particularly after Bourguiba was declared president for life in 1974. The first multiparty elections were held in 1981, under circumstances considered neither free nor fair.

Anxious to avoid the upheaval and violence being caused by Islamic militants in Egypt and Algeria, Bourguiba’s government spent much of the 1980s conducting a harsh and effective crackdown against the Islamist opposition. In early 1984 the withdrawal of a bread subsidy sparked six days of rioting. Bourguiba perceived an Islamist hand behind the riots and sent in the army. More than seventy people died. To ease tensions, the bread subsidies were reinstated.

On November 7, 1987, Prime Minister Zine el-Abadine Ben Ali, afraid that executing several Islamists convicted of plotting to overthrow the government—as demanded by Bourguiba—would spark a popular uprising, seized power in a bloodless palace coup. A team of doctors declared the eighty-three-year-old president physically and mentally incapable of carrying out his duties.

Bourguiba died in 2000 at the age of ninety-six, having lived his last years in his place of birth, the central coastal town of Monastir.

President Zine el-Abadine Ben Ali (1987–)

Born in 1936 into a family of modest means in the small central coast town of Hammam-Sousse, Ben Ali chose a military career, where his talents were recognized. He was sent to France to study at Saint-Cyr and the Artillery School of Chalons-sur-Marne. After his return, he rose up through the ranks to become Tunisia’s head of intelligence. After brief stints as interior minister and minister of state for internal affairs, he became prime minister, his springboard to the presidency.

When hecame to power in 1987, he promised greater democratic openness and respect for human rights. The concept of president for life was abolished, presidential term limits were established, and greater opposition party participation in political life was agreed to. But the ruling Neo-Destour Party, renamed the Democratic Constitutional Rally (RCD), has continued to dominate the political scene. Ben Ali ran for reelection unopposed in 1989 and 1994. In the multiparty era, he won 99.44 percent of the vote in 1999, and 94.49 percent in 2004. In both elections he faced weak opponents. The RCD won all seats in the Chamber of Deputies in 1989, and won all of the directly elected seats in 1994, 1999, and 2004. However, because of constitutional changes granting greater representation to opposition parties, currently five opposition parties share 37 of the 189 seats in the Chamber of Deputies. A referendum held in May 2002 allowed Ben Ali to run for a fourth term in 2004 and for a fifth, presumably his last term (due to age limits on presidential candidates), in 2009.

Bourguiba’s ambitious program to emancipate women has been continued and even intensified. Half of all university students today are female. Women account for 21 percent of civil servants, 35 percent of doctors, and 63 percent of pharmacists. Life expectancy for women exceeds that of men—a rarity in the Muslim world. The government has supported a remarkably successful family planning program that has reduced the population growth rate to just over 1 percent per annum, an important ingredient in Tunisia’s economic and social stability.

In the early 1990s, after an alleged Islamist coup plot was discovered, many suspected fundamentalists were imprisoned or fled into exile. Ben Ali moved to assuage the public mood by going on a well-publicized pilgrimage to Mecca and ordering that the Ramadan fast be observed in public. He also released political prisoners, abolished the State Security Court, and limited police powers of detention.
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Tunisia has long been a voice for moderation and realism in the Middle East. President Bourguiba was the first Arab leader to call for the recognition of Israel, in a speech at Jericho (then in Jordan) in 1965. In 1993, Tunisia was the first Arab country to host an official Israeli delegation as part of the Middle East peace process. The Government of Tunisia operated an Interests Section in Israel from April 1996 until the outbreak of the second Intifada in 2000. Israeli citizens routinely travel to Tunisia on their Israeli passports.

For a decade, starting in 1979, Tunisia served as interim headquarters of the Arab League after it left Cairo to protest the 1978 peace treaty between Egypt and Israel. In 1982 Yasser Arafat and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) came to Tunis after leaving Beirut. They stayed at Hammam Plage, near the capital, until they relocated to the West Bank and Gaza in 1994 under the terms of the Oslo Accords. (The PLO Political Department remains in Tunis.)

Despite the commitment to move toward a democratic system and improve human rights, there are restrictions on freedom of association and speech, citizens do not enjoy political freedom, and torture and abuse of political prisoners are widespread, according to US State Department reports. Foreign media, including foreign-based satellite television channels, criticize the Tunisian government for the lack of press freedom. Tunisia ranks number 148 out of 167 countries in the 2006 Reporters Without Borders list of World Press Freedom rankings.

Nonetheless, Tunisians are generally proud of their country’s reputation for stability and economic success in a volatile and largely impoverished region. A glance west toward Algeria—still struggling with Islamist violence after fifteen years of civil strife in which at least 150,000 people have died—or east to Libya—led for four decades by the erratic Muammar Gaddafi—convinces many Tunisians that Ben Ali’s antidemocratic tendency is not of major concern.


The world is with the strong of the moment.
Tunisian proverb



GOVERNMENT

Tunisia has the attributes of a democratic government: a constitution, three separate branches of government, a multiparty system, and, most recently, multicandidate elections. But, in reality, effective power lies with the executive branch.

According to the Constitution of 1959, Tunisia is an independent and sovereign republic whose religion is Islam and whose official language is Arabic. The Constitution is based upon the principle of the sovereignty of the people and the separation of powers. As with other North African states, the Constitution proclaims Tunisia’s identification with the Maghreb and the ideal of Maghrebi unity.
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Executive power is in the hands of the president of the republic, who is head of state, and the prime minister, who is head of government.

The Constitution guarantees to the citizens of Tunisia basic liberties such as equality before the law and presumption of innocence in legal proceedings; freedom of expression, the press, association, and assembly; inviolability of the home; the right of public worship; and the right to travel within and outside the country. However, these liberties may be curtailed by law when necessary in the national interest.

The strength of the formal institutions of government has not been tested in a major way since they were put in place fifty years ago. Many critics have called for clearer, more effective distinctions between executive, legislative, and judicial powers.

Executive

The president is elected by universal suffrage for a five-year term. He appoints the prime minister and council of ministers who exercise executive power under his leadership. He serves as commander-in-chief of the armed forces. In 2002 the Constitution was amended to remove the three-term limit on any individual serving as president.
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The Legislature

Legislative power is exercised by a National Assembly, consisting of the Majlis Al-Nuwaab (Chamber of Deputies) elected for five years and the upper house Majlis Al-Mustachareen (Chamber of Councilors) added by constitutional amendment in 2002. Of the 189 seats in the Chamber of Deputies, 152 seats are elected by popular vote and an additional 37 seats are distributed to opposition parties on a proportional basis as provided for in 1999 constitutional amendments. The first elections for the Chamber of Councilors were held in 2005.

The president may issue decree-laws when the chamber is not in session provided that they are submitted for ratification when the chamber reconvenes.

The Judiciary

The judicial system consists of a Supreme Court, ten Courts of Appeal, twenty-four Courts of First Instance, and eighty-three cantonal tribunals. Judges are appointed by the Conseil superiore de la magistrature, which is chaired by the president. No fewer than 24.5 percent of judges must be women. The judiciary is nominally independent, but responds to executive direction, especially in politically sensitive cases.

The courts have no jurisdiction over disputes between the executive and the legislature. The courts receive funding from and are administered by the Ministry of Justice.

Administration

The country is divided administratively into twenty-four governorates. The president appoints all governors.

THE ECONOMY

Despite high unemployment, Tunisia ranks among the most successful of developing country economies. Significant infrastructure investments have eased rural poverty and brought running water and electricity to even the most remote villages. Overall, the economy is growing steadily, helping to cement Tunisia’s reputation as a relatively prosperous, stable, and modern nation. This growth, combined with continued high levels of funding for social programs, has led to a steady drop in the nation’s poverty rate, from 40 percent in 1970 to 10 percent in 2000 and 6 percent today. Eighty percent of Tunisians own their own homes. Two-thirds of Tunisians are middle-class.

In the 1960s Tunisia flirted with socialism, and moved to a mixed economy in the 1970s. Rigid state controls have now been dismantled and the economy liberalized. Commercial banks are free to participate in the foreign exchange market, and total convertibility of the Tunisian dinar is a near-term objective.
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The government pursues prudent economic policies, though it still retains control over certain “strategic” sectors of the economy (finance, hydrocarbons, aviation, electricity and gas distribution, and water resources). But the private sector is playing an increasingly important role. Tunisia is a founding member of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and is publicly committed to a free-trade regime and export-led growth.

Economically and commercially, Tunisia is very closely linked to Europe. Tunisia signed an Association Agreement with the European Union (EU), which went into effect on January 1, 2008. The agreement eliminates customs tariffs and other trade barriers on a wide range of goods and services. More than 75 percent of Tunisia’s trade is with the EU—mainly France and Germany. EU member states also provide the bulk of foreign direct investment, much of which has come in under the government’s privatization program launched in 1987. As of May 2006, the program had raised $1.9 billion, of which $1.4 billion was foreign capital. Many international companies have set up shop in Tunisia, attracted by its modern infrastructure, reasonable cost of living, convenient location, high literacy rate, and competent workforce. Tunisia is ranked as the most competitive economy of Africa in the 2007 edition of the Global Competitiveness Report issued by the World Economic Forum.

Tunisia’s infrastructure includes six commercial seaports and six international airports. The contract to build a seventh international airport at Enfidha was awarded in March 2007. A tender for a deepwater port in the same region is expected also.
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In 2007 GDP growth reached 6 percent. Despite the government’s success in curbing the population growth rate, a demographic peak is now hitting higher education and the job market. Tunisia has invested heavily in education and the number of students enrolled at university has soared from 41,000 in 1986 to more than 360,000. Providing jobs for these highly educated people represents a major challenge for the government. Unemployment officially stands at 14.2 percent, but spikes even higher in some parts of the country.

Agriculture

Seventeen percent of Tunisia is arable land where wheat, wine grapes, tomatoes, potatoes, and peppers are produced, and another 13 percent is used for permanent crops (huge olive and citrus groves). About 25 percent of the labor force works in agriculture, which accounts for roughly 15 percent of GDP.

Tunisia’s wines come from its northern vineyards. Important regions are Nabeul, Cap Bon, Bizerte, Ben Arous, and Zaghouan. The French and Italians planted the first industrial vineyards in the nineteenth century. The total wine production is about 24,000 tons a year.
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The fertile areas of the country are the north and the central coast. In the southern desert and plateau, desert farming is precarious, but barley and dates are produced in quantity. The early growing season allows Tunisia to export fresh produce—such as tomatoes, lettuces, melons, citrus fruits, grapes, and more—to Europe before local crops ripen. Other popular agricultural exports include dates, figs, and almonds.

Much of the country’s most recent agricultural investment has focused on irrigation schemes, well and dam construction, and programs to prevent soil erosion and desertification.

Manufacturing

Manufacturing and mining of phosphates and other minerals are major foreign exchange earners, accounting for more than 30 percent of GDP. Industries include petroleum, chemicals, automotive, textiles, leather, footwear, agribusiness, fishing, and electrical and mechanical manufactures. Sixty automotive assembly plants now operate in Tunisia. Handicrafts include carpets, pottery, and copper and leather goods for both local and export markets. A growing trend is European clothing firms subcontracting assembly work to Tunisian factories to produce for export.

The lumber sector draws on the oak forests of the northwest. Esparto grass, used commercially in the manufacture of paper and baskets, is cultivated in the central plateau.

Agribusiness includes flour milling; fish, fruit, and vegetable canning; olive oil processing; and sugar refining. The fishing industry, centered on Sfax, also contributes to the country’s exports of sardines, mackerel, and cuttlefish.

Tourism and Remittances

Tourism is a major source of foreign exchange, representing about 20 percent of hard currency receipts, as well as an important sector for employment. In addition, the one million Tunisians living abroad make a significant contribution to the economy. Over the past five years, remittances from abroad averaged roughly 5 percent of Tunisia’s GDP and 25 percent of its foreign currency earnings.

In 2006, more than six million (mainly European) tourists visited Tunisia, which has gained a reputation as one of the best-value destinations in the Mediterranean. Besides the resort towns of Hammamet, Port El Kantaoui, Sousse, and Monastir, visitors are attracted by the country’s historic and cultural sites, Tunis and its attractions, the Sahara oases, and the Star Wars sites. A different clientele are the many North Africans who visit Tunisia for vacations and family reunions because their own countries are too dangerous (Algeria) or too straitlaced (Libya).

Tunisia is also making inroads as a medical tourism hub. Attracted by the country’s excellent medical infrastructure and significantly lower costs, Europeans have plastic surgery and other medical procedures carried out in Tunisia. A typical tourist spends between 300 and 400 euros during his stay, while a medical tourist spends at least 2,500 to 4,000 euros—a clear boon to the Tunisian economy.

RELATIONS WITH THE WEST

Independent Tunisia got off to a rocky start with France. In 1961 Bourguiba demanded that France evacuate its military enclave at Bizerte, the last part of Tunisia still under French control. When France delayed, Tunisian troops invaded the base. French paratroopers flown in from Algeria launched a bloody retaliatory operation in which more than a thousand Tunisians died during ninety hours of fierce fighting. The French finally withdrew from Bizerte in 1963. French aid was suspended in 1964 after the abrupt nationalization by Tunisia of foreign-owned landholdings.

Bourguiba felt strongly, however, that Tunisia’s future lay with the West, especially France and the United States. By the 1970s Tunisia’s relations with France had been repaired. In the 1980s French human rights groups and the French government led a campaign demanding greater respect for human rights in Tunisia, but after bombings by Algerian Islamists in France starting in the mid-1990s, this pressure has eased considerably.

Tunisia opposed the US-led alliance in the 1991 Gulf War and was even less enthusiastic about the US-led overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003. Although the Tunisian “street” opposes the occupation of Iraq, relations between Washington and Tunis are good.

For a time after 9/11, Washington was fixated on the need to develop democratic institutions in the Muslim world. This led to increased pressure on Tunisia to allow multiparty free and fair elections. But Hamas’ landslide victory at the polls in Gaza in 2006 and Hezbollah’s strong showing in Lebanon seem to have dimmed Washington’s ardor for democracy in the Arab world. The reason: the US national interest may be better served by having a stable, friendly, moderate government in Tunisia than by insisting on free and fair elections that bring unfriendly forces to power. In a visit to Tunisia in 2006, then US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld lauded Tunisia for its role in the struggle against international terrorism.

To date, Tunisia has taken great strides in the socioeconomic area and only small steps toward democracy. This is likely to continue.
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