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Chapter 1 – Profile 

Introduction 
Tunisia is situated on the North African coast halfway between the Straits of Gibraltar 
and the Suez Canal. It has been a stopping point and a destination for sailors and overland 
invaders since ancient times. The city of Bizerte is Northern Africa’s closest point to the 
boot of Italy and the European continent. With an area of 164,418 square km (63,387 

square mi), Tunisia is about the size of the state of 
Missouri. Until the Berlin Conference of 1878, it was 
firmly a part of the Ottoman Empire. Then, in 1881, 
France began a colonial occupation lasted 75 years until 
Tunisia’s independence in 1956.1 In five decades of 
independence, the country has found its niche in the 
global community. Its economy has grown steadily and 
its people’s thirst for greater democracy remains 
undiminished. 

Geography 
The climate of Tunisia is regulated largely by Mediterranean air currents that bring cool 
and moist air to the north and fan the hot and dusty Saharan winds in the south. Three 
distinct climate belts emerge from the weather patterns and the topography: mountains, 
steppes and plains, and desert.  
 
The mountainous region of the North has cool wet winters (November to April) and hot 
dry summers (May to October). Since all but the most modern of houses in Tunisia lack 
central heating, the winters can be unpleasant. Nighttime lows in January can drop to near 
freezing and only reach daytime highs of 10–12°C (52°F). The annual rainfall, which 
averages 40–100 cm (16–39 in), falls mostly during this period. 
 
Rainfall in the semiarid steppes and plains is sparse and averages 20–40 cm (8–16 inches) 
annually, falling mostly in the winter months. The summers are hot with an average 
temperature of about 37.5°C (100°F) and the winters are mild, averaging 9°C (47°F). 
Temperatures on the coastal plains are moderated somewhat by breezes from the Gulf of 
Gabes year round. 
 
Temperatures in Tunisia’s Sahara desert fluctuate more dramatically. Daytime 
temperatures in the summer can rocket to 50°C (122°F) and nighttime lows in the winter 
can drop to near freezing. This arid climate seldom registers more than 20 cm (8 in) of 
rain, and it is from here that the chehili or hot scirocco-like winds blow northward over 
the plains.2 
 

                                                 
1 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. Congress of Berlin. “History of North Africa.” 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/topic-62090/Congress-of-Berlin 
2 Ulyssesguides.com. Practical Information: Weather. “Tunisia.” 
http://www.ulyssesguides.com/weather/tunisia.aspx 
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Environment 
The three climate zones of Tunisia nurture distinctly different forms of plant and animal 
life. The cool north, with its rich and moist soil, is home to a wide variety of crops such 
as wheat, grapes, citrus fruits, almonds, gum trees, pistachios, and jujube. Jasmine, roses 
and other flowers are harvested here for the perfumers’ shops in Tunis. The colorful 
climbing bougainvillea that can be seen on walls and fences in north and central Tunisia 
has no fragrance. Groves of wild juniper, myrtle, cork oak, and laurel can be seen on the 
mountainsides and in narrow valleys. The forests of this region shelter wild boars and 
jackals, gazelles, and the sheep-like mouflon. Migratory birds from Europe like egrets, 
flamingos, geese, herons, and storks can been seen nesting here during the winter 
months.3 
 
The poor soil of the central steppes and coastal plains produces little in the way of 
vegetation. Among the few crops that do grow are esparto grass, used for making paper 
and rope, and cereal grains like wheat and barley. Date palms and olive trees are 
cultivated in oases and along the coast where sufficient ground water exists. Lions, 
ostriches, and antelopes used to number among the big game animals of Tunisia. Only the 
camel, numerous species of gazelles, and antelopes still exist here.4 Animal husbandry is 
limited to flocks of goats and fat-tailed sheep. The warm waters along the coast provide 
several species of marketable fish and marine life such as sole, tuna, bonito, and mollusks. 
 
A number of species of plant and animal life have adapted to the arid conditions and 
extreme temperatures of the desert south. These include plants like the acacia, scrub grass, 
saltbush, and various types of cacti that store water in their spongy stems. Small animals, 
like the jerboa or kangaroo rat and the fennec or desert fox, can be found. Lizards, 
scorpions, and poisonous reptiles such as the cobra and horned viper are perennial 
creatures on the desert landscape. 

Major Cities 

Tunis 
Built on Tunis Lake, which is connected to the Mediterranean by a channel, the city of 
Tunis began as a Carthaginian settlement in the first millennium BCE. It first became a 
capital city under the 13th century Hafsid Arab dynasty. First Spain in the early 1500s 
and then the Ottoman Turks in the late 1500s took possession of the city, which then 
remained under Ottoman rule until French administration began in 1881. The medina or 
ancient city is divided from modern Tunis by the Bab el-Bahar or gateway to the sea. It is 
so called because the waterfront, prior to land reclamation by the Turks and French, 
began at the gate to the old city. The new city is actually two cities: an upper class quarter, 
Belvedere, and an uneven sprawl of concrete dwellings that extends out into the western 
and southern suburbs. Tunis is also home to the world-famous Bardo Museum. With 
more than 50 galleries, it houses the greatest collection of Roman art outside of Italy.5 
                                                 
3 Tunisiaonline.com. Environment. “Protected Areas.” 
http://www.tunisiaonline.com/environment/environment2.html 
4 Visit Tunisia. Tunisia’s Ecotourism. “The Steppes: The Intermediary Zone.” http://www.visit-
tunisia.com/interne/ecotourism_naturalrichness.htm 
5 Encyclopedia of the Orient. Kjeilen, Tore. “Tunis.” http://i-cias.com/e.o/tunis.htm 
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Sfax 
Sfax, the capital of the south, is Tunisia’s second city on the coast, opposite the 
Kerkennah Islands. The city was a prosperous colony under the Romans, who grew, 
pressed and shipped olives and oil to their Mediterranean neighbors. In the old city whose 
ramparts are totally intact, lies the Grand Mosque and an impressive Kasbah or fortified 
castle. Built during the tenth century, the mosque has one of the most handsome minarets 
in Tunisia. Today, with its ports and industries it rivals Tunis in economic synergy. 
Twenty-first century architecture punctuates the flat skyline of the city and chic hotels, 
cafes and grand buildings define the wide boulevards.6  

Sousse 
With seven km (4.34 mi) of fine sandy beaches, Tunisia’s third largest city attracts 
northern European tourists from November through April. This waterfront town on the 
Gulf of Hammamet is a combination resort, industrial port and medieval Islamic city. 
Under the Romans, Sousse was known as Hadremetum. The Ribat or fort, which dates 
from the late ninth century, has a spiral-stepped tower from whose top one can overlook 
the entire old city and the seaport. The Kasbah-Sousse Museum offers the best collection 
of Byzantine and classical Arab culture in Tunisia.7 

Kairouan 
Located on the plains, about 130 km (70 mi) south of Tunis, the seventh century city of 
Kairouan is considered by Tunisians to be the fourth holiest site in Islam and worthy of a 
pilgrimage. Its name may derive from the Arabic Qairwan meaning caravan, since its 
founder, Uqba ibn Nafi, built the city on the North African caravan route linking Egypt 
and Morocco. Popular legend says that when the city was founded, a well appeared 
bringing zem-zem water to the settlement of Kairouan.8 The distinctive style and texture 
of carpets woven in the looms of Kairouan make it an important center of oriental carpet 
manufacture. 

Bizerte 
This northernmost city has a strategic location along the 
northern coast of Tunisia because of its proximity to 
Sicily and the European continent. The Carthaginians 
knew it as Hippo Diarrythus. Under the French 
protectorate, a canal was built linking Lake Bizerte to 
the Mediterranean. Bizerte then became a naval base. 
The French were reluctant to evacuate the base 
following Tunisia’s independence in 1956. Finally, after 
more than 1,000 Tunisian anti-French protestors were gunned down at the gates of the 
base in 1961, popular opinion turned violently anti-French. Then, on October 15, 1963, 
the French took down the tricolor and in its place hoisted the red flag with the white star 
and crescent.9  

                                                 
6 Encyclopedia of the Orient. Kjeilen, Tore. “Sfax.” http://i-cias.com/e.o/sfax.htm 
7 Encyclopedia of the Orient. Kjeilen, Tore. “Sousse.” http://i-cias.com/e.o/sousse.htm 
8 Zem-zem is the name of the sacred spring that runs beneath the Grand Mosque in Mecca. 
9 Encyclopedia of the Orient. Kjeilen, Tore. “Bizerte.” http://lexicorient.com/e.o/bizerte.htm 
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History 

The Carthaginians 
Early history puts the first Phoenician settlements on the North African coast in the 12th 
century BCE. Their principal city was Kart-Hadasht. It was christened Carthage by 
Queen Elissa Dido in 814 BCE.10 Carthage remained the foremost trade entity in the 
Mediterranean for nearly 600 years until it was challenged by the Roman Republic in a 
series of three Punic Wars lasting from 264 to 146 BCE. Carthage lost and pax romana, 
Roman rule, replaced Carthage in Africa from Libya to the Atlantic coast of Morocco.11 

Pax Romana 
Roman domination persisted for more than 500 years as the Empire replaced the 
Republic in 46 BCE under Julius Caesar. One emperor after another embellished the 
Empire as it expanded throughout Europe, Africa and Asia. In 380 CE, Emperor 
Theodosius declared that Christianity was the official religion of the Roman Empire.12 
Historians trace the beginning of Rome’s decline to this event to political weakness, and 
to a breakdown of support for its proconsuls in the provinces.13 A weakened Rome left 
the perimeter of the Empire open to invasion. The Romans were unable to defend North 
Africa from the Vandals in 428 CE. The Byzantine Empire, which inherited the remains 
of the Roman Empire in the middle of the sixth century, was also unable to hold onto 
North Africa. All of these factors plus the opposition of the Berbers to Byzantine rule 
paved the way for the Arab invasion and the coming of Islam. 

Muslim Rule 
The first wave of Islam’s expansion through the 
Maghreb14 was lead by the Arab Muslim warrior, Uqba 
ibn Nafi, a nephew of Amr ibn al-Aas the conqueror of 
Egypt. He made Kairouan his base for further conquests 
in North Africa.15 After his death in present day Algeria 
in 683 he was venerated as Sidi Uqba, a marabout, and 
his zawiya or sanctuary surrounding his tomb is 
considered a holy site.16 For more than six centuries, 
several dynasties of alternating Arabs and Berbers, e.g., Abbasids, Aghlabids, Fatmids, 
and Hafsids, governed Tunisia and the rest of the Maghreb. Each one added to the ethnic 
fabric of the country and further defined its culture.  

                                                 
10 Phoenician.org. “Elissar Dido, The Queen of Carthage.” 2007. http://phoenicia.org/elissardidobio.html 
11 The Illustrated History of the Roman Empire. “Carthage.” http://www.roman-
empire.net/republic/carthage.html 
12 UNRV History. “Roman Timeline 4th Century AD.” http://www.unrv.com/empire/timeline-4th-
century.php 
13 University of Pennsylvania. Gibbon, Edward. “General Observations on the Fall of the Roman Empire in 
the West.” http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/jod/texts/gibbon.fall.html 
14 The word Maghreb is Arabic, meaning lands to the west, i.e. Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco. 
15 Palaces of Peace and Power. “Kairouan, Tunisia.” 
http://www.sacredsites.com/africa/tunisia/kairouan.html 
16 A Marabout is a venerated saint-like person whose remains become a place of pilgrimage.  
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The Ottoman Turks 
In the late 16th century, the Ottoman Turks volunteered to defend Tunisia against Spain. 
However, within a generation Tunis became a Turkish possession in 1574. Three 
centuries of Ottoman administration followed.17 The Ottomans consolidated their power 
through a parallel system of political and military administration. The Pashas or 
governors and their subordinates, the Beys, had no military enforcement power. Taxes 
were collected by infantry units, the Janissaries, who kept order.18 Under the Turks, the 
colony of Tunis was integrated into the Mediterranean trade network. In the 18th and 
19th centuries, Pashas introduced social reforms, abolished slavery and discrimination 
against the Jews. Yet, at the same time Ottoman Tunis was becoming a haven for the 
Barbary pirates. The U.S. Congress and several early American presidents, i.e., Jefferson, 
Adams, and Madison, confronted the problem of Islamic piracy and state-sponsored 
terrorism. Diplomats and U.S. naval bombardment of Tripoli finally put an end to the 
Corsair pirates of Tunis.19 
 

By the turn of the 19th century, Tunisian loyalty to 
Turkey was nominal. For a century, the Pashas had been 
Tunisian born Turks who had their eyes on independence 
from Turkey. The title and office of Pasha was merged 
with that of the Bey. Under Ahmed Bey, (1806–1855) 
Tunisians acquired a large measure of autonomy. With 
his Prime Minister, Mustapha Khaznadar, Ahmed Bey 
began to borrow heavily from European powers, 

principally France, to support a massive program of internal reform and renewal. 
Following Ahmed Bey’s death, Khaznadar, who had supported Algerian resistance to 
French occupation, was found to have embezzled government funds. As a result, the 
Tunisian government defaulted on its loan repayments to France. In 1868, a financial 
commission was appointed to reorganize Tunisia’s debt to France. Following a decade of 
defensive maneuvers, Muhammed al-Sadiq Bey was forced to accept the idea of a French 
protectorate. Under the pretext of pursuing Tunisian tribesmen who had infiltrated 
Algeria, France sent 36,000 troops to occupy the Bey’s palace. At the same time the 
French Navy seized the port of Bizerte. In 1881, al-Sadiq Bey signed the Treaty of Bardo, 
which legitimated the French occupation of Tunisia and ushered in 75 years of French 
occupation.20  

The French Protectorate 
Tunisian uprisings against the French occupation continued for two years. Then, in 1883, 
the Convention of La Marsa between Turkey and France permitted the dynasty of 
Turkish Beys to continue with the French ruling through them. French control was now 
absolute. With their technology and finances, the French were able to invigorate the 
                                                 
17 Bartelby.com. Reference: Encyclopedia of World History. “Establishment of Ottoman Rule in Tunis.” 
2001. http://bartleby.com/67/827.html 
18 The word Janissaries comes from the Turkish yeni, meaning new, and ceri, meaning soldier. All About 
Turkey. “Janisseries.” http://www.allaboutturkey.com/yeniceri.htm 
19 City Journal. Hitchens, Christopher. “Jefferson Versus the Muslim Pirates.” 2007. http://www.city-
journal.org/html/17_2_urbanities-thomas_jefferson.html 
20 A History of Modern Tunisia [pp. 10–39]. Perkins, K.J. 2004. New York. Cambridge University Press.  
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infrastructure by building schools, hospitals, and refurbishing the port facilities in Bizerte 
and Tunis. French advances in agronomy resulted in large-scale cultivation of olives and 
grapes. By 1897, Tunis was connected by standard gauge railroad with Bizerte and the 
Algerian line in the north and with the ports of Sousse, Sfax, and Gabes on the southern 
line. 
 
Under the French protectorate, Tunisia was governed in a manner 
similar to Algeria, but with one difference. The Bey in Tunis, who 
was interposed between the French rulers and the people, provided an 
Islamic rubber stamp to France’s colonial administration. The French 
legal code replaced the old Islamic Shari’a court system in all things 
but matters of marriage and inheritance. However, when the French 
attempted to introduce land reform, they encountered resistance from 
Tunisians who preferred their Islamic system. That system 
recognized large tracts of communal or tribal land that could not be 
privatized.21 When it became apparent that modernization and reform 
benefited the elite and not the Tunisian masses, resistance to French 
occupation in the form of Tunisian nationalism began to surface. By the turn of the 20th 
century, a group of well-educated Tunisian students calling itself Young Tunisians was 
demanding greater participation in government. In 1907, they began to publish their own 
French language newspaper, Le Tunisien. When France went to war with the Alliance 
Powers and the Ottoman Empire in 1914, Tunisian sentiment sided with Turkey and 
against France.22  
 
Following the First World War, emboldened Tunisian nationalists formed the Destour 
Party.23 France, as a victorious power in the war, was strengthened and refused to accede 
to Tunisian demands for political reform. They responded with repression, banning the 
party and arresting its leaders. The party resurfaced a dozen years later in the 1930s led 
by an aggressive young lawyer, Habib Bourguiba, under the name of the Neo-Destour 
party. Bourguiba remained at the helm of the party throughout the prewar years. At the 
outbreak of the Second World War, some Neo-Destour leaders including Bourguiba were 
deported to France. By the time the war had reached North Africa, the Free-French 
government had gone into exile. Tunisians were being asked to support the pro-Nazi 
Vichy government. In a 1943 broadcast to Tunisians, the exiled Bourguiba withheld his 
support for the Vichy regime and declared de facto support for a free France. At the war’s 
end, the French found a new tolerance for Bourguiba’s political posturing. In 1949 he 
was permitted to return to Tunisia. The decade from 1945 to 1955 saw many Arab and 
North African nationalist movements invigorated. In this environment Bourguiba was 
proffered limited self-rule in 1954, which he saw as a stepping stone to the real 
independence that came in 1956.24   
                                                 
21 Journal of the Royal African Society. Vol. 4, No. 15. Johnston, Alex. “French Rule in Tunis [pp. 357–
365].” April 1905. 
22 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Young Tunisians.” 2007.  
 http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9078077/Young-Tunisians#82075.hook 
23 Destour means Constitution in Arabic.  
24 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Tunisia World War II.” http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-
46622/Tunisia 
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Post Independence 
The post-independence period was the era of Bourguiba. 
After a series of elections to five-year presidential terms, 
the constitution was amended in 1974 to make Bourguiba 
president for life. His party, the Neo-Destour Party, 
renamed Parti Socialist Destourien (PSD) had become the 
sole legal party. In his long tenure as president, he 
successfully navigated through domestic issues like slow 
economic growth, women’s rights, and labor discontent. 
Prudent reforms that pacified Tunisians were implemented. These include the Code of 
Personal Status, which emancipated women from polygamy and discrimination. 
Women were in fact eventually integrated into his cabinet at ministerial rank. Likewise, 
in the late 1960s, there were sweeping economic reforms such as the nationalization of 
foreign-owned land and price controls on life essentials such as food stuffs, 
pharmaceuticals and clothing. In the area of foreign policy, Bourguiba nominally 
embraced Arab nationalism, but steered closer to the policies of western democracies like 
the U.S.25 
 
As the 1970s came to a close, governance under Bourguiba was being challenged by the 
labor movement. In 1978, rising unemployment and soaring food prices cost Bourguiba 
the support of his long time backer, the trade union movement. In the economic slump of 
the early 1980s, riots and strikes erupted, killing several hundred workers. The aging 
Bourguiba responded with mass arrests and stiffer control of the opposition. A new 
internal foe had emerged: Islamic fundamentalism. Its adherents were persecuted as well. 
In what was regarded as erratic behavior Bourguiba began to mistrust and dismiss his 
loyal aids. The Minister of the Interior, General Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, was charged 
with cracking down on internal dissent. Bourguiba prevailed over the fundamentalists. In 
early 1987 the state security apparatus brought to court Islamists who were found guilty 
of plotting to overthrow the government. However, in November of the same year, Ben 
Ali turned on the aging and reputedly senile president and, in a bloodless coup, removed 
Bourguiba as president. Ben Ali had the Chamber of Deputies declare him the new 
president.26 

A New Beginning 
Ben Ali came to power in 1987 with promises of democratic reforms and a greater 
respect for human rights. His party, the ruling Socialist Destourian Party (PSD), was 
renamed Democratic Constitutional Rally (RCD) and a “national pact” of tolerance was 
signed with opposition parties.27 He was and continues to be effective in energizing the 
economy with massive banking, foreign investment, and privatization reforms, but almost 
from the start he began to default on his promises of democratic reform. Multi-party 
elections have been held, but the results are shamelessly manipulated to keep one party, 
the RCD, in power. In the 1990s, the circle of repression widened. Critics of the regime 

                                                 
25 A History of Modern Tunisia [pp. 130-157]. Perkins, K.J. 2004. New York. Cambridge University Press. 
26 A History of Modern Tunisia [pp. 157-185]. Perkins, K.J. 2004. New York. Cambridge University Press. 
27 About.com. African History. Boddy-Evans, Alistair. “A Brief History of Tunisia.” 
http://africanhistory.about.com/od/tunisia/p/TunisiaHist1.htm 
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began to disappear into the political prisons that the Ministry of Interior maintains for the 
“reeducation” of dissenters.28 Most major international human rights organizations 
including Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have issued condemnations of 
the Ben Ali regime. On March 8, 2006, the U.S. Department of State issued a Country 
Report on Human Rights Practices in Tunisia in which it details the country’s poor 
human rights record. Specifically, they cite prisoner abuse and torture, arbitrary arrests, 
unlimited detentions and restrictions on freedom of speech and assembly.29 Yet, western 
governments continue to view Ben Ali as an ally in the war on terror and have been 
reluctant to proceed beyond a public rebuke of him. 

Government 
Tunisia is a republic with a President and a National 
Assembly. Both are elected every five years by direct 
universal suffrage of all citizens over the age of 20. The 
President is the head of state and simultaneously 
commander-in-chief of the army. The party of President 
Ben Ali is the Rassemblement Constitutionel 
Democratique (RCD) or Democratic Constitutional Rally, 
the heir to Bourguiba’s PSD.30 Local governance mirrors 
the French colonial model with 23 wilayet or governorates, each named for its principal 
town, e.g., the Governorate of Sfax. The governor of each is assisted by two different 
councils: the elected municipal council and the council of members, appointed by the 
governor to a three-year term. Local and communal government is further subdivided 
into provincial delegations, mutamadiyat, and at the village or lowest level, communes.31 
Civil and criminal law is patterned after the French legal system. The judiciary 
throughout Tunisia is appointed by the Supreme Council of Magistracy, which is 
theoretically independent of the political sphere. The legislative body is the bicameral 
National Assembly, which consists of the Chamber of Deputies and the Chamber of 
Advisors. Of the 189 seats in the Chamber of Deputies, 152 are elected directly by the 
people, the rest are appointed on the basis of percentage of party participation in the 
general elections. The Chamber of Advisors consists of two-thirds the number Deputies. 
The next general election for elected offices is in October, 2009.32 

Media 

                                                 
28 Fikra Global Voices Advocacy. “Tunisian Prison Map.” 2006. http://www.kitab.nl/tunisianprisonersmap/ 
29 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. U.S. Department of State. Tunisia. “Country Reports 
on Human Rights Practices – 2005.” 08 March 2006. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2005/61700.htm 
30 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Tunisia.” June 2007. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5439.htm 
31 Encyclopedia of the Nations. “Tunisia: Local Government.” 
http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Africa/Tunisia-LOCAL-GOVERNMENT.html 
32 Tunisiaonline.com. “Elections 2004: Tunisia.” 
http://www.tunisiaonline.com/elections2004/references/code12.html 
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The government of Tunisia officially recognizes eighteen media sources, i.e., sixteen 
print sources, a national radio program, and the national television channel. Of the five 
principal newspapers, two are Arabic, al-Horria and as-Sahafa, and three are French 
language, La Presse de Tunisie, Le Temps, and Renouveau. Both Radio Tunis and 

Tunisian Television broadcast in the Arabic, English, and 
French languages.33 While the government-run website 
“tunisiaonline.com” lauds Tunisia’s freedom of 
expression and great advances in journalistic freedom, the 
reality as documented by the U.S. State Department and 
the world’s major human rights organizations is quite the 
opposite. All domestic media sources are tightly 
controlled and foreign journalists accredited to Tunisia 
are regularly monitored and censored. Adventurous 

journalists who stray from official policies are swiftly deported or disappear into the 
Ministry of Interior’s detention centers. 

Economy 
In the transition from the soft socialism of the Bourguiba era to Ben Ali’s progressive 
decentralization, the private sector has made great strides. In 1987, the government began 
to relinquish state control of certain industries, e.g. non-energy producing entities. 
Currently more than 50% of the country’s industrial output is produced by private 
companies. The economy is diversified with a thriving tourist sector, developing 
industrial and mining sectors, and an efficient agricultural sector.34 The average income 
for Tunisians had risen to USD 3000 in 2006. The economy has grown at an annual rate 
of 5.4% since 1987 and unemployment has dropped from 30% in the 1970s to 13.2% in 
2006. Developing the people’s potential for production is a government priority with the 
bulk of the national budget going to education, health care, housing, and social services. 
Tunisia’s thriving economy rests on its export of minerals (phosphates and petroleum), 
agricultural products (olive oil and market produce), and manufactured goods (textiles, 
clothing, and chemicals). Its major trade partners are the European Union (EU) countries 
France, Italy, and Germany. This trade relationship has already resulted in a favored 
nation trade status for Tunisia. In 2008, the EU will launch a Mediterranean Free-Trade 
Zone with Tunisia as the sole North African participant. This partnership is likely to spur 
dramatic economic growth for Tunisia.35 

                                                 
33 Mondo Times. “Tunisia News Media.” http://www.mondotimes.com/1/world/tn 
34 Republic of Tunisia Prime Ministry. Privatization in Tunisia, the value of a strategic investment. 
Statistics. April 30, 2007. 
http://www.privatisation.gov.tn/www/en/doc.asp?mcat=1&mrub=49&msrub=4&dev=true 
35 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Tunisia.” June 2007. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5439.htm - econ 
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Ethnic Groups 
The ethnic composition of Tunisia is fairly homogenous. 
In 2004, more than 98% of Tunisians were Arabic-
speaking Sunni Muslims. The Jewish populations of 
Jerba Island and metropolitan Tunis migrated to Israel in 
the 1960s and the Berbers, who in 1900 numbered 3% of 
the overall population, have been assimilated. Their 
language can be heard spoken by a few elderly people in 
the border regions with Algeria. Yet, a glance at the faces on the streets of a northern or 
southern city betrays the Tunisian blend of Phoenician, Bedouin Arab, European, Berber, 
and Spanish blood.  
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Chapter 2 Religion 

Introduction 
With 98 percent of the Tunisian population embracing Islam as its 
faith, the constitutional guarantee of freedom of religion seems an 
almost unnecessary promise. For the majority of Tunisians, 
mainstream Sunni Islam defines their lifestyles. Their holy book is 
the Qur'an, which followers believe was revealed to the last of the 
prophets, Muhammad, in the late seventh century CE. Sunni Muslims 
adhere to the sunna (teachings) and hadith (sayings) of Mohammed, 
who is held to be the last of the prophets to follow in the 
monotheistic tradition of Abraham (Ibrahim). Sunni Islam has five 
basic tenets or pillars: charity (zakat); observance of prayer (salat); 
fasting (saum) during the month of Ramadan; declaring monotheistic 
belief (shahada); and pilgrimage (hajj) if possible, to Mecca. Mecca 
is the birthplace of Muhammad and the location of the holiest of Islamic sites, the 
Kaaba.36 For the remaining two percent of the population, the religious moderation of 
most Tunisians is better than its constitutional safeguards. This minority, comprising 
Christians, Sufis,37 Kharjites,38 and Jews, enjoy greater tolerance in Tunisia than in other 
Arab countries.  

Role of Religion in the Government 
Although President Ben Ali has departed from many of his predecessor’s principles, he 
has adhered to the basic notion of the Republic as a secular entity where the majority of 
citizens happen to be Muslims. Islam is the de facto state religion and the constitution 
stipulates that the president must be Muslim. The civil code of Tunisia remains as it was 
at the founding of the country, with Shari’a (Islamic) law applicable only to Muslims in 
the area of marriage and inheritance. The Islamic fundamentalist movement began on the 
campus of the University of Tunis around 1970 and grew and prospered for two decades. 
It is now seen by prominent Tunisian political scientists as in decline.39 The stance of 
government versus religion might best be characterized as government excluding religion 
from politics, even if this exclusion takes the form of brutal repression of fundamentalists. 
It is noteworthy that none of the political parties except the Islamic Renewal Party have a 
platform that endorses the union of politics and religion.  

Gender and Religion 
Discrimination against women, which in other Arab countries is sanctioned by 
government on the basis of religious justification, is precluded by the Personal Status 
Code of 1956. This law, in principle, emancipated women and freed them from 
                                                 
36 Washington State Univeristy. Hooker, Richard. “Arkan ad-din. The Five Pillars of Religion.” 14 June 
1999. http://www.wsu.edu/~dee/GLOSSARY/5PILLARS.HTM 
37 Sufis are Islamic mystics who seek to achieve spiritual union with God through music and dance. They 
are considered heretics by Sunni and Shi’a Muslims. 
38 Kharjites rebel against current religious practice and opt for the austere orthodoxy of nascent Islam. 
Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Kharjite.” 2007. http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9045282/Kharijite. 
39 The Politicization of Islam: A Case Study of Tunisia. Hamdi, Mohamed Elhachmi. Ch 2–4. 1998. 
Westview press. Boulder, CO. 
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discriminatory practices in all areas of public and private life. Most recently, during a 
debate in several European countries concerning a woman’s right to wear Islamic 
headdress, Tunisian authorities have in some cases begun enforcing a 1981 law 
forbidding the wearing of the hijab or headdress by women. The orthodox Islamic press 
views this move with alarm, but it is a demonstration of Tunisian determination to remain 
modern and in step with 21st century gender issues.40  

Religious Holidays 
Islamic holidays are calculated according to the lunar calendar and moon sightings, and 
hence they are moveable feasts. They are legal bank holidays as well. In calendar year 
2008, the follow holidays will be observed: on 10 January, the festival of Hegire is 
celebrated, which commemorates the hejira or flight of Muhammad from Mecca to 
Medina. This is day one for the Islamic calendar and is sometimes called Islamic New 
Year. The next holiday to be observed is the Mouled or birthday of the Prophet 
Muhammad on 20 March. Eid al-Fitr, the end of the fasting month of Ramadan, is 
observed on 2 October. The high holy day of Eid al-Adha or Feast of Sacrifice comes 70 
days after the end of Ramadan and will be celebrated on 9 December. Because the lunar 
year is shorter than the solar year, Hegire in the new Islamic year will be celebrated on 29 
December 2009.41 

Religion and Public Life 
Although Islam requires the observance of prayer, 
fasting and some dietary laws, public life is largely 
undisturbed by the observance of religious customs. 
Urbane Tunisians observe Muslim traditions and go 
about their work and business in the same rhythm as 
most European countries. In most Arab countries, 
Friday, the day of Muslim communal midday prayers, 
is a day-long holiday. In Tunisia, Muslims attend 
congregational prayers over their lunch hour and return to complete the workday. Muslim 
imams or religious leaders, are not accorded a civil status. Unless they are historical 
monuments, places of worship are not subsidized by civil authorities. Mosques are also 
generally closed during non-prayer hours. 
 
The month of Ramadan brings with it special considerations for foreigners visiting the 
country. For Muslims it is a period of intense introspection and personal meditation. 
During this month, Muslims cannot eat, drink or smoke between sunrise and sunset. 
Moreover, they must abstain from sexual relations and immoderate conduct during 
daylight hours. If Ramadan occurs during the summer, these injunctions are particularly 
trying. Many restaurants and hotels are open during this period and serve meals to 
visitors. However, in public one should not eat, drink, or smoke in the presence of 
Muslims during Ramadan.  
                                                 
40 New America Media. Muslim Observer. Ridley, Yvonne. “Hijab Abuse in Tunisia.” 23 July 2007. 
http://news.newamericamedia.org/news/view_article.html?article_id=d30c80c6c361c41f64d8218e5b33464
6 
41 WTG World Travel Guide. “Tunisia Travel Guide - Public Holidays.”  
http://www.worldtravelguide.net/country/283/public_holidays/Africa/Tunisia.html 
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Places of Worship 
The mosques of Tunisia are considered to be among the most 
beautiful in the Islamic world and many are exemplars of classical 
Muslim art and architecture. Foremost among these historical 
landmarks are the Zitouna Mosque in Tunis, the Grand Mosque in 
Kairouan, and the Great Mosques in each major city. Unlike many 
Arab countries, Tunisia permits and encourages tourists to visit many, 
but not all, of its monuments.  Before attempting to enter a mosque 
one should inquire if and when it may be visited.  
 
 
Exchange 1:  May I enter the mosque? 
Soldier: May I enter the mosque? inazhim nudKhul lil jaama'? 
Local:  Yes. in'am, itfaDhal. 

 
In addition, there are a few points of etiquette that must be observed if one wishes to 
enter a mosque. For males, this means wearing clean, long trousers and long-sleeve shirts. 
For females, it means covering the head and wearing long skirts and long-sleeve blouses.  
 
Exchange 2:  Do I need to cover my head? 
Soldier: Do I need to cover my head? yalzamnee inghaTee raasee?
Local:  Yes.  in'am, yalzmik.

 
All visitors must remove their shoes at the door. 
 
Exchange 3:  Must I take off my shoes inside the mosque? 

Soldier: Must I take off my shoes 
inside the mosque? 

yalzamnee inaHee sabaaTee fasT il 
jaama'? 

Local:  Yes. in'am, yalzmik.
 
A mosque should not be entered if congregational prayers are about to begin or are in 
progress. 
 
Exchange 4:  When do you pray?  
Soldier: When do you pray? waqtaash inSaloo? 
Local:  We pray at noon. inSaloo iDhuhur fee nuS inhaar. 

 
Likewise, one should never pass in front of a Muslim who is praying either in the mosque 
or outside. Doing so invalidates his prayer. Moreover, one does not chew gum or smoke 
cigarettes in or near a mosque. Inside a mosque, one should never touch religious artifacts 
or climb the stairs of the minbar or prayer pulpit. Laughter, loud talking or photography 
is also taboo in a place of worship. 
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Chapter 3 - Traditions 

Greetings  
In Tunisia, as in most Arab societies, the spaces between people are filled with polite 
gestures and ritualized speech that has been refined and formalized over many years. A 
polite greeting will usually bring a sincere response and open the door to friendly 
exchanges. 
 
Exchange 5:  Good morning.   
Soldier: Good morning. iSbaaH il Kheyr.
Local:  Good morning. iSbaaH il Kheyr.

 
When entering a room or making a social call where several men are gathered, it is 
customary to greet them and shake hands, even if you have met them on a prior occasion. 
Every event is a new beginning and handshaking usually begins with the person on the 
right and proceeds toward one’s left. The left hand should not be used in a handshake. 
 
Exchange 6:  How are you?   
Soldier: How are you? ishnoowa aHwaalik?
Local:  Fine, very well. labaas, il Hamdu laah.

 
It is appropriate to greet a woman if she is in the company of men, but shaking her hand 
is out of place and would cause her discomfort and embarrassment. In lieu of shaking a 
woman’s hand, placing one’s left hand over his heart as if pledging allegiance to a flag 
substitutes for handshake.  
 
Exchange 7:  Good afternoon. 
Soldier: Good afternoon. inhaarak Tayib.
Local:  Good afternoon. inhaarak Tayib.

 
Americans and Europeans are accustomed to maintaining 
a distance of one meter (three feet) from each other when 
exchanging greetings. Arabs prefer rather less than this 
distance so one should not be alarmed if the personal 
space feels much smaller. Likewise, the western habit of 
prolonged eye contact is likely to make both male and 
female Tunisians uneasy. Fixed eye contact is offensive 
and can send the wrong message. Women rarely look into 
the eyes of males outside their own family.  
 
Exchange 8:  Hi, Mr. Sallamee.  
Soldier: Hi, Mr. Sallamee. 'aslaama see salaamee.   
Local:  Hello! ahla, 'aslaama!  
Soldier: Are you doing well? ishnoowa aHwaalik, labaas? 
Local:  Yes. al Hamdu laah. 
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Individuality is a western trait. In Tunisian society the individual is an extension of his 
family. The family is always an invisible presence and asking after them is a gesture that 
is greatly appreciated. 
 
Exchange 9:  How is your family?   
Soldier: How is your family? il 'aayla labaas? 
Local:  They are doing fine, thank you. labaas a'leyhum, yi'ayshik. 

 

Hospitality 
Polite social calls in the evening are common and Tunisians feel honored to invite guests 
for lunch, tea or even for dinner. If you are invited, be punctual. Leave your shoes at the 
main door of the house. The proper greeting when invited during afternoon or evening 
hours is as follows. 
 
Exchange 10:  Good evening! 
Soldier: Good evening! leyltik sa'eeda!
Local:  Good evening! leyltik sa'eeda! 

 
Giving gifts to the host is an uncommon and unwelcome gesture. If invited for dinner, 
however, it would be appropriate to take a gift of sweets for the children of the house. 
 
Exchange 11:  I really appreciate your hospitality.   

Soldier: I really appreciate your 
hospitality. 

fee laHqeeqa inqadar feek il karm 
imtaa'ik.  

Local:  It is nothing. magheyr imzeeya.
 
The traditional Tunisian meal, whether lunch or dinner, is 
a hot meal. Native cuisine is a reflection of the country’s 
agriculture. Wheat in the form of the national dish, 
couscous (semolina), is the staple of the diet. In the 
absence of couscous, bread and makarouna (pasta) is also 
becoming popular. These are served with vegetable or 
lamb tagine (stew) with olives, onions, garlic, and 
sometimes dried fruit. Near the coast, seafood is 
inexpensive and is a substitute for lamb, which tends to 
be expensive. 
 
Exchange 12:  What is the name of this dish? 
Soldier: What is the name of this dish? ishnoowa isim il maakla haaThee?
Local:  This is loubia. haaThee loobya.

 
Middle and working class Tunisians sit on cushions on a carpet to eat. Large round metal 
trays, mounted on tepsis or wooden frames hold the trays about 20 cm (12 in.) above the 
floor. Guests are asked to wash their hands before eating. Usually, several men sit around 
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the tepsi. Women usually dine together in another room. The meal begins when the oldest 
male or host has begun to eat.  
 
Exchange 13:  This food is very good. 
Soldier: This food is very good. il maakla haaThee ibneena barsha. 
Local:  It’s couscous. ismoo kuskusee. 

Soups and makarouna are eaten with a spoon, but other foods including couscous are 
eaten with the right hand. Watching and imitating your host will usually get you through 
the meal. 
 
Exchange 14:  What ingredients are used to make breek? 

Soldier: What ingredients are used to 
make breek?  

ishnoowa il Haajaat ilee tista'milha 
fil ibreek? 

Local:  

Eggs, chopped parsley, onion 
and garlic, plus tuna fish or 
shredded meat or chicken-all 
wrapped in phyllo dough. 

beeDh, ma'idnoos wu ibSal wu 
thoom imqaTa' ma'a ishwaya tun 
wala ilHam wala idjaaj wu lif il kul 
fee malSooqa. 

 
When the meal has finished and all have washed their hands, tea or coffee may be served 
with some fruits or sweet biscuits. At the close of the evening, bid farewell to all. 
 
Exchange 15:  Good night!   
Soldier: Good night! tiSbaH 'ala Kheyr!
Local:  Good night! tiSbaH 'ala Kheyr!

Dress Codes 
With its southern Mediterranean climate, Tunisia has 
two basic seasons: very warm, and to Tunisians, very 
cool. A late afternoon stroll down Tunis’ wide Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba betrays both the Tunisian admiration 
for fashionable European dress and the desire to be 
comfortable and practical. The most practical dress for 
the summer months is lightweight, loose fitting cotton 
attire. For men this translates to trousers and short 
sleeve shirts; for women knee length skirts and blouses with long sleeves. Apart from 
tourists at the beach, a gentleman does not wear shorts in public; a woman who does so is 
quickly ridiculed. 
 
Exchange 16:  How should I dress?   
Soldier: How should I dress? ishnoowa yalzamnee nalbis?  

Local:  Wear loose fitting clothes 
which cover your body. 

ilbis iHwaayij waas'een yighaToo 
badnik. 

 
Tunisians can be urbane and fashion conscious, but they are still conservative. The latest 
fashions of Paris, are seldom seen in the countryside. There, one finds traditional dress: 
men in jellabiya (robe) and women wearing the black haik, an outer garment that covers 
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from head to toe. When the cold winds come down off the Atlas mountains during the 
winter months, men can be seen wearing their heavy hooded bernous (capes). Foreigners 
find a sweater by day and a medium weight jacket in the evening indispensable. 
 
Exchange 17:  Is this acceptable to wear?    
Soldier: Is this acceptable to wear? il libsa haaThee ma'qoola?
Local:  Yes. baahya.

 

Holidays 
Tunisians celebrate secular holidays, Islamic feast days, family events, and local festivals. 
All festivals tend to spill out onto the streets with noisy processions where friends and 
neighbors help to commemorate the joys and sorrows of life. The principal secular 
holidays are Independence Day (20 March), Martyrs’ Day (9 April), Labor Day (1 May), 
and Republic Day (25 July). These events are typically celebrated by family outings or 
picnics. 
 
Exchange 18:  Will you be celebrating Eid?    
Soldier: Will you be celebrating Eid? bash tiHtafloo bil 'eed? 
Local:  Yes! in'am! 

 
Islamic feasts like Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha, and Mouled, are sacred and celebrations are 
more ritualized. Their timings are based on moon sightings and often involve communal 
prayers. The festivities that accompany them are marked by special food and music. 
Women gather at a relative’s home for their own prayers while men journey to the main 
mosque for prayers lead by the imam. Fireworks are popular with children during Islamic 
feasts. 
 
Some towns and geographical regions celebrate their own festivals. The Orange Festival 
of Nabeul and the Testour Festival of Malouf Music are examples of local festivals. Both 
bring the population to the streets in traditional dress. In Haouaria village at the tip of 
Cap Bon, the Falconry Festival in June brings together hunters and their trained falcons 
in public displays of skill. 

Social Events 
Most family events are rites of passage and are practiced with a mixture of folklore and 
ritual. Belief in al-ain or “evil eye” and jinn or spirits is widespread. The popular yad 
fatma amulet or “hand of Fatima” is worn to guard against the evil eye. Yet, since 98 
percent of the population is Muslim, the main life events are observed according to 
Islamic belief. Soon after birth, a child’s father whispers the fatha or opening verse of the 
Koran into a child’s ear. The first rite of passage for a male is circumcision, carried out 
between the ages of five and seven. It is accompanied by ritual prayer and family feasting. 
The second rite of passage is marriage. 
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Weddings 
Although polygamy is illegal and divorce is easily 
obtained, civil marriage and divorce are very uncommon. 
Marriage is a solemn rite and the wedding is a joyous 
occasion that requires great preparation by the families of 
the bride and groom. Marriage in rural areas is often 
arranged by the parents, but in urban areas men generally 
select a prospective bride from a suitable family. Dating 
in the Western sense does not exist, but once both 
families have agreed, a lengthy period of engagement is common. Virginity until 
marriage is assumed. Part of the prenuptial activity involves the setting of a mahr or 
dowry to be given by the groom to the bride’s family as an insurance against a rainy day. 
Rural weddings can cover an entire week; urban celebrations usually take two days.  
 
Exchange 19:  Congratulations on your wedding!   

Soldier: Congratulations on your 
wedding! mabrook a'leykum il 'irs!

Local:  We are honored you could 
attend. 

sharaftoona ibHiDhoorkum, 
marHaba beekum.

 
Receptions and festive dinners with music and dance are given by the families of both 
bride and groom. Motorcades through the neighborhood with decorated cars and loud 
honking is customary. When the celebration comes to an end, the bride walks around her 
father’s house seven times to signify that she is leaving the care of her family. 
 
Exchange 20:  I wish you both happiness.   
Soldier: I wish you both happiness. nitmanulkum is sa'aada.
Local:  We are honored. nitsharfoo.

Funerals 
When death comes to a Muslim family, the funeral takes place the same day as the death. 
Female relatives cleanse the body and dress it in a shroud. Male relatives carry the body 
to the mosque for the janaza or funeral prayer, and then to the cemetery for burial. 
Islamic headstones are simple and each large family or clan usually has its own cemetery.  
Following the funeral the family usually receives mourners who pay their condolences at 
the deceased person’s home. 
 
Exchange 21:  I would like to give my condolences to you and your family.    

Soldier: 
I would like to give my 
condolences to you and your 
family. 

inHib inqadim ta'aazee leek wil 
'aayiltik. 

Local:  Thank you. barak il laahu feek. 
 
Exchange 22:  Please be strong.   
Soldier: Please be strong. rabee ya'Teekum il qoowa.
Local:  We will try. tawa inHaawloo.
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Do’s and Dont’s 
 
Do offer a Tunisian a cigarette or a sweet by first taking it from the packet with the 
fingers of your right hand. 
 
Do remember to be courteous and respectful to the native population. 
 
Do remove your shoes before entering a mosque or private dwelling. 
 
Do remember that you, as a Westerner, have a high profile in public places and that your 
conduct is observed by the local population. 
 
Do summon someone to talk to you by extending your right hand, palm down, and 
waving your four fingers in an up down motion. 
 
Don't speak to, sit next to, or attempt to contact a member of the opposite sex in public, 
unless she is a member of your family. 
 
Don't consume alcoholic beverages in public places or offer drinks to Arabs. 
 
Don't enter mosques unless you have cleared such visits. 
 
Don't bring a search dog into a private dwelling. They are viewed as unclean under 
Islamic law. 
 
Don't sit in such a way that you show the soles of your shoes or the bottoms of your feet 
to a Tunisian. 
 
Don't offer a piece of food, a gift, or any object to a Muslim using your left hand. 
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Chapter 4 - Urban Life 

Urbanization 
The Tunisian response to urbanization, the migration of rural workers to the cities in 
search of better job opportunities and facilities such as schools and hospitals, has been 
two fold. First, it has involved the implementation of urban planning to bridge the 
transition from post-colonial capital to a vibrant metropolis that seeks to attract foreign 
investment capital and provide opportunities for urban expansion. It has met the 
challenge of caring for the human settlement of low income residents. Second, Tunisia is 
pursuing a program of rural development in an effort to improve living conditions, 
preserve farm land and arrest the movement of people to cities.42 Currently, more than  
62 percent of the population lives in the urban centers of Tunis, Sfax, and Sousse.43 

Education 
The majority of schools in Tunisia are government 
schools; those that are not (Catholic and Islamic) are still 
subject to government control. Schooling is mandatory 
for all children between the ages of six and sixteen. The 
Ministry of Education regulates curricula to insure that all 
schools operate on the national agenda and that 
instruction is uniform in primary and secondary schools.  
 
Exchange 23:  Is there a school nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a school nearby? fama madrasa iqreeba?
Local:  Yes. in'am.

 
A second ministry, Higher Education and Scientific Research, regulates the 
administration of Tunisia’s 13 public universities. Higher education acquired a new 
dimension with the recent addition of Tunis Virtual University. The importance of 
education to national development is represented by the percentage of the national budget 
that is regularly spent on education. For the past several years it has been in excess of 20 
percent. Schooling from the first grade through higher education and vocational schools 
is free and open to all children regardless of their economic background, gender, or 
region. At present, 99 percent of all children six years of age are enrolled in basic 
schooling. In 2006, more than 1,100,000 students graduated from secondary schools, 50 
percent of whom were female students.44 

                                                 
42 United Nations. “Address by M. Slaheddine, Minister of Equipment and Housing, at the Special U.N. 
General Assembly Session on Reviewing and Assessing the Habitat Agenda.” 6–8 June 2001. 
http://www.un.org/ga/habitat/statements/docs/tunisiaE.html 
43 Tunisia Online. “Urban Population.” http://www.tunisiaonline.com/society/index.html 
44 Tunisia Online. “Education.” http://www.tunisiaonline.com/society/society3.html 
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Health Care 
The Ministry of Health (MOH) oversees the national program of public and private 
health care, which includes 2,263 health care facilities, i.e. General, Regional and District 
Hospitals, Urban and Rural Health Care Centers, and Specialist Institutes. It administers a 
program of comprehensive medical coverage, which, under Public Law dating from 1991, 
requires universal membership in the National Social Security Fund (NSSF). Employers 
and employees make contributions to this fund, which guarantees health care to all 
citizens. For the 7 percent of Tunisians who live below the poverty line, such as those 
who are unemployed, orphans or senior citizens, this means free health care paid for by 
the NSSF.  
 
Exchange 24:  Is there a hospital nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a hospital nearby? fama isbeeTaar iqreeb hoonee? 
Local:  Yes, in the center of town. in'am, fasT liblaad. 

 
For others, health care is provided on a graduated ability-to-pay basis. The MOH points 
to its membership in the World Health Organization (WHO) and compliance with WHO 
global health standards such as universal vaccination. They likewise attribute the rapid 
decline in infant mortality and the increase in life expectancy (from 68.3 years in 1987 to 
73.3 years in 2005) to the success of their system.45 The World Bank assesses the state of 
health care in Tunisia rather differently. Their studies show that the health sector is 
underfinanced and the NSSF is poorly organized thus reducing its viability.46 
 
Exchange 25:  Is Dr. Midessi in, sir? 

Soldier: Is Dr. Midessi in, sir? duktoor meedaasee hoonee, 
Khooya? 

Local:  No. laa. 
 
Exchange 26:  Do you know what is wrong? 
Soldier: Do you know what is wrong? ti'rif ishnoowa il mushkil?
Local:  No. laa.

Telecommunications 
Tunisia’s Ministry of Poste, Telephone, and Telegraph (PTT) is the 
sole provider of telecommunications services for the country. In 
addition, it is the principal shareholder of the Tuniscell mobile phone 
network and custodian of all broadcast media and internet activity. 
According to the ministry there were 1,257,000 subscribers to fixed 
home phone service in 2005. Installation and connection of a home 
phone currently costs USD 70. Phone cards do not exist, but coin 
operated public phones, called Taxiphones, abound in urban and rural 
areas. Local calls can be made at a cost of 100 millimes (USD 8 

                                                 
45 Tunisia Online. “Health Care in Tunisia.” http://www.tunisiaonline.com/society/society2.html 
46 World Bank Group. Tunisia. “Country Brief.” March 2004 
http://lnweb18.worldbank.org/mna/mena.nsf/Countries/Tunisia/046B431E5C5E7372852567EE0068D626?
OpenDocument 
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cents). International direct dialing is also available at rates beginning at 500 millimes 
(USD 40 cents). PTT regulates all internet activity and oversees 12 internet service 
providers (ISP) of which five are public and seven are private. Internet cafes exist in all 
major cities and in many smaller towns as well.47 
 
Exchange 27:  May I use your phone? 
Soldier: May I use your phone? inazhim nista'mil taleefoonik?
Local:  Sure. itfaDhal.

 
Exchange 28:  What is your telephone number? 

Soldier: What is your telephone 
number? ishnoowa noomroo taleefoonik? 

Local:  My phone number is 75-281-
595. 

noomrooya Khamsa wu sab'een 
meyteyn wu waaHid withmaaneen 
Khamsameeya wu Khamsa wu 
tis'een. 

 
Transportation 
Tunisia’s transportation network, by air, sea, and land, 
is reliable. It is overseen by the Ministry of Transport. 
Tunisia’s five seaports, Tunis, Sousse, Sfax, Bizerte, 
and Gabes, are connected by dependable highways to 
major cities and agricultural areas. The six 
international airports, Tunis, Monastir, Djerba, Tozeur, 
Sfax, and Tabaraka, accommodate more than a million 
travelers each year and are the major portals for the 
tourism industry.  
 
Exchange 29:  Which road leads to the airport? 

Soldier: Which road leads to the 
airport? ana iTreeq leewaSal lil maTaar?

Local:  The road heading east. iTreeq ilee yihiz lish sharq.
 
The Tunisian National Railway Company operates a 2,475 km (1,500 mi) network of rail 
service connecting the northern and central regions of the country.  
 
Exchange 30:  Is there a train station nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a train station nearby? famaash maHaTit itraa iqreeba?
Local:  No. laa.

 
With more than 31,000 km (18,600 mi) of paved highways, all major cities and regions 
are easily accessible by car or by a national bus network consisting of public and private 
operators. 
 

                                                 
47 Tunisia Online. “ICTs in Tunisia.” http://www.tunisiaonline.com/economy/economy4.html 
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Exchange 31:  Will the bus be here soon? 
Soldier: Will the bus be here soon? il kaar iqreeb yooSal?
Local:  Yes. haw jaay.

 
Major cities are served by public and private taxis that provide metered service. If a taxi 
does not have a meter, be sure to ask the driver how much the fare to your destination 
is.48 
 
Exchange 32:  Where can I get a cab? 
Soldier: Where can I get a cab? imneen inazhim naKhuTh taksee?
Local:  Over there. min hoonee.

 
Tunisia has a unique system of licensed inter-city 
transportation called louage. From the French meaning to 
rent or hire, the louage is usually a large sedan or SUV 
that can carry from 5 to 7 passengers. Drivers wait with 
their vehicles at a place de louage and depart when 
sufficient passengers have gathered. The louages are safe, 
economical and usually faster than bus or train.   
 
Exchange 33:  Can you take me there? 
Soldier: Can you take me there? itnazhim it-hiznee ghaadee?
Local:  Yes, I can.  in'am, inazhim.

 
Finally, car rental agencies are located at all major airports and in most major hotels. All 
the main international rental companies can be found, e.g. Avis, Hertz, and Budget. Daily 
rates are generally higher than in the continental United States. An international driving 
license and a major credit card are the only required documents. 
 
Exchange 34:  Where can I rent a car? 
Soldier: Where can I rent a car? ween inazhim nikree karihba?
Local:  Downtown. fasT liblaad.

 

Food and Dining 
There is no shortage of fine dining in the main cities of Tunisia. The best of Arab, 
European, and American cuisine come together in the country’s hotels and restaurants. 
 
Exchange 35:  Are you still serving breakfast? 
Soldier: Are you still serving breakfast? maa zilto itsarboo ifToor iSbaaHa?
Local:  Yes. in'am.

 
The marquees of the fast food giants of Europe and North America, like Burger King and 
Kentucky Fried Chicken, can be seen along the main streets of the big cities. They too are 

                                                 
48Tunisia Online. “Infrastructure - Transportation.” http://www.tunisiaonline.com/economy/economy3.html 
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popular with tourists and young Tunisians. Yet, the main staple of Tunisian cooking is 
the semolina dish, couscous.  
 
Exchange 36:  The food tastes so good. 
Soldier: The food tastes so good. Tu'mit il maakla ibneena barsha. 
Local:  Thank you. yi'ayshik. 

 
¶Other favorites include meshwee (mechoui) or lamb roast, shorba de poisson or fish 
soup, chachouka or vegetable stew with an egg on top, and kofta or spicy meat balls. 
 
Exchange 37  I’d like some hot soup. 
Soldier: I’d like some hot soup. inHib shurba isKhoona.
Local:  Sure. HaaDhir.

 
Exchange 38:  What type of meat is this? 
Soldier: What type of meat is this? ishnoowa naw' il Ham haaTha?
Local:  Lamb. 'aloosh.

 
 
Major hotels and many restaurants that cater to tourists have a license 
to sell alcoholic beverages. Although Tunisia exports some fine red 
and white wines to Europe such as Noble de Mornag, consumption of 
alcohol is forbidden for Muslims. Most Tunisians follow this 
prescription. When consuming alcoholic beverages one should 
remember two things: it should never be offered to Muslims and 
never be consumed outside of the hotel or restaurant. 
 
Exchange 39:  May I have a glass of water? 
Soldier: May I have a glass of water? kaas maya yi'ayshik? 
Local:  Yes, right away. idqeeqa injiblik. 

 
One can round off a meal with a local dessert like baklava (similar to Greek baklava), 
makrud or semolina cake with honey and date filling, and bouza, a hazelnut crème with 
sesame seeds.  
 
Exchange 40:  Do you have dessert? 
Soldier: Do you have dessert? 'indik desayr? 
Local:  Yes, we have fruits and sweets. in'am, 'ina ghala wiHloo. 

 
Exchange 41:  I would like coffee or tea. 
Soldier: I would like coffee or tea. inHib qahwa wala tey.
Local:  Sure. HaaDhir.
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Tunisians can be seen washing their hands before their meals and their hands and mouth 
upon completion of the meal. It is a part of Islamic hygiene. 
 
Exchange 42:  Where is your restroom? 
Soldier: Where is your restroom? ween il Hamaam? 

Local:  That room to your left, over 
there. il beyt ilee 'ala yeesaarik, min ihna. 

 
¶If you are dining with a Tunisian companion or driver, it would be a welcome gesture to 
pay for his food as well. 
 
Exchange 43:  Put this all in one bill. 
Soldier: Put this all in one bill. HuT kul shey fee faatoora waaHda.
Local:  Okay. baahee.

 
Otherwise, you can ask for your bill and leave a tip of no more than 10 percent if the food 
and service were excellent. 
 
Exchange 44:  Can I have my total bill, please? 

Soldier: Can I have my total bill, 
please? 

itnazhim ta'Teena liHsaab il kul, 
yi'ayshik?

Local:  Yes, of course. biTbee'a.
 

Marketplace 
The souk, or marketplace, can take two forms: the modern boutique 
of the supermarché, the modern supermarket, or the traditional shop 
or stall of the covered markets in the medina of Tunisia’s main cities. 
All markets, except meat and produce markets, open around 9 a.m. 
and close for lunch around 1:30 p.m. They reopen around 4 p.m. and 
close for the evening around 9 p.m. 
 
Exchange 45:  How much longer will you be here? 

Soldier: How much longer will you be 
here? qidaash bash tabqa hoonee?

Local:  Three more hours. ithlaatha iswaaya' aKhreen.
 
Tourist markets are the worst places to shop. The best place to find traditional wares is at 
one of the government run artisan shops, Societe de Commercialisation des Produits de 
l’Artisanats or SCOPA. Their shops are identified by the SCOPA sign.  
 
Exchange 46:  Is the market nearby? 
Soldier: Is the market nearby? isooq iqreeb? 
Local:  Yes, over there on the right. in'am, min hoonee 'al yimeen. 
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In SCOPA shops one can find the best of Tunisian leather work, traditional gold and 
silver jewelry, perfumes, carpets, and pottery. 
 
Exchange 47:  Do you sell pottery? 
Soldier: Do you sell pottery? itbee' il fuKhaar? 
Local:  Yes. in'am. 

 
If there is an object that is not the correct color or size, a merchant might have suitable 
sizes and colors in the storehouse. 
 
Exchange 48:  Do you have any more of these? 

Soldier: Do you have any more of 
these? mazalshee 'andik min haThooma?

Local:  No. laa.
 
Always examine merchandise closely, especially more expensive items, since once sold 
they are difficult to return. 
 
Exchange 49:  May I examine this close up? 
Soldier: May I examine this close up? inazhim inshoof haaTha min iqreeb?
Local:  Sure. biT Tab'.

 
Bargaining is an accepted tradition among Tunisians. However, two rules apply. Do not 
bargain unless you know the market value of an item. It is also not appropriate to bargain 
unless you are serious about buying the item. 
 
Exchange 50:  Can I buy a carpet with this much money? 

Soldier: Can I buy a carpet with this 
much money? 

inazhim nishree zarbeeya bil ifloos 
ilee 'indee?

Local:  No. laa.
 
Some merchants will accept U.S. dollars or major European currencies, but they might 
not offer an acceptable exchange rate. It is best to carry Tunisian Dinars to the market. 
 
Exchange 51:  Do you accept U.S. currency? 
Soldier: Do you accept U.S. currency? taqbal id dolaar lamreekee?

Local:  No we only accept Tunisian 
dinars. 

laa niqbaloo kaan id deenaar it 
toonsee.

 
Exchange 52:  Can you give me change for this? 

Soldier: Can you give me change for 
this? itnazhim itSariflee haaTha?

Local:  No. laa.
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Street Vendors 
Most Tunisians are honest, but there are street vendors and touts who are out to exploit 
tourists.  
 
Exchange 53:  Please, buy something from me. 

Local: Please, buy something from 
me. yi'ayshik, ishree Haaja. 

Soldier:  Sorry, I have no money left. samaHnee, mabqaash 'indee ifloos. 

 
Occasionally, youths can be seen in the old markets begging money from tourists.  
 
Exchange 54:  Give me money 
Local: Give me money a'Teenee ifloos
Soldier:  I don’t have any. ma 'indee ifloos.
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Chapter 5 - Rural Life 

Rural Issues 
For those Tunisians who do not live in urban centers, rural life has 
meant seasonal employment and reduced access to clean water, 
education, health care, telephones, and electricity. Two-thirds of 
Tunisia’s poor live in rural areas.49 Yet, foreign aid from the World 
Bank and other international sources has made a positive impact in 
several areas of the country’s basic infrastructure, including access to 
water, rural electrification, and rural housing.50 Currently 95 percent 
of Tunisian households are connected to the national electricity 
grid.51 Furthermore, a rural water supply project financed by 
Japanese foreign aid is closing the gap in clean water for domestic 
use.52 A 2004 operational evaluation by the World Bank (WB) and 
the Islamic Development Bank (IDB) surveying Tunisia’s use of developmental aid 
commends the country’s steady progress in rural development. It also outlines 
developmental goals for the next decade to be accomplished with WB and IDB assistance. 
The goals include rural roads, agriculture and a variety of rural social services.53 

Rural Economy 
Tunisia’s rural economy rests in the farms of the northern region and in animal husbandry 
in the steppes region. One-fifth of the national workforce is employed in agriculture. The 
rural agricultural sector provides much but not all of Tunisia’s domestic food needs; 
cereals and dairy products are still imported. However, it does supply the country with 
cash crops for export. These include wheat, barley, grapes, olives, citrus fruit, dates, 
artichokes and almonds. Its climate permits an early growing season and thereby 
Tunisia’s agricultural exports reach European markets ahead of the growing season in 
Europe. In recent years, the government has invested heavily in irrigation and soil 
conservation programs.54 

                                                 
49 World Bank Household Archives. Tunisia. “Poverty Alleviation: Preserving Progress While Preparing 
for the Future.” 06 December 1999.  
http://wbln0018.worldbank.org/dg/povertys.nsf/de9638da553fbfbf8525678a0070b1af/80d0579afeb3357f85
256b22005b726d?OpenDocument 
50 World Bank Group. “Country Brief: Tunisia.” March 2004.  
http://lnweb18.worldbank.org/mna/mena.nsf/Countries/Tunisia/046B431E5C5E7372852567EE0068D626?
OpenDocument 
51 World Bank Group. “Low Cost Electricity and Multi-sector Development in Rural Tunisia.” 11 February 
2004. http://info.worldbank.org/etools/bspan/PresentationView.asp?PID=1046&EID=506 
52 JBIC. Overseas Economic Cooperation Operation. “Aid for Tunisia’s Rural Infrastructure Development 
Rectifying Urban-Rural Gap.” 23 March 2000. 
http://www.jbic.go.jp/english/base/release/oec/1999/A06/B0606/nr99_25d.php 
53 World Bank Operations Evaluation Department. OED Reach. “Tunisia: Joint World Bank-Islamic 
Development Bank Country Assistance Evaluation.” 30 August 2004.  
http://lnweb18.worldbank.org/oed/oeddoclib.nsf/DocUNIDViewForJavaSearch/F5D0520059BF8D8C8525
6F0100757C11/$file/tunisia_cae_reach.pdf 
54 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Tunisia: Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing.” 2007. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-46610/Tunisia 
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Land Ownership and Distribution 
Tunisian laws governing land ownership and regulating inheritance of farm lands have 
remained largely unchanged since Ottoman times and are Islamic in origin. The French in 
their colonial occupation never succeeded in dislodging or altering the ancient practices 
of land distribution. Three kinds of land possession are recognized: private ownership or 
mulk; miri or state ownership and therefore common; and waqf or religious property. 
Privately owned lands are inherited by the male heirs of a family according to Islamic 
law. Land ownership by women is therefore less common.55 
 
Exchange 55:  Do you own this land? 
Soldier: Do you own this land? larDh haaThee milkik?
Local:  Yes. in'am.

 

Rural Transportation 
Of the 19,232 km (11,540 mi) of highway linking the 
cities and rural areas of Tunisia, about 65 percent or 
12,500 km (7,500 mi) are paved.56 Of these paved roads, 
A1, the main artery highway running north–south from 
Tunis to the coastal cities, is the most heavily traveled. 
However, driving on either unpaved or paved roads is not 
without risks. One has to be alert and prepared to look out 
for livestock, pedestrians, cyclists, or unpredictable local 

drivers. There are other factors that complicate driving such as poor road lighting in rural 
areas and the generally poor condition of local vehicles. These factors make driving after 
dark dangerous. Scarcity of safety services and traffic police, and the possibility of 
accidents and breakdowns heighten the risks of rural driving. Gasoline stations tend to be 
located only near cities and towns. 
 
Exchange 56:  Is there a gas station nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a gas station nearby? fama maHaTit isons iqreeba?
Local:  Yes. in'am. 

 
Other services like food and lodging are uncommon along country roads. 
 
Exchange 57:  Is there lodging nearby? 
Soldier: Is there lodging nearby? famaash uteel iqreeb?
Local:  Yes. in'am.

 
Breakdowns due to poor vehicle maintenance are frequent along rural highways, and 
repair shops are usually only found near a settlement with a gasoline station. 
 

                                                 
55 Land Economics, Vol. 44, No. 1. Duwaji, Ghazi. “Land Ownership in Tunisia: An Obstacle to 
Agricultural Development [p. 129–132].” February 1968. 
56 MSN Encarta. “Tunisia Facts and Figures.” 2007.  
http://encarta.msn.com/fact_631504880/Tunisia_Facts_and_Figures.html 
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Exchange 58:  Is there a good auto mechanic nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a good auto mechanic 
nearby? famaash meekansya baahee iqreeb? 

Local:  Yes. in'am. 
 

Rural Health Care 
The Tunisian health care system varies considerably. Medical care in urban centers can 
be excellent but in rural areas it is not so readily available. The same is true of rural 
pharmacies. Travelers should bring prescription medicines with them. 
 
Exchange 59:  Is there a medical clinic nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a medical clinic 
nearby? famaash maSaHa iqreeba?

Local:  Yes, over there. in'am, min hoonee.
 
Specialist care and trauma centers are largely nonexistent. Likewise, ambulance service is 
often unavailable. Health care centers are often staffed by medical personnel who speak 
French as their second language, and doctors may not be on call.57 Currently no 
contagious diseases are reported at the epidemic level by consular sources. Local 
authorities, however, report a high incidence of Hepatitis A in rural areas. 
 
Exchange 60:  My arm is broken, can you help me? 

Soldier: My arm is broken, can you 
help me? eedee imkasra, itnazhim it'aawinee?

Local:  Yes, I can help you.   in'am, inazhim in'aawnik.
 
Travelers are advised to take potable water with them when they travel. Water from 
sources in rural areas, even from a tap, should be considered contaminated.  

Different Ways of Life 
Farm life in the northern region, where most farms are located, is 
structured around the rhythm of the seasons. Crops are generally 
planted in the early part of the year and harvested during the 
spring or summer months, depending on the growing seasons of 
individual crops. Farm houses are roughly made and usually 
whitewashed. A low wall surrounds the house to keep out stray 
farm animals and windblown sand. Even with the country’s 
program of family planning, rural families can number six or eight. 
Women perform all the housework necessary such as making 
meals, cleaning, and laundering. They also grind the grain for 
cooking.  
Newly married couples usually live with the groom’s family in an 
adjacent or add-on house. The furnishings are meager and basic. Families sit on and sleep 
                                                 
57 Bureau of Consular Affairs, U.S. Department of State. Consular Information Sheet. “Tunisia.” 05 July 
2007. http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1045.html 
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on carpets on the floor. The oven is often a brick hole in the wall, and one charcoal 
burner or qanoun serves as the stove. Water, if not piped into the house, is collected from 
a communal well and must be fetched for cooking, cleaning, and drinking.  
 
In the southern part of Tunisia, in the area of Matmata, live the troglodytes or cave 
dwellers whose underground dwellings have become tourist attractions. Further south in 
the Sahara, the Bedouins or nomads can be found with their herds. They carry their tents 
on the backs of camels and live in a network of oases and sparse grazing areas, often 
crossing the border with Algeria in the course of their search for water and grasses for 
their animals. 

Education and Gender 
An intensive program of educational reform in the Ben Ali years has led to a greater 
proliferation of schools in rural areas and with it a greater percentage of girls in school 
beyond elementary education. The traditional wisdom that only boys deserve education 
because they will be the breadwinners of the future has been largely overcome in Tunisia. 
 
Schooling from elementary school through the university level is free to all children, but 
access to schooling in sparsely populated areas often means that children have to be 
bussed several miles to attend an elementary or secondary school.  
 
Exchange 61:  Do your children go to school? 
Soldier: Do your children go to school? iSghaarik yimsheeyo lil madrasa?
Local:  Yes. in'am.

 
Since Ben Ali has been president, an attempt has been made to reform the educational 
system by emphasizing democracy and human rights and by doing away with sexism and 
fanaticism in instructional media.58 In recent years the Ministry of Education has been 
particularly careful to incorporate the gender equity principles found in the Personal 
Status Code. In addition to the emancipation of women from polygamy and 
discrimination, this law guarantees women equal access to social services such as 
education and medical care. Yet, rural girls and women have fewer opportunities for 
advancement than their urban counterparts because of their domestic chores and the 
requirement for them to take part in harvesting crops. 

Rural Leadership 

Who is in charge? 
The mutamadiyat constitute the lowest level of appointed civil 
administration in Tunisia.59 Yet, much of the real power in local 
affairs rests with the umda or honored local leader whose title 
frequently passes from father to son. The office of umda actually 
goes back to the earliest Islamic communities in Arabia and 
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probably existed in Tunisia even before the coming of the Ottoman Turks in the 16th 
century.  
 
Exchange 62:  Do you know this area very well? 

Soldier: Do you know this area very 
well? ti'raf il iblaaSa haaThee bil baahee?

Local:  Yes. in'am.
 
The umda, who represents grass roots popular politics, often negotiates with the 
mutamadiyat on behalf of local residents. The appointed leaders of the district rely on the 
mutamadiyat to marshal popular consensus on important issues. 
 
Exchange 63:  Does your mayor live here? 
Soldier: Does your mayor live here? il 'umda imtaa'kum yi'eesh hoonee? 
Local:  Yes. in'am. 

 
There are few things in a rural district that escape the notice of the umda.  
 
Exchange 64:  Can you take me to your mayor? 

Soldier: Can you take me to your 
mayor?  

itnazhim it-hiznee lil 'umda 
imtaa'kum? 

Local:  Yes. in'am. 
 
This man is in a position to render the greatest assistance to native or foreign visitors. 
 
Exchange 65:  Respected mayor we need your help / advice / opinion. 

Soldier: Respected mayor we need your 
help / advice / opinion. 

HaDhrit il 'umda, itnazhim it'aawina 
/ tinSaHna / ti'Teena raayik. 

Local:  Yes. in'am. 

Checkpoints 
All police functions in Tunisia are regulated by the Ministry of the Interior. This includes 
road safety police, metropolitan police, and state security. Tunisians are accustomed to 
frequent identity checks at transportation nodes and along highways. 
 
Exchange 66:  Where is the nearest checkpoint? 

Soldier: Where is the nearest 
checkpoint? feenee aqrab nuqTit tafteesh? 

Local:  It’s two kilometers. fama zooz keelomater.
 
Local nationals and foreigners are required to carry proof of identity at all times 
 
Exchange 67:  Is this all the ID you have? 

Soldier: Is this all the ID you have? ma'indik kaan lawraaq haaThee bash 
it-thabit haweetik?

Local:  Yes. in'am.
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Drivers can expect random checkpoints along major highways. In all cases it is 
customary to produce car registration and to get out of the car.  
 
Exchange 68:  Please get out of the car. 
Soldier: Please get out of the car. uKhruj mil karihba min faDhlik.
Local:  OK. HaaDhir.

 
Exchange 69:  Show us the car registration. 
Soldier: Show us the car registration. wareenee wuraaq il karihba.
Local:  OK. HaaDhir.

 
 
Because of the region’s history of political mischief, 
border areas with Algeria and Libya are especially 
vulnerable to cross-border smuggling and occasional 
insurgency. This can include transport of forbidden items 
such as drugs or weapons or movement of dissidents who 
wish to avoid police detection. For this reason extra 
highway checkpoints in areas approaching the frontier 
tend to be permanent highway fixtures. Vehicle searches 
are routine.  
 
 
Exchange 70:  Are you carrying any guns? 
Soldier: Are you carrying any guns? im'aak ay islaaH? 
Local:  Yes. in'am. 

 
In case of an accident or civil disturbance, police assistance throughout Tunisia may be 
reached by dialing 197 from any public or mobile phone. 
 
Exchange 71:  Did these people threaten you? 
Soldier: Did these people threaten you? inaas haThooma yihadidoo feek?
Local:  No. laa.
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Chapter 6 – Family Life 

Typical Household and Family Structure  
French colonialism, family planning, and several waves 
of modernization that have taken place following 
independence have altered the traditional structure of the 
Tunisian family. In urban areas the nuclear family tends 
to be the most common living arrangement. In practice, 
this means a mother and father and two or three children 
in one household.  
 
Exchange 72:  Is this your entire family? 
Soldier: Is this your entire family? haaThee 'aayiltik ibkulha? 
Local:  Yes. in'am. 

 
However, in rural areas the extended family tends to be the norm. This can mean several 
generations from grandparents to grandchildren living under one roof. A house may have 
several married and unmarried female relatives living in it, since unmarried women are 
not permitted to live alone or in dwellings where a male relative is not present. 
 
Exchange 73:  How many people live in this house? 

Soldier: How many people live in this 
house? 

qidaash min waaHid yi'eesh fid daar 
haaThee?

Local:  Ten. 'ashra.
 َ 
The smaller nuclear families living in cities do however cling to the concept of kinship 
and have close ties to their relatives in rural areas, visiting frequently and for protracted 
periods.  
 
Exchange 74:  Did you grow up here? 
Soldier: Did you grow up here? itrabeet hoonee? 
Local:  Yes. in'am. 

 
Prior to independence many families migrated to France in search of work. In the years 
following independence, many Tunisian males traveled to European countries or to oil 
producing countries like Libya and the Persian Gulf to work as both skilled and unskilled 
laborers. Their remittances have played a role in augmenting the country’s foreign 
income and have fortified many Tunisian families.  
 
Exchange 75:  Are you the only person in your family who has a job? 

Soldier: Are you the only person in 
your family who has a job? 

intee il waHeed ilee fee 'ayiltik 
'indik Khidma? 

Local:  No. laa. 
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Family Roles and Responsibilities 
Tunisians are used to a paternalistic family structure, 
which is true of most Islamic countries. In practice, this 
has meant that men traditionally held the responsibility 
for earning an income and women were responsible for 
running the household. 
 
 
Exchange 76:  Where do you work, sir? 

Soldier: Where do you work, sir?    ween tiKhdim, yaa sayid?
Local:  I am a farmer, sir. niKhdim falaaH, aKhooya. 

 
With emancipation under the Personal Status Code, urban women have inherited new 
roles as they enter the business and professional world. Women in rural areas remain 
more attached to domestic and farm duties, i.e., cooking, cleaning, and tending animals. 
They are also more segregated from public life. 
 
Exchange 77:  Does your family live here? 
Soldier: Does your family live here? 'ayiltik it'eesh hoonee?
Local:  Yes. in'am.

 
As male members of a family travel abroad in search of work, females in rural areas have 
to live with their husband’s family and are forced into absorbing more duties in the 
agricultural economy, sometimes working outside the family on neighboring farms. 
 
Exchange 78:  Do you have any brothers? 
Soldier: Do you have any brothers? 'indik iKhwa? 
Local:  Yes. in'am. 

Marriage and Divorce 
It is common for males in Tunisia to remain single until their mid twenties or until they 
are financially able to support a family. Bachelorhood is virtually unknown and 
spinsterhood is very uncommon. 
 
Exchange 79:  Are you married? 
Soldier: Are you married? im'aris?
Local:  Local :  No. laa.

 
The practices of underaged marriages and polygamy, legalized under Islamic law, are 
forbidden under the Personal Status Code. Nonetheless, marriages are not left to chance 
and occur only after lengthy planning and preparation by the extended family. The 
marriage may be arranged by the families or based on friendships from school or work. 
 
Exchange 80:  Are these people part of your family? 

Soldier: Are these people part of your 
family? inaas haThooma yiqirboolik? 
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Local:  Local :  No. laa. 
 
In either case, kinship acts to anchor the marriage and to discourage divorce, which is 
very uncommon.  
 
Exchange 81:  Is this your wife? 
Soldier: Is this your wife? haaThee martik?
Local:  Yes. in'am.

 

Naming Conventions 
In naming a child, the family name is very important. 
Family names may come from an arsh or tribe such as 
Zlass or Freshish, or they may be derived from a 
geographic location such as al-Souissi (from Sousse) or 
al-Tunsi (from Tunis). Many family names are not easily 
recognizable as having a geographic origin. Both sons 
and daughters will take the father’s family name. The 
child’s first name, in the case of a male, is often an 
amalgam of a divine attribute plus Abd, e.g., Abd al-Hakim (Servant of the Wise One). It 
may be followed by bin (meaning "son of") or bint (meaning "daughter of"). A child’s 
middle name is the father’s first name. Thus, the name Halima bint Abd al-Hakim would 
translate to Halima the daughter of Abd al-Hakim.  
 
Exchange 82:  Are these your children? 
Soldier: Are these your children? haThooma iSghaarik? 
Local:  Yes. in'am. 
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