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Abstract

Tunisia, differently from its neighbouring country, has always been a peculiar case-study
for its women’s activism. Through the years, the high level of education, the awareness
of their skills and the activism have played an important role for the gradual recognition
of women rights. The recent and dramatic changes in Tunisia since the Jasmine
Revolution have brought new challenges for its citizens and in particular for its women.
In fact, “Les femmes tunisiennes”’, long considered the most liberal in the Arab-Muslim
world, in the post-revolution period have faced difficulties due to the consolidation of
power of Islamic and conservative political party: “Ennahdha”. In order to give a more
general and comprehensive vision of the above-mentioned topic, the initial part of this
thesis will describe the historical and political background of the country, highlighting its
liberal and modern approaches since its independence. Then, the focus will turn on the
origins and evolution of these feminist movements, focusing on the main past and present
achievements. The last part of this work will address the concrete involvement of
women’s groups in the revolution and in the redaction of the new Constitutional text of
January 2014. As a matter of fact, the Tunisian Revolution, within the Arab springs, has
been a singular and unique case, where women have had the courage to make demands
upon the state and voicing their concerns. This activism has transformed the so called

“politics from above” to a “politics from below”.

Keywords: Tunisia, pre-post Revolution period, women movements, activism,
achievements.



Introduction

Tunisia, differently from its neighbouring countries, has always been a peculiar case-
study for its women’s activism. Throughout the years, the contribution of different
scholars such as the Tunisian Tahar Haddad, promoter of gender equality and inspirer of
subsequent modernist. Avant-guard reforms on the one hand, and the intense and constant
involvement of women in the political and social field on the other hand, have led Tunisia,
among the Arab countries, becoming an unique case in terms of recognition of rights,

especially with regards to women rights.

The purpose of this thesis is to discover the causes that have made the Tunisian
female activism a peculiar case in comparison to other Arab countries and to understand
the exogenous influences and endogenous changes of Tunisia society that led the female
movements to obtain equal rights. Throughout the analysis, the attention will be focused
not only to the evolution and transformation of the Tunisian female movements but also
to the recent and dramatic changes in Tunisia since the 2011 Jasmine Revolution that
have brought “Les femmes tunisiennes” to face new challenges after the consolidation of

power of the Islamic and conservative political party: “Ennahdha”.

The long period of political and constitutional transition has seen Tunisian women
actively engaged in contrasting the wind of Islamic reformism that Ennahdha and the
Salafist wing wanted to bring with the introduction of Art. 28 in the new Constitution.
The Article 28 was aimed at introducing the word “complementarity” in the relationship
between men and women and that will lead to a great national and international debate
about its appropriate use in a Constitutional text. Also in this case, Tunisian women were
found ready and after heated debates, protests and street mobilisations, they obtained the
complete abolition of the article from the final text of the 2014 Constitution. As a matter
of fact, the Tunisian Revolution, within the Arab springs, has been a singular and unique
case, where women have had the courage to make demands upon the state and voicing
their concerns. This activism has transformed the so-called “politics from above” to a

“politics from below”.



The thesis will be divided in three different parts.

In order to give a more general and comprehensive vision of the above-mentioned
topic, the first part analyses the historical stages of Tunisia, from the Arab and the French
domination to the birth of the new and independent state in 1956 and the 2011 Revolution.
It is not possible to understand the peculiarity of contemporary Tunisian women without
understanding the steps that have characterized the modernity of a country in which they

developed.

In the second part, the focus will turn on the origins and evolution of Tunisian
feminist movements, describing their main past and present achievements. Relevant
importance will be given to the introduction in 1956 of the Code of Personal Status (CPS),
strongly wanted by President Bourguiba, which will open the doors to young Tunisian
girls and women to the participation of public life, as students and workers. Despite the
strong criticism against the CPS, considered more as a part of a wider national building
project, it aimed at favouring women’s conditions instead. It, in fact, represented the
initial step towards the consolidation of a long social process that will lead to the

recognition of gender equality in Tunisia.

The last part of this work will address the concrete involvement of women’s groups
in the Revolution and even more in the drafting of the new Constitutional text, approved
with unanimity in January 2014. Despite the challenges that Tunisian women have faced
especially during the last phase of the Ben Ali era, they have always been active in
claiming their rights both as women and citizens. This has been demonstrated by their
massive participation during the uprisings that preceded the fall of Ben Ali and especially

during the difficult political and constitutional transition process.

In this last phase, thanks to the contribution of two interviews, it was possible to have
a direct contact with those Tunisian women who not only actively participated in the

Revolution, but who were also engaged in the institutional transitional process.



Being women of different generations, my interviewees, pointed out the different
approaches in participating and taking charge of the Transition process, reflection of that
current Tunisia society divided between them who openly expressed his dissent with
striking acts as the case of Amina Sboui and others who worked within the Tunisian

political entourage as Bochra Bel Haj Hmida.

Despite the different types of activism, Tunisian women have shown, throughout the
years, great social participation and a strong desire of equality that have identified them

as the most liberal women in the entire Arab-Muslim world.
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Tunisia Social and Political Background: from Bourguiba to Ben Ali
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1.1Tunisia Social and Political Background

1.1.1 The multicultural roots

Looking at the Tunisia social and political background, appears clear how it has
strongly contributed to its modern and liberal structure. In ancient time, its optimal
geographic and strategic position was fundamental for commercial exchanges with the
oriental and western world and for acquiring control of the Mediterranean Sea.! These
reasons had always located Tunisians under the crosshairs of many conquerors. More
than three thousand years of Tunisia history tell us the long rivalry between Rome and

Carthage, the Arabs and then the France dominations.

Its territory has been inhabited over the centuries by the “Mediterranean people”
such as Phoenicians, Berbers, Arabs, Italians, Maltese and French which have left an
important legacy to the Tunisian people made of cultural vivacity and religious
compatibility.? For these reasons, modern Tunisia was not only influenced by western
traditions, thoughts and ways of life, but it also reflects a mixture of several civilizations,
cultures and religions. To truly understand its current modernist and western oriented

culture, it seems necessary to look in its past.
1.1.2 Arab-Muslim and the Ottoman Domination
Since the VII century, Tunisia was controlled by different Arabs-Muslims dynasties

which succeeded in preserving the existence of other cultures such as the Berbers and the
Nomads (El Houssi, L., 2013, p.9).

1 Tchaicha, J. and Arfaoui, K. (2012). Tunisian women in the twenty-first century: past achievements and present uncertainties in the
wake of the Jasmine Revolution, The Journal of North African Studies, 17(2), p.21

2 El Houssi, L. (2013). Il risveglio della democrazia. La Tunisia dall'indipendenza alla transizione. 1st ed. Roma: Carocci editore,
p.15
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Under the Ottomans, the strategic Mediterranean country developed a semi-
autonomous administrative system, the so called “beylicato”.® This institution, adopted
concurrently with the Tanzimat # reforms, paved the way for a fluorescent period of
transformation in Tunisia, where historical improvements were achieved. For the first
time in the history of an Arab-Muslim country, in 1846 the slavery was abolished and in
1857 the “Fundamental Pact” was promulgated. It was a document aimed at regulating
the conditions and the rules between the Beys and their subjects. The Fundamental Pact,
strongly wanted by Mohamed Bey, laid down religious and civil freedom and ensured for
foreigners the protection of property rights, the possibility of trading and being employed
(El Houssi, L., 2013, p.16).

According to historian such as Nathan J. Brown, this document was extremely
important because it lead to the adoption of the 1861 first Tunisia written
Constitution.This was the cultural progress established in the second half of the
nineteenth century by the first Minister Khayr al din, whose primary goal was to achieve

an economic, cultural and institutional modernization of the country on western model.

The cornerstone of those reforms was the renewal of the educational system with the
creation of new institutions that joined the religious ones. The most important was the
Sadiki College, founded in 1875 with the objective to educate and form the future

governing class (El Houssi, L., 2013).

The reformist and modernist essence of this country, already highlighted by those
achievements, will persist throughout the years. In fact, if Tunisia was endowed with the
first Constitution ever promulgated in the Muslim world in 1861, only 150 years later it

was the promoter of the first democratic revolution in the MENA® region.

3 Torelli, S. (2015). La Tunisia Contemporanea. Bologna: il Mulino, p.15

4 The Tanzimat was a set of modern reforms adopted in 1839 by the Ottoman Empire in which all the citizens were

declared equal in front of the law, the Millet System was abolished and the educational system renewed.

5 MENA is the acronym used to indicate the Middle East and North Africa Region.
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The so called “Arab Spring” © that had spread as an oil stain to other countries such

as Syria, Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Algeria, Irag, Bahrain, Jordan and Djibouti.

1.1.3 The French Protectorate

In 1869, after a period of economic and financial difficulty, France, Italy and Great
Britain established an international financial commission to save Tunisia from
bankrupted. The implementation of this institution signed the very first direct influence

of European countries in Tunisia (Torelli, S. 2015, p. 16).

That was a period characterized by colonialism, where, in order to confirm their
predominance in the international scenario, majors Powers had the will, and sometimes
the necessity, to expand their own territory to acquire direct access to economic and
human resources. It was right in this framework where two European powers such as
France and Italy showed interest about Tunisia. On the one hand, France was driven by
the idea of creating territorial contiguity and assuring security for the occupied
neighbouring Algeria’ and, on the other hand, the possibility to obtain a new land and to
protect the Italian community living there, made Tunisia appealing also to the new Italian
State. This rivalry became less lively after the Berlin Congress of 1878 where the destiny
of Tunisia was almost determined and entrusted in the hand of France without any
objections from the two hypothetical opponents Great Britain’s Prime Minister Benjamin

Disraeli and the German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck (Torelli, S. 2015, p. 17).

In May 1881, the “Bardo Treaty” signed by the France government and the Bey
Muhammad al Sadig, put an end to Italian ambitions on Tunis, becoming de facto a
France Protectorate. The above-mentioned Treaty, composed by only 10 articles,
specified how the administration of Tunisia affairs would have taken place. And even if
there were no evident references of any form of colonialism, the treaty made clear which

would have been the future of the bey’s political autonomy.

6 With the Arab Spring (in Arabic 2 &)l al-RabT' al-'Arabl) we mean a journalistic term mostly used by the Western media to indicate a series of
protests and revolts that began between the end of 2010 and the beginning of 2011.

7 Algeria was already conquered by France in 1830
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Barely two years later, in 1883 with the Marsa Convention, the temporary situation
became much clear and Tunisia was transformed in a France colony under the direct
administration of the Eliseo. Since then, Tunisia was completely administrated by them
which began to adopt policies aimed at favouring the French communities, economy,
language and currency (Torelli, S. 2015). The exporting taxes between the two countries
were greatly lower compared with those of Italy or other countries, so that trade between
them increased exponentially reaching, by the end of the century, the 60% of the whole

international trade of Tunisia.®

The policy undertaken by France in Tunisia have created a situation in which French
people were constantly enjoying privileges. The taxation system imposed on land and
products was completely unequal and in favour of the interests of the small French
community; at the working level, the local labour force was discriminated because it was
considered unskilled and unreliable. As it happened in 1885 after the discovery of the
phosphate deposits in Gafsa, where not even a Tunisian worker was employed increasing
discontent and dissatisfaction among people (Torelli, S. 2015, p.21). A direct
consequence of those policies was the growing gap between the rural indigenous

populations that became increasingly poor and the French who gradually became richer.

Like all kind of colonialism, the long period of France’s presence in Tunisia led it to
experience gradual but steady exploitation of national resources and a progressive
impoverishment of the local population. However, shortly thereafter, the disagreements
will appear regarding the considerable France’s interference in Tunisian internal affairs,
giving the chance to increase the nationalistic fervour channelled in the ideals of the new

Dustur political party.

8 Perkins, K. (2014) A History of Modern Tunisia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 58
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1.1.4 Tunisian Nationalism

If on one side, colonialism favoured the development of an economy functional to its
own interests, on the other, it failed to stop the process of cultural renaissance which
continued to operate secretly to escape from repression and political censorship, all
around the Arab countries. The France presence both in the administrative structure, as
in Tunis, and in the training of local officials, as in Algeria, favoured the exchange of

knowledge and contributed, in some way, to the evolution of thought.®

The Arab nationalist, influenced by liberalism and socialism ideas, fostered the
growth of national movements, such as the Tunisia one, that would contribute to the birth

of nation states after a long independence struggle against the European oppression.

In Tunisia, the two major educational institutions the Sadiqi college and the
traditional Islamic University centre of Zaituna, were the places that saw the rise of
debates and disagreements due to the excessive western presence in the territory. In fact,
in Tunisia, as happened in the Ottoman Empire, a more educated bourgeois class, partly
inspired by Western values, will become the bearer of national defence by creating
movements of resistance (Torelli, S. 2015, p.22). The Tunisia movement of cultural
revival was nourished by the verses of romantic idealism of the Tunisian poet al-Shabbi
and by Tahrir Haddad who wrote in favour of female education, cornerstone of the
subsequent women’s right achievements (Corrao, F.,2016, p.100). The efforts of
maintaining the Western and the Muslim culture together led to the creation in 1896 of
the Khalduniyya 1° association. This association, created by the first two Tunisian
Nationalists Bashir Sfar and Mohamed Lasram, was designed to unite the Zaituna
teaching with Francophone methods and sciences. So that to create an association that

was leaned on western models without departing from the Arab-tradition.

9 Corrao, F. (2016). Islam, religione e politica. Roma: Luiss University Press. p. 98-99.

10 The name “Khalduniyya” was given in honour of Ibn Khaldun, Tunisian philosopher and politician, as well as one of

the most important culture men in Arab-Islamic history
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As the “Young Turks” in the Ottoman Empire few years earlier, also in Tunisia in 1907
was formed the movement of the “Young Tunisians”. It was a secular movement, although
not far from the values of Muslim culture, whose political message was aimed at the self-
determination of the Tunisian population, at social and economic reforms, especially in
the field of education and judicial, administrative and fiscal system. The most important
supporter of this movement was exactly an ex member of the Sadigi college, Ali Bash
Hamba and other figures which immediately became the major protagonist of the Tunisia
movement Abd al’ Aziz Tha’albi and Abd al-Jalil Zaouche. The instrument used by them
for the diffusion of the Tunisian nationalist ideology was the newspaper founded by Bash
Hamba in February 1907: Le Tunisien. It was the first newspaper written in French but
directed by Tunisian Muslims. In fact, the choice of language indicated what kind of
nationalist movement was: reformer and promoter of modernization (Torelli, S.,2015, p.
24).

The relations between the movement and France saw a small period of relaxation
during the WWI, to sharpen soon after, when the economic situation worsened again. In
the meantime, the Nationalist movement in 1919 had created the “Parti Tunisien”
(Tunisian party), the first political expression of the Tunisian youths’ demands, whose
ideology was represented by the literary work Tunis al-shahida (Tunisia martyr) written
by Tha’albi, published in French, but profoundly anti-French (Torelli, S.,2015, p. 27).

The failure of finding support in the French left party, pushed the Tunisian
nationalists to turn again to the internal scene, founding in 1920, the Tunisian Liberal
Constitutional Party (Al-Hizb al-Dusturi al-Hurr al-Tunisi), known simply as Dustur
(Constitution), that would become the main reference for the following years of political
struggles. From the east to the west, the second half of the nineteenth century was
characterized by the end of the colonial empires, and the affirmation of the national states.
The well-known “decolonization” phenomenon that lead to the independence of many
states such as Afghanistan in 1919, Egypt in 1922, India and Pakistan in 1947, Tunisia in
1956 and Algeria in 1962. In this precise framework lies, in Tunisia, the central role
played by the Dustur party in bringing Tunisian to one single and common goal:

Independence.
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1.1.5 The Dustur party and its efforts to achieve Independence

Despite some of its leaders who have had a Francophone formation, the Dustur
wanted to be a more “Tunisian” party, not only an expression of the local bourgeoisie,
but also rooted throughout Tunisia. The party's objectives were the liberation from the
French protectorate, the restoration of the Constitution and the establishment of an elected

parliament composed by French and Tunisian members (El Houssi, L. 2013, p.18).

At the very beginning, a sort of dialogue with the French authorities had vanished
because of the repressive reaction of the latter, while a detente would have arrived in
1921. From an internal point of view, the movement started to be weakened by the split
between the Dustur and a minority party that, led by Guellaty, would have formed the
Reformist Party in 1921. At the basis of internal dissent there was a divergence of views
about the role of the West. The Dustur had become little more traditionalist and

Guellaty’s formation continued to have a more Western vision (Torelli, S.,2015, p. 31).

Only after few years of activity, the Dustur party was subject to internal divisions,
which were, clearly, the mirror of the rise of a new western inspired political and social
generation. In 1930, a young man graduate in law, Habib Bourguiba, emerged as the
pioneer of the anticolonial campaign, becoming the leader that Tunisians had been
waiting for long time. His studies at the Sorbonne University and his avant-garde ideas,
have helped him to increase a strong spirit of modernization and a desire of creating an

autonomous nationalism.

Since the 1930s, national identity and the sense of belonging to Islam emerged clearly
and unequivocally as the two characteristics of Tunisia. But, curious is as, at that time,
the same Bourguiba, who once in power would become a champion of the secularization
of the state, stood as a defender of Islam. This was his functional strategy to the anti-
French struggle, identifying in the Islamic religion the characteristic element of Tunisia.
In this sense, emblematic was the battle in favor of the use of the veil by women, which,
at that stage, was even encouraged by one who, later, would become an icon of female

emancipation in the Arab-Islamic world (Torelli, S.,2015).
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Unfortunately, other internal criticisms created the basis for further divisions, in fact,
the Party, accused of being too submissive in 1932 was split into two branches: the “new”
and the “old”. The “new party”, ruled by Bourguiba, adopted a more aggressive tactics
against the French Protectorate; it was reorganized and composed by many cells
throughout the Tunisian territory, creating the basis for a deeper presence rooted even in
non-urban areas (EI Houssi, L. 2013, p.19).

Since then, a period of intense political activity for independence began. But the
French reaction was forthcoming. Instantly, the colonizers, started to repress all kind of
activism, arresting, for the first time, Bourguiba and other leader of the Neo Dustur party.
This strong phase of repression saw a short period of relaxation in 1936, when in Paris
the left coalition of the Popular Front of Léon Blum won the election. This coincided with
the rehabilitation at the local level of the Neo-Dustur, thanks to the release of its leaders
(Torelli, S.,2015, p. 33).

Internally, the party was in a turning point, in fact, this new strategy aimed at
broadening the consensus among the population, not only led to an increase of the cells
up to 450 (Perkins, K.,2014, p.103), but also its range of action was expanded, including
new social classes, such as women. As a matter of fact, in 1936, thanks to activists such
as Bashira ben Mrad, was born the first Tunisian feminist organization: “Union

Musulmane des Femmes de Tunisie” (UMFT) (Muslim Union of Tunisian Women).1!

At the end of the Second World War, the accusations of collaborationism with the
axis addressed to the Dustur party and the radicalization of the situation in Algeria led
the French government to further dampen the tone of Tunisian nationalism with the arrest
of more than 4,000 members including Salah Ben Yusuf, deputy of Bourguiba in the Neo-
Dustur. In this context, Bourguiba attempted to internationalize the Tunisian problem,
first seeking the support of the Arab League in Cairo in 1945, and later, in 1947, trying
to form a common Maghreb front, with the independence struggles of Morocco and
Algeria (Torelli, S.,2015, p. 35).

11 Renata Pepicelli in Corrao, F. and Violante, L. (2018). L Islam non é terrorismo. Bologna: Il Mulino. p.80
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However, the simultaneous outbreak of the Israeli-Palestinian crisis and “the
Palestine question” stole, completely, the scene from North African. The post-war period,
precisely between 1946 and 1948, some significant changes occurred for the nationalist
cause. The “Union Generale Tunisienne du Travail” (UGTT) represented the real news
within the political-social panorama of Tunisia. Founded by Farhat Hached in 1946,
immediately embrace the cause of the Neo Dustur, becoming a leading player in the
nationalist struggle. The strategy enacted by the party in those years, was that of enlarging
their consent within the civil society. And they did so, following two different paths: on
the one hand, thanks to the UGTT, for the first time, the Neo-Dustur became a real mass
party with a broad popular consensus, on the other, the party attempted a rapprochement
with the religious circle of the Zaituna, while Bourguiba focused more at secularist
sectors, opening up to new categories such as businessmen and qaid 2 (Torelli, S.,2015,
pp. 36-37). The return of Bourguiba in 1949 increased the independence spirit with
renewed energy. In fact, he succeeded in reassembling the party and together with Salah
Ben Youssef, they started to negotiate with the French government, with no success. So,
the Tunisian nationalists, led by Bourguiba, started to search external support, turning to
the United States which showed themselves open to the demands of countries fighting for
independence (El Houssi, L. 2013).

In the meanwhile, the then French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman recognized the
necessity of a plan for Tunisia and with the appointment of Louis Périllier, the Resident
General in 1950, he declared his intention to bring Tunisia to independence. But, in
response to Bourguiba, who was searching for support also in Washington, in January
1952 the positions stiffened and a real armed resistance began (Torelli, S.,2015, p.37). At
the same time, France, which was in difficulty also on other fronts as in Algeria and
Indochina, was fearing that Tunisia could have even turned into a second Indochina after

the guerrilla actions carried out by the fellagha.'®

12 Qaid is an Arabic word meaning “commander" or “leader", later it was used in North Africa referring to the governor of a fortress or the director of
a prison.

13 Literally “banned”, they were armed militants, often unemployed workers, who took guerrilla actions against French targets in Tunisia.
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Thus, they announced a transitional period that envisaged a sort of internal autonomy
of Tunisia. This announcement was made on July 31, 1954 by Pierre Mendés-France just
over a month after his appointment as French Prime Minister. This autonomy gave to
Tunisia the possibility to form a temporary government with the participation of 3
members of the Neo-Dustur (Torelli, S.,2015, pp. 38-39).

This solution was not accepted well by the most intransigent party wing, especially
by Ben Yusuf, who considered this agreement a failure and an obstacle to the real process
of independence. At the end, despite the internal disagreement, the approach chosen by
Bourguiba was that of compromise with the French authorities. The 20 March 1956 a
protocol was signed granting independence from France, thus the Treaty of Qasr es-Said
of 1881'% was abolished and Bourguiba was elected Prime Minister. This was a sort of
“independence in interdependence”, which meant that the independence was framed in
the maintenance of bilateral relations of close cooperation with France, especially in the
economic, foreign and defence sectors (EI Houssi, L. 2013, pp. 19-20). This agreement
with France was a deliberate move of Bourguiba, which succeeded in promoting him

among the leading leaders of the Arab-Mediterranean chessboard.

In 1956, after 75 years of French protectorate, moderate and combined efforts of
political and labour movements led Tunisia to its independence. One year later, in 1957,
after the dismissal of the Bey and the end of the monarchy, Bourguiba was appointed as
the first President of the new born and independent Tunisia Republic.®® Having assumed
the presidency, he began his long-term mandate defined by the Italian historian Ennio di

Nolfo as a mandate of “soft authoritarianism”.

14 Also, known as "The Bardo Treaty". It was a Treaty according to which the bey was obliged to entrust all power in the field of foreign affairs,
defense and administration to the General Resident of France

15 Douglas, J. (2000). Habib Bourguiba. [online] the Guardian. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/news/2000/apr/07/guardianobituaries1
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1.2 The Bourguiba era

1.2.1 The reforms of the Presidential Republic: between Education and Secularism

The undisputed founding father of the country, who had succeeded in obtaining
national independence to its people, had now to face many challenges. The country
needed to be rebuilt and a multicultural country, as Tunisia was, required the
implementation of different policies directed to reconcile the diverse ethnic, social and

religious groups.

According to Leila el Houssi, the relation of Bourguiba with France is crucial to fully
understand the policy of secularization from above undertaken by him after the
independence. The political antagonism must not make us forget its links with French
culture. In fact, Bourguiba, married with a French woman, Mathilde, was the symbol of
happiness of belonging to two great cultures, the Arab and the French (EI Houssi, L.
2013).

One of the first challenges of the “founding father”, in the aftermath of independence,
was to find a new ideology, a new common element capable of creating harmony and
consensus. In response of these needs, he began to put into practice a series of political
and social reforms that would give him the name of the “most radical modernizer of the
Arab world”.*® First of all, Tunisia, sweeping away 250 years of tradition, the so called
beylicato institution, became a de facto Republic, where the powers of the head of
government and state were directly transferred to Bourguiba (Perkins, K., 2014, p. 137).
Secondly, a new constitution was approved on June 1, 1959 establishing a five-year term
mandate for the President, not re-electable for more than three times. Ensuring to himself

at least 20 years of government (Torelli, S.,2015, p. 47).

In the initial phase of his 30 years of presidency, he had been able to transform

Tunisia into an extraordinary example of modernity in the Arabic world.

16 McCarthy, R. (2014). Re-thinking Secularism in Post-Independence Tunisia. The Journal of North African Studies, 19, n 5.p.50
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Substantially, two were the pillars on which the reform model was based: education
and secularism, both seen as vectors of modernization. In 1958, approximately 19% of
the government budget was allocated to the education sector, for the construction of new
schools and the training of new teachers.!” The three main objectives of the education
system reform were based on: Democratise, making the education system, not a privilege,
but accessible to everyone; Decolonize, modifying the programs of the different
disciplines, including more history and socio-cultural values of Tunisia; and finally,
Arabized, therefore, a gradual reintroduction of the Arabic language in teaching (El
Houssi, L.,2013, p.25). Even if the reintroduction of Arabic took place gradually,
Bourguiba, as a fervent supporter of bilingualism, considered it a necessary condition to
cultivate relations with Western countries. Therefore, in the educational institutions, were
created sections where the teaching was taught in Arabic and another where it was
bilingual. The widespread literacy process also included women', whose emancipation
became one of the symbols of Tunisia. Relevant regarding the women emancipation, was
in 1956, the adoption of the Code of Personal Status (CPS). This code, was rooted in the
progressive ideas of the scholar of the Zitouna Great Mosque®® : “Tahar Haddad” (1899-
1935). The book from which Bourguiba has found inspiration was the Haddad
masterpiece which contributed to draw attention to the women’s question. Published in
1930 the “Our Women in the Shari’a and the Society” was a book dealing with the
importance of the women in the modern society (Bochra Bel Haj Hmida in Corrao, F.
and Violante, L.,2018, pp.92-95). The Tunisia scholar, was a supporter of women
empowerment, he also believed that the interpretations of Islam at that time was unjust
toward them.?® He was a secularist who for long time promoted the liberalisation of
women from restrictive customs and traditional bonds. He denounced all forms of
discriminations and abuses against women, such as the polygamy, and advocated the

female access to education.?!

17 See the data reported in UNESCO, International Yearbook of Education, vol. XXI Genéve, International Bureau of Education, 1959, pp. 412-417
18 In 1956 only 13% of girls enrolled in primary school were attending; while 33% for boys. Perkins, K. (2014) A History of Modern Tunisia. op. cit.p.
143

19 Established in 737, it is the higher Institute of Theology and the higher Institute of Islamic Civilizations in Tunis

20 Amel Grami (2008) Gender Equality in Tunisia, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 35(3), p.350

21 Tchaicha, J. and Arfaoui, K. (2012). Tunisian women in the twenty-first century: past achievements and present uncertainties in the wake of the

Jasmine Revolution, The Journal of North African Studies, 17(2), p.218.
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Hence, if on one side, Haddad ideas were the heart of the Personal Status Code, on
the other, his efforts became also fundamental for the future consolidation of a new
modern and liberal Tunisia. Son of a secular culture, Bourguiba, was the promoter of the
emancipation of the Tunisian women. In fact, to bear the CPS and to educate women to
the new code, the party also encouraged the creation of the National Union of Tunisian
Women (UNFT), which in 1960 reached about 14,000 members (Torelli, S.,2015, p. 48).

The “Code of Personal Status”, the first of its kind in the Arabic-Muslim world,
issued a series of progressive laws aiming at diminishing the gap between men and
women (Tchaicha, J. and Arfaoui, K., 2012). This program, that will be discussed deeply
in the next chapter, gave to women equality. It included a wide range of radical measures,
such as the ban of polygamy, now criminally punishable, the introduction of a minimum
legal age for marriage, the divorce and it also allowed women to receive public education
(Bochra Bel Haj Hmida in Corrao, F. and Violante, L., 2018, p.95). According to Bochra
Bel Haj Hmida, the CPS was the founding act of the post-independence Tunisia because
it announced a new Family law, based on the recognition of new responsibilities and

rights of both members, and on reducing discrimination over women.

Modern and Muslim, the CPS was the paradigm of a positive right that derived its
origin from the figh.?? Even if it affirmed the principles of a modern secularism, the Code
opens with the classical Islamic eulogy “al-hamdulillah” (praise to God), meaning that a

secular law could be enacted without contradicting Islam (El Houssi, L.,2013, p.22).

To brought the country closer to the Western standard, Tunisia made other strong
moves. The “Dar Joued”, notorious reformatory where “insubordinate and rebellious”
women used to be segregated, were shut down. The women, expected to safeguard “el
Ardh” (honor), used to be sent there by the “wali” 23, until they learned how to behave
themselves. With the CPS these houses, created to avoid any moral or social threat, were
closed throughout the country (Tchaicha, J. and Arfaoui, K., 2012, p.218).

22 The figh is the Islamic jurisprudence, born from the continuation of the establishing work of the shari‘a.

23 Arabic word used to identify the male guardian, usually the father, the Brother or the Hushand, in absentia also the Son.
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However, criticism arrived immediately. The CPS, attracted the reprobation of
traditional religious sectors such as the ulema (lawyers) and others as the opposition
newspaper “All Istiglal”. But, using a new ljtihad, so, through an effort of finding
juridical solutions in line with the religion dictates, Bourguiba, was capable to avoid a
definitive laceration with the tradition. Through his moderate and modernizing politics,
he succeeded in placing himself between the West and the East. In fact, the attention to
the social needs and the ability to affirm the prevalence of the political sphere on the
religious one decreed its success, not only within the country, but also outside of it. But,
despite the appreciation received by different west countries, and especially by the Unites
States, Tunisia, suffered from a democratic tare that was common in many other states on
the southern Mediterranean shore (El Houssi, L., 2013, p.23-26).

To guarantee stability and unity in the country, the mid-60s and 70s were
characterized by many attempts to repress any form of political dissent. In fact, the only

political organization admitted was the “party-state”.

1.2.2 The State, Islam and the Socialist experiment

What clearly emerged in the independence aftermath, was the large social cleavage
between the two different ideologies: the modern and the one inspired by Islamic values.
Between 1956 and 1961 a real attack on the Tunisia Islamic institutions took place
(Perkins, K., 2014, p.143). The attack was functional not only to the implementation of
modern policies but also to counteract Ben Yusuf, former right-hand man of Bourguiba,

who, however, embodied the most traditional part of the society.

The first institution to be targeted was the Council of habus, which managed the land
and the business of mosques, Koranic schools and other Islamic institutions. In 1956, in
fact, the government provided to confiscate all the properties, initiating a real
nationalization of religious institutions. This move was immediately succeeded by the
closing of the Shariatic courts of Hanafi and Maliki?*, ensuring that, from that moment

on, in Tunisia, religious courts would no longer exist.

24 Sunni Islam officially recognizes four juridical schools: hanafita, malikita, shafiita and hanbalita.
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Following this wake of opposition to traditional Islam, Bourguiba, attacked also the
major symbol of Islamic culture in Tunis: the mosque-university of the Zaituna (Torelli,
S., 2015, p. 51).

For the defenders of the more conservative Islamic culture, like the future Islamic
leader Rashid Ghannushi or the same Ben Yusuf, in this way Bourguiba was becoming a
truly opponent of Islam arriving to: “forbid what Allah has authorized and authorized
what Allah has forbidden” (Perkins, K., 2014, p.141). Instead, according to others, the
state model sponsored by Bourguiba was inspired by the founder of contemporary

Turkey, Mustafa Kemal, better known as Ataturk.

In reality, this parallelism with Ataturk was misleading. In fact, Bourguiba’s desire
was not to deny Islam, rather to manipulate it. In fact, if on the one hand, he wanted to
diminish the role of institutional Islam, on the other, he was aware of the role of religion
within the Tunisian society. Rather than attacking Islam, the Tunisian leader used it for
his own political purpose. In fact, he went from being a mujahid (one who practices jihad,
a fighter) to propose himself as a mujtahid (one who practices the ijtihad, an interpreter
of Islamic laws) becoming a promoter of a sort of “rational” Islam. The 1959 Constitution
has established Tunisia as an Islamic state, where the President was expected to be
Muslim. So, although not de jure, Islam was de facto the official religion of the state.
Nevertheless, the Tunisian model, was not secular as the Turkish one, in the sense of a
complete division between the state and religion, but rather the state had politicized Islam,
which in turn was subordinated to the state itself (Torelli, S.,2015, p. 53).

Beside limiting the power of religious institutions, another necessity for Bourguiba
and for the new Independent Tunisia was to identify foreign capital and investments, in
order to make the economy more efficient and productive. Bourguiba, found an
ideological answer into the State Socialism. The turning point in that direction took place
in 1964, when the party’s name was changed in the “Dusturian Socialist Party” (Parti
Socialiste Dusturien, PSD).
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The first important socialist reform made, was the “lands collectivization”. The
objectives, of redistributing and organizing the lands in the form of cooperatives, were to
create surpluses of exports in the food sector, in order to lower the costs of raw materials
and to stimulate the internal demand and consumption. Creating more jobs in rural areas
and blocking the flow of people who moved from the countryside to the city. Also on an
industrial level, the objective was to make Tunisia less dependent on imports. A boost on
that direction was given in 1964 by the discovery, from the Italian company AGIP, of an
important oil fields. Unfortunately, despite the oil export became, in a short time, the most
important source of state income, the disparities between the different areas of the country
continued to increase, creating the beginning of the social crisis that interested Tunisia
between the seventies and eighty (Torelli, S.,2015, pp. 56-57). Soon Bourguiba realized
that the vast collectivization program of the ‘60 have had not the desired impact on the

society and on the economy.

The unsuccessful Socialist experience in Tunisia, constituted another evidence that it
was not possible to impose such a rapid and radical social change from above (Tchaicha,
J. and Arfaoui, K.,2012, p. 219). The Tunisia crisis of the seventies and eighties would
not only have caused the first creaking of the Bourguiba regime but would have
contributed to the emergence of new forms of political opposition, especially that of

political Islam.

1.2.3 The 70s and 80s social crises and the Ben Ali “medical coup”

If, with no doubts, the new the Personal Code paved the way for the reconstruction
of Tunisia society, it is also true that, the Socialist option led Tunisia into an even more
unstable economic and social situation. The unsuccessful Socialist experiment and the
liberation from any ideological burden, allowed Tunisia to start an era of economic

liberalization and openness to foreign investments.
This phase of Infitah (opening), detached from the experience of other Arabs

countries such as Egypt in the seventies, because it did not consist in a real withdrawal of

the state from the sphere of economics and business.
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But the privatization and the opening to foreign markets, however, meant a sharp
transformation compared to the previous decade. The necessity to give an image of
stability abroad, required greater control of public opinion. Thus, all those who were
critical to the regime were turned away from public life. As in the case of ‘Ashur, the
leader of the UGTT, the left and the trade union movements that were gradually
marginalized. The highpoint of this authoritarian choice occurred in 1975, when

Bourguiba, proclaimed itself President for life (Torelli, S., 2015, p. 58).

Being depended too much on oil exports, which in the 80s represents almost 40% of
total exports and almost 18% of GDP,? the Tunisian economy, was not that much
diversified to meet the increasing internal labor demand. Moreover, the negative effects
on exports generated by protectionist policy of the European Economic Community
(EEC) in 1976, led the Tunisia exports of food products to fell from 30% to 7% (Torelli,
S., 2015, p. 59).

The paradox of Tunisia was that, the social policies of the previous years had formed
a highly-qualified population, the quality of life had been improved, the workforce was
more skilful, and even the women had entered into the labour market. But, unfortunately,
the gap between the labour supply and the real demand was increasing, raising the so-
called “structural unemployment”, reaching levels of 14% in 1982. The considerable
deterioration of the economy led to a widespread discontent and to the first general strike
held in 1978 by the UGTT. This strike, which is remembered as “the Black Thursday”,
saw a very strong repression by the government and the death of some demonstrators (EI
Houssi, L.,2013, p. 27). The general strike was the prelude to further mobilisations and
riots, as the Bread riots that occurred soon after the government announcement of the
imposition of subsidy on bread. This time, the UGTT protests were joined by the Socialist
Democrats Movement (MDS), founded by Mestiri and by the Islamic Movement (MTI)
founded by Rashid Ghannushi (Perkins, K.,2014, p. 168).

Internationally, the growing tensions in the Middle East, the unfinished Arabic-Israeli
conflict, the Islamic revolution in Iran led by the Ayatollah Khomeini and the consequent
chador imposition on Iranian women coincided with the rising of conservative thinking

among Tunisians.

25 World Bank data.
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Internally, in a stage where the social discontent was high, and more than a quarter
of Tunisians lived below the poverty line, the only credible form of opposition was
represented by political Islam, which had succeeded in replacing the leadership from the
UGTT (Torelli, S.,2015, p. 62).

This movement, which later became known as Ennahda, was founded in 1981 by
Rachid Ghannouchi. It was based more on ideological orientation than on a specific
political program with the objective to push the most radical manifestation of political
Islam as formulated by Mawdudi, Hassan Al-Banna, Sayyud Qotb and Khomeiny.?
Supported by different members of the traditional Zeitounian teaching, such a