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Introduction
Tunisia holds a distinctive place in North African and Arab politics. Renowned as the
birthplace of the 2011 Arab Spring, the country’s political journey has been one of
dramatic upheavals, inspiring democratic aspirations across the region. However, the
complexities of building and sustaining democracy in a country with deep historical
legacies, social challenges, and competing visions for its future have made Tunisia’s
political experience uniquely challenging and instructive.

This book, “The Politics of Tunisia: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Tunisia,” aims to provide a comprehensive overview of Tunisia’s political evolution,
institutions, actors, and current realities. We begin with a close examination of the
country’s geography and people, framing the setting within which its politics unfolds.
Understanding Tunisia’s Roman, Islamic, Ottoman, colonial, and post-independence
legacies is essential to appreciating both its traditions and its contemporary struggles.

The dramatic transformation initiated by the Jasmine Revolution in 2011 marked a
watershed in Tunisian—and Arab—history. For the first time, Tunisians carved out a
path toward multiparty democracy, ending decades of dominant-party rule. The
subsequent drafting of a new constitution, emergence of vibrant civil society
organizations, contentious elections, and turbulent transitions illustrate both the hopes
and the limits of revolutionary change. Yet, in the past decade, Tunisia’s democratic
gains have faced significant stressors: fragmented politics, economic hardship, terror
threats, and the reassertion of presidential power.

Throughout these pages, readers will find analysis of the structure and evolution of
Tunisia’s executive, legislative, and judicial branches, as well as discussions of the
often-turbulent relationship between the state and society. Particular emphasis is
placed on the role of political parties, civil society organizations, the media, and social
movements—each of which has helped shape the struggle for representation,
accountability, and change. Tunisia’s experience underscores that democracy is a
process, not an event, and that durable political systems must contend with both old
grievances and new aspirations.

Finally, the book assesses Tunisia’s position in the wider world, exploring how its
foreign relations, economic dependencies, and regional environment interact with
domestic developments. It seeks not only to narrate the story of Tunisia’s politics, but
also to equip readers with the context necessary to understand its ongoing struggles
and future prospects. Whether Tunisia can continue to navigate the delicate balance
between stability and freedom remains a central—and open—question; the chapters
that follow are dedicated to exploring both the achievements and trials of this
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remarkable country.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and People of Tunisia
Tunisia is situated at the northernmost tip of Africa, a prime piece of real estate that
has made it a crossroads of civilizations for millennia. Bordered by Algeria to the west
and southwest, Libya to the southeast, and the shimmering expanse of the
Mediterranean Sea to the north and east, Tunisia occupies a strategic location that has
profoundly shaped its history and, by extension, its politics. Its relatively small size,
covering just over 163,000 square kilometers (roughly the size of the state of
Wisconsin), belies a remarkable diversity in its landscapes and climates.

The country can be broadly divided into several geographical zones, each with its own
distinct characteristics. The north is dominated by the eastern reaches of the Atlas
Mountains, known as the Dorsal, which run in a northeasterly direction from the
Algerian border towards the Cap Bon peninsula. This mountainous region gives way to
fertile valleys and rolling hills, where much of the country's agriculture, particularly
grain and fruit production, is concentrated. The northwestern corner, while part of the
Tell region characterized by low hills and plains, features elevations reaching over
1,000 meters.

Moving south, the landscape transitions to a hot, dry central plain, often referred to as
the steppes. This area is more arid and less hospitable to extensive farming, though it
is home to important historical cities like Kairouan. Further south still lies the vast
Sahara Desert, covering a significant portion of the country. Here, life is concentrated
around oases, and the landscape is defined by sand dunes and salt flats, known as
chotts or shatts, which stretch eastward from the Gulf of Gabès into Algeria. The
eastern coastline, known as the Sahel, is a fertile plain famous for its olive groves. This
coastal strip is where many of Tunisia's major cities and much of its population are
located, drawn by the Mediterranean climate and access to the sea.

Tunisia's climate is as varied as its terrain, shifting from a Mediterranean climate in
the north to a hot, arid desert in the south. The northern coastal regions experience
mild, rainy winters and hot, dry summers, ideal for cultivating crops like grapes and
olives. Average temperatures in Tunis, the capital, hover around 12°C in January and
climb to nearly 29°C in August. As you move inland and southward, the climate
becomes progressively drier and hotter. The central steppes are semi-arid, while the
Sahara in the far south is characterized by extreme heat and minimal rainfall.
Temperatures in the desert can soar, with the highest recorded temperature in Africa,
around 55°C, noted in the Tunisian town of Kebili. Rainfall also varies dramatically,
with the mountainous northwest receiving the most precipitation, sometimes
exceeding 1500 mm annually, while the far south can receive less than 100 mm. This
variability in rainfall can significantly impact agricultural yields.
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The population of Tunisia, estimated at around 12 million people, is predominantly
Arab-Berber. This demographic reality is a testament to the country's long and
complex history, which has seen waves of migration and conquest. The indigenous
Berber people were the original inhabitants of the region. Over centuries, various
groups, including Phoenicians, Romans, Vandals, Arabs, and Ottoman Turks, arrived,
leaving their mark on the culture and genetic makeup of the population. A notable
influx came after the Reconquista in Spain, when large numbers of Spanish Muslims
(Moors) settled in Tunisia, bringing with them advanced agricultural and urban
techniques. While the vast majority of Tunisians identify as Arab-Berber, small
minorities of Europeans, particularly French and Italians who were present in larger
numbers during the colonial era, and a historic Jewish community, primarily on the
island of Djerba and in Tunis, also exist.

Arabic is the official language of Tunisia. Modern Standard Arabic is used in official
contexts, education, and the media, while the everyday language spoken by the vast
majority of the population is Tunisian Arabic, a distinct dialect. French, a legacy of the
protectorate period, also plays a significant role in Tunisian society. It is widely used in
business, education, and government, and a significant portion of the population is
fluent in it. A small minority in the south still speaks Berber languages. English is also
increasingly taught in schools and gaining prominence.

Tunisia is a highly urbanized country, with over 70% of its population living in urban
areas. The capital city, Tunis, located on the northeastern coast, is the largest urban
center and home to a significant portion of the population, with its metropolitan area
housing over 2.7 million people. Other major cities include Sfax, a key port city on the
eastern coast known for its trade and fishing industries, and Sousse, another coastal
city with a rich history and important tourism sector. Kairouan, located inland, is a
historically significant city and a major religious center. The concentration of
population along the coast is influenced by the favorable climate and economic
opportunities.

The country is divided into 24 governorates, which are further subdivided into
delegations and sectors. These administrative divisions reflect the centralized nature
of the Tunisian state, a characteristic that has deep historical roots. While the political
system has undergone significant changes, the administrative structure provides a
framework for governance and service delivery across the diverse geographical and
demographic landscape of the country. Understanding this spatial distribution of
people and resources is crucial to grasping the dynamics of political life in Tunisia.
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