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Introduction

Tunisia: Portrait of a Country offers a comprehensive exploration of a land shaped by
millennia of history, a dynamic society, and a crossroads location at the heart of the
Mediterranean. Tunisia’s story is one of enduring continuity and dramatic change.
From the legendary rise of Carthage, once Rome’s greatest rival, to the events of the
modern Arab Spring, Tunisia has repeatedly demonstrated resilience and adaptability
in the face of shifting tides. This book aims to reveal the complexities that define
Tunisia, situating its current realities within the wider context of its rich past.

To understand Tunisia is to appreciate the remarkable diversity that characterizes its
geography, population, and culture. Despite its relatively compact size, the country is
home to sweeping coastlines, fertile plains, rolling hills, and the northern edge of the
vast Sahara Desert. These landscapes have served as both a haven and a challenge to
populations over thousands of years, shaping modes of life and patterns of settlement
that still resonate in modern times.

History in Tunisia is never far from view. Ancient ruins like those at Carthage and
Dougga recall the eras of Phoenician traders and Roman engineers, while imposing
Islamic architecture in cities such as Kairouan testifies to the centuries of Muslim
dynasties that left an indelible stamp on the land. Colonization, both by the Ottomans
and the French, layered new realities onto older traditions, influencing everything from
governance to language, diets to social norms.

Yet Tunisia is far more than the sum of its antiquities. Post-independence, Tunisians
have grappled with questions of identity, governance, and development in a rapidly
changing world. The country’s 2011 revolution brought it to the global stage as a
symbol of hope and possibility. Since then, Tunisia has continued to navigate the
rewards and challenges of democratization—and has struggled with the complexities
of ensuring rights and freedoms for all citizens amid social and economic uncertainty.

At the heart of Tunisia’s appeal is its vibrant culture, shaped by influences from Africa,
Europe, and the Middle East. Visitors are drawn to its lively souks, flavorful cuisine,
and welcoming spirit. At the same time, they encounter a society determined to
balance respect for tradition with the demands of modernity, in everything from arts
and education to law and religion.

This book is an invitation to both armchair travelers and those planning a visit, to
journey through Tunisia’s landscapes, encounter its peoples, and engage with the
tales that have fashioned its destiny. By weaving together history, culture, politics,
and contemporary realities, we hope to offer an insightful portrait of a country at once
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ancient and ever-evolving—Tunisia.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Landscape

Tunisia, officially known as the Republic of Tunisia, stakes its claim as a prominent
North African nation nestled within the Maghreb region. It shares its western and
southwestern borders with Algeria, while Libya lies to its southeast. To the north and
east, the country boasts an extensive Mediterranean coastline, and its maritime
neighbors include Italy, via the islands of Sicily and Sardinia, and Malta. This strategic
location, with its readily accessible Mediterranean shores, has historically served as a
magnet for various conquerors and travelers, leaving an indelible mark on its
landscape and culture.

Spanning an area of approximately 163,610 square kilometers (about 63,170 square
miles), with 8,250 square kilometers consisting of water, Tunisia is a country that,
despite its relatively modest size, punches above its weight in terms of geographical
and climatic diversity. This remarkable variety is largely thanks to its considerable
north-south extent, which allows for a dramatic shift in environments within its
borders. It’s also home to Cape Angela, a rocky headland that proudly holds the title of
Africa's northernmost point. Located near Bizerte, this picturesque spot offers
breathtaking views of the Mediterranean Sea from its rugged coastline, making it a
favorite among nature lovers and photographers.

The nation's terrain is a fascinating patchwork, encompassing the eastern reaches of
the Atlas Mountains and the initial stretches of the vast Sahara Desert. Much of the
remaining land is surprisingly arable, a testament to the country's diverse
geographical blessings. Running in a distinct northeast direction from the Algerian
border to the Cape Bon Peninsula, you'll find the Tunisian Dorsale, an impressive
extension of the Saharan Atlas Mountains. This mountain range isn't a continuous,
impenetrable wall, but rather a series of more or less aligned massifs, punctuated by
transverse furrows. To the north of the Dorsale lies the Tell, a region characterized by
low, rolling hills and plains. However, venture into the Khroumirie, the northwestern
corner of the Tunisian Tell, and elevations can climb, with some areas reaching
heights of 1,050 meters (approximately 3,440 feet), where winter even brings a
dusting of snow.

Along Tunisia's eastern Mediterranean coast stretches the Sahel, a broadening coastal
plain renowned globally for its extensive olive cultivation. This region, known in Arabic
as Al-Sahil meaning "shore" or "coast," forms a distinct geographical unity. Inland from
the Sahel, nestled between the Dorsale and a range of hills south of Gafsa, are the
steppes. These are often divided into the High Steppes in the west and the Low
Steppes in the east, with elevations typically ranging from about 180 to 460 meters
(approximately 600 to 1,500 feet). These steppes are crisscrossed by secondary
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mountain ranges that trend from north to south.

The country's extreme south transitions dramatically into sandy desert, forming part
of the Great Eastern Erg of the Sahara. This immense "field of sand dunes," largely
situated in the Saharan lowlands of northeast Algeria, spills over into neighboring
Tunisia. It’s a vast, remote area where visitors can experience the quintessential
desert landscape, complete with towering sand dunes and a sense of being truly away
from it all. Here, most of the wadis (dry riverbeds) remain parched throughout the
year, meaning access to water is a significant concern. The sparse population in this
arid and barren southern region is typically concentrated around the occasional oases,
which serve as vital pockets of life in the otherwise desolate expanse.

Within the northern reaches of Tunisia, amidst the Tunisian Dorsale and the mountains
of the Northern Tell, lies the Medjerda River valley. This valley, formed by a series of
ancient lake basins blanketed in alluvium, stands out as the country's most fertile
grain-producing land. The Medjerda River itself is Tunisia's only perennial river,
meaning it flows year-round, eventually draining into the Gulf of Tunis. As one moves
further south, a series of depressions known as chotts, or salty lakes, become a
prominent feature of the landscape. Many intermittent rivers that flow through the
country eventually find their end in these chotts.

Tunisia's coastline, stretching for 1,148 kilometers (about 713 miles), is a complex and
varied affair, encompassing the curved Gulf of Gabes in the south, which forms the
western part of Africa's Gulf of Sidra. The country’s geographic coordinates place it
roughly at 34°00'N latitude and 9°00°E longitude, firmly within the warm temperate
zone. The contrast between its northern and southern extremes is quite pronounced.
While the north enjoys a Mediterranean climate, characterized by mild, rainy winters
and hot, dry summers, the climate gradually shifts southward to semiarid conditions in
the steppes and finally to an arid desert in the far south. These climatic zones
significantly influence vegetation and human settlement patterns across the country.
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