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Women in Tunisia: 
the struggle for equality is not  over

On August 13, 2014, Tunisian women commemorated the 58th anniversary of the promulga-
tion of the Personal Status Code (PSC) that transformed married and family life in Tunisia. In 
fact, the PSC allowed women to acquire essential rights they were deprived of for centuries, 
such as the free choice of a husband, legal divorce, ban of polygamy and setting a minimum 
age of marriage.

The text of the PSC has been unique in the Arab world as it implemented the emancipation project 
carried by generations of reformists: from khaireddine and Ibn Abidhief in the nineteenth century 
to Tahar Hadded and President Bourguiba, later.
However, the struggle is far from being over. Tunisian women as well as democratic forces face a 
double challenge: on the one hand, to preserve the reforms achieved through the personal code 
from the subversions of political Islam and its various components that try to roll back the clock on 
essential women’s rights and on the other ,to continue the fight for achieving full gender equality.
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Editoria:                                                                   >> Next
Everyone remembers the struggle led by active civil society concerning article 28 of the draft 
constitution in 2012. The stakes were high: the Islamist Party, constituting the majority of the Na-
tional Constituent Assembly, tried to have “the complementarity of roles between men and women 
within the family” set forth in the new constitution.”The formulation inspired from conservative 
literature and patriarchal beliefs aims to gloss over the principle of gender equality. Luckily, the 
attempt failed owing to the widespread mobilization of feminist associations and democratic civil 
society, which have succeeded, ultimately, to impose the clear mention of equality and that of 
women’s rights protection.

There is, however, no reason for complacency. It is true that there are significant steps taken 
forward. Article (40) of the new Constitution, for instance, stipulates that “work is the right for eve-
ry citizen, male and female. The state shall take the necessary measures to guarantee work on 
the basis of competence and fairness.”It is, also, true that thanks to the spread of education, the 
participation of women in public life is more and more conspicuous: they represent 49% of the 
executive ranks in public service, 72% of the number of pharmacists, 42% of the medical staff, 
40% of university professors.

Yet, effective equality is still far off: women’s unemployment rate is twice that of men (21.5 to 
11.5%).Rural women suffer from precarious unemployment and poor working conditions: 73% of 
those who work in the agricultural sector do not have a working contract…
In addition, women still suffer all forms of violence, whether “verbal, economic, sexual or psycho-
logical,” according to Mrs. Neila Chaabane, Secretary of State for Women and Family, citing the 
scary number of 47.6% of women between the ages of 18 and 65, who suffered violence during 
2013. (Al-Maghreb 22 May 2014)

But there are other types of violence. Those peddled by speeches that devalue women. This year 
commemoration of PSC was a great opportunity for Mr. Rached Ghannouchi, President of the 
Islamist Party, Ennahda, to mix religion and politics, acting, as usual, as a political leader and a 
religious preacher. He, who had said not so long ago, that “the modernism of Bourguiba is nothing 
but a blind fascination of the West” (Approches du sécularisme et de la société civile, 2011), took 
everybody by surprise when he expressed his full support for the CPS, while adding a personal 
touch: he calls on young people to follow the example of the Prophet and marry “divorced and 
elderly women.”
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Femmes Tunisiennes / Source: google.tn

It must be assumed that “spinsterhood” observed in the growing number of single women is one of the 
most recurrent themes of the Islamists, too much attached to the traditional image of the family , viewing 
the social and cultural phenomena related to changing attitudes and evolving mores all over the world as 
an anomaly.

A further illustration of the disparity between the theory of the texts and the actual reality is the parity issue. 
The decree law 35 of 2011   , concocted by the High Commission for the Realization of the Objectives of 
the Revolution (2011) established the principle of parity in the electoral lists.
 But there is many a slip between the cup and the lip:

• The relatively important presence of women in the hemicycle should not delude us. Their large 
majority belongs to Ennahda and they systematically adopt the position of their party, united and 
in solidarity like one…man. We have seen them defend the idea of “complementarity” against the 
principle of equality and drag their heels when it comes to the ratification of the CEDAW….
• Also, the limited number of women who are at the head the electoral lists in all political parties is 
very significant. It shows the huge gap between words and actions, even among the “advocates 
of modernity and gender equality”, those who, not so long ago, defended horizontal and vertical 
parities.

In conclusion, few would doubt that legislations such as the Personal Status Code and other laws have 
helped improve the status of women and stimulated their participation in public life. It is, also, important 
that the principle of equality be enshrined in the new constitution despite resistance from Islamism then 
in power.
But old patriarchal habits die hard. The chaos that followed the so-called “Arab Spring” has brought 
outdated thinking back to life, trying to confine women to the role of procreation and sex .That’s why the 
battle is not yet won; but we can guarantee one thing: we will stand, along with other democratic forces 
and civil society, by the side of equality.
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1. Tunisian youth, politics and elections:

The Tunisian Revolution has been considered as a rebellion of the youth, those who were 
controlling the social networks to use them against Ben Ali’s propaganda machine, those who 
took to the streets leading implacable and determined fights against heavily armed police forces; 
and it comes as no surprise that those who were killed and wounded were between the ages of 
18 and 38.

However, it’s been noticed that this youth, who was shouting loud and clear for democracy and 
social justice, is taking a back seat in politics, if not expressing a total dislike for public affairs.
This is one of the main findings of a survey conducted by the “I Watch” association on 600 young 
people spread over five gouvernerats.

According to this survey, only 6% of the youth are engaged in political life; 66% have no clue what 
the electoral law is and 40% are uninformed about the contents of the new constitution.
The  interpretations of this alienation from politics of a youth, who makes up the majority of the 
population and who’s been very active in social movements, varies .But everyone is unanimous 
on one point: a crisis of confidence is rampant among young people.
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Des jeunes Tunisiens / Source: http://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/201402/07//tunisie-inscriptions-elections_n_5551443.
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And there are good reasons for this: the revolutionary dream of employment, improving social 
conditions and social justice was quickly dispelled. A cruel illustration of this rapid disenchantment 
were the death boats taken by tens of thousands of youths since March 2011.
Even during the October 2011 elections, we did not see a rush of young people to the polls. 
According to the Arabic publication of Deutsche Welle, only 27% were interested in politics and 
17% of them voted.(282014-08-)

More serious still, the country’s interior regions, where the youth triggered the revolt and was 
mobilized against the Ben Aly’s dictatorship, claiming a change in the regime and in society, now 
display indifference, and even hostility towards politics. They feel an immense deception in the 
State and in direct political action. (Same previous source.)

This erosion of confidence and alienation from the res publica are not unrelated to the double-talk 
and practices of the Troika government during the transitional period, through official nominations 
on partisan basis, nepotism , huge government salaries in a society wracked by high unemployment 
and endemic poverty…

In fact, this youth withdrawal from politics doesn’t bode well for the future. It can lead to forms of 
rejection that are not always peaceful or legal.
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2. Economy: deficits remain high

According to the National Institute of Statistics report on the first seven months of 2014, the trade 
deficit widened by 18% compared to the same period last year.
The decline in agricultural products and raw materials is sharp: decline in the sales of olive oil, 
crude oil, phosphates and derivatives. (Al Maghrab 102014-08-)
On the other hand, prices of consumer products are rising steadily throughout these years: 
between 2010 and 2014, the consumer price index has increased by 21.5% and that of food 
products by 27.2%. (See the report of Tunisian Social Observatory, June 2014)

Abdeljalil Bedoui, an economist and researcher, explains that these price increases are the result 
of a combination of several factors: difficult global economic context, devaluation of the dinar, 
lack of price control, high prices of seeds ,pesticides and fertilizers. Also, “there is an unbalance 
between supply and demand because of speculation and smuggling with neighboring countries,” 
he added.

Economie Tunisienne / Source : http://www.radiotunisienne.tn/rtci
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3. Suspension of organizations judged
“arbitrary and illegal”:

Following the murder of 15 soldiers on July 16by armed groups, the government took a series of 
measures: closing down some radio and TV stations “that propagate hate speech,”closing unau-
thorized mosques and suspending the activities of 157 associations suspected of “having relations 
with terrorist networks.” 
This last step taken by the government was judged by organizations from civil society as illegal as it 
breaches the decree law 2011-88, adopted in September 2011. The law requires that the associa-
tions respect the rule of law, democracy, transparency, equality, human rights and prohibits incite-
ment to violence and hatred.

The decree law, also, stipulates that the judiciary alone has the authority to decide whether an 
association is to be suspended or dissolved. And that follows steps: first, a warning is addressed 
to the association. Then follows a thirty-day suspension. And, if the association fails to correct the 
infraction/s, the court of first instance rules its dissolution.
Just a reminder: this last procedure was followed in May 2014 when the court of first instance in 
Tunis ordered the dissolution of the Leagues for the Protection of the Revolution accused of attacks 
against activists and political opposition leaders.

Mehdi Jomaa - Loi n° 201188- du 24 sep /  Source : http://www.nawaat.org/

Letter from the committee
The Committee for the Respect of Freedoms and Human Rights in Tunisia

C.R.L.D.H.T August  2014



8

4. Anti-terrorism Law: The NCA is taking its time

The new law against terrorism and money laundering has been for months in the aisles of the Na-
tional Constituent Assembly (NCA) due to the usual political bickering and to chronic absenteeism 
of a large majority of MPs.
However, everybody agrees on the need to replace the 2003 law, used by Ben Ali to violate hu-
man rights and freedoms and on the importance to have legal provisions so as to ensure the 
balance between security and the respect of human rights.
Outside the halls of the NCA, there is no shortage of proposals. The National Coordination for 
Transitional Justice has put in place a reflection group made up of specialists in judiciary ,finance, 
military and security matters. It came up with a set of proposed measures, such as:

• The establishment of a board of investigation made up of three judges(instead of one) to 
ensure a maximum of transparency in the enquiries on terrorist crime;
• Setting out clear roles and responsibilities for both the public prosecutor, as a representa-
tive of the executive authority and the investigative judge, who is under the sole authority of 
the judicial power; 
• Strengthening the independence of the Tunisian Counter-terrorism Commission, provided 
for by the draft law, through giving it legal personality and financial and administrative 
autonomy.

L'ANC: Loi sur le terrorisme / (Photos fusionnées) Source : http://www.google.tn
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5. Shutting down some media outlets: 
“illegal” according to the TCPF

“July 2014 was a turning point in the life of the media freedom. It had known the first measures of 
shutting down media outlets since the Revolution.”That is what the monthly report of the Tunisian 
Center for Press Freedom (TCPF) states.
The Center condemned the emergency measures taken by the “crisis cell” put in place to help 
coordinate the government’s security efforts.

While the government said that these radio and TV stations had turned into platforms for Jihadism 
and Takfir, the Center expressed surprise at the way the decision was carried out ;”huge security 
forces rushed at the Coran and Sunni  and Sunni headquarters, ordered their closure and took 
four of their personnel to investigation.”

The Center is, also, astonished at the quickness of the procedure, bearing in mind that these 
are information organs; and consequently the consultation of regulatory bodies such as the 
Independent High Authority for Audiovisual Communication (HAICA) is necessary.

Logo CTLP / Logo Chaîne El Ensen Tv et Radio El nour : Source : http://www.google.tn
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6. The CRLHRT firmly condemns the pogroms in Iraq:

The Committee for the Respect of Liberties and Human Rights in Tunisia (CRLHRT) call on all the 
political forces and civil society in Iraq, the Arab Region and in the world to work together in order 
to face the waves of terrorism perpetrated by the murderers of the Islamic State of Iraq (Da’ich).

Pogroms committed by these terrorist against Christian and Yazidi populations, massacres and 
religious violations carried out against long-established communities living in the region for millen-
nia sets a terrible precedent that threatens the whole region ,should the forces of peace and the 
International Institutions fail to coordinate efforts so as to protect minorities in the region.

Le pogrome en Iraq (Photos fusionnées) Source : http://www.google.tn
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