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CHAPTER 7

A century of Tunisian state formation 
and migration

ABSTRACT

This chapter provides the foundation for the subsequent analysis of Tunisian immigra-
tion politics. First, it offers a concise account of Tunisian state formation. It outlines the 
foundations of the modern Tunisian state in the 19th century, as well as the regime’s 
strategies for political legitimation and stability since independence from France in 
1956. It shows that the single-party regime of Bourguiba and Ben Ali maintained its 
power through a societal and economic modernization agenda coupled with popu-
lation surveillance. The 2011 ‘Jasmin revolution’ and democratic transition largely 
broke with this authoritarian heritage, although continuities within state institutions 
remain. To frame current immigration debates, the chapter also examines official 
national identity narratives. These define tunisianité through unicity and highlight the 
‘pragmatic neutrality’ of Tunisian foreign politics. Second, the chapter reviews Tuni-
sian immigration and emigration patterns and policies since the early 20th century. 
In particular, it shows that while Tunisians’ large-scale emigration over the decades 
is central to domestic politics, the substantial growth in immigration over the past 
years has remained off the political agenda. The chapter hereby introduces the empir-
ical puzzle underlying the case study, namely the disconnect between immigration 
patterns, their politicization, and the transformations of the polity within which these 
migration and policy dynamics take place.
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1  STATE FORMATION AND NATIONAL IDENTITY TRAJECTORIES

Tunisia has been described as a single-party autocracy and more recently as a regime 
in transition or an electoral democracy. Quantitative indices that capture political 
freedoms and political regime features in Tunisia (see Annex 2.4) diverge on their 
assessment of the Ben Ali era (1987-2011) as either closed autocracy or hybrid regime, 
but all indicate a substantive leap towards liberal democracy in 2011. Thus, despite 
similarities in the ways in which authoritarianism has maintained itself in Morocco 
and Tunisia over the second half of the 20th century, the political developments from 
independence, throughout 2011 and up until today importantly diverge from the 
Moroccan case. Tunisian state (trans)formation and understandings of national iden-
tity provide a distinct foundation for debates and policies on immigration. As this 
research shows, democratization since 2011 has triggered ambiguous dynamics on 
immigration, creating societal demands for more migrants’ rights but also national-
ist, xenophobic tendencies, and increasing both political accountability and bureau-
cratic resilience towards change. 

1.1  THE FOUNDATIONS AND TRANSFORMATION OF THE TUNISIAN 
REPUBLIC

The origins of the modern Tunisian state
At the turn of the 19th century, Tunisia was a quasi-independent Ottoman province. 
It was ruled by the local Husainid dynasty that had been installed by the Ottoman 
central government, but was largely autonomous in determining internal affairs and 
diplomatic relations. Similar to the historical struggle between bilad-al-makhzen and 
bilad-al-siba in Morocco, Tunisian state formation was characterized by a gradual 
encroachment of the central state on the country’s interior. Initially, only the sedentary 
hadar tribes were under effective rule of the central administration, but progressively 
state power expanded to include the badawi tribes of the hinterlands. These contin-
ued to enjoy relatively independent political organization, but were subjected to the 
central military power (Anderson 1986: 46-52).196 For Ayubi (1995c: 119), Tunisia was 
therefore “the most integrated and centralized of the Maghrib countries” before colo-
nization.

Over the 19th century, Tunisian leaders pursued the centralization and modern-
ization of the state.197 A standing army recruited from native Tunisians was established 
in 1831 and a taxation system introduced in 1857. In parallel, native Tunisians were 

196 As Hibou (2015a: 125-127) argues, the dichotomy between central power and rural hinterlands is not 
as clear-cut as in Morocco. Throughout the 19th century, Tunisia’s interior regions have not only been spaces 
of dissidence and marginalization, but have also entertained intense and ambiguous relations with the central 
authority.
197 In particular under the reigns of Ahmed Bey (1837-1855) and Sadok Bey (1859-1882), as well as his 
Prime Minister Hayreddin Pasha (1873-1877).
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actively integrated into the civil administration.198 In 1846, Tunisia was one of the 
first countries in the world to abolish slavery, even if it continued on the ground until 
the end of the 19th century (see Section 1.2). In 1861, Tunisia promulgated the first 
written constitution in the Arab world that separated legislative, executive, and judi-
ciary powers, and guaranteed equal rights to Muslims, Christians, and Jews (Anderson 
1986; Djebali 2005; Perkins 2004). Other reforms modernized property rights, access 
to justice, and education in Tunisia. The strengthening of the Tunisian state entailed 
significant financial investments that – although done in part to protect the country 
from foreign interference through ‘defensive modernization’ – ultimately accelerated 
colonization. Indeed, it spurred the bankruptcy of the Tunisian government and the 
supervision of the Tunisian budget by an International Financial Commission (Ander-
son 1986: 31, 85). 

In May 1881, the Treaty of Bardo established the French protectorate over Tunisia. 
Although some Tunisian tribes and parts of the administration initially resisted occu-
pation, within a year French forces were in control of the Tunisian territory.199 As in 
Morocco, colonization ultimately consolidated state power over the entire Tunisian 
territory and strengthened the centralized bureaucracy. It also expanded pre-existing 
practices of clientelism and patronage networks that would continue to shape politics 
in post-independence Tunisia (Anderson 1986: 32-33). In the 1920s and 1930s, politi-
cal opposition to colonial rule organized, influenced by European ideas of socialism 
and nationalism (Willis 2012: 24). The coalition between the nationalist (Neo) Dustour 
party and the labour union (UGTT) brought together Tunisia’s working class with rural 
and urban elites (Perkins 2004: 115-117).200 In contrast to Morocco’s King, the Tunisian 
Bey collaborated with the French colonial power, which explains his disposal by the 
National Constituent Assembly in 1957 and Tunisia’s transition towards a republic. 

Survival strategies of a single-party, presidential autocracy
Post-independence politics centred around the single party and its leader, Habib 
Bourguiba. The presidential system enshrined in the 1959 constitution institutional-
ized the personality cult around Bourguiba, who became President for life in 1974. 
Bourguiba, in one sense, embodied the system – leading Moore (1965: 71) to call 
Tunisia a “presidential monarchy”. In November 1987, then Prime Minister Ben Ali 

198 Until the early 19th century, “The [Tunisian] state did not draw its administration from a local rural 
nobility but rather from mamluks, or ‘slaves’ acquired as children in the distant frontiers of the Ottoman Empire, 
brought up in the rulers’ household, and trained to be his loyal servants” (Anderson 1986: 40).
199 Italy had shown interest in colonising Tunisia – Italian emigrants outnumbered the French by 15:1 in 
the 1870s. At the 1878 Berlin Congress, however, Tunisia was attributed to France because of the economic 
difficulties faced by the young Italian state (only created in 1861) and because of European geopolitics, 
especially German and British interests in the Mediterranean Sea (Choate 2010; Perkins 2004: 36-37).
200 In 1920, the Destour Party was created as a secular, nationalist party. It was refounded in 1934 as the 
Neo-Destour Party by Habib Bourguiba, who managed to mobilize the broader public for the independence 
agenda. For an in-depth analysis of the origins of Tunisia’s nationalist independence movement, see Chapter 8 
of Anderson (1986).
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declared the ageing Bourguiba unfit for presidency due to his deteriorating health and 
seized power in a bloodless coup d’etat. The four pillars of autocratic legitimation 
and regime stability – the instrumentalization of the single-party system, the rotation 
of political and technocratic elites, neopatrimonialism, as well as open repression of 
freedom of speech and civil society activism – were largely maintained by Ben Ali 
after 1987 (Beau and Tuquoi 2011; Camau and Geisser 2003; Hibou 2006; Lamloum 
and Ravenel 2002; Perkins 2004). 

First, the broad popular adherence to the single party – the independentist Neo-
Destour party, transformed in 1964 into the Socialist Destourian Party (PSD) and 
renamed Democratic Constitutional Rally (RDC) following Ben Ali’s power grab – 
provided legitimacy for the regime, a patronage network to tap into, and a rapid chan-
nel of communication with and mobilization of rural and urban populations (Ander-
son 1986; Ayubi 1995c: 120). All other political parties – such as the Communist 
Party – were banned in 1963. Even when multipartyism was formally re-introduced 
in the early 1980s, it remained largely for show (Bellin 1995; Murphy 1999; Willis 
2002). This led to a dynamic in which the “state [was] in the service of the party” and 
the “party in the service of the president” (Perkins 2004: 130). 

Second, both Bourguiba and Ben Ali maintained their power within the state 
apparatus through a sophisticated rotation system. Senior civil servants would be 
regularly asked to change position to prevent them from building up a power base 
and potential resistance within a certain institution over time. This was combined 
with a carrot-and-stick policy that rewarded loyal civil servants and punished crit-
ics within and beyond the party organization and state bureaucracy (Perkins 2004: 
134-135; Willis 2012: 60-61). 

Third, Bourguiba and Ben Ali maintained their hegemonic power through clien-
telist links with the urban bourgeoisie and rural elites that had their roots in the pre-
colonial and colonial period (Anderson 1986: 229). Under the socialist planning 
economy of the 1960s, but more markedly with the onset of economic liberaliza-
tion in the 1970s and 1980s, Tunisia became an example of neopatrimonialism: In 
her work on the ‘privatization of the state’, (Hibou 1999; 2005a) showed how Ben 
Ali transformed the state into a property of the political elite. Instead of spurring the 
retreat of the state, economic privatization strengthened the integration of economic 
and political power by providing the regime with new resources to distribute rents to 
its allies, and by appointing economic business leaders to political positions (see also 
Hinnebusch 2015). The regime also enlarged its power through redistributive policies 
towards poorer sections of the population, such as the National Solidarity Fund (NSF) 
created in 1992.201 At times, the state invested more than half of its budget to assure 

201 For Hibou (2015a: 106-108) the National Solidarity Fund has not reduced inequalities, but instead 
exacerbated economic inequalities and reinforced what she calls Tunisia’s ‘asymmetric state formation’. 
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education, healthcare, and other social services (Perkins 2004: 202-203). This dual 
strategy of catering to both the elite and the wider population spurred corruption but 
kept social discontent low until the 2000s (Willis 2012: 240-242). 

The fourth pillar of authoritarian rule was the open repression of civil society 
and political opposition: Under Bourguiba, opposition leaders – first the ‘Youssou-
fists’202 and later the UGTT trade unionists and the Islamists – were arbitrarily arrested 
or forced into exile. Despite an initial political opening by Ben Ali from 1987 to 1991, 
the level of state repression grew considerably in the 1990s: Ben Ali and the omnip-
otent Ministry of Interior (MoI) mobilized up to 150,000 police officers across the 
territory and created so-called ‘neighbourhood committees’ (Lijan al-Ahya) to ensure 
population surveillance and crack down on civil society associations and political 
opponents, in particular members of the Islamist Al-Nahda party created in 1988 
(Aleya-Sghaier 2012; Beau and Tuquoi 2011; Bellin 1995). Thus, while Bourguiba’s 
regime was characterized by a mix between ‘modernization and educational dictator-
ship’ (Moore 2004), Redissi (2007: 90) argues that after 1992 Tunisia developed into a 
‘panoptic state’ (Foucault 1975) which sees everything without being seen and which 
controls everything without being controlled.

Societal modernization, economic liberalism, and political illiberalism:  
A growing divide
In contrast to Moroccan Kings who emphasized the traditional legitimacy of the state 
after independence, Bourguiba pursued a political vision of reformism and moderniza-
tion. Women were granted the right to vote in 1957, the Personal Status Code of 1958 
established equality between men and women to an extent unseen in the Arab world, 
and universal primary education was introduced, kickstarting the growth of Tunisia’s 
educated middle class. These reforms challenged the role of tradition and religion, and 
laid the ground for Tunisia’s international image as a modern, progressive country. 

The economic liberalization agenda adopted in the 1970s, and Tunisia’s open-
ing to the global market, were key in sustaining the country’s image as ‘best student’ 
within international financial institutions (Beau and Tuquoi 2011; Perkins 2004). 
This economic liberalism, however, consolidated political illiberalism: the emerging 
middle class did not voice political claims for democratization, but instead profited 
from clientelist and autocratic structures (Bellin 1995; Chomiak and Entelis 2013; 
Hibou 2006; King 2003). In fact, economic growth mostly benefited the economic 
elite and accentuated socio-economic disparities, particularly between Tunisia’s 
industrialized coast and the interior (Hibou 2015a; Perkins 2004; Willis 2012: 95). 

202 Salah Ben Youssouf was Bourguiba’s main opponent after independence. Both were key figures of 
Tunisia’s independence movement, but they represented two different conceptions of Tunisian nationalism: 
Bourguiba’s vision was anchored in European nationalism and modernization, while Ben Youssef represented a 
more conservative, Arab nationalism. Ben Youssef ultimately went into exile and was assassinated in Germany 
in 1961 (Bellin 1995; Perkins 2004). 
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As a result, the labour union UGTT, initially supportive of Bourguiba, turned 
against the regime in the 1970s. Large-scale strikes – notably during the ‘Black Thurs-
day’ in January 1978 and the ‘bread riots’ in 1983-1984 – led to open confrontation 
with the regime, the arrest of union leaders and the ultimate weakening of the UGTT 
(Hinnebusch 2015; Murphy 1999; Omri 2013).203 In parallel, the Tunisian League for 
Human Rights (LTDH) was established in 1977 despite the regime’s authoritarian grip 
on civil society, and the Islamist movement gained ground because of popular dissat-
isfaction with secular policies and socio-economic inequality (Willis 2012: 159-167): 
In 1981, the Movement of Islamic Tendency (MTI) was created. 

After his 1987 coup, Ben Ali sought to consolidate his power by opening up the 
political sphere to secular and religious opposition, as well as to civil society. In April 
1988, the Tunisian branch of Amnesty International (AI) was legalized, and in 1989 
the Arab Institute for Human Rights (IADH) created. The promise of reform allowed 
Ben Ali to broaden his popular base to include the middle class, intellectuals, women, 
and youth. However, the opening was short-lived: The Ennahdha (Renaissance) Party, 
created in 1989 out of its forerunner the MTI, was ultimately not allowed to run in 
the 1989 elections, its key members arrested, executed or forced into exile. Also, 
state authorities undermined the human rights discourse by infiltrating associations 
with loyal party members and co-opting or persecuting their leaders. In 1992, the 
Tunisian League for Human Rights (LTDH) was dissolved after criticizing the regime’s 
security practices,204 and in 1993 the IADH ended its public activities. Because of this 
increased repression, Tunisian civil society operated largely from abroad throughout 
the 1990s and 2000s, supported by international media and human rights organiza-
tions (Bellin 1995; Gasiorowski 1992; Gränzer 1999: 116-129; Redissi 2007). 

Despite the failure of political liberalization and the reversal to autocracy by 
1992, Tunisia continued to be internationally praised as a model for modernization, 
and – in particular since the ‘war on terror’ was declared in 2001 – as a stronghold 
against Islamism. Investors and diplomatic partners overlooked authoritarianism. 
Domestically, economic growth and the fear of (rising) Islamism trumped the dissatis-
faction of the growing middle classes with lacking political rights. With the Algerian 
civil war in the background, the Tunisian security apparatus sought to contain Islamist 
mobilization in the 1990s, backed in this crackdown by large parts of the population 
(Beau and Tuquoi 2011; Bellin 1995): “In exchange for protection from the ‘green 
threat’ of Islamic radicalism, the majority of secular Tunisians turned a blind eye to 
excesses committed by the authorities” (Perkins 2004: 194). 

In sum, authoritarian Tunisia excelled in portraying itself as a model for 
economic liberalism and political modernity in the Arab world regardless of political 

203 Under Ben Ali, the UGTT again aligned with the regime, until the 2008 economic crisis, when it became 
pivotal in catalyzing strikes and protests.
204 The LTDH was re-established two years later with a less confrontational political agenda.
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illiberalism on the ground. The fact that the political quietism of the middle classes 
rested upon Tunisia’s economic growth, however, meant that as soon as economic 
prosperity collapsed, which it did from 2008 onwards, Ben Ali’s authoritarian regime 
was at risk. 

The ‘Jasmin revolution’ and the challenges of democratic transition
With the global economic crisis hitting Tunisia in 2008, worker strikes erupted in the 
Gafsa mining area in Tunisia’s interior. Although violently crushed by Tunisian secu-
rity forces, they prepared the ground for the 2011 protests (Allal and Bennafla 2011; 
Deane 2013; Hibou 2015b). Structurally high unemployment and lack of economic 
prospects particularly affected university graduates and workers in economically 
neglected interior regions. In parallel, the spread of social media made it possible 
to bypass state censorship and publicly expose the repressive, corrupt, and nepo-
tist regime of President Ben Ali. The growing contradiction between Tunisia’s image 
abroad as an economically prosperous and progressive country, and the reality of 
widespread corruption and socio-economic inequalities ultimately sparked the 2011 
revolution (Hibou 2015a). 

The self-immolation of street vendor Mohammed Bouazizi on 17 December 
2010 in Sidi Bouzid, a small town in Tunisia’s interior, led to mass protests. In contrast 
to 2008, this time the trade union strikes and demonstrations by poor workers spread 
to the capital, where Tunisia’s educated youth and urban middle class joined in.205 The 
military, never central to Tunisia’s regime stability, sided with the protestors by decid-
ing to not open fire on them. Within less than a month, by 14 January 2011, President 
Ben Ali was toppled and fled to Saudi Arabia after 23 years in power (Aleya-Sghaier 
2012). 

The transitional government led by a former minister of Bourguiba, Beji Caid 
Essebsi, prepared Tunisia’s first free elections, held on 23 October 2011, bringing 
the moderate, Islamist Ennahdha Party into power. Together with the Ettakatol Party 
and the Congress for the Republic (CPR), Ennahdha led the two ‘Troika governments’ 
between November 2011 and December 2013.206 Over the course of 2013, however, 
the security situation deteriorated, with the assassinations of two leftist figures by 
Salafists – Chokri Belaïd on 6 February, and Mohamed Brahmi on 25 July – epitomiz-
ing the political crisis and divisions between Islamist and nationalists (see also Section 
1.2). The Troika government faced increasingly large protests on the streets and criti-
cism from within democratic institutions that denounced the Troika’s loss of legiti-
macy and requested its demission (for a detailed account of the crisis, see: Gobe and 

205 For first-hand testimonies of young activists during during the revolution, as well as insights into the 
generational conflicts that shaped politics in the immediate aftermath, see Honwana (2013).
206 The Troika refers to a division of power between three parties, with the head of government from 
Ennahdha (Hamadi Jebali until March 2013, then Ali Larayedh), the president from CPR (Moncef Marzouki) 
and the president of the constituent assembly from Ettakatol (Mustapha Ben Jaafar).
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Chouikha 2014). Ultimately, the National Dialogue Quartet intervened as the media-
tor.207 As one respondent said: “We needed to find a solution for the country not to 
explode” (T16-I15). The Quartet’s roadmap of October 2013 brokered a compromise 
in the split political sphere, leading to the demission of the Troika government and the 
appointment of a technocratic government under Mehdi Jomaa in January 2014. 

Following the adoption of a new constitution on 26 January 2014, parliamentary 
and presidential elections were held in October and November respectively, with the 
secularist Nidaa Tounes Party replacing the Islamist Ennahdha as the largest party. Beji 
Caïd Essebsi was elected president, replacing 2011-2014 interim President Moncef 
Marzouki. Cross-partisan elite consensus to respect democratic rules and power sharing 
has thus provided a strong foundation for Tunisia’s successful democratic transition since 
2011 (Boubekeur 2016; Marzouki 2016; Murphy 2013). However political volatility 
has fostered policymaking stalemate and a disaffection of Tunisian citizens with politi-
cal institutions (Schäfer 2017; Yardımcı-Geyikçi and Tür 2018): Between 2011 and the 
end of 2018, Tunisia saw seven successive governments and many more cabinet reshuf-
flings.208 In parallel, Tunisia’s political party landscape remains highly unstable and frag-
mented, characterized by the constant renaming, splitting or merging of parties, as well 
as the reshuffling of party alliances within the parliament (Allal and Geisser 2011).209 At 
the end of 2017, there were 209 recognized parties in Tunisia, of which 18 were repre-
sented in Parliament and only 5 had more than 8 seats (out of a total of 217).210

Over the years, political stability was further jeopardized by a lasting economic 
stagnation, with tourism, foreign investments and exports remaining at pre-2011 
levels or even declining (see Figure A 3 to Figure A 6), as well as ongoing security 
issues that were at least partly spillovers of the violent conflict in neighbouring Libya. 
Since 24 November 2015, the Tunisian government has maintained a state of emer-

207 The national dialogue was initiated in October 2012 by the UGTT together with the Tunisian League 
of Human Rights (LTDH) and the National Order of Lawyers (ONAT) to create consensus between different 
political fractions. It ultimately failed, however, as Ennahdha boycotted it. In August 2013, the national 
dialogue was revived by the “National Quartet”, with the Tunisian Union of Industry, Trade and Crafts (UTICA) 
joining the UGTT, LTDH and ONAT in their efforts. After weeks of uncertainty, Ennahdha eventually agreed to 
participate in the national dialogue in mid-September. In 2015, the National Quartet was awarded the Nobel 
Peace Prize. See also: International Crisis Group, Tunisia’s National Dialogue Quartet Set a Powerful Example, 
10 October 2015, http://blog.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/2015/10/10/tunisias-national-dialogue-
quartet-set-a-powerful-example/, retrieved 27 September 2018.
208 Government Mohamed Ghannouchi (17.1.2011-27.2.2011, with a cabinet change on 27.1.2011), 
government Béji Caïd Essebsi (27.2.2011-24.12.2011, with three cabinet changes on 28.3.2011, 1.7.2011 
and 29.7.2011), government Hamadi Jebali (24.12.2011-13.3.2013, with three cabinet changes on 10.4.2012, 
30.6.2012, 27.7.2012), government Ali Larayedh (13.3.2013-29.1.2014), government Mehdi Jomaa 
(29.1.2014-6.2.2015), government Habib Essid (6.2.2015-27.8.2016, with a cabinet change on 6.1.2016), 
government Youssef Chahed (since 27.8.2016, with two cabinet changes on 6.9.2017 and 5.11.2018).
209 Generally speaking, four groups dominate Tunisia’s party system: Islamist parties such as Ennahdha; 
conservative, secular parties such as Nidaa Tounis and the Parti Destourien Libre (PDL) that include old elites 
from the Ben Ali regime; liberal parties such as Afek Tounis or the Union Patriotique Libre (ULP); and left or 
extreme left parties such as the Front Populaire. For a telling visualization of these shifting party structures since 
2014, see the Mercato of Parliamentary Blocs, https://majles.marsad.tn/2014/fr/assemblee/mercato, retrieved 
on 1 May 2019. 
210 See: Jeune Afrique, Tunisie : à quoi servent les partis ?, 28 November 2017, https://www.jeuneafrique.
com/mag/494222/politique/tunisie-a-quoi-servent-les-partis%e2%80%89/, retrieved on 18 September 2018.
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gency in the country.211 In 2017 and 2018, protests have erupted anew in Tunisia’s 
interior regions against subsidy cuts and the rise of VAT,212 as well as in the capital 
against the reconciliation law that provides an amnesty for corruption charges under 
Ben Ali (Yardımcı-Geyikçi and Tür 2018).213 The outcomes of parliamentary and presi-
dential elections in November 2019 might be indicative for the future (in)stability of 
executive and legislative politics in Tunisia. 

1.2  TUNISIA’S QUEST FOR A SINGLE NATIONAL IDENTITY
Nationalist republicanism vs. Islamic belonging
Within this fragile political context, the young democracy has experienced intense 
debates on national identity, which crucially shape immigration politics. Tunisia’s 
national identity debate is structured by the opposition between Arab nationalism and 
tradition on the one hand, and Mediterranean republican and modernity on the other. 
Nonetheless, official national identity discourses have always emphasized the unity 
of the Tunisian nation.

These discourses have their roots in Tunisia’s independence struggle that saw diver-
sity as a danger and insisted on the common interest of the Tunisian people against the 
French colonizers (Anderson 1986: 138-139). Bourguiba’s ideology of modernization 
and reformism put forward the unity and homogeneity of the Tunisian nation (Hibou 
2006; 2010; Zemni 2016: 142). In contrast to Morocco, Islam played a minor role in 
Tunisia’s independence movement (Djebali 2005). Bourguiba highlighted Tunisia’s 
Phoenician and Roman heritage, as well as its history at the crossroads of civilizations, 
relegating Arab and Muslim identifiers to the second rank (Abbassi 2009). Tunisia’s 
more conservative identity rooted in Arab nationalism was embodied by Bourguiba’s 
primary political opponent, Salah Ben Youssef, and violently repressed by the regime 
(Bellin 1995). Central to Tunisia’s postcolonial identity, however, was the personality 
cult around Bourguiba who portrayed himself as the creator of the Tunisian nation.214

211 The national state of emergency was declared following deadly attacks on the Bardo Museum in 
Tunis in March 2015, at a tourist resort near Sousse in June 2015, and again in Tunis in November 2015. 
The emergency state has been regularly renewed, until the time of writing in February 2019, see: LeFigaro, 
Tunisie: nouvelle prolongation d’un mois de l’état d’urgence, 4 February 2019, http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-
actu/2019/02/04/97001-20190204FILWWW00252-tunisie-nouvelle-prolongation-d-un-mois-de-l-etat-d-
urgence.php, retrieved 6 Feburary 2019. 
212 See for instance: France24, Manifestations en Tunisie: “La révolution continue”, 14 January 2018, https://
www.france24.com/fr/20180114-tunisie-manifestation-tunis-revolution-anniversaire-austerite-ben-ali; Jeune 
Afrique, Qui sont les militants de « Fech Nestanew », qui mobilise contre la vie chère en Tunisie ?, 11 January 
2018, https://www.jeuneafrique.com/508961/politique/qui-sont-les-militants-de-fech-nestanew-qui-mobilise-
contre-la-vie-chere-en-tunisie/, both retrieved 18 September 2018.
213 In September 2017, the controversial reconciliation law was passed, granting amnesty to civil servants 
who facilitated corruption under the Ben Ali regime. By allowing politicians from the Ben Ali regime to return 
to the Tunisian political scene, the law has been criticized for slowing down the renewal of the political 
elite. See: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Democracy Derailed?, 2 October 2017, http://
carnegieendowment.org/2017/10/02/democracy-derailed-pub-73285, retrieved 23 July 2018.
214 In a 1973 speech in Geneva, Bourguiba talked about the Tunisian nation “that I made with my own 
hands during a struggle of almost a quarter of a century, that I created from scratch out of a dust of individuals” 
(cited in Hibou 2015a: 120).
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After the 1987 coup, Ben Ali shifted official national identity discourses 
towards a more balanced position between Tunisian republican nationalism and 
Arab nationalism to end the personality cult around Bourguiba and to weaken Tuni-
sian Islamism. Notwithstanding this shift in focus, official national identity discourse 
has continued to emphasize the unity of the Tunisian nation. In the words of Hibou 
(2010: 10): “Diversity is left in the shade; the official discourse on reformism shows 
a negation of differences, a refusal of pluralism, an impossibility of divisions and 
oppositions.” This was also reflected in the discourses of my respondents’, who high-
lighted that “there has always been a refusal of the otherness in Tunisia due to the 
dictatorship, [as] we were educated to believe in the single thought, which implies 
a rejection of alterity” (T17-I6). In the name of Tunisian unity, plural identities were 
actively repressed and particularisms erased, such as distinctions between Arab and 
Berbers, Muslims and Jews, or Black and White Tunisians. Until today, the Tunisian 
census does not capture ethnicity and there are no official statistics regarding the 
size of Tunisia’s Black, Amazigh or Jewish communities. “The authoritarian power 
in place appropriated the nation and turned the unity of the nation into a Leitmotif” 
(T16-I9). 

Post-revolutionary identity debates: Continuity as a compromise 
This authoritarian heritage has been challenged, yet ultimately not broken since 2011: 
The revolution created space for Tunisians to discover and affirm their diverse identi-
ties. To break with the cultural monolithism of the authoritarian state, Black, Amazigh, 
or Jewish minorities have reclaimed their identities in the aftermath of the 2011 revo-
lution (Mrad Dali 2015; Pouessel 2012a): “In 2011, Tunisians discovered themselves” 
(T16-I9). As a result, the political acknowledgment of Tunisia’s “mosaic of plural iden-
tities” (T17-I7) has been central to political discussions after 2011. The discovery of 
pluralism, however, has also fuelled divisions, in particular between those adhering to 
a religious, Islamic identity, and those adhering to secular, republican national iden-
tity, leading to an intense societal polarization on national identity in the 2011-2013 
period. 

Throughout the three-year constitution-making process, Tunisia’s two main iden-
tity referentials clashed against each other during protests on the streets and during 
debates in the National Constituent Assembly (NCA), where the different constitu-
tional drafts oscillated between the civil and Islamic character of the Tunisian state 
(for a detailed analysis of the crisis surrounding identity debates in the assembly, see: 
Avon and Aschi 2014; Gobe and Chouikha 2014). On 20 June 2013, former Tunisian 
Prime Minister and current President Béji Caïd Essebsi highlighted this polarization, 
declaring on French TV: “Our identity is certainly Arab and Muslim, but also Carthag-
inian, Phoenician ... and even Christian. We have 3,000 years of history and many 
civilizations in memory. Tunisia is all of this, and this is where our difference lies with 
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the Islamists who want to deny the other components of our history and, therefore, 
our identity”.215

The adoption of the 2014 constitution, however, seems to have at least tempo-
rarily settled the debates and the discourse around a single national identity prevails 
again (Zemni 2016).216 In fact, the pillars of Tunisian national identity outlined in 
the new constitution are strikingly similar to those in the 1959 constitution, struc-
tured around Islam, the Maghreb and the Arab world (see Annex 3.4). This continuity 
seems a deliberate choice, symbolizing the lowest common denominator possible 
between republican secularists and Islamic conservatives. Although the polarization 
on national identity prevails within Tunisian society, the political elite seems to have 
prioritized compromise and a depoliticization of identity debates (Cherif 2016; Gobe 
and Chouikha 2014; Marzouki 2016; Murphy 2013). Given this renewed emphasis 
on Tunisia’s cohesion and unity, identity debates have moved (again) to the back-
ground since 2014, with topics such as economic inequality, national security, and 
social marginalization gaining more exposure. 

As I show later, the heritage of a single national identity understanding and 
the post-revolutionary identity debates sketched here were key in shaping Tunisian 
discussions on immigration. They notably explain the observed reluctance to politi-
cize issues such as racism or migration that could potentially seed divisions within 
society. More generally, the focus on political stability and national unity has led the 
alliance between secular and Islamist political forces to privilege a “forced consen-
sus” (Marzouki 2016: 84) over political conflict and democratic pluralism. 

From postcolonial politics towards a neutral diplomacy
Tunisia’s national identity is also shaped by its geopolitical worldview and involve-
ments. In the immediate post-independence period, Bourguiba sought to knit ties 
with African and other third world leaders.217 Tunisia was one of seven founding 
members of the Organization of African Unity (OAU, the predecessor of the AU) in 
1963, and Bourguiba’s speeches abound with references to Tunisia’s ‘Africanness’ 
(Bourguiba 1973). This official discourse was not reflected in the situation of Black 
Tunisians, who were structurally disadvantaged under the regime of Bourguiba and 
only rarely part of the Tunisian political and economic elite (Mrad Dali 2015).218 

215 Interview of Essebsi on the French channel LCI, see: Businessnews.com.tv, BCE: Les Nahdhaouis sont 
de la même famille que les salafistes, 21 June 2013, http://www.businessnews.com.tn/bce-les-nahdhaouis-sont-
de-la-meme-famille-que-les-salafistes-video,520,38864,3, retrieved 26 September 2018.
216 The constitution is adopted on 26 January 2014 with 200 votes for, twelve against and four abstentions.
217 See: Leaders, Avons-nous réellement trahi la diplomatie africaine de Bourguiba?, 5 March 2017, 
http://www.leaders.com.tn/article/21793-avons-nous-reellement-trahi-la-diplomatie-africaine-de-bourguiba, 
accessed 18 September 2018.
218 See also: Abdelhamid, Maha. 2013. Black Tunisians Historically Marginalized. https://www.al-monitor.
com/pulse/culture/2013/06/black-tunisians-history-racism.html, retrieved 16 October 2018. In this article, 
originally published in Arabic, Abdelhamid questions the dominant historical narrative of Bourguiba’s close 
ties with Black Africa and outlines the racism and discrimination of Black Tunisians under his presidency.
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Although several respondents highlighted that “Tunisia gave Africa its name” (T16-
I16, T17-I7, T17-I14),219 diplomatic and economic relations between Tunisia and its 
African neighbours have weakened over the decades to the extent that one of my 
respondents qualified Tunisia as an “off-shore state” (T16-I16), set apart from the Afri-
can landmass in its geopolitical belonging. 

Indeed, Tunisian foreign policy has focused on Europe and the Middle East since 
the 1970s. In 1979, Tunis became the headquarters of the Arab League, which gave 
Tunisia a greater regional role in the Middle East during the 1980s (Willis 2012). Over 
the years, however, Tunisia adopted a “neutral diplomacy” (T17-I31, T17-I25) or ‘prag-
matic neutrality’ (Murphy 2014: 243)220 in foreign policy, characterized by the princi-
ple of non-interference in other countries’ internal politics and a more general avoid-
ance of geopolitical positioning: “Tunisia’s foreign policy was always very passive, we 
didn’t want to be involved in polarized contexts, we didn’t want to be with or against 
this country, we are friends with all” (T17-I31).221 This approach importantly informed 
Tunisia’s position towards Libya after 2011 (see Chapter 8, Section 3.3). 

Since 2011, however, part of the political elite seeks a revival of political and 
economic cooperation with African countries: successive Tunisian Prime Ministers 
Marzouki, Essid and Chahed have gone on ‘African tours’ in 2014, 2016, and 2017. 
Tunisia has opened embassies in Burkina Faso and Kenya in 2016,222 and TunisAir 
plans to expand its (still marginal) flight network to African capitals.223 Also the Union 
of Industry, Trade and Crafts (UTICA), representing the Tunisian private sector, has 
started to send business delegations to French-speaking African countries to promote 
investments and exports.

Yet, this increased political awareness of Africa as a crucial cooperation partner 
has, so far, neither translated into policy changes, nor challenged Tunisian’s treatment 
of its Black minority, estimated at around 15% of the population. As in Morocco, 
Black Tunisians are often called ‘abid’ (slave), disregarding the fact that not all Black 
Tunisians are descendants of trans-Saharan slave trade victims.224 Also, Black Tuni-

219 They refer to ‘Ifriqiyya’, the Arabic name given to the Roman province that comprised the area 
around Carthage and was inhabited by the ‘Afri’. Over time, it gradually expanded to include the territory of 
contemporary Tunisia (Bahri 2014: 141).
220 For a more general discussion of the ‘pragmatic neutrality’ of Tunisian foreign policy under Bourguiba 
and Ben Ali, as well as its continuity after 2011, see Murphy (2014) and Abderrahim et al. (2017).
221 The only real exception has been Tunisia’s positioning towards Palestine. Although not crucial for 
my thesis, it is important to note that Tunisia was and is still actively engaged in the Middle Eastern peace 
process on the side of Palestinians. Between 1982 and 1994, Yasser Arafat relocated the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization (PLO) headquarters to Tunis. For a more general discussion of the ‘pragmatic neutrality’ of 
Tunisian foreign policy under Bourguiba and Ben Ali, as well as its continuity after 2011, see Murphy (2014) 
and Abderrahim et al. (2017).
222 In 2017, Tunisia had only 10 embassies in sub-Saharan Africa, Morocco had 20.
223 In 2017, Tunisia was directly connected to only four sub-Saharan African capitals (Abidjan, Bamako, 
Dakar, Ouagadougou) compared to 21 direct connections from Morocco. 
224 According to respondents, some Black Tunisians even carry their descent from slaves in their names: As 
slaves usually did not have last names, they often took over the family name of their masters upon being freed, 
remaining symbolically tied to them. In her historical work on Tunisia’s Black communities, however, Mrad Dali 
(2009) challenges the widespread assumption that Black Tunisians are all descendants of trans-Saharan slavery.
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sians continue to be considered as ‘inferior’ and subject to socio-economic discrimi-
nation and racism (Mrad Dali 2005; 2009; Pouessel 2012b).225 As I will show later, 
this history and treatment of Black Tunisians shape current debates on sub-Saharan 
African immigration to Tunisia (see also Scaglioni 2017).

 

2  MIGRATION PATTERNS AND POLICIES226

As in Morocco, immigration and emigration have been part and parcel of Tunisia’s 
state formation and national identity conceptions. While immigration is intrinsically 
linked to Tunisia’s political history of Ottoman and European colonization, emigration 
politics was crucial to Tunisian political life in the second half of the 20th century. 

2.1  EMIGRATION
A prototypical emigration country
With 1.2 million Tunisians living abroad in 2012 (OTE/DIRP 2012) – more than 11% 
of the country’s total population and up from 5.5% (437,000) in 1987 – Tunisia is a 
prime emigration country in the Mediterranean region (see Table 10).227 The majority 
of Tunisian emigrants reside in France (55%), but Italy has consolidated its attractive-
ness over the last decades (15%).

Unlike in Morocco, colonization did not lead to extensive Tunisian emigra-
tion, even if around 80,000 Tunisians served in the French army and another 30,000 
worked in industry during WWI (Perkins 2004: 75). Significant labour emigration 
only took off after independence, fuelled by European economic growth and Tunisian 
unemployment, and shaped by bilateral labour recruitment agreements with Western 
European states228 (see Figure 8): Around 250,000 Tunisians emigrated in the first two 
decades after independence in 1956 (Findlay 1980: 187). In parallel, as in Morocco, 
90% of Tunisia’s Jewish population of around 105,000 had left Tunisia by the late 
1960s. Today, only around 10,000 Jews remain (Ben Achour 2015).

225 See also: Jeune Afrique. 2004. Etre noire en Tunisie, 12 July 2004, http://www.jeuneafrique.com/112359/
archives-thematique/etre-noire-en-tunisie/, retrieved 16 April 2018, and Chiara Sebastiani, Il razzismo degli 
altri: Arabi e Neri nella nuova Tunisia, 1 May 2017, http://www.istitutoeuroarabo.it/DM/il-razzismo-degli-altri-
arabi-e-neri-nella-nuova-tunisia-2/, retrieved 6 December 2018.
226 This section draws upon and updates previous work I published on Tunisian migration and migration 
policies, in particular: Natter (2014a), Natter (2015b) and Natter (2018b).
227 As in Morocco, these numbers are highly disputed given that origin country statistics differ substantially 
from destination country statistics due to the inclusion or exclusion of second and third generation migrants, 
dual citizens, and naturalized migrants. A more conservative estimate sets the number of Tunisians residing 
abroad at 0.5 million in 2012 (Fargues 2013: 231). In 2015, the National Migration Observatory announced 
that the number of officially registered TRE had reached 1.282 million, see: Leaders.com, Ces Tunisiens dans 
le monde: Qui sont-ils? Où résident-ils?, 8 May 2016, http://www.leaders.com.tn/article/19702-ces-tunisiens-
dans-le-monde-qui-sont-ils-ou-resident-ils, retrieved 14 October 2018.
228 With France (1963), Germany (1965), Belgium (1969), and the Netherlands (1971).
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TABLE 10: Geographical distribution of Tunisian emigrants, 2002 and 2012

Country of residence 2002 Percentage 2012 Percentage

European countries 668,000 84 1,032,000 84

France 480,000 60 669,000 55

Italy 90,000 11 189,000 15

Germany 46,000 6 87,000 7

North African/Middle Eastern countries 103,000 13 152,000 13

Libya 54,000 7 69,000 6

UAE n.d. n.d. 19,000 2

Saudi Arabia n.d. n.d. 17,000 1

Other countries 23,000 3 39,000 3

Canada 12,000 2 20,000 2

United States 9,000 1 15,000 1

Total 794,000 100 1,223,000 100

SOURCES: CARIM (2012); OTE/DIRP (2012)

Although labour emigration numbers dropped when European countries 
stopped recruitment in 1973-1974, European policies did not halt Tunisian emigra-
tion. Instead, it diversified: family migration became the main entry pathway to 
Europe, emigrants became more educated and female, and Libya and Italy emerged 
as new destinations for migrant workers. Libya even replaced France as the top desti-
nation at the end of the 1970s, with 27,500 Tunisians migrating to Libya in 1977 
alone (Findlay 1980: 202). In recent decades, interviewees estimated annual emigra-
tion to Libya at between 40,000 and 80,000, depending on the economic and politi-
cal situation between the two countries – according to the Tunisian Ministry of Labour 
(MoL), around 92,000 Tunisians resided in Libya in 2010 and 30,000 in 2013 (AfDB 
2011; Garelli and Tazzioli 2017: 64).

Labour migration to Italy was mainly prompted by the economic boom of the 
1980s, as well as Italy’s lax immigration regime at that time. After Italy introduced visa 
requirements for Tunisians in 1990, however, many Tunisians abandoned seasonal 
migration to Europe. Permanent settlement, irregular entry, and overstaying became 
structural features of Tunisian emigration. Among young Tunisians, irregular emigra-
tion is called ‘el harga’ (burning) because many burn their identity documents before 
leaving to avoid expulsion when they arrive, but also because they symbolically 
‘burn the borders’ by overcoming geographical and legal barriers (Bel Hadj Zekri 
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2008: 11).229 More recently, soaring unemployment among tertiary-educated youth 
has increased student and high-skilled emigration, especially to Germany and North 
America (Garelli and Tazzioli 2017).

FIGURE 8: Annual Tunisian emigration to main Western destinations, 1965-2010

SOURCE: DEMIG (2015a)230

From the outset, the 2011 revolution and emigration were intrinsically linked, as the 
underlying causes of the revolution – rising unemployment, spreading poverty, and 
political repression – fuelled Tunisians’ emigration aspirations. Already in 2008, after 
months-long strikes in Tunisia’s interior were violently crushed by the government, the 
Italian island of Lampedusa registered a peak in irregular arrivals of Tunisians – more 
than 6,700 in 2008 compared to 1,100 in 2007 (Boubakri 2013: 2). The revolution 
and effective absence of Tunisian border controls in early 2011 also prompted an 
immediate surge in irregular emigration, with over 20,000 Tunisian nationals arriving 

229 For an ethnographic analysis of irregular emigration of Tunisians since the 1990s and the Tunisian state’s 
approach towards it, see Chapters 7 and 8 of Meddeb (2012: 329-428).
230 As annual emigration flow data from Tunisia is not available, data on Tunisian immigration to 15 prime 
destination countries was used to ‘reconstruct’ emigration flows (Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Germany, Italy, Israel, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United States). 
The graph only displays the top two destinations. Not included in these statistics is intra-Maghreb migration, 
particularly to Libya.
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on Italy’s shores in the first three months of 2011, compared to an annual average of 
1,700 in the 2000-2010 period (FRONTEX 2011: 29). Since then, irregular migration 
from Tunisia has decreased again, partly due to the restoration of border controls by 
Tunisian authorities, but also to Libya’s increased role as a departure point for irregu-
lar migration. However, the intrinsic link between political freedom and freedom of 
movement persists as young Tunisians actively claim “the right to mobility as a revolu-
tionary right” (Guisa 2018).

A dual policy: Encouraging and monitoring Tunisian emigration
Similar to Morocco, the post-independence Tunisian state has pursued a proactive 
emigration and diaspora policy. Both under Bourguiba and Ben Ali, Tunisia encour-
aged emigration to stimulate the economy through remittances and relieve domestic 
unemployment; equally the government monitored Tunisians living abroad to dissi-
pate political engagement and regime criticism (Brand 2002; 2006; Mzali 1997). 

Starting in the 1960s, national institutions were set up to organize labour recruit-
ment – such as the Office for Professional Training and Employment (OFPE), the forerun-
ner of the (in)famous Office for Tunisians Abroad (OTE) created in 1988. The 1972-75 
development plan set an annual target of 60,000 emigrants to relieve the labour market 
and boost the economy through remittances. To increase the number of job placements, 
Tunisia sent civil servants abroad to sign recruitment contracts with European employers 
(Brand 2002; Mzali 1997). This state activism transformed Tunisia into the most migra-
tory Maghreb country in the 1960s. In parallel, Tunisia created ‘amicales’ (friendship 
societies) and sent ‘social attachés’ to European countries to survey and prevent emigrant 
communities’ involvement in labour unions or political activities (Beau and Tuquoi 2011: 
189-198; Bel Hadj Zekri 2009). Two main concerns motivated this external surveillance: 
to ensure that Tunisians residing abroad (TRE) would not stain Tunisia’s positive image in 
Europe as a liberal and attractive tourist destination; and to avoid support from abroad 
for domestic political opponents. However, in contrast to Morocco, the amicales did not 
only operate through top-down surveillance, but also actively sought to co-opt TRE by 
appealing to their patriotism and rewarding their regime loyalty (Brand 2006).

Since the 1980s, the OTE – “Ben Ali’s eye abroad” (T17-I4) – has become the 
central institution in charge of both surveilling and involving Tunisian emigrants. To 
bolster the legitimacy of his rule just after the coup d’etat, Ben Ali extended formal 
voting rights to Tunisians abroad in 1988. However, voting abroad was tightly 
controlled and over time developed into an act of allegiance to the regime (Brand 
2006: 113-122). In the face of decreasing remittances (see Figure A 7), the OTE 
progressively diversified its activities beyond control: it started providing legal assis-
tance to citizens abroad, launched cultural programmes, and created investment 
facilitations. 

Similar to this dualism between courting and controlling its diaspora, the Tuni-
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sian state has oscillated between repressing and tolerating irregular emigration: On 
the one hand, Ben Ali has paid lip service to European discourses of irregular emigra-
tion control and enacted measures in that direction: In 2004, irregular emigration 
was criminalized (see below), and after 2006 anyone aged under 35 was prohibited 
from crossing the border towards Libya (Boubakri 2013: 3). At the same time, irregu-
lar emigration has continued, largely tolerated by Tunisian authorities. For Meddeb 
(2012: 373-396), this duality is not a result of bureaucratic weakness, but reflects 
Tunisia’s pragmatic governance of emigration. 

Since the 2011 revolution, Tunisian emigrants have been included as active 
subjects in the Tunisian polity (Brand 2014; Jaulin and Nilsson 2015).231 Political 
exiles returning from Europe after the revolution put emigration and diaspora policies 
on the political agenda: Ahead of the October 2011 election, Tunisians abroad were 
attributed 18 seats in the Parliament (out of 217). Tunisia’s National Migration Strat-
egy (SNM) explicitly aims to increase remittances to 10% of Tunisia’s GDP by 2020 
(compared to on average 4% over the past five decades, see Figure A 7) and to attract 
4,000 highly qualified returnees (MAS 2013). Other institutional changes, discussed 
more extensively later on, include the creation of a State Secretary for Migration and 
Tunisians Abroad (SEMTE) in 2012, a National Migration Observatory (ONM) in 
2014, and a National Council for Tunisians Abroad in 2016.232

In parallel, however, emigration controls were re-established shortly after the 
revolution: Irregular migration cooperation with Italy restarted in April 2011, when 
the transitional government signed an agreement whereby all Tunisians irregularly 
arriving in Italy after 5 April 2011 would be returned, while those having arrived 
before that date would receive a six-month residence permit and freedom of move-
ment within the Schengen area. Since 2015, Tunisia has also stepped up its border 
controls towards Libya to reduce security risks, in particular to stop young Tunisians 
joining Islamist groups in Libya, Syria, or Iraq.233 Although the goal of safeguarding 
Tunisians’ rights abroad and creating legal emigration opportunities is still top of the 
political agenda, border controls and security-focused migration cooperation have 
continued throughout the revolution (Boubakri 2015). 

231 As Jaulin and Nilsson (2015) argue, the drastic decrease in election participation rates of Tunisians 
abroad (209,000 voters in 2011 and 112,000 in 2014) does not reflect their disaffection with Tunisian political 
life, but rather the increasing bureaucratic hurdles to participating in elections. 
232 Despite Law 2016-68 of 3 August 2016 creating the High Council and specifying its composition 
(MPs representing TREs, representatives of labour and employer unions, of Tunisian associations working on 
migration and diaspora issues, as well as of economic sectors), it has not been put in place until end of 2018.
233 In July 2015, Tunisian authorities announced the construction of a 168 km wall along the Tunisian-
Libyan border. Financed partly by the US and Germany, the measure is cast as a security initiative to prevent 
terrorists and jihadists from entering and leaving Tunisia. See: Nawaat, Frontière tuniso-libyenne: le mur de 
la discorde, 12 July 2015, https://nawaat.org/portail/2015/07/12/frontiere-tuniso-libyenne-le-mur-de-la-
discorde/ and LeFigaro, Tunisie: la frontière avec la Libye renforcée, 6 February 2016, http://www.lefigaro.fr/
flash-actu/2016/02/06/97001-20160206FILWWW00188-tunisie-la-frontiere-avec-la-libye-renforcee.php, both 
retrieved 14 October 2018.
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2.2  IMMIGRATION
Historical roots and diversification of immigration
In contrast to emigration which took off only in the 1950s, immigration was a key 
feature of pre-colonial and colonial Tunisia. Tunisia occupied a central place in Medi-
terranean commercial routes since Roman times and migration accelerated over the 
19th century: Jewish merchants, Maltese labourers, and Italian artisans or farmers 
settled in Tunisia, increasingly bringing their families (Perkins 2004: 20-21). Italians 
formed the largest migrant community. Even after France colonized Tunisia in 1881, 
Italians represented nearly 90% of Tunisia’s European population of 80,000 people in 
1900, leading Francescso Crispi, the Italian Prime Minister at the time, to call Tuni-
sia an “Italian colony occupied by France” (Choate 2010: 6). In 1920, Italians still 
outnumbered the French by a ratio of 2:1. To entrench its rule, France promoted the 
colonization of land by French settlers,234 and facilitated the acquisition of French citi-
zenship for non-French Europeans and their children. By the 1930s, French citizens 
outnumbered Italians in Tunisia (Choate 2010; Perkins 2004: 42-49, 83-84).

By the end of World War II, nearly 350,000 foreigners lived in Tunisia, mostly 
from France, Italy, Libya, and Algeria (see Figure 9). Within 10 years of indepen-
dence, however, 70% of the European foreign population had left. After significant 
oil resources were discovered in Libya in the late 1950s, most Libyans also returned 
home. As a result, the total foreign population in Tunisia dropped to less than 100,000 
by the mid-1960s. 

Over the second half of the 20th century, immigration to Tunisia has remained 
low, dominated by three trends: From the 1960s to the 1980s, Tunisia was mainly a 
destination for refugees and labour migrants from the Maghreb and the Middle East. 
Since the late 1990s, sub-Saharan African immigration for studies, labour, and refuge 
grew. Lastly, since 2011, Tunisia has once more become an important destination for 
Libyan citizens, and in parallel has consolidated its role as a destination for European 
and sub-Saharan African workers. 

234 In 1919, the so-called ‘tiers colonial’ was established: To incite French bureaucrats to move to the 
colonies, their salaries were increased by one third compared to those of local civil servants (Anderson 1986: 
148).
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FIGURE 9: Recorded number of foreigners according to Tunisian census data, 1906-2014

SOURCE: Tunisian Census, National Statistical Institute (INS) in Seklani (1974); Touhami (n.d.)

From independence until the 1990s, Tunisia was first and foremost a destination for 
regional migrants from the Maghreb and Middle East. On the one hand, Tunisia expe-
rienced several major refugee movements (Boubakri 2009): Between 1954-1962, 
nearly 200,000 Algerians fled to Tunisia in the wake of the Algerian War of Indepen-
dence, of which 90% returned (UNHCR 2000: 38-42). In 1982, several thousand 
Palestinians arrived in Tunisia after the Israeli-Lebanese war. And during the Algerian 
civil war in the 1990s, Tunisia’s western borders saw intense cross-border movements 
by Algerians, although most of them only stayed in Tunisia for short periods.235 On 
the other hand, Tunisia’s economic growth since the 1980s has attracted Moroccan 
labour migration, particularly in the caretaking and tourism sectors (Boubakri 2004). 
In the memory of my Tunisian respondents, the figure of the ‘gardien marocain’ [the 
Moroccan concierge or house guard] is emblematic for this period.236 

Since the late 1990s, student migration from sub-Saharan Africa that had started 
in the 1960s accelerated due to the mushrooming of private universities – in particu-
lar from Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, and Mali (Mazzella 2009). Data from the Ministry of 
Higher Education (MoHE) shows that over the 2000s, 2,500 to 3,000 international 

235 According to Boubakri (2004: 7), border crossings reached nearly 1 million in 1995, up from 435,000 
in 1990. However, net inflows decreased considerably again after Tunisia tightened border controls in 1997.
236 I am not aware of academic or journalistic work on the presence of Algerian and Palestinian refugees 
in Tunisia, as well as Moroccan or other labour immigration. Historical accounts of immigration to Tunisia are 
extensive, but almost exclusively cover the colonial period and the European presence in Tunisia.
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students were studying in Tunisian (public) universities each year (CARIM 2010). In 
2015, the Association of African Students and Trainees in Tunisia (AESAT) recorded 
over 8,000 African students in public and private Tunisian universities (TAT 2016: 8), 
but interviewees suggest that numbers may have been as high as 12,000 students 
before the revolution, thereafter decreasing because of the growing administrative 
difficulties students face (see Chapter 8, Section 4.1).237 

Tunisia also became a destination for African labour migrants and refugees, 
although to a lesser extent than Libya or Morocco. During the temporary relocation of 
the African Development Bank (AfDB) from Côte d’Ivoire to Tunisia between 2003 and 
2014, several thousand highly qualified sub-Saharan African bank employees, as well 
as their lower skilled support staff of drivers, hairdressers, or cooks, arrived in Tunis. 
In addition, as Tunisia does not require travel visas for many sub-Saharan nationals 
(Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Guinea, Mauritania, Mali, Niger, and Senegal), migrants flee-
ing political instability or looking for economic opportunities have arrived in Tunisia 
by plane and overstayed their tourist visa (see Annex 3.3). With only 100–500 refu-
gees registered at UNHCR over the 1990s and 2000s (CARIM 2003), official statistics 
have likely underestimated the number of refugees and asylum seekers in Tunisia for 
domestic political reasons (see Chapter 8, Section 1.1). Even today, with UNHCR not 
registering Libyans that have fled to Tunisia, official numbers remain low: By the end 
of 2018, UNHCR had registered only 1,411 refugees and asylum seekers, with most 
(954) from Syria, followed by citizens of Côte d’Ivoire and Eritrea (UNHCR 2019b).238

There is little research on the profiles and motives of Tunisia’s immigrant popu-
lation, but small-scale surveys provide some insights: One survey of 314 migrants 
showed that, contrary to discourses on transit migration, Tunisia is the destination 
for a vast majority of them, with migrants staying on average four years (TAT 2016). 
71% are from sub-Saharan Africa (Côte d’Ivoire, DRC, Cameroon), and 28% from 
the Middle East and North Africa (Syria and Libya). They mainly seek refuge (35%), 
pursue studies (33%), or come to improve their economic situation (15%). 71% have 
no valid residence permit and 80% work in the informal sector. Another survey of 78 
sub-Saharan migrant workers offers similar insights (Nasraoui 2016). Many of those 
migrants and refugees work in agriculture, on construction sites, in restaurants, or 
as domestic workers.239 Interviewees also highlighted that the explosion of the infor-

237 For a comprehensive study on the profiles, motivations and difficulties experienced by sub-Saharan 
African students in Tunisia, see TAT (2018).
238 In September 2015, the SEMTE estimated the number of Syrians in Tunisia at around 4,000, while 
UNHCR had registered 626 Syrians as refugees around the same time (see Boubakri 2015: 32). Humanitarian 
organizations estimate that between 9,000 and 12,000 Syrians reside in Tunisia (Garelli and Tazzioli 2017: 
35). In general, few Syrians have sought refuge in Tunisia compared to other countries because the Tunisian 
government introduced a visa requirement for Syrians in 2012. Most Syrian refugees in Tunisia have an irregular 
status.
239 In particular, domestic workers from Côte d’Ivoire end up in exploitative work situations, with some 
having their passports confiscated (Nasraoui 2016: 7-8). For a comprehensive study on the victims and 
dynamics of human trafficking towards, within and from Tunisia, see IOM (2013).
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mal economy after 2011, coupled with Tunisians’ increasing unwillingness to perform 
certain manual or low-status jobs, has spurred irregular employment of foreigners in 
these sectors (see also Ben Sedrine 2018: 42-54). 

In parallel to the consolidation of African immigration, European immigration 
increased over the last decade. Over the 2009-2015 period, French and Italian citi-
zens made up respectively around 25% and 15% of the 6,000–8,000 foreigners who 
received work permits in Tunisia every year (Labidi, Bennour and Jaidi 2017: 43).240 
According to Garelli and Tazzioli (2017: 64), around 2,500–3,000 Italians lived in 
Tunisia over the 2005–2014 period. However, as in Morocco, European immigration 
in Tunisia is thus likely underestimated, as most Europeans either live and work on a 
tourist visa, going back and forth between Europe and Tunisia every three months, or 
reside irregularly in Tunisia. As I will explain later, European immigration also remains 
a political non-issue. 

Immigration today: The consequences of the revolution 
The immigration consequences of 2011 were two-fold: First, protests against the 
regime of Colonel Gaddafi in neighbouring Libya, and the ensuing civil war between 
the regime’s security forces, anti-Gaddafi rebels, and Libyan tribal factions, triggered a 
large-scale flight from Libya in 2011. Within less than a year, at least 345,000 people 
crossed into the Tunisian territory (compared to 263,000 crossing into Egypt), among 
which Asian, Arab, and African migrant workers; Libyans families, both pro- and 
anti-Gadaffi; and 137,000 Tunisian returnees. By December 2011, IOM evacuated 
115,000 third-country nationals (51% sub-Saharan nationals, 25% Egyptians, and 
20% Bangladeshis), and many returned to their countries of origin individually (IOM 
2012). Also, UNHCR resettled more than 3,500 refugees by summer 2013 – mainly 
to the US, Norway, Sweden, and Germany – and some were granted refugee status in 
Tunisia (Boubakri 2015: 21). However, many remained in the South-East of Tunisia, 
around the cities of Ben Guerdane and Medenine, or moved on towards the capital 
Tunis, seeking a regular residence permit and the possibility to rebuild their lives in 
Tunisia. The Libyan political crisis since 2011 thus transformed Tunisia overnight into 
an important immigrant destination in North Africa. 

Second, the Libyan domestic political situation has also led to the long-term 
settlement of Libyan migrants in Tunisia.241 Census data suggests that 8,772 Libyans 
resided in Tunisia in 2014 (compared to 1,738 in 2004). In 2015, 530 Libyans were in 
possession of a residence permit, and between 2011 and 2015, 1,130 Libyans were 
granted a work authorization (Mouley 2016: 14). However, a survey among 1,500 

240 In third place are Moroccans, with 10-15% of all work permits depending on the year, followed by a few 
hundred Turks, Germans, Algerians, Libyans, Egyptians, Indians, and Chinese nationals every year. 
241 This is not the first time in history that Libyans sought refuge in Tunisia. Back in 1911, several tens of 
thousands of Libyans moved to Southern Tunisia after the Italian invasion of Libya (Chandoul and Boubakri 
1991: 156).
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Libyans conducted in 2015 shows that although 85% of Libyans arrived in Tunisia 
regularly, almost all have surpassed the allowed length of legal stay of six months. 
And while almost all of the surveyed Libyans have requested a residence permit in 
Tunisia, only 22% have received one (Mouley 2016: 73, 91).242 

As Libyans mostly live in Tunisia irregularly or on a tourist visa, official data 
by far underestimates the size of Tunisia’s Libyan community. In 2012, Tunisian offi-
cials reported that at least 500,000 Libyans lived in Tunisia on a long-term basis 
(Boubakri 2013: 13); in November 2014, Tunisia’s then-Head of Government Mehdi 
Jomâa suggested that 1.2 million Libyans were living in Tunisia;243 and in 2015, media 
reported that Ministry of Interior estimates even reach up to 2 million.244 Border cross-
ing data since 2011 also suggests that the gap between entries from and exits to Libya 
increased – with net arrivals growing from 194,000 in 2009 to 677,000 in 2013 
(Boubakri 2015: 26-27). A conservative estimate of Tunisia’s Libyan community thus 
hovers around half a million, roughly 5% of the Tunisian population.

The presence of Libyan citizens is clearly visible in Tunisian daily life – be it in 
schools, hospitals or on the streets – particularly in Tunis and the coastal towns of 
Djerba, Sfax, and Sousse. And survey data suggests the further consolidation of Libyan 
immigration in Tunisia: Over 80% of Libyans plan to stay in Tunisia permanently if 
the Libyan political conflict persists; but even if peace is restored, a quarter of Libyan 
migrants seeks to remain in Tunisia (Mouley 2016: 19). 

Official statistics – such as the 2014 Tunisian census that recorded only 53,500 
foreigners (0.5% of the population), up from 35,200 in 2004 (see Table 11) – are thus 
highly unreliable, as they neither capture the Libyan nationals who came to Tunisia 
after 2011, nor the European and African irregular migrants who live and work in 
Tunisia in a variety of sectors.245 In total, Tunisia’s immigrant community can be esti-
mated at around 600,000.246 Despite unreliable immigration data, it is thus clear that 
Tunisia is increasingly becoming an immigration country, even if this is not reflected 
in the country’s self-understanding, which is still largely informed by Tunisia’s emigra-
tion history. 

242 According to some respondents, the MoI refuses to grant residence permits also due to security 
reasons (T16-I23). Libyan immigration to Tunisia is mostly composed of families, which is reflected in the 
age distribution (15% aged under 25, 22% aged 25–34, 24% aged 35–44 and 19% aged 45–54) and their 
professional occupations in Libya before departure (33% employed – among which more than a third in the 
public administration – 24% unemployed and 14% housewives).
243 See: Investir en Tunisia, Les deux tiers du peuple libyen vivent en Tunisie, affirme Mehdi Jomâa, 22 
November 2014, http://www.investir-en-tunisie.net/fr/index.php/2014/11/22/les-deux-tiers-du-peuple-libyen-
vivent-en-tunisie-affirme-mehdi-jomaa/, retrieved on 20 July 2017.
244 See: Le Point, Les Libyens en Tunisie: “chez eux” pour combien de temps ?, 2 Mars 2015, https://www.lepoint.
fr/economie/societe-les-libyens-en-tunisie-chez-eux-pour-combien-de-temps-02-03-2015-1908957_28.php, 
retrieved on 20 July 2017.
245 The census data is highly problematic, as not only regular and irregular migrants are captured as 
‘immigrants’, but also Tunisians returnees. 
246 This estimate is based on the assumption of 500,000 Libyan nationals, 53,000 recorded migrants in the 
census, and between 25,000–50,000 non-Libyan irregular migrants.
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TABLE 11: Number of immigrants living in Tunisia, by country of citizenship, 2004 and 2014

Citizenship 2004 Percentage 2014 Percentage

North African countries 21,200 60.2 28,500 53.3

Algeria 9,600 27.3 10,000 18.7

Morocco 6,400 18.2 5,600 10.5

Libya 1,700 4.8 8,800 16.4

European countries 9,700 27.6 15,000 28

France 4,600 13 8,300 15.5

Italy 1,500 4.2 2,200 4.1

Germany 1,000 2.8 1,400 2.6

African countries 3,000 8.5 7,500 14

Other countries 1,300 3.7 2,500 4.7

United States 300 0.8 600 1.1

Total 35,200 100 53,500 100

SOURCE: INS (2015) 

Generalized securitization, selective welcoming: Immigration as a ‘non-issue’ in 
public policy until 2011
As in Morocco, immigration was not a field of extensive public policymaking in Tuni-
sia over most of the 20th century. In contrast to Morocco, however, Tunisia reformed 
its immigration regulations relatively soon after gaining independence: In 1968 and 
1975, laws 68-7 and 75-40 set out the criteria for entry and stay of foreigners in Tuni-
sia and laid down the sanctions for irregular entry and stay. In addition, Tunisia’s 
immigration regime developed through a range of bilateral agreements with African, 
Maghreb, and European countries (see Chapter 8, Section 1.1). 

In the 1990s, Tunisia’s immigration policy was complemented by a welcom-
ing discourse for a select number of foreigners and the generalized securitization of 
(irregular) immigration. On the one hand, Tunisia sought to attract foreign competen-
cies and investments in the context of its economic liberalization: In 1992, the 1968 
immigration law was reformed to grant the Ministry of Interior (MoI) discretionary 
powers to hand out exceptional residence permits to investors and businesspeople; 
in 1993 the Investment Code allowed fully exporting firms to recruit management 
personnel from abroad, and created exemptions for sectors such as mining and 
hydrocarbon exploitation. 247 Also, the regime officially welcomed specific migrant 

247 In general, foreigners are only granted a one-year work permit, renewable once, if the employer can 
prove that no Tunisian can fill the job (articles 258-263 of the Labour Code). For a detailed assessment of 
Tunisian labour migration regulations before 2011, see ILO (2005). For an overview of the current situation, see 
Ben Sedrine (2018).
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groups as ‘guests’, such as students or employees of the African Development Bank 
(AfDB). 

On the other hand, Ben Ali restricted Tunisia’s approach towards (irregular) 
migration: A 1994 decree by the Ministry of Finance (MoF) introduced a penalty of 
10 dinar for every week spent irregularly on the Tunisian territory;248 two amend-
ments to the Labour Code in 1994 and 1996 increased the penalties for the irregular 
employment of workers; and expulsions and detentions of irregular migrants were 
implemented more systematically. As highlighted by the vast majority of respondents, 
irregular stay penalties were implemented on clear racial and nationality criteria: The 
measure targeted primarily Black migrants from sub-Saharan Africa, while European 
and Maghrebi migrants were in practice exempt. Targeted through occasional raids in 
migrant neighbourhoods or identity controls on the street and in informal workplaces, 
migrants caught without papers were brought to so-called ‘Welcome and Orientation 
Centres’ – de facto detention centres, such as the El Ouardiya prison in the outskirt 
of Tunis.249 Because Tunisia did not have a formal return policy, irregular migrants – 
once detected and detained – were required to pay their flight tickets home, or other-
wise risked being abandoned by the Tunisian army in the Algerian desert or at the 
Libyan border (see also Ben Achour 2006; Ben Jemia 2009; Boubakri 2011; Garelli 
and Tazzioli 2017: 31-32).

At the turn of the 21st century, immigration and its control became central to 
regional politics, raising its stake for the Tunisian regime. In 2004, a new immigration 
law legally cemented the securitization of irregular migration. The 17 articles of Law 
2004-06 relative to passports and travel documents restricted sanctions for irregular 
entry, stay, and exit of migrants, as well as their support, with penalties ranging from 
8,000 to 100,000 Tunisian dinars in fines and/or between three and twenty years of 
imprisonment (Chapter IV, articles 38-53). These sanctions could be applied to anyone 
failing to report contact with irregular migrants, including those protected by profes-
sional secrecy, such as lawyers or doctors.250 The law also provided no possibility to 
appeal decisions, and no protection from expulsions for any vulnerable group (such 

248 Article 23 of the 1968 law already foresaw the penalty, but had an upper limit of 120 dinar per year and, 
according to interviews, was barely enforced. Since 2013, the penalty has been increased to 20 dinar per week 
and in 2017, some exemptions and a general upper limit of 3000 dinar per year have been introduced.
249 For personal insights into El Ouardiya, see the accounts of Jean Fontaine, a Christian missionary living in 
Tunis who was authorized by the Tunisian MoJ to visit foreign prisoners in Tunisians prisons between 2004 and 
2010 (Fontaine 2012). For a more recent insight, see the testimonies collected by: Garelli, Glenda, Federica 
Sossi and Martina Tazzioli, Réfugiés en Tunisie: entre détention et deportation, 18 April 2015, http://www.
tunisiainred.org/tir/?p=5241, retrieved 17 July 2018.
250 The law not only punishes smugglers with five years’ imprisonment and a fine of TND 12,000 for 
(Article 40), but also people supporting or housing irregular migrants: Article 39 sanctions with four years 
imprisonment and a fine of TND 10,000 “anyone who has sheltered persons entering or leaving Tunisia 
illegally […] or has provided them with accommodation, or has hidden them”; and Article 45 provides for 
three months’ imprisonment and a fine of TND 500 for “anyone who, even if covered by the obligation of 
professional secrecy, fails immediately to report to the proper authorities information or activities that have 
come to his attention regarding the performance of an offence described in the present chapter.” Only parents, 
siblings, spouses and children are exempted from this last article. See J.O.R.T n°11 of 6 February 2004.
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as minors or pregnant women). Although the law was applied inconsistently over 
the years and across the Tunisian territory (Meddeb 2012: 380-392), it was central in 
creating an overall climate of fear and suspicion towards migrants, in particular from 
sub-Saharan Africa. 

Despite the law, immigration remained unpoliticized: Anything related to immi-
gration was managed solely by the Presidential Palace and Tunisia’s security appa-
ratus; potential counterpowers, such as the parliament, international organizations 
(IOs), or civil society were almost absent; and immigration was silenced in the public 
sphere. This securitarian treatment was reinforced by the regime’s refusal to admit the 
existence of foreigners in Tunisia: “Under Ben Ali, no one talked about migration, 
we could never have talked about it, it was part of the security field” (T17-I14). This 
so-called ‘omertà’251 on immigration explains why many of my Tunisian respondents 
were not aware of immigration patterns before 2011. As a respondent put it: “The 
phenomenon did not exist, and if it had existed, we would not have known” (T17-I8). 

The absence of a fundamental policy change after 2011
Against expectations, the democratization of political processes and the centrality of 
the human rights discourse after the revolution did not lead to a reform of Tunisia’s 
security-driven immigration policy. Instead, the politics around immigration devel-
oped in three phases: (1) an initial political dynamism on immigration due to the 
post-revolutionary euphoria, leading to some institutional and constitutional changes 
(2011-2013), (2) the persistent security framing of immigration and the fizzling out 
of legal and policy initiatives due to wider economic and political priorities (2014-
2016), and, (3) since mid-2016, a series of scattered legal and administrative develop-
ments resulting mainly from lobbying by CSOs and IOs. 

The revolution could have reshaped Tunisia’s approach to immigration, as exiled 
political leaders and activists who returned after the revolution were keen to integrate 
their migratory experiences into Tunisian politics. In parallel, the arrival of hundreds 
of thousands of African, Arab, and Asian refugees and migrants from Libya broke with 
the previous ‘omertà’ on the topic and politicized immigration in the public sphere 
like never before. 2011 set immigration on the Tunisian political agenda, allowing 
new actors within the administration, civil society, and international community to 
enter Tunisia’s immigration policy field. 

Indeed, in the post-revolutionary euphoria, people fleeing from Libya were met 
with open arms by the local population in southern Tunisia (Boubakri and Potot 2012). 
Hotel owners made their rooms available for refugees, and activists from Tunis and 
abroad travelled to the border areas to help distribute food, blankets, and medicine: 

251 Omertà refers to the code of silence that the mafia in Southern Italy requires from their members as part 
of their code of honour. It requires silence about criminal activity and a refusal to give evidence to the police 
in the context of questioning by authorities or other outsiders. 
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“There was a momentum of popular solidarity” (T17-I20). Associations and CSOs – 
such as the Tunisian Red Crescent, the Tunisian Forum for Economic and Social Rights 
(FTDES), Terre d’Asile Tunisie (TAT) or the Association of African Students and Trainees 
in Tunisia (AESAT) – took on the issues of racism, immigration, and migrant protec-
tion. International actors such as UNHCR, IOM, or the World Health Organization 
(WHO) arrived in southern Tunisia to provide accommodation, healthcare, and food 
for the hundreds of thousands of refugees and migrants who arrived in Southern Tuni-
sia. In February 2011, UNHCR set up the Choucha refugee camp, receiving up to 
18,000 people a day at the peak of the crisis. For respondents, ‘Choucha’ became 
a code word to capture the emergence of immigration on the public and political 
agenda: “Before there was no public debate, then there was Choucha […] This has 
changed things completely, it has turned immigration into an issue” (T16-I8). 

In parallel to this societal and international activism, Tunisia’s transitional 
government decided in March 2011 to relax the dispositions of the 2004 law that 
criminalized irregular migrants (Boubakri and Potot 2012: 136) and in 2012 created 
a State Secretariat for Migration and Tunisians Abroad (SEMTE) within the Ministry 
of Social Affairs (MoSA) to deal with all aspects related to migration.252 Shortly after 
its creation, the SEMTE started working on a reform of Tunisia’s legal framework on 
immigration: A National Migration Strategy (SNM), as well as laws on asylum and 
human trafficking were elaborated. As one respondent from within the newly-created 
General Directorate for International Cooperation on Migration (DGCIM) within the 
MoSA said: “Everyone got started” (reference redacted).

This initial dynamism, however, was cut short by political and economic crises 
in Tunisia. The political assassinations in 2013, as well as the continuously decreasing 
foreign investments in tourism and the economy more generally after 2011 (see Figure 
A 3 to Figure A 6) pushed migration – and especially immigration – off the public and 
political agenda. The continuous presence of foreigners strained Tunisians’ welcoming 
attitude: After the first year, when the situation of immediate urgency had passed and 
security concerns in the border region grew, popular solidarity faded away (Boubakri 
and Potot 2012). Political lenience towards incoming migrants also diminished. In the 
face of renewed conflicts in Libya, the Tunisian government hardened the tone vis-
à-vis foreigners because it feared a repetition of 2011. In August 2014, “[the govern-
ment] stresse[d] that this time, Tunisia will be only a ‘transit’ country. […] non-Libyans 
can only enter the territory if they prove that they will leave it immediately”.253 Only 

252 The state secretary has changed its name several times over the years, from State Secretariat for Migration 
and Tunisians Abroad (SEMTE) to State Secretariat for Migration and Social Integration (SEMIS) and finally State 
Secretariat in charge of Immigration and Tunisians Abroad (SEITE). For convenience, I will always refer to the 
state secretary as SEMTE.
253 See: RFI, Frontière tuniso-libyenne: Tunis hausse le ton à l’égard des étrangers, 3 August 2014, http://
www.rfi.fr/afrique/20140803-ouverture-frontiere-tuniso-libyenne-tunisie-reste-ferme-migration, retrieved 8 
June 2018.
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Libyan citizens continue to be tolerated by Tunisian authorities regardless of their 
legal status. As I will show (see Section 3.3 of Chapter 8), Tunisia’s economic and 
foreign policy interests explain this laissez-faire policy towards Libyans. 

On the ground, the relationship between migrants and the administration dete-
riorated over the years, with migrants facing increasing bureaucratic hassling and the 
continuation of pre-2011 detention and expulsion practices (Garelli, Sossi and Tazzi-
oli 2015).254 More generally, it has become difficult for migrants to regularize their 
stay and “to seize the sesame, the famous residence permit” (T16-I23). This is particu-
larly problematic, as penalties for irregular stay have been doubled in 2013 from 10 to 
20 dinar per week and their implementation reinforced. 

Policy continuity thus characterized the 2013-2016 period: Security remained 
the main paradigm in Tunisian immigration politics, and the MoI the primary actor 
on immigration despite the creation of new institutions: “Things have partly become 
more public, there are lots of actors now, the debate is happening in the public 
sphere […] but the substance has not changed, the underlying logic remains a logic 
of control” (T17-I32). In particular, the absence of legal change and the fizzling out of 
legal and policy initiatives showcases the persistence of the pre-revolutionary immi-
gration regime. Work on the asylum law started in October 2011, but the finalized 
draft law was only forwarded to the Prime Minister’s office in June 2016 and has since 
been under review by the different ministries.255 It has not yet been discussed in Parlia-
ment, let alone enacted. Also, while work on the National Migration Strategy (SNM) 
started shortly after the revolution, repeated governmental reshuffling prevented the 
political validation of successive drafts in 2013, 2015, and 2017. As a result, one of 
my respondents sarcastically called it “the ghost strategy” (T17-I14). 

Since 2016, policy developments have emerged again, albeit they remain 
limited and heterogeneous. Projects on immigrants’ access to healthcare and work, as 
well as discussions around their legal and socio-economic difficulties are not a taboo 
anymore. And as a result of year-long, joint policy efforts by (mostly international) 
CSOs, IOs and development actors, public officials have begun to show awareness 
that immigration to Tunisia is a reality. This discursive shift has been accompanied by 
incipient policy changes, although these remain at the level of informal arrangements 

254 Depending on the source, the number of detention centres in Tunisia varies between five and more than 
a dozen (Garelli and Tazzioli 20017: 63; Planes-Boissac 2012: 42). In their survey of 314 migrants between 
2014 and 2016, Terre d’Asile Tunisie found that 11% had already been in detention, of whom 70% were freed 
after some time, while 17% were brought to the Algerian border and 10% forcibly returned to their country 
of origin (TAT 2016: 46-47). For recent coverage of detentions in El Ouardiya, see: Inkyfada, Des migrants 
expulsés à la frontière algérienne, 1 September 2015, https://inkyfada.com/2015/09/expulse-frontiere-migrant-
algerie-ouardiya-tunisie/, retrieved 30 July 2018.
255 The 2016 version of the draft law (the only draft I could access) creates a National Commission in charge 
of handling refugee status applications, composed of 11 ministerial representatives, the UNHCR, and the Red 
Crescent. It specifies the administrative and decision-making processes, as well as the rights and duties of 
refugees – if granted, the refugee residence permit is valid for three years renewable, and gives access to work, 
social security, education, and healthcare. Each person recognized by UNHCR until the enactment of the law 
will automatically benefit from the Tunisian protection status.
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or scattered and group-specific, such as exemptions from the irregular stay penalties 
introduced in 2017 and 2018. Only on two issues – human trafficking and racism – 
has legal change been successful.256 The centrepiece of Tunisian immigration policy, 
Law 2004-06, however, is still in force. As one respondent concluded: “The subject is 
on the table. Now whether this will be enough to get legislation implemented, that’s 
something else” (T17-I26).

3  CONCLUSION: RECAPPING THE EMPIRICAL PUZZLE

This chapter mapped Tunisian migration patterns and policies, and outlined the politi-
cal context in which these unfold in terms of Tunisian state formation and national 
identity conceptions, as well as the more recent political developments within the 
Tunisian polity. This account suggests an empirical puzzle: Immigration policies have 
remained strikingly unchanged despite a democratic transition and substantial growth 
in immigration (see Table 12). This observation provides the empirical starting point 
for the in-depth investigation of the drivers and dynamics of Tunisian immigration 
politics in the following two chapters. They will show how the politics of immigra-
tion reflect first and foremost the functioning, as well as strategies for legitimation and 
stability of the Tunisian state, and how approaches to immigration are deeply rooted 
in Tunisia’s broader history of state formation and understanding of national identity. 

TABLE 12: An empirical puzzle in Tunisian immigration regimes

Tunisia

Magnitude of immigration High
[substantial growth]

Politicization of immigration Low
[policy continuity]

Transformation of the polity High
[regime change]

SOURCE: Adapted from Natter (2018b)

256 Law 2016-61 against human trafficking was passed in August 2016 and Law 2018-50 against racial 
discrimination in October 2018.




