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PREFACE
Mohamed Zinelabidine

Minister of Cultural affairs

The opening of the City of Culture, long-awaited, is the most significant cultural event of 
the year, even of the decade even. 
This moment deserves to be celebrated as the day of national culture, the day where 
all the elites of Tunisia are expected to gather around brilliant actions: those of Arts and 
Culture.
Exhibiting the history of the Tunisian modernity is initially to look back after culture and 
the works of the Tunisian mind and thinking during the last two centuries.  Fully justified 
by the fact that the Tunisian entity as a cultural entity and distinguished policy has begun 
its march towards modernity at the beginning of 19th century, even before the reign of 
Prince Reformer Prince Ahmed Bey I. As early as the reign of Hammouda Pasha (1782-
1813), the Tunisian political and cultural entity has expressed its autonomy and distinctive 
and separatist trends and multiplied its agreements and conventions with Mediterranean 
powers as a sovereign state. This trend will strengthen in the days of Ahmed Bey I who 
founded the Polytechnic of Bardo in 1837 and abolished slavery between 1841 and 1846.
The reform era loomed with the affirmation of a vigorous intellectual and reformist 
movement that touched all sectors and institutions.
Great achievements marked the nineteenth Tunisian century: The foundation of the Sadiki 
College in 1875 constituted the most sustainable reform by creating the environment that 
saw the birth of new openly modernist and nationalist elites, but the foundation of the 
Khaldouniya in 1886 was in turn the starting point of the modernization of the zeytounien 
education. Alongside the major political reforms from the Fundamental Pact of 1857 to 
the Constitution of 1861, the figures of modernity were to succeed over the generations 
in a continuous chain from Sheikh Mohamed Qabadou, to Bayram V, to Kheyreddine, to 
General Hussein up to ‘Abdelaziz Thaalbi and Habib Bourguiba the founder of the Neo-
Destour.
This political and intellectual ascending walk is nourished by the awakening of Arts and 
the Letters whose spirit was well expressed with glare and originality by the group “Taht 
Essour” during the 30’s. Indeed, the year 1930 was going to mark the turning point in 
thinking and Arts: the book of Tahar Haddad “Our wife in Chariaa and Society” opened up 
the controversial debate on the society project to be built, but the birth of the Rachidiya, 
and of the Painting School of Tunis, just like cinema, announced at the same time the 
revival of arts as a condition to the birth of the Tunisian being involved in modern times, 
taken with freedom even within the colonial storm.
This panorama of centuries of enlightenment will be the core of the exhibition, which will 
add to the various planned activities.
Proud of our great History. It is our guest of honor at the opening of this new space, the 
space of freedom and creation.
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A TUNISIAN MODERNITY
abdelhamid larguèche

When Prince Ahmed Bey took the initiative to abolish black slavery in the Regency of 
Tunis in January 1846, he hardly suspected he was going to inaugurate by this humane 
act a new era, that of the Reform which was going to spread, widen and transform the 
landscape to make of Tunis in a few decades the most dynamic center of political, social 
and cultural changes in all southern bank of the Mediterranean with Egypt. 
However the era of the Reform sounded well since General Clausel succeeded in planting 
the French flag at the top of the Algerian Atlas. But, it is well the act to abolish the slavery 
at once which remains most significant of the capacity of the Power elite of to go ahead 
and to break with a past considered to be null and void. 
Powers in Tunis well seized the message. Beyond this highly symbolic action, it was 
also necessary to modernize the army in order to defend the State, without increase 
nonetheless the mistrust of the hegemonic powers of imperialist and conquering Europe. 
Well before Ahmed Bey Already, Hammouda Pacha (1782-1814) understood the challenges 
and threats of the Mediterranean economic situation by displaying an attitude of neutrality 
regarding the Expedition to Egypt in 1802, which made him gain favours from Napoleon 
and well arm himself to defend his territory and his throne.  
The foundation of the polytechnic school of Bardo in 1840 gave the opportunity to the 
powers of Tunis to give birth to a new generation of officers, supporters of the new 
methods and open to modern sciences.  But the creation of a regular army in the mid-
19th century did not put an end to old Mahalla army which will be even reconfirmed in 
the constitutional texts of 1861. 
This long march of the Tunisian modernity was hard and filled with resistance and forced 
halts, because it was dictated from the top, by a need for survival of the power-itself, 
driven back to press the rural society and its tribes which rose up involving in their revolts 
the populations of the Sahel villages and of more other cities. 
As a result, the expensive reforms became unpopular. One can read, and understand, in 
the 1864 rebels’ registers of grievances their rejection of the reforms as much as an idea 
than as effects.  
Neither the Constitution nor the new justice was allowed by the mass of the subjects, and 
even the black slave trade continued in more than one place in the south of the country. 
One will have needed the financial crisis of 1867 and the introduction of an International 
financial Commission to see the Bey calling upon a convinced reformer, General Khaireddine 
who had already announced his vision and its project in its programme book “Aqwam al-
masalik” (The Surest Management to know the State of the Nations), published the same 
year. 
The reforming momentum took again its course with strength under Khaireddine Pasha, 
starting from 1873, date of his nomination as the Grand Vizier. 
The foundation of the Sadiki College in 1875 was the flagship reform which was going to 
engage the movement of radical transformation by making modern teaching the axis of 
renewal of the whole society. 

And even if the forced departure of Khaireddine in 1878 were going to put a brutal end  
to the first great experiment of the reform, with the colonial seizure in 1881, nothing 
would stop anymore this major movement which was going to change both the elites and 
the minds. 
The germs of the birth of a modern nation are already there. Even if the first modernity 
remained unfinished, the momentum of the new ascending social classes took over the 
first blown generation. 
The flow of the new ideas followed the flow of products and even exceeded it. 
Newspapers, clubs and associations, purveyors of ideas settled in the new city and hustled 
the old elites. Beside the creation of the Association of the Sadiki Former Students, another 
movement was developing: the action of new artists graduating from the Carnot high 
school. The young Zeitounian people started attending the courses and conferences of 
the Khaldouniya in search of a scientific complement necessary to their classical training. 
The new economy drained in the city and its suburbs a mass of blue-collar workers 
coming from elsewhere, but also from impoverished countryside. 
The territory is quickly decompartmentalized and the new means of transport set the 
youth of the country in motion which kept moving to settle downtown, in the new job 
market in contact with the European workers and officials.  
The lights of the modern city with its theatre, its first cinemas, its coffees and its leisure 
spaces enchanted more and more young people who turned their back on traditions 
which had become too tedious, and attended the school of triumphing modernity. 
Music, painting, literature and poetry, artists of a new kind were born and swarmed in 
a voluntary, but disturbing and fertile marginality. The group “Taht Essour” made the 
headlines in the articles of a satirical media increasingly shared in the popular cafés. 
At the same time trade unionists grew around charismatic figures like Mohamed Ali. 
Women came out and started attending the Pasha-street school. 
Political parties animated by a youth, well aware of the realities of the world and its 
injustices, raise high the standard of freedom. 
Tahar Haddad, a Zaytouna graduate carried out his fight against the old bastions of 
archaism. His frank and courageous advocacy in favour of the emancipation of the Tunisian 
woman announced with passion the registration of the emerging nation in a no-return 
modernity. 
The 1930’s constitutes the turning point with the birth of the individual as a revolted 
subject looking to the future, breaking his chains, those of antiquated and heavy traditions 
as those of the colonizer who stripped him of his dignity.
The modern national conscience impregnates Tunisians and puts on stage completely 
renovated beings whose ideals of freedom and justice commands the destiny and the 
future.
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In January 1846, Ahmed Bey issued the 
abolition of slavery in the Regency of Tunis. 
By this act, the Bey completes a humanistic 
and political process which was started by 
September 1841 by the prohibition of the 
trade of black slaves in the markets of the 
Regency and by freeing all the children of 
slaves born on the territory. 
This political and social reform strongly 
encouraged and supported by the anti-
slavery propaganda carried out by the British 
diplomacy and the European mediums in 
the Mediterranean placed the country at 
the avant-garde of the Moslem countries as 
regards reforms. 
Beyond the event which inserted the country 
in modernity, there is more than one lesson 
to learn. 
It is not a coincidence if Tunisia were the 
first country of southern bank of the 
Mediterranean to have abolished slavery; not 
only the southern bank, but of all the basin 
of the Mediterranean if we consider that the 
French abolition of slavery in the colonies 
intervened only in 1848. Indeed, the Tunisian 
elites, who graduated from the polytechnic 
school of Bardo and from the Zaytouna, and 
who joined together around the Reformer 
Prince Ahmed bey I were particularly mindful 
and receptive vis-a-vis the boiling of the new 
liberal ideas and humane ideals carried by the 
purveyor of ideas and the new intellectuals 
who travelled and brought back to Tunis 
itself new products and new concepts. Ibn 
Abi Dhiaf quotes examples of which Ahmed 
Faris al-Chidiyaq, a Syrian-Lebanese liberal 
intellectual who introduced in Tunisia printing 
works and diffused at the same time the new 
liberal ideas of which the need for abolishing 
slavery. What the Mediterranean brought to 
our country was not only the early entry of 

Tunisia into mercantilism; it was also freedom 
of movement of the ideas which ended up 
putting Tunis to the pace of modernity and 
of triumphing humanism. Following Ahmed 
Bey, reformers such Khaireddine and General 
Hussein were going to continue this reforming 
walk with more glare and of strength. 
Second lesson to learn from this event: the 
vitality of the enlightened spirit and ijthad of 
the great sheiks of Zaytouna. Indeed, Prince 
Ahmed Bey, as a good enlightened monarch, 
leaning on the Zaytouna institution, did not fail 
to get his decisions based on the opinion of 
the two Muftis Maliki (Cheikh Ibrahim Riahi) 
and Hanefi (Cheikh Mohamed Bayrem).
 There too, the sentence of the two scientists 
expressed unambiguously the humanistic and 
rational vocation of Tunisian Islam. The two 
main words of the fatwas uttered were “the 
natural aspiration of the man to freedom and 
the principle of the human rights to respect” 
(Tachawouf al-insan ila al hurriyya, wa  
al-mouamala al-insaniyya). While drawing 
from the humanistic values of Islam, the effort 
of interpretation was going to consolidate 
choices which will register the country as 
awhole in the new history in progress. 
Admittedly, the practice did not follow 
automatically the law; indeed in spite of the 
success of the reform and the release of 
thousands of slaves in Tunis as in the big cities 
of the kingdom, the resistance of slavery was 
maintained, in particular in the south oasis 
and the tribal zones, where slavery also met 
economic needs and the old habits of the 
tribal chiefdoms. Moreover, one of the claims 
of the chiefs of the tribal revolt of 1864 was 
the return to the practice of slavery. But the 
law ended by overcoming and transforming 
both practices and standard.

ThE AbOlITION Of SlAvERY IN TUNISIA

Full-length portrait of Ahmed Bey
Ahmed Al-Judali. 1885

INP Collection
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Decree of the 25 Moharem 1262 prescribing freedom of slaves
January 1846
ANT Funds Letter of the Great Maliki Cheikh Brahim Riahi justifying the decree of abolition

January 1846
ANT Funds

Letter from Cheikh Mohamed Bayrem justifying from the point of view of Islam the decree 
abolishing slavery

January 1846
ANT Funds
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Letter of liberation a slave from Sousse
1846

ANT Funds

Letter of the Anglo-Maltese society in tribute to Ahmed Bey following
the first abolitionists measures

No date
ANT Funds
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fROM ThE fUNDAMENTAl pAcT TO ThE cONSTITUTION
(1857-1861)

Since the foundation of the Polytechnic 
of Bardo, the abolition of slavery and the 
intensification of the material, human and 
cultural exchanges with the Mediterranean 
environment, the wind of the political reform 
has blown on the country encouraged by 
an overwhelming diplomatic activity of the 
British and French consuls. 
Once again, Tunisia was the first among the 
Arab countries to experience the transition 
towards positive legislation as regards 
constitutionalism. Indeed, in 1856 the idea 
of a fundamental law was considered and 
took shape in September 1857 with the 
promulgation of the first Charter of rights 
under the name of “Ahd El-Aman” or the 
Fundamental Pact. 
It is about a true declaration of the rights of 
the subjects of the Bey and all the inhabitants 
living on his territory. The pact of eleven 
clauses opens by a preamble placed “under 
the double sign of faith and reason”, mingling 
taking Allah as witness and an explanation of 
the choices of the sovereign by the constraints 
related to reason and nature.
The dominant ideas, in addition to the rights 
granted to foreigners, are security, equality 
and freedom: extension of the “complete 
safety” of goods, people and honor to all the 
subjects irrespective of religion, of nationality 
or race (clause 1), equality before law and tax 
of all the Moslem and non Moslem subjects 
(clauses 2 and 3), freedom of worship (clause 
4). 
The set of the ideas and principles of the pact 
draw their baseline from the liberal philosophy 
resulting from the Age of Enlightenment, 
but are hardly enough to impregnate the 
dominant caste with it, that of Makhzen and 
the Court of the Bey. Only some enlightened 
spirits were deeply convinced by it, such Ibn 

Abi Dhiaf, Khaireddine, the general Hussein 
or Bayrem V. That constituted the major 
limit of the political reforms. The despotic 
trends continued in spite of the adoption of a 
Constitution in 1860. 
The importance of this text lies especially 
in the movement of reforming ideas which 
it inspired to its contemporaries, to the 
generations which followed and to the 
National movement in its claims under the 
Protectorate, in particular within the party of 
Destour (word meaning “constitution”). 
Following the Fundamental Pact, a commission 
was in charge of the drafting of a Constitution. 
This organic legislation came into effect in 
April 1861. For the first time, a division of 
the powers is clearly established between an 
executive power composed of the Bey and 
a Prime Minister, a legislative power with 
the important prerogatives entrusted to the 
Great Council and an independent judicial 
power. 
But this transitory experiment lasted 
hardly three years not leaving any chance 
to the durable assertion of a monarchical 
constitutionalism.
The cost of the reform proved to be huge 
in its consequences. Indeed, the anti-tax 
social Revolt of 1864 gave the opportunity 
to the Bey to reconsider these reforms 
and to restore the despotic former regime 
condemned so much by Ibn Abi Dhiaf and 
Khair-Eddine. 
But the constitutional spirit marked of its seal 
the new elites so much so that the initiators 
of the Tunisian nationalism made of it later 
the emblematic claim of Tunisian nationalism. 
Abdelaziz Thaalbi, founder of the Destour 
Party made of it the fundamental claim of the 
Tunisian complaints.

Full-length portrait of Mohamed Sadok Bey posing the hand on the fundamental law of the State 
Auguste Moynier.  1861

INP Collection
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The fundamental Pact (Ahd al Aman) handwritten version 
1857 

ANT Funds 

The fundamental Pact (Ahd al Aman) printed version  
Around 1860
ANT Funds 
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Full-length Portrait of Giuseppe Raffo 
Charles Gleyre. 1846 

INP Collection 

Full-length Portrait of Ibn Abi Dhiaf
Habib Bouhawel. 2009

Private Collection
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The Constitution (Qanun Al-Dawla)
1861

ANT Funds
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Equestrian Portrait of Khaireddine Pacha
Louis Simil de Nîmes. 1852

INP Collection

KHAIREDDINE

Khaireddine well deserves to be called 
the pioneer of modernization in Tunisia. 
He was at the same time a thinker and a 
man of action. He laid out an original and 
innovating program in his book “Akwam al 
masalik fi maarifati ahwal al mamalik” (Surest 
Management to know the State of the Nations). 
Through the various positions which he held, 
he tried to implement his ideas. 
Khaireddine was one of the most brilliant 
graduates of the Military academy of Bardo. 
It is where he learned modern warfare 
administration, as well as the French language 
which he mastered. Ahmed Bey took him 
with him in his delegation at the time of 
the first travel that a Tunisian ruler made to 
France (1846). He had then the opportunity 
of visiting several European countries on 
several occasions, in addition to Turkey. He 
thus recorded his observations in his above 
mentioned book. But most important, it is the 
introduction of the book which understands 
a complete program to Tunisia, and to the 
other countries with Moslem majorities, 
taking as a starting point his observations 
during his travels and his political experience, 
as Ibn Khaldun made before him in his famous 
Muqaddima. 
Khaireddine defended what one can regard 
as the golden rule of modernity, and which 
consists in taking as a starting point the Other 
in all that is useful for progress independently 
of the differences of religions and cultures, 
since civilisation is an asset common to 
humanity and the result of the accumulation 
of a historical long experience. On this basis, 
Khaireddine called his Tunisian fellow-citizens, 
like all the Moslem countries, to take as a 
starting point the fundaments of the modern 
civilisation, and at their top the system of 
government framed by the constitution, the 

civil laws and the representative councils, 
in the same way as the economy based on 
freedom to undertake and produce, and the 
education which diffuses modern knowledge 
which is essential to the social progress. 
It published his program in Arab language 
which has become, since the reign of Ahmed 
Bey, the official language of Tunisia. He 
addressed himself especially to the controlling 
and enlightened elite, hoping to convince it 
of the need and the possibility of taking as a 
model the Occident, and of adopting and of 
adapting its knowledge. He also published it 
in French that he mastered to show to the 
European powers that the modernization of 
the Moslem societies was possible provided 
that it is carried out by the interested parties 
themselves and according to the needs for 
these societies. He also thought of publishing 
it in English and in Turkish. 
Khaireddine implemented his modernistic 
ideas through the many reforms which he 
supervised. It was close to Ahmed Bey, then 
and Mohamed Bey and to Sadok Bey, and 
contributed to all the great reforms. The most 
important of these was the promulgation of 
Ahd al-Amen in 1857. Khaireddine played 
a central role in this initiative then in the 
transformation of the text into the general 
fundamental law of the Tunisian State. It is 
what will become the Constitution in 1861 
under the reign of Sadok Bey. But the latter 
was not truly convinced of the limitation of 
his powers. The relations between the two 
men then worsened and Khair-Eddine had 
to resign of his post while social protests 
intensified in all the country. Khaireddine 
benefitted from these years of distance of the 
direct political life to write Akwam al masalik, 
before reinstating power in 1869. He was 
entrusted the delicate mission of chairing the 
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Bust Portrait Khaireddine Pacha of 
Auguste Moynier. 1857

National Funds Collection

It is important to announce that what 
determined the thinking and the actions of 
Khaireddine was much less the influence of 
the Occident that his own convictions. He 
was closely convinced that the only means 
of guaranteeing the independence of the 
country was its modernization. He wrote 
in the introduction of his book: “I’ve heard 
some notable in Europe say that the European 
civilisation is an impetuous torrent which dugs 
its bed through the ground, violently overthrowing 
all that is opposed to its continuous flow. The 
people bordering on Europe cannot be held in 
guard against it and neither secure themselves 
against its overflows if they do not follow the 
flow by taking as a model its organizations in the 
nonreligious fields, and thus will they be safe”. He 
added this comment: “This sad representation 
is for any person loving his country is proven by 
observation and experience”.

financial commission charged to liquidate the 
debts and to organize the state budget. He 
was then named Grand Vizir and dealt with 
education by introducing several reforms 
into the Zaytunian teaching and the “awkaf” 
(“habous”, pious foundations). But the most 
important of his achievements in this field was 
the foundation of the Sadiki College in 1875.  
Among his reforms one can also cite the 
organization of ministries, administrations, 
justice and the implementation of several 
decisions to instigate the economy and to set 
up a balanced tax policy. 
Khaireddine was dismissed of his functions 
in 1877. In spite of short time that spent in 
his post, this period is regarded as essential 
in the experiment of the Tunisian modernity. 
Just to remember  that it was the period 
during which took place the foundation of 
the college Sadiki, which trained later on 
the most important leaders of the national 
movement, as it constituted the first steps of 
modern teaching like mathematics, physics, 
chemistry and foreign languages. 
After his exclusion, Khaireddine felt that it 
was the object of many plots. He then decided 
to change place of residence and to remain in 
the capital of the Ottoman Empire, where a 
post of Prime Minister was entrusted to him, 
for one short time. It spent his last days in his 
voluntary exile. 
It is important to notice, at the end, that 
Khair-Eddine was among the first to explain 
the new concept of “freedom” such as it was 
born with Modernity. It was also among the 
first with speaking about individual freedom. 
He defined it as the freedom self and property 
determination within one’s community, in the 
equality with one’s fellow-men in front of 
justice. 
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Bureau Khaireddine Pasha offered by notable 
1875

INP Collection

ThE SADIkI cOllEgE

Jewel of the Tunisian educational system, fruit 
of the Reform of Khaireddine, The Sadiki 
College  was founded in 1875 and constituted 
the beating heart of the new reformism and 
the principal hearth of birth of the new 
Tunisian elites. 
Initially, Khaireddine created it with the 
intention to form the new generations of 
high officials of the State, to get a scientific 
spirit and acquire foreign languages, necessary 
tools to openness and modernity. 
The recipients were mainly the children of 
the notables of Tunis, and the children of the 
urban popular classes too. 
In 1905, the French State Education decided to 
use the Sadiki model to generalize the Franco 
Arab schools by reinforcing bilingualism for 
the profit of the French language. 
The Sadiki College was thus a seedbed of the 

translators for the French administration, 
but more especially the matrix of Tunisian 
nationalism with a Western spirit. Indeed, the 
first graduations gave the first contingents 
of Moslem doctors, lawyers, teachers and 
administrators. In the space of a few decades, 
modern nationalist elite inhibited the 
public space and created newspapers. The  
  Neo-Destour is thus the pure product of the 
Sadiki teaching. During all the protectorate 
era, the Sadiki College, relayed by the Alaoui 
high school and other establishments, 
continued to nourish the new ascending 
categories of the new Tunisian society. In 1958, 
the First Tunisian great educational reform, 
undertaken by Mahmoud Messaadi, himself a 
Sadiki graduate, was largely inspired by this 
original model  to generalize its philosophy 
and the methods.  



30 31

Text Of the creation of the Sadiki College
1875

ANT Funds
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Class Photography of the Sadiki College
1897-1898
BNT Funds 
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Invitation de the graduation ceremony of the Khaldounia
1898

ANT Funds

ThE khAlDOUNIA

The first modern Tunisian association with 
cultural and educational vocation, the 
Khaldounia which is bearing its name in 
reference to the famous Tunisian historian 
Ibn Khaldoun, was founded in 1896 by the 
movement “Tunisian Youths”, at their head 
Béchir Sfar. 
It was given like objective to ensure a modern 
complement of teaching to the pupils of the 
Zaytouna Mosque. 
Its Head Founder Béchir Sfar (1896-1917) 
defined his role and its vocation in 1904 as 
follows: 
“This association contributes to the extent 
of its means to spread among the Muslims 
the taste of sciences, to develop their 
intelligence, and by the geography, to make 
them known the rank of each nation, to 
destroy eventually prejudices and to open 
to them, in the practical and commercial 

field, many horizons which were completely 
unknown to them. It is, we believe, a work 
worthy of encouragement. The purpose of 
it is the moral and intellectual raising of the 
Muslims, and this goal we have the firm hope 
to reach it gradually.” 
Béchir Sfar, who had had a determining role 
in the creation of this school, was also a 
graduate of the Sadiki colleague and member 
of the delegations for the studies in France. 
He played not less other important roles, 
such as his contribution to the publication 
of the al Hadhira Journal (1888) and the 
presidency of the association of allocations 
(Awkaf or Ahbâs). Moreover, Béchir Sfar was 
pioneer defender of the Tunisian interests at 
the time of The Protectorate, preaching the 
nationalist spirit. He was considered, after 
Khaireddine, as the second spiritual father of 
modernization.  

The Khaldounia Board of 1905
From left to right, sitted: Cheikh Tahar ben Achour, Mohamed Lasram, Béchir Sfar, Ali Bouchoucha.

Upright: Rachid ben Mustapha, Abdeljelil Zaouche, Me hamed Belkhodja, Abdelaziz Hayouni, Ahmed Ghattas
Private Collection
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The Khaldounia regulations 
1897

ANT Funds



38 39

The press has played a major role in the 
diffusion of the modernistic ideas in Tunisia 
and in the formation of a public opinion. It 
has encouraged generations of Tunisians 
to be interested in the events relative to 
their country and the in the world. The first 
publications had come out within the Italian 
community in Tunisia, before press progressed 
and spread. 
In 1860, “Al-Râ’id Al-tunisi”, the first Tunisian 
newspaper whose vocation was to publish 
the decrees and the official laws, was released. 
This event was part of a set of reformist 
decisions which was triggered thanks to 
Minister Khaireddine in particular. 
Under the Protectorate, Tunisia will know a 
broad diffusion of foreign publications, then 
of the local newspapers which were rather 
favorable to the colonial policy. Soon Tunisian 
publications started competing with, adopting 
patriotic lines of reduction. Among the striking 
examples of this second type of newspapers 
was the weekly magazine “Al-Hadhira” 
published in 1888 by Ali Bouchoucha, and 
the daily newspaper “A-Zuhra”, published in 
1890 by Abderrahman Snadli. 
At the beginning of the XX century, 
publications proliferated and diversified. 
Literary reviews and newspapers of various 
political lines come out. One has to list in this 
way the appearance of the Arab version of the 
newspaper “le Tunisien ” (al-Tounsi) in 1909, on 
the initiative of the leaders Abdelaziz Thalbi, 
Béchir Sfar and Ali Bach Hamba.  
Moreover, it is important to mark the major 
role of the satirical newspapers of the time; 
some had adopted the spoken language so 
that they would be accessible to all the readers 
and close to the concerns ofpeople and their 
daily occupations. Among these satirical 
publications were: “Tarwih al-Noufous”, “Abou 

Nuwâs”, “Juha”, “Jahjouh”, “al-Sardouk”, “Kol 
Chay bilmakchouf”, “al-Farzazou”.
Press was subject to oppressive measures 
on several occasions, in particular in 1911 
and in 1926. However, it made it possible to 
begin the debate on the great matters of the 
country and made echoes what was discussed 
in the literary salons or the Khaldounia 
conferences. Thus, press was in step with all 
the intellectual and literary battles in Tunisia, 
as she played a major role in the birth of the 
national movement and its development. 
The 1936 was the year of the publication 
of the first female newspaper “Leila”. This 
social, literary and artistic magazine which 
was the first of its king accompanied long 
march of the Tunisian woman towards her 
emancipation. During the same year the first 
women organization was born: The Moslem 
Union of the women of Tunisia.

press and the Rousing 
of The public opinion

Le Tunisien newspaper
1909

CDN Funds
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The first issue of the French version of the Tunisian Official Journal
1883

CDN Funds

The first issue of the Arab version of the Tunisian Official Journal
1860

CDN Funds
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La  Democratie Tunisienne newspaper
1910

CDN Funds

The Satiric newspaper Kararacouz 
1910
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EASEl pAINTINg

With the opening of the Institute of Carthage 
in 1894, Tunis got endowed with its first 
Academy of Science, Arts and Humanities 
which published the famous Revue Tunisienne, 
a real encyclopedia of the historical, 
archaeological and cultural knowledge about. 
Tunisia. 
But it was the Arts and Humanities section 
of the Institute that had the initiative of 
launching the first Tunisian Salon, the same 
year, with the exhibition of plastic works of 
the first generation of painters born in or 
having lived in Tunisia. 
The circle of the first painters of Tunis was 
cosmopolitan, since it was formed by young 
talents coming from different backgrounds, 

mainly from France, but so born in Tunis. 
The Court had already its painters who left 
the first paintings illustrating the princes 
and senior officials (Amed Osman and Hédi 
Khayachi). 
From Pierre Boucherle to Yahia Turki, the 
chain of painters never broke off and kept 
its diversity. Alexandre Roubtzof, from Russia, 
immortalized the beauty of the body and of 
the gardens of Sidi Bousaid, Maurice Bismuth, 
Moses Levy, Ali ben Salem and Hatem el-
Mekki invented portrait and landscape art. 
Even themes and genres developed in the 
rhythm of influences and inspirations, from 
Oriental classicism to Realism.

Rabbi
Maurice Bismuth. 1911

The Municipality of Tunis Funds
Seascape

Yahia Turki. 1929
The Municipality of Tunis Funds
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The Goulette Fisherman
Pierre Boucherle. 1921

The Municipality of Tunis Funds

The arrest
Ali Ben Salem. 1935

National Funds Collection
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Alya
Moses Lévy, No date

National Funds Collection

The spinner 
Hédi Khayechi. 1916 

National Funds Collection
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TUNISIA MOvIEMAkINg AS OlD AS 
ThE lUMIèRE bROThERS

Moviemaking has existed in Tunisia since its 
appearance on a worldwide scale. In 1896, the 
Lumière brothers made moving pictures in 
the streets of Tunis. The first cinematographic 
projections in Tunis took place in 1897, 
organized by Albert Sammama Chikli   and 
the French photographer Soler. 
Five Cursed Gentlemen of Luitz-Morat as 
the first feature film produced on the African 
continent in 1919, was filmed in Tunisia. 

In 1922, Samama-Chikli directed the first 
Tunisian short film, Zohra, and, in 1923, a 
second film of fiction, Aïn el Ghazal or the 
Girl of Carthage. Drama of the Arab life; his 
daughter Haydée plays in the two films. In 
1939, The Insane of Kairouan, first Tunisian 
film in Arab language, was set in Kairouan. 
In 1927, the first Tunisian film distribution 
company, Tunis-Film, began working.

Projector Pathé
1908

Collection of Ministry of Cultural Affairs

Hassiba Rochdi during her first film shooting
1924 

Private Collection
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“JAMAA TAhT ESSOUR”

Name “Jamaa Taht Essour” is a strange name. 
The group members had given themselves 
that denomination, neither in a famous 
literary manifesto, nor in a known official 
text. This nickname was probably allotted to 
them fortuitously, as they daily met in various 
cafés of the Old Bab Souika, under the wall 
of the city. As for the group members, their 
case is even odd.  They had one trait in 
common: their bohemian character. Indeed, 
their economic position was not given, their 
political position was unclear, and their status 
within the frame of the Tunisian literary 
space incipient between the two wars was 
ambiguous. None of the group members was 
a Sadiki graduate Sadiki. Most of them were 
autodidacts or had not finished their studies. 
They were not either Zaytouna graduates, 
even if some among them were Zaytouna 
students or of its famous ulemas. 
“Jamaa taht essour” was a peculiar literary 
phenomenon in its time. They made of 
Bab Souika cafés the first Literary Cafés in 
Tunisia, with an atmosphere rather close to 
that of the literary salons. But these cafés 
were attended by the damned of the city, 
meeting without preconditions or any special 
rules except for their passion for literature, 
arts and their talents in the fields of creation. 
Mustapha Khrayef described them as follows: 
“It is a coherent group united by misery, 
the love of art and party pleasure.” Others 
called them “the group of joblessness and 
vagrancy”. They are the bohemians of whom 
none can expect some good. But thanks to 
their various gifts, they made of their social 
misery writing topics and inspiration for 
poetry and narrative and theatrical prose. 
They conceived out of this misery a vision 
of the world, tragedy or satirist as it was, 
denouncing the strong feeling of alienation of 

the Tunisian man vis-a-vis the violence of the 
modern city. 
A style of narrative writing, consisting 
in describing misery in all its shaped, 
ripened with this group. They represent 
indeed the generation of interwar period: 
Ali Douâji (1909-1949), Mohamed Laâribi  
(1915-1946), Abderrazak Karabaka  
(1901-1945) and others. They excelled in the 
art of the realistic short story close to daily 
news, the condensed novel and the dialogued 
scene. Short stories, with this style, surpassed 
the bottom of social misery to touch the 
depth of the human suffering. This narrative 
art, similar to that of Maupassant and Tchékov, 
admirably described the psychological 
changes of man facing in short and intense 
moments his daily misery. 
Broadly speaking, “the taht essour café 
group”, observed and well described in its 
various texts the changes of the Tunisian 
identity during inter-war period.

Portrait of Mohamed Laaribi
No date

BNT Funds

Portrait of Abderazek Karabaka
No date

Private Collection

Portrait of Ali Douagi
No date

CDN Funds
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AbOU El kAcEM chEbbI

He is the greatest and most famous of the 
Tunisian poets of modern times. And it is 
among greatest and most famous poets 
of the Arab language, especially of first half 
of the 20th century. He remarkably served 
Tunisia with its poetry, either during the 
struggle for liberation and independence, or 
during the national mobilization for progress 
and development. He offered to his country 
the hymn of its revolution and made it, in the 
people’s imagination, “greener” than what it 
is in reality. Tunisia was remarkably grateful to 
him: it eternalized its memory and made his 
name fly high like a flag. He was in its heart as 
far as it was in his. 
The poet was born on February 24th, 1909 
in Chabiya, one of the suburbs of Tozeur, the 
biggest city of the Djerid in the south-east 
of Tunisia.  It is in Tozeur that hostled the 
background of Chebbi and his master of the 
Arab language and his learning of the Koran 
and the principles of the art of public speaking. 
And the full credit of his becoming a poet 
was to his father. After Tozeur, it joined the 
Great Mosque of Zaytouna in 1920, where 
he learned religious and linguistic sciences, 
as well as rhetoric and literary principles. 
He had a great need to improve his classical 
knowledge and to meet the needs for 
knowledge of the incipient writer and poet 
he was, thirsty of anything new. 
What grabs attention in the culture of Chebbi 
and in his will to be recognized as poet, are 
two things: On the one hand, it tried, and in 
an autodidact way (it did not speak foreign 
languages), to build a proper poetic and 
critical culture by assiduous reading of the 
romantic Westerners translated into Arabic 
(he succeeded in that thanks to his Tunisian 
friend of Kairouan Mohamed Hlioui). It tried 
on the other hand, on his own, to publicize his 

poetry and to diffuse it in the Arab East (he 
succeeded in that thanks to the assistance of 
his Egyptian friend Ahmed Zaki Abou Chadi 
and through the review “Apollo”). 
Chebbi has bequeathed to us several works: 
first his compilation “the songs of the life”, 
then a critical study “the poetic imagination 
among Arabs”, then his Correspondence, his 
diary and his thinking. 
Chebbi is greatest poets who sang the 
“Fatherland” and devoted the word “people” 
by using it in a serious and respectful way and 
by loading it with several intense significances 
expressing the revolutionary militancy: 

When people aspire to life
Destiny must carry out its will
And the night must clear up
And the chains must break

Portrait of Abou el Kacem Chebbi 
No date 

Private Collection
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MOhAMED AlI El hAMMI
ThE pIONEER Of ThE AUTONOMOUS TRADE UNION 

MOvEMENT
Emblematic figure of the Tunisian labour 
movement, Mohamed Ali became a myth by 
the very fact that the working class movement 
he initiated in 1924 was premature and of 
short-lived. 
Born in a working-class family newly installed 
in Tunis, Mohamed Ali gained the image of 
the committed and passionate adventurer. 
He became acquainted with Tahar Haddad 
who attended already the reformists and 
nationalists milieux, but his choices oriented 
him towards the difficult social milieux and 
the living conditions of the working class 
which was incipient in the city. 
Its intellectual curiosity led him to travel, to 
the East at first, then from there to Germany 
which was undergoing the convulsions of the 
Spartakist revolution led by Rosa Luxembourg 
and Karl Liebknecht. The courses he attended 
at the University of Berlin made him discover 
the socialist doctrines, in particular those of 
the “cooperativist” trend of Auguste Muller, 
from which he acquired the firm conviction 
in the benefits of the economic solidarity of 
the working classes. 
The social emancipation of the workers 
and Tunisian craftsmen by the means of the 
cooperatives was the core of his project 
when it came back to Tunis and established 
his first contacts with the trade unionists 
and nationalists. Little understood by the 
preserving opinion, except by a handful of 
intellectuals and militants of whom his friend 
Tahar Haddad, he postponed this project 
to launch out in the defense of the social 
condition of the Tunisian blue-collar workers 
hardly exploited in new colonial industry, 
mainly mining and dock industry. 
He introduced strike as a weapon, efficiently 
experimented in Germany and in Tunis itself 
thanks to the French trade unions. 

But it understood the need of independent 
trade unions specific to the Tunisian blue-
collar workers, and he stroke out with the 
assistance of a group of working-class friends 
with the support of Haddad to organize the 
first independent trade unions independent 
of the Tunisian blue-collar workers. 
Thanks to his speaker talents and his 
convictions, he managed to lead the first 
working strikes to Tunis during the year 
1924 and gained the adhesion of hundreds of  
blue-collar workers to his trade unions which 
he federates the same year in a General 
confederation of the Tunisian workers.
The fast success of the enterprise and the rise 
of an organized social movement and openly 
anticolonial surprised the protectorate 
authorities of and even established fear among 
the nationalist milieu of the Destrourian 
Party. 
The trial of Hammi, held by the colonial 
authorities in 1925 was in fact the first 
great lawsuit of the colonial system. The 
pleading of Hammi, reported by Haddad and 
the observers of that time, constitutes the 
first historical pleading text of the interests 
of the Tunisian proletariat against colonial 
capitalism. 
In his reference work, on the history of this 
experience, Haddad left aeloquent testimony 
and full of meaning on the wealth and the 
depth of the experience of Mohamed Ali. 
Today, nearly one century after this birth 
of the first organized experience of the 
Tunisian social and working movement, but 
the thoughts and the ideas defended by 
Mohamed Ali are so relevant and so vivid 
that we are tempted to say “Mohamed Ali, 
our contemporary is more alive than ever”. 

Portrait of Mohamed Ali El Hammi 
No date 
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TAhAR hADDAD
ThE MODERNITY Of ThINkINg

More than eighty years after his death, Tahar 
Haddad is still prevailing as much by his 
thinking than by his legacy. 
Tahar Haddad was a brilliant figure of 
the Tunisian reformism of the 1930’s and 
interpreter of modern Islam. He laid down 
the theoretical bases of a new interpretation 
of the sacred texts and mainly of Charia while 
courageously inviting to adapt the laws to the 
rhythm of time and with the change of the 
history; first thinker of the incipient labour 
movement in Tunisia since the 1920’s, he was 
intellectually and politically committed to the 
cause of Mohammed Ali Hammi, founder of 
the first CGTT. 
Three decades after his death, Bourguiba 
implemented the reform dreamt of by Haddad 
by promulgating the Personal Status Code 
which abolished polygamy and instituted the 
civil marriage. 
His two works, “the Tunisian blue-collar 
workers and the birth of the labour 
movement” and “Moslim Women in Law 
and Society” are outstanding and constitute 
major references in the history of the Tunisian 
intellectual and reformist movement. 
But Tahar Haddad was moreover distinct by his 
loneliness. Evolved in a hostile environment, 
disgraced by the Zaytouna Ulemas and let 
down by the nationalist elites of the time, 
Haddad died young in 1935, victim of his 
intellectual courage and the hostility of his 
own milieu. 
The importance of his main work, “Moslim 
Women in Law and Society”, was not largely 
recognized until independence. Published 
in 1930, this work had the merit to defend 
revolutionary and simple principle: the 
finalities (maqâsid) of the religion must 
override the literalistic reading of its founding 
texts. But this work still remains witness of 

the terrible sufferings women had endured 
during centuries, deprived of education and 
work, married often without their agreement, 
and repudiated without indemnity. 
Today, Taher Haddad is recognized as the 
emblematic figure of the Tunisian Reformist 
Movement, asserted by all as the intellectual 
of Moslem modernity, rare are those who 
dare follow his thinking to the end. Gender 
Equality in heritage still divides society.
The thinking and the work of Haddad are 
unceasingly revisited and remain the major 
reference as regards progressive reformism 
in Islam. 

Portrait of Tahar Haddad 
No date 
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ThE DESTOUR
bIRTh Of pOlITIcS (1920)

The wide participation of Tunisians at the side 
of France in the World War I has animated 
consciences and the claims. The historical 
leaders of the movement “Tunisian Youths”, 
built around the “Le Tunisien” newspaper, 
had already provided the foundations of the 
nationalist political action since the “Tram 
Gate” in 1912. 
With the end of the war, the group was 
formed of Abdelaziz Thaalbi and published 
the first Tunisian political Manifesto: “Martyr 
Tunisia” which took stock of colonization and 
founded the legitimacy of the national claims. 
The first nationalist leaders (Abdelaziz 
Thaalbi, Mohamed Noomane, Hassen 
Guellati, …) circulated a petition addressed 
to US president Wilson in the hope of seeing 
applying the principle of the people’s right of 
self-determination applied. 
In March 1920, they founded a political party 
named “Constitutional Liberal party” in 
reference to the first great claim: to endow 
the country with a Constitution. 
The party engaged in a policy of sending 
delegations,  in the same way as that of the 
“Wafd” party in Egypt.  
The first program of the party is centered 
on the Tunisian sovereignty and separation of 
powers, freedoms and education. The growing 
opposition of the colonists prevented any 
policy of dialogue from succeeding. 
The repression of the labour movement 
initiated by Mohamed Ali Hammi in 1924 and 
the heinous decrees of the colonial authority 
in 1926 ended up weakening the party and 
scattering its direction. 
But Destour, even if was weakened has already 
became the party of the Tunisians, known and 
respected by all. 
The turn of the 1930’s resulted in the 
emergence of new figures out of a new 

generation. Young militants, having carried 
their studies in France, impregnated with 
legal political culture, human rights and 
freedom engaged in the nationalist action. 
Habib Bourguiba, Bahri Guigua, Mahmoud 
Materi got into the action and founded their 
own newspaper, “the Tunisian Movement”. 
It was the prelude to the movement which 
was going to give rise to the Neo-Destour 
in 1934.

Leaders of the Neo-Destour around Cheikh Thaalbi on his return to Tunis in 1937
One recognizes Salah ben Youssef, Habib Bourguiba, Mahmoud Matri, Bahri Guiga

(Cheikh Thaalbi sitting in the middle)
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The Ksar Hellal Conference
1934
Private Collection 
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TAWhIDA bEN chEIkh… 
IN ThE hEART AND MIND

Tawhida Ben Cheikh was born in Tunis on 
January 2nd, 1909, in a wealthy family. She 
had her primary education at Nahj al-Bacha 
school, before moving to Armon Vallier 
Institute at Russia Avenue.  She received 
her baccalaureate degree in 1928 to be the 
first Tunisian Moslem pupil to receive such 
a certificate. She carried on her studies 
in France in spite of the opposition of her 
family, with the great support of the doctor 
and French researcher Étienne Burnet. In 
Paris, she stayed for a few months in a private 
African students’ residence at Saint Michel at 
the campus, then quickly moved to live with 
the family of Étienne Burnet. She was the 
only female student of her generation, with 
her male colleagues, Dr. Salah Azayez, Tahar  
Al-Zawash, Ali Al-Fourati and Ahmad Ben 
Miled. 
She graduated in 1936 and got her PhD in 
medicine with distinction, to become the first 
doctor in Tunisia and in the Arab Maghreb, 
specialized in gynecology and obstetrics. She 
opened a private clinic in Bab Mnara n° 37.  
Her activities were not limited to the practice 
of medicine; she also joined the Association 
of the North-African Moslem students in 
1931 to help students studying in France. She 
was also active in the Tunisian Union of the 
Moslem Women, where she concentrated 
on the sensitizing women of their rights and 
duties towards the family and the fatherland 
and the need for educating girls. She also 
founded and directed the association of 
social security and created the Orphans’ 
House and the Women’s House in 1950.  She 
also founded The Tunisian Association for the 
care of the needy families’ infants. 
Tawhida Ben Cheikh, through many press 
articles, contributed to the call for e Women’s 
Liberation and the need for educating them. 

She was also in charge of supervising the 
French-speaking magazine Leila, the first 
Tunisian female magazine published, in 1936. 
After the independence, Tawhida Ben Cheikh 
launched the first school of midwives and the 
first center of assistance for childhood in Bab 
al-Assal, where the pregnant women were 
attended by Dr. Ali Al-Fourati. 
She died on Monday, December 6th , 2010 at 
the age of 101. 

Tawhida Ben Cheikh during a sensitization campaign for birth-control
No date
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